
        
            
                
            
        

    
HELLGATE #6:

EVENT HORIZON

Mel Keegan


 

 

 
DreamCraft


 

 

 
Other  science fiction novels 

from Mel Keegan


 
Aquamarine

Aphelion

Callisto Switch

Death’s Head

Equinox

Ground Zero

Mindspace

More Than Human

Scorpio

Stopover


 

 

 
HELLGATE #6 – Event Horizon

© 2013 by Mel Keegan

All rights Reserved

This book is a work of fiction. Any similarity between real persons or other characters, alive or dead, is strictly coincidental.

This edition published in December 2013 by DreamCraft Multimedia.

ISBN: 978-0-9872328-5-8

No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever, including but not limited to lending, uploading and copying, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

DreamCraft Multimedia

Box 270, Brighton 5048, South Australia


 

 

 
Chapter One

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Oberon science platform


 
Oberon swam like a shadow against the bright, stormy face of Hellgate. The spines of the science platform’s comm aerials were picked out in hazard and navigation flares, and scores of lights winking from the long observation ports marked the presence of humans aboard. A civilian science ship from the Drift Research Institute on Borushek had docked twelve hours before, and in the last ten hours the crew had been generating noise that would have made any Resalq cringe. 

The science team had come out to align the active resonance arrays, and Neil Travers knew the work could only be done one way. Emitters fired a tight pulse into the J-layer, the outermost shell of the e-space conduit. Receivers fed the pingback to one of the most powerful AIs in the Deep Sky, and interferometry yielded data on the constant dimensional flux of Rabelais Space. Transspace.

The technique was simple, but it was loud. It rendered Oberon the brightest object in the region, intermittently as bright as one of the supergiant stars which were the handmaidens of dark Naiobe, the black hole which lurked like a master sorcerer at the heart of Hellgate, and much brighter, noisier, than the leftover hiss and throb from a Class 3 Event which had bloomed like a blood rose, just forty light minutes from Oberon’s position, not three hours before. 

In a time when frontier worlds like Saraine were deliberately being powered down to run cold and silent, offering nothing to betray the presence of industry, civilization, the noise emanating from the science platform set Travers’s teeth on edge. 

The last pulse fired from Oberon was so powerful, local comm sheeted out into pure white noise for over twenty seconds. As it subsided Curtis Marin’s voice swore softly over the loop, but it was Jazinsky who barked into the highband comm. Travers had been monitoring it since the Harlequin launched from hangar six. “Danny, for the love of whatever you like to call god, will you put a lid on it!”

She was bawling at Danny Ramesh – she knew him, though Travers did not know from where. Ramesh headed the DRI team, and to Travers’s ears he sounded like a reasonable enough man.  He and Jazinsky had almost certainly collaborated many years ago on some project, but though they greeted each other as friends when the science vessel Tycho docked at Oberon, Jazinsky’s patience swiftly frayed. Danny Ramesh had no idea how much danger his team was inviting with the constant pulses into the J-layer, and his own temper was on a tight leash now.

“No can do,” he told Jazinsky. “I’ve told you before, we’ve got a twenty-hour window to get this job done. You know the drill, Barb. You’ve done this kind of work yourself.”

“We have crews in space, Doctor Ramesh.” Richard Vaurien’s voice was on the highband now, level with the tone and meter of the peacemaker. “You’re blanketing our comm traffic. This can get ugly.”

“And I’m still on a deadline,” Ramesh said with a shade more pleasantry than he had harbored for Jazinsky in the last ninety minutes. 

“Give us two hours,” Richard proposed.

“Two hours would put me so far over our time budget, my ass is going to be hoisted in a sling, back at base. Look, Vaurien, just get off my back, let me and my people get this done, and then we’ll get out of your hair and you can go back to whatever the hell it is you’re doing.” Ramesh paused, more than likely to address a member of his team. 

“Let me offer a bargain,” Vaurien said into the brief silence.

“You’re going to bribe us to delay?” The man from Borushek was amused enough to at least listen. “Watchya got?”

“What do you want?” Vaurien asked with a trace of annoyance which perhaps only Neil Travers would have heard.

Twenty meters away a shape moved in the harsh shadows cast by the worklights, and he turned toward it. Marin was there – like Travers himself, black-armored and moving methodically from one sequence of tests to the next. Travers saw himself reflected in the half-opaqued faceplate of Marin’s helmet, watched himself wave as Curtis came closer. 

The armor they wore had rolled out of the fabrication shops so recently, the surface still carried no decals. It was experimental, and though the design was similar to the standard industrial armor preferred by most salvage operators on both sides of the frontier, it felt different. The difference was in the mass. This armor was more than triple the weight of the regular suit, and the Aragos were adjusted to compensate. A bare split-second of lag time separated the force-input of Travers’s physical movement from the response of the suit, but it was enough for his brain to register, and it made the armor feel a tiny fraction ungainly. 

For half an hour he and Marin had paced the hull of the Wastrel from the cranes and gantries on the starboard side, which gave the ship the familiar aspect of a hunchbacked troll, to the indented pods on the port side, where the geocannons were cold and dormant above the mid-ship holds. From the vantage point of the hull itself, the ship presented a bizarre landscape of hackles, dishes, domes, rails, hatches, in the shadow of the gantry cranes. In all the years he had been associated with Richard Vaurien’s operation, Travers had never worked out on the hull.  Normally only drones saw this part of any ship. Hundreds were stored in bunkers down the length of the spine and keel; they would come online when the AI woke them, scuttle out to their task and then retreat to storage. 

Drones could have tested the new armor to a point, but Vaurien and Jazinsky wanted a skerrick more data than machines could deliver. They wanted the human reaction. The Wastrel was rarely shorthanded, but with the Wings of Freedom and the Earthlight standing by Lai’a and the Esprit de Liberté still fitting and testing engines at Alshie’nya, Travers and Marin had volunteered. Jazinsky was quick to hand them an assignment. 

“Two hours, and we’ll be out of your way,” Vaurien was saying. “If I have to negotiate – if I have to buy the safety of my people for that time, I’ll do it. Name your price, Doctor Ramesh.”

A soft chime in Travers’s left ear told him Marin wanted to talk privately, and he switched back down to the Wastrel techs’ loop. “Ramesh’s crew could get themselves into real trouble, Richard. This kind of noise –? It’s insane, though they don’t know it.”

“And we can’t come right out and warn them,” Vaurien said in the same quiet, measured tone he had used with Ramesh. “The data is categorized Zunshu, Curtis. It’s classified.”

“Even if it kills them?” Travers was watching the sternflares of the Harlequin as Hubler and Rodman maneuvered in the darkness several thousand meters off the aft starboard quarter.

“Even if.” Vaurien sighed. “Give me a few moments, Neil. It’s not impossible Doctor Ramesh has a venal streak as wide as any politician, and if he does –”

“You can buy enough time for us to get done and bug out,” Jazinsky said tersely, “and leave these idiots to it. And before you say anything, Richard, I know. It’s classified, and there’s the end of it. The best you can do is protect our own. Goddamn!”

It was bad, and Travers was equally aware of the ruthlessness of their assignment. “Let it go, Barb,” he said as Vaurien returned to Ramesh and began to barter. “This one’s not our call to make.”

“And we have work of our own,” Marin added sharply. “We’re not out here for the childlike fun of playing in these suits! What do you want next?”

The armor might be the same design as routine industrial hardsuits, but the similarities were superficial and the differences could throw one’s equilibrium way off. The triple mass, the slight lag in the response, betrayed the disparity. Jazinsky called it Zunshulite. Travers thought of it as an alloy of the kevlex-titanium that had been conventional for centuries and the Zunshu armor which sheathed the ancient, alien devices, but he knew the term was a misnomer. 

No technique existed to forge the Zunshu metal, much less alloy it with other materials. Instead, the stuff for which Jazinsky had coined the term Zunshulite was fractured at the molecular level by particle beams, reduced to a heavy, toxic crystalline dust and fired, like a trillion microscopic projectiles, at the kevlex-titanium matrix. Super-hard, super-dense, the fragments of Zunshulite embedded into the woven strands of the parent material, and the result was revolutionary.

“You get used to it after a while,” Marin was saying into the busy techs’ loop. “The lag’s only about a tenth of a second, but it’s damned weird at first. A little like wading in a lake of treacle up to your armpits. Then the brain learns to compensate.”

“So you think you can move in it, work in it, for a realistic amount of time? Enough time to get some kind of difficult, precarious assignment done?” Jazinsky was in the lab, reading telemetry from the flocks of sensors mounted on the suits and already collating data.

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Travers told her. “The lag’s a nuisance for a few minutes. The servos can only catch up so fast … but I’ve worked in Marines armor with grav-resist that was jacking around, and a hell of a lot worse to live with than this. In the field you can easily take a hit in the Arago cells. The damn’ things can go intermittent and your apparent mass can be all over the spectrum. You deal with it.”

“Soldiers deal with it,” Jazinsky argued. 

“And most of us went through the Fleet meatgrinder,” Travers reminded. “Even Richard did six months on a carrier before he took his virgin furlough and kept walking! You? You’re the anomaly. Any of the rest of us would muddle through without too much cussing, even if the armor was a genuine bitch to work with. The lag’s not that bad, Barb.”

“And the rest is fine,” Marin added. “I’m cool and dry, the vid feed is top quality, the displays are absolutely stable and the comm is 20/20 unless those idiots on Oberon are firing another pulse into the Drift.”

“They’re the proverbial pain in the ass, aren’t they?” Jazinsky muttered, concentrating on the datastream. “I’m almost ashamed to say I know the idiot in charge. I took Physics 901 with Danny Ramesh – we were kids, something like sixteen. Before the draft notices were posted, anyway. He went into Fleet maybe two months after Richard spirited me away before they could get their hooks into me. Danny finished his degree on the London.” She sighed. “And the fact is, none of this crap is actually his fault. Nobody at the DRI knows any damn’ thing about the Zunshu. Not yet. They’re doing the exact kind of work Alexis Rusch wanted to get into – it’s the whole reason she enlisted.” 

“After the war, why don’t you buy him a beer and share data?” Travers’s humor was arid. “Then you can watch the bold Doctor Ramesh and associates turn a pale shade of green as they realize what they were doing.”

“After the war,” Marin echoed in a cynical tone. “If I had twenty Ulrish bucks for every time I’ve heard that one –” 

“You could buy a cheap cup of coffee on Earth or Mars.” Jazinsky indulged in a chuckle. “The data’s looking good. Better than I’d hoped for. Just one more thing I want you to do, guys. Tweak your Aragos, crank your apparent mass up a couple of percent at a time. Tell me when the mass gets oppressive. Then I want you to pitch the cargo sled back and forth between you like a medicine ball, hard as you can, see how the servos handle the impact. How well they compensate, how fast they respond.”

“Will do.” Travers shifted his attention to the helmet display and keyed on the Arago settings.

The worklights glared harshly from the high gantries. A zug was making its way between holds, and as Marin joined him he turned his back on the strobing effect as the freight car occluded one light after another.  

Two thousand meters closer to the Oberon science platform, the bright, hot sterntubes of the Harlequin chased like fireflies, and while he and Marin focused on the suits’ Aragos, Travers listened to the loop.

Roark Hubler and Asako Rodman had been working steadily for two hours and estimated they had another two to go before they could call the job done and move on. This was the two-hour window Vaurien was negotiating for. 

The Harlequin was preparing the sixth of twelve minefields which were methodically, meticulously being set down in what Mark Sherratt called the ‘exit lanes’ skirting Hellgate – the navigation routes via which Zunshu devices always exited the Drift, due to the position of the storms out of which they were spat. 

The big events the Zunshu employed as the gateways to their ‘gravity express’ had been reasonably predictable since the days of Yamazake and the first generation nav’ware which began to open up Rabelais Space. But with Jazinsky’s own work, and Mark Sherratt’s, Hellgate was increasingly familiar territory. Humans and Resalq were rapidly retracing the steps of the ancestrals who designed and flew the Ebrezjim.

The data was sound. Mark had run the numbers twenty times, correlating between the positions where the frontier colonies were now routinely being lost, and the major Hellgate storms which took time and space and tore them apart. Without exception, a major event coincided with the loss of a colony. The exit lanes were tightly plotted – the trajectories on which Zunshu devices could be expected to appear were charted; and when the Harlequin finished laying down this current minefield, six out of twelve of those exit lanes were safeguarded. 

To Travers’s jaundiced eye the defense looked tenuous, but in bad dreams he was back at Velcastra, still seeing the markers wink off in the navigation tank as Fleet ships were destroyed, taking hundreds, thousands, of lives with them.  He could wake up in a cold sweat as he acknowledged, even in his sleep, how easy it would have been for himself or any member of Bravo Company to be serving on one of those ships. Only the unfathomable grace of some soldier’s god kept them safe.

“Neil? You all right?” Marin’s voice was low, quiet. 

He shook himself hard. “Yeah. Let’s get this done – you want to grab the sled and pitch it at me? My mass is way up … starting to feel heavy, sluggish, Barb.”

“But the good news is, the Aragos will nail you down, if you need ’em to,” she mused. “Question is, can you work under these conditions?”

“Could you fight under them?” Marin added as he stooped to lift the small Arago sled which had carried out an assortment of equipment. It was unloaded now, and he turned off the power, rendering the sled a hundred kilos of dead weight. “Here she comes, Neil.”

He slung the sled with a sizeable percentage of the force he could still tap out of his armor, and it came at Travers like a missile. Jazinsky was right – the apparent mass pinned him to the hull as the sled hit him squarely in the breastplate, and Travers felt nothing of the impact. The armor was just 0.02% Zunshu metal, and in the lab it had tested impervious to repeated impacts from Shrike and Tomahawk missiles which would have punched through a gunship.

Travers caught the sled, turned it around slightly to get a grip on it and launched it back at Marin with at least as much force. “You getting data, Barb?”

“Getting numbers,” she assured him. “I’m asking for the human input. How’s it feel? Machines and numbers can’t tell me that.” 

“The armor’s heavy, it feels slow,” Marin told her as he caught the sled and heaved it back in Travers’s direction with enough force to draw a grunt from him which carried over the comm. “But it’s an illusion. It’s not actually slow – I’m looking at the same data you’re seeing.”

“Waiting for the brain to compensate.” Travers fielded the dead weight of the sled and ramped up the force as he hurled it back. “As a Master Sergeant, I’d recommend briefing and training before you put my kids into these suits. You give ’em a few hours to get the feel of the new gear, and they’ll be fine.”

“Richard and I were thinking the same.” Jazinsky chuckled. “You know, what you guys are wearing is one of the most rare and valuable substances in the universe. After the war, the patent on Zunshulite could be worth a trillion credits – even the manufacturing process can be patented. Tully and Paul Wymark and Sasha Tomarov and me, we had to invent the whole thing, build the machine. So, how rich do you want to be?”

“Maybe we’ll buy our own planet.” Marin shared her humor. 

As he spoke, the Harlequin looped around a fourth time and Roark Hubler’s voice said into the loop, “How’re we reading, Wastrel?”

From the Ops room Tully Ingersol mused, “Looking a little bit ragged on the last pass. We want to get this part dead right before you start laying the mines – you don’t wanna be back in there later, wading around in the little Zunshu bastards.”

Part of the preparation for the minefields saw the Harlequin setting down a chain of passive monitors, very similar to the broken device the Wastrel had retrieved from Celeste. The monitors were seeded first, before the mines were set in strict formation. Finally, each site was clearly beacon-marked.

Twenty thousand mines had already been seeded around the shoals and skirts of Hellgate, and connecting the swarms were long ratlines of passive monitors, covering the Drift. When the Harlequin was done, five thousand passive monitors would be adrift between the bloated stars, the black hole and the tendrils of dust left by the supernova, 2631C. They were simple listening machines with one objective: they gathered data from the Drift and uploaded to a vessel scheduled to pass by. 

The patrol would be the first duty of the Esprit de Liberté. Data would be sent to labs on the Wastrel and the Carellan Djerun; and buried somewhere in the collation, Jazinsky and Mark Sherratt were sure, the keys to the mystery of the Zunshu would be found.

Travers understood only a little of what they were doing, but he grasped the significance of the work, as did Hubler and Rodman, who understood even less of the details. The Harlequin swung away, powered out on a right-angle from Oberon and positioned itself for the next run. Six monitors were on the ramps, ready to be set into position, and with fifty more laid down, tested and validated, they would begin to seed the minefield itself.

Mines and monitors alike were churned out by the Wastrel’s factories. They were dormant as they left the shops, with the kernel of their rudimentary AI shut down and waiting for an activation code any sane person hoped would never be broadcast. Just one of those mines was enough to erase a small ship from space. Eight would cripple the Wastrel; twenty, and too little would be left for observers to be sure a ship had ever been there at all. 

Travers was deeply impressed by the care Hubler, Rodman and Ingersol invested in the preparation of each minefield. Tully was on the techs’ loop even then: “Barb, I’m going to bring these units online, see if I can get  them to calibrate their own position. They’re not far out of line – pitch jets might get them where they need to be. You want to oversee this? Second pair of eyeballs on the job.”

“Can’t be too careful,” Travers muttered.

And Rodman: “At least they’re just passive listening devices. Every time I remember we’ve got a hold stuffed full of those mines, I come out in cold shivers. One nasty little ship-killer, and we’re history.”

Over the loop Jazinsky said, “Sure, Tully, on my way. You can leave it there, Neil, Curtis. If you’re happy with the performance, and you believe we can expect proper efficiency from techs and troops in these suits – good enough for me. Come back in. They’ll be setting up for dinner in an hour.”

Before she finished speaking, Oberon issued another pulse and the comm whited out again. Travers swore into the mass of hissing distortion, and beckoned Marin. He could see Curtis, even see his face through the darkened visor, but they were reduced to hand signs. Marin signaled in the old military visual code which was drilled into draftees in the first month after conscription: Am securing the sled, wait for me there, then we’ll go back to Lock 9. 

Travers gave him the OK and adjusted his comm, switching from band to band, trying to get over or around the distortion. It was as comprehensive, as dense, as any deliberate jamming, and all he could do was wait for it to clear. He was wondering what kind of deal Vaurien had been able to arrange as at last the loop began to break back through the sizzle of interference. 

A word here and there made sense; it was the tone of Roark Hubler’s voice that set Travers’s pulse hammering, and he raised his voice to shout over the white noise, first at Marin, then at the Ops room. “Harlequin is reporting bogeys – Wastrel, are you hearing this? Richard? Richard!”

The interference was clearing, but not nearly fast enough. Travers fed power to the suit broadcast, cranked the comm to maximum and tried again. Marin had retuned the Aragos holding him to the deck and approached in long bounds, covering the thirty meters between Travers’s position and the drone store in three long strides. Proximity improved their comm, and Curtis was shouting,

“Neil, I’m getting audio from Hubler and Rodman. They’re saying something just shot out of Hellgate. Freespacers?”

“Might be.” Travers’s mind was racing. Some associate of Boden Zwerner who recognized the Wastrel and was willing to try his luck in a bid for revenge – or some colleague of Henri Belczak with an axe to grind after the battle at Celeste? “Richard? Ops room!”

The voice answering belonged to Ingersol, thready and intermittent, no matter how much power he fed to the transmitters. “We’re getting one word in three, Neil, and zilch data feed. We’re blind. You’re probably seeing more than we are – what you got?”

“Kel-bloody-brochev,” Marin swore in a hybrid version of the native Resalq, a humanization of Midori Kulich’s favorite expletive. “Neil, my sensors are maxed out. If it was a Freespacer ship big enough to have Hubler and Rodman running scared, we ought to be seeing it by now.”

“I know.” A line of sweat tickled across Travers’s brow as he scanned visually for the Harlequin. She was out of sight, perhaps on the other side of the Wastrel or the Oberon platform, or else simply too far away to be picked up by the naked eye. “Tully, can you hear me? Tully!”

“I’m getting some of your transmission,” Ingersol shouted. “What’s it look like?”

“No way to tell,” Travers told him. “Sound all-stations, get the ship on alert, clear the geocannons. Call Mick Vidal to Ops – get him on Tactical, and do it fast. Stand to Bravo Company. I say again –”

The interference had begun to clear now, and as he finished repeating the message Travers could already hear Etienne bringing the crew to stations. Travers was not surprised to hear Michael Vidal. 

“Neil, they’ve asked me to take Tactical. What am I shooting at? I’ve got nothing in the tank big enough to call a target.” His voice was taut.

“Power up the cannons and Aragos, and standby,” Travers told him. “Harlequin, can you hear me now?”

“Reading you 12/17,” Asako Rodman responded. “Tell Vidal to reconfigure – he’s looking for ships, and he won’t be seeing ’em. Scan in the four-meter range, and smaller.”

“Roark, that’s boulder size,” Vidal protested. “You got a meteor shower coming out of Hellgate?”

“Mick, that’s pod size,” Hubler corrected. “Some kind of acceleration shells, we’re counting five of them – they punched out of the Drift like a volley of freakin’ artillery and vectored ’emselves in on the Wastrel and Oberon, soon as they were clear to maneuver. I never saw anything like ’em before. They’re not Fleet hardware, not Freespacer tech, and you know what that means. Shit, hold on – we’ve got a clear shot, we’re going to take it.”

A peppering of red enunciators winked on in the helmet display, and Travers’s eyes narrowed as he watched. The Harlequin had taken on a full warload at the orbital yards at Ulrand, and to his knowledge she had not fired a shot since. The same impressive cannons that had seen service in the Freespacer battle there were hot again, and sensors counted sixteen rounds delivered dead on-target, on the closest of the bogeys. He held his breath now, hoping, wishing he knew how to pray, but as the interference from the blasts cleared his sensors told him the same truth they told Hubler and Rodman.

“No joy,” Rodman called bitterly, “and that’s the best we got.” 

And Hubler, a moment later: “You seeing this, Mick? They have to be shielded. We didn’t even knock the little bastards off-vector.”

“Get out of there,” Vidal advised. “They haven’t returned fire, but we’re not assuming they’re unarmed. With these guys, who knows?”

“They’ll be armed, count on it,” Marin said emphatically, “but in craft this size they won’t have ordnance to burn. Do like the man says, Rodman – get out while you can. Show them a sitting target, and they’ll take a crack at it.”

“We’re gone,” Rodman sang.

Sensors showed a fierce heat bloom at the Harlequin’s position as the engines lit up brightly, and Travers called, “Are you tracking unknowns yet, Mick?”

“Not yet,” Vidal told him, “but the Harlequin just bounced her data right to Etienne. It’s only blind luck she was out there, close enough to see them. Mark Sherratt will tell you, these raids normally have no warning, no lead time. Ask Curtis. He knows so much about this crap, it’s a wonder he can sleep.”

“I guess we got our personal guardian angel,” Ingersol breathed. “Uh, Neil, I looked at the inbound tracking data from Fridjof Prime, back at Ulrand, when you guys fought there, at the refinery … same deal?”

“Same deal,” Travers muttered. “Mick, you getting anything now?”

Vidal’s body might still have been frail but his mind was almost as sharp as it had ever been. “I’m trying, Neil. There’s just too much bloody interference from Oberon, I’m still not seeing shit. Richard!”

“Right here.” Vaurien’s voice was the sole note of calm in the loop. “I’m coming to you, Michael. Take a deep breath, and recalibrate.”

“Already did that. Whatever Roark’s seeing, they’re too small to pick up at this range through this swamp of background white noise.”

“Understood.” Vaurien did not skip a beat. “Etienne, bring the deep scan platform online. Harlequin, you hearing me?”

“Yo,” Rodman called. “You want realtime coordinates.” Not a question.

“Best you can guesstimate,” Vaurien affirmed. “Relay what you have direct to the AI. Michael, use the deep scan to derive a firing solution and configure the Aragos, get some shielding between us and them.”

The Wastrel’s deep scan platform was the sensor array from a Resalq research vessel. It was designed for observing stellar phenomena, and far more sensitive than the close-range sensors which normally guided the guns. Vidal swore quietly. “Damnit, I’m getting slow. I should’ve thought of that.”

“No,” Marin argued. “You’re used to the resources of a warship. You’re still trying to adjust to think civilian. Richard, we’re outside. Where do you want us?”

“Pick your ground,” Vaurien offered. “Nowhere’s going to be safe, and you’re already wearing the toughest armor this side of Zunshu space itself. Michael, any joy?”

And Vidal, as appalled as he was self-satisfied: “Oh, yeah. I’m seeing six, Harlequin, not five, but you pegged the size dead right. Just over the three meter mark … some weird-ass engine signature, doesn’t even look like an engine. The only thing I’ve seen that’s halfway similar –”

“Is the signature off the mines the Fleet battle group flew right into, at Velcastra,” Barb Jazinsky finished. “Oh yeah, these bogeys are Zunshu. No question about it now. Okay, Tully, I’ll take Ops – get moving. Weimann ignition procedures. Get us to jump minus three seconds and hold it right there.”

Ingersol: “Will do. You better check the highband. According to everything I’m seeing on sensors, those bloody fools on Oberon are charging up for another pulse. They blind us again, and we’re a sitting bloody duck.”

“Shit,” Jazinsky swore in a rasp. The comm clicked audibly as she switched up, and Travers almost winced as she bawled, “Danny Ramesh, are you listening to me? Ramesh!”

He was there at once. “Like I’m going anywhere? What the hell is your problem, Jazinsky?”

“Shut down your goddamned pulse generator,” she told him, “right now. Do it, Danny, or I swear I’m going to blow the emitter right off the shoulder of Oberon.”

He snorted a laugh that was terrible in its ignorance. “Yeah, right. Take a pill, go have a lie down. I might talk to you later when you’re making more sense.”

“They’re still feeding power to the emitter,” Richard warned. He touched his combug. “Doctor Ramesh, I should warn you, we’re serious.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Ramesh groaned. 

“Etienne, clear Starboard 22 and lock onto the Oberon J-band emitter. Standby to fire on my command,” Vaurien said in a tone like crushed velvet. The words carried clearly over the comm. “Ramesh, shut it down.”

“Or we’ll shut it down for you – permanently,” Jazinsky breathed.

Marin’s helmet turned toward Travers. His voice was a bare murmur. “Which is what we should have done hours ago.”

“This is the property of the taxpaying public of the Deep Sky,” Ramesh roared.

“All the more reason to go dark and keep it in one piece,” Vaurien said reasonably. “You have one minute, Doctor Ramesh. Etienne, countdown and fire on zero if the pulse emitter fails to deactivate. Acknowledge.”

“Fifty-eight,” Etienne said calmly. “Fifty-seven. Fifty-six.”

“Michael?” Vaurien’s voice betrayed nerves wound tight as steel hawsers.

“I’m glimpsing objects,” Vidal told him. “But they’re so damn’ small, target acquisition is going to be like spitting into a cyclone. Looks like two are vectored on the Wastrel, the rest are going for Oberon.”

And Jazinsky: “Time?”

“Maybe two minutes before they get to us,” Vidal judged, “three minutes before they reach Oberon. It’s difficult to be exact because they’re surfing on gravity fields, their velocity’s constantly changing.”

“And we,” Marin said darkly, “are unarmed, Neil.” He took a step away, in the direction of lock 9, but Travers’s gauntleted hand on his shoulder held him back. 

“No time to get in to the armory. Come this way.” Travers was already moving, and thanking the old soldier’s gods that he knew this ship as well as he had ever known the Intrepid. 

The loop hummed with data and he listened as the flock of pods raced up out of Hellgate with the speed and maneuverability that had always defeated the Resalq. The same tiny craft had dropped the Zunshu machines into Fridjof Prime, and the Fleet docks at Albeniz, absolutely without warning. They were so small, so fast, in almost every instance the target was overrun before defenses could come online.

And for hours Oberon had been transmitting, loud and strong, in the very bands the Zunshu passive listening devices monitored. Nothing natural fired such pulses. Only industry or science used the comm bands close to the e-space horizon. The command traffic of military and industrial drones was loud there; the big AI freight haulers that cut time-saving slingshots through the safer quadrants of Rabelais Space bounced signals through the J-layer, where tachyon fields vibrated in and out of e-space. But nothing natural emitted such signals, and the noise Oberon had been making, right on the skirts of the Drift, seemed to Travers like blood in the water.

Just aft of the rank of four-meter parabolic dishes was a code-sealed hatch. He had never actually handled it, but he had seen it on vidfeeds numerous times. Tech gangs often worked out here. Tully Ingersol was far more familiar with the Wastrel’s outer hull, and as Travers dropped to one armoured knee beside the hatch he called,

“Tully, you there?”

“Engine deck,” Ingersol responded. “What d’you need?”

“Give me the code for service hatch 68, aft of the four-meter dishes.” Travers adjusted the tint of his visor and surveyed an outsized keypad designed for massive, armoured hands.

Ingersol did not even have to think about it. “Alpha-gamma-2-4-9-kappa-delta. You’re doing what I think you’re doing?”

The gauntlets were thick enough, heavy enough, to make tapping in the code a frustrating exercise, though the keys were huge. “How long till the Wastrel can jump the hell out of here?” Travers whispered.

“Fifty seconds, but sublight engines are already hot and all three reactors are throttled up. We can at least give them a run for their money.” Ingersol paused. “Shit, Neil, you, uh, you guys did this at Ulrand, right? You beat them?”

“We beat them,” Marin said levelly. “In fact, we’ve beaten these bastards twice. And the Wastrel can jump out and escape, Tully – it’s the crew on Oberon that’ll be erased like they never existed. Ops room.”

“We have tracks on all bogeys,” Jazinsky told him. “Two headed for us, four going for Oberon like a school of sharks.”

“There’s almost fifty people on Oberon,” Travers said as he lifted the service hatch. A light flickered on in the trench beneath. “Bravo Company, where are you?”

The voice answering belonged to Judith Fargo, as Travers would have expected. She had earned the promotion to lieutenant, and she took the rank seriously. “Armed and in the hardsuits, in Hangar 4, boss, starboard side. We can freakin’ see Oberon from here. You call it.”

The Capricorn was parked in Hangar 4, and Travers took a deep breath, weighing the risk before he said evenly, “There’s a bunch of ignorant, dumb civvies on Oberon, and they’re getting fragged unless we get between them and a squad of automata. You want to go kill some more Zunshu?”

“We can do that,” Fargo said without hesitation. “Perlman’s been prepping the Capricorn as a CYA fallback. She’s about one minute off flight ready. It’ll take another minute to get over there and dock. We got time?”

“Just,” Travers judged. “Make it fast, Judith, and – be careful.”

He was still speaking when Etienne counted down to five, and Danny Ramesh’s voice exploded into the loop. “Fuck you, Vaurien – we’re shut down, going dark. You’ll never work in the Deep Sky after this – you better take off for Freespace and keep running!”

Vaurien was far too busy to deal with Ramesh, and it was Jazinsky who answered. “Save the squealing for later, you little twerp, and while you’re at it, look at your bloody sensor displays. You should be seeing six marks, coming in from the Drift on a vector of 159/280, almost in line with Naiobe itself.” Ramesh began to bluster, and she cut him off with a roar. “You want to stay alive long enough to file your report, look at your goddamned data!”

A pause, and he was back, angry, surly. “We’re tracking a bunch of sizzling Hellgate meteors, four headed this way. So what? The AI already ramped up the Arago screening, it’s not an issue, Jazinsky.”

“You think? Get your people in their hardsuits,” Jazinsky said tartly, “or tell them to drop what they’re doing and head back to the Tycho.”

As Ramesh began to argue, Travers stopped listening. In the service trench under hatch 68 was an assortment of tools – not weapons, as such, but industrial tools became terrible weapons with a shift of intent. 

He moved back to let Marin see the resources they commanded, and deferred to Dendra Shemiji experience in the selection of them. An hour a day, often more, he was still studying the resources Mark Sherratt had made available, and his grasp of Resalq triple-think was deepening rapidly. Half an hour every day, he and Curtis were in the gym, and the time was gone when Marin could bounce him off the mats with impunity, with the fluid, economical moves of the Aramshem, one of the most ancient Resalq martial arts. Travers was catching up fast, and as Marin chose the tools which would become weapons, Neil saw the affirmation of his own judgment. He had chosen the identical selection. For himself, a plasma torch with a five liter tank of nentane gas – it would cut or weld, on command. For Marin, a bolt gun with the fat cylinder of a ten-round magazine, which would double as a fearsome projectile weapon. 

Over the comm Vidal’s voice was even with a surreal calm. “They’re close enough for me to get reliable target acquisition. Neil, Curtis, watch yourselves. Railguns are primed. Richard?”

“Take your shot,” Vaurien invited. “Etienne, switch gun control to the main navigation tank. Let’s see this.”

First the helmet armorglass darkened to midnight black, then the whisker-thin Zunshulite visor dropped down, completely screening the faceplate. A faintly distorted vid image replaced the live-eye view of the Wastrel’s hull, and Travers held his breath, waiting for it.

The railguns opened up in dazzling nine round bursts. Every third round was tracer, the first two armor-piercing and Demolex-7, but at 30 rounds per second the muzzles of the cannons mounted right above the holds seemed to pour streamers of pure, blue-white light. Vidal had a delicate touch on the triggers, locked onto two targets and releasing discrete bursts, a third, a fourth, before he paused to look at the data.

“Targets still inbound,” Etienne reported. 

“And I’m reading powerful energy signatures off them,” Jazinsky added, “enough like our own Arago fields for me to recognize halfway similar tech. We’re not going to knock them down, Richard. They’re way too well screened.”

“Merde,” Vaurien said softly. “Save your ordnance, Michael. We’re not going to take them that way.”

“Railguns on standby.” Vidal hesitated, then, “Forty seconds, Neil … they’re coming into range of your suit sensors. You ought to be seeing them very soon. Get out of there.”

“We have to lure them – bring them to us,” Marin corrected. “Let them get inside the ship, and it’s odds-on we’ll wind up as wreckage. We’re going to vector them to us, Mick.”

Vaurien’s voice murmured into Travers’s ear. “You’re the specialist. What do you want to do?”

“Power down all the locks except Hangar 4 – Bravo’s on launch procedures,” Marin said levelly. “Make a big, bright display of chain guns coming online in Hangar 4, and then run everything dark except lock 9, which is us. Open up 9.”

Even Richard Vaurien skipped a beat. “Are you sure? You want to open a door and invite in a squad of Zunshu automata?”

A fist seemed to clench around Travers’s throat as Marin said, “I’m sure. Standby to seal 9, as soon as the automata commit to our position, and then … good hunting.” 

His gauntlet closed on the forearm of Travers’s armor, and Travers followed his lead, into the scant cover of the drive motors beneath the last of the parabolic dishes. They hunkered down there, armed, concealed, and Travers turned his attention to his suit’s sensors. They were at maximum, configured to search for objects in the three meter range, and like Marin he was already keenly aware of the inadequacy of suit sensors.

Over the highband comm, Danny Ramesh was screaming. “Vaurien! Vaurien! What the hell are you firing at?” His voice was sharp with anxiety now, much of the righteous anger pared away by shock.

It was Jazinsky who responded, sounding distracted as she jockeyed data. “Did you herd your people back to the Tycho?”

“No, I – I bloody didn’t,” Ramesh protested.

“Well, too late now,” she said cynically. “Get them together, and if you’ve got the hardsuits, get into them. You have a Marines unit coming to join you – power up lock 3, repeat lock 3. It’s the closest to us. I don’t suppose any of you are actually armed?”

“Armed?” Ramesh’s voice was shrill with an unhealthy mix of dread and confusion. “Of course we’re not armed – we’re just a civilian science mission.”

She took a deep breath that carried over the comm. “Then, you get behind the Marines unit, and you do as they tell you, understand?” He was still talking, demanding, but she ignored him now. “Lieutenant Fargo? Talk to me, Judith.”

“Launching in five,” Fargo called into the chaos of the loop. 

“Tully?” Jazinsky was almost as surreally calm as the AI.

“Holding at Weimann ignition minus three,” Ingersol responded from the engine deck.

“On my word,” Vaurien told him. “Neil?”

The helmet displays had registered the incoming marks seconds before. Airlock 9 gaped open behind them while the Capricorn burst out of Hangar 4, ahead and below them, in a lightstorm of engine flares. It was gone in an instant, like a single tendril of fork lightning, headed for Oberon. In its wake, four chain guns set in the hangar mouth set up a staccato pattern. They were small, designed to impede a forced docking by ships like Sergei van Donne’s Mako or the Capricorn itself, but the incoming Zunshu were unaware of their limitations.

Again Travers held his breath as he and Marin watched the tracking marks, and a moment later Curtis whispered, “Yes! They took the bait, Richard. They’re coming to us. Standby to seal 9.”

“Seal 9, and we lock you out,” Vidal said sharply.

“We know.” Travers licked lips that were suddenly dry as paper. “Call it another test of the Zunshulite armor. You wanted data, Barb? Looks like you’re going to get it.”

“You maniacs watch your bloody asses,” she said in a tone that cut like a razor. “The Capricorn is docking. Judith!”

 “We can see them,” Fargo assured her, “four bogeys headed this way, thirty seconds from locking on – and they’re going to have to cut their way in. Buys us some time, Barb. Get the civvies moving, send ’em anywhere, so long as it’s away from the Zunshu lock-on point.”

“Doctor Ramesh, are you monitoring our comm?” Vaurien asked over the increasing clutter of the loop. “You have very limited time. Advise your people make their way to the Tycho, and commence preflight procedures. Do it now, while you have the chance.”

And then Travers stopped listening. In the helmet display he had visually picked out the identical, eggshell-smooth shapes of two aeroshells, no more than five hundred meters off the starboard side of the Wastrel. They were slower now, shedding speed so fast, a human pilot would have been knocked insensible. The two shells were butting their way through the tug’s dense, overlapped and interleaved Arago fields, and turning slightly to close on lock 9.

“Mick, they’re getting right through the Aragos,” Travers warned loudly. “Can you squeeze any more out of them?”

“A few percent,” Vidal mused, “but what’s the point? Repel them here, and they’ll target some other area, maybe a thousand meters away. You and Curtis want to go hunting?”

“No,” Marin whispered. “Let them through, Mick. Don’t make it too easy – don’t give a machine mind anything to suspect. For once, they’re right where we want them.”

The datastream from Etienne told him when Vidal shut back a fraction of the power to the Aragos and the field weakened a few percent. It looked as if the generators were overstressing, and if Travers had not heard the exchange between Curtis and Vidal, he would have assumed nothing more. The Zunshu would buy it.

Marin’s voice was a bare murmur, oddly intimate over the comm. “Same as last time, Neil. You know how this works.”

Academically, Travers knew how it worked, but on the big moon of Ulrand, and way back on Kjorin, Bravo Company had been behind him, and the weapons in his hands were state of the art. He looked down at the plasma torch he cradled against his chest, and then up again, at the bolt gun Marin had lifted out of the glorified tool chest.

“It’s not too late to cut and run,” he suggested half mockingly. 

“Nowhere to run to, is there?” Marin shifted position and pulled the bolt gun into his shoulder as if it were an assault rifle. He had no efficient way of sighting or marking his target, and Travers knew what he was about to say. “They’ll have to be damned close for this to work.”

The Zunshu machines would be focused on lock 9, and given the weird topography of the Wastrel’s hull, the route to the open lock was narrow and tight. Travers watched Marin prime the bolt gun, and deliberately tuned the plasma torch to a fine, super-hot jet.

The loop was a mess of callsigns and invective, but he heard Fargo’s voice, and both Kravitz and Inosanto, chorusing the same information: they were docked, they had blown the Capricorn down to partial pressure and bypassed the normal airlock cycling, to save time. A gale was rushing through the nearer parts of Oberon, but it would soon be spent. Much more significant was Danny Ramesh’s wailing voice.

“Something’s locked onto us,” he howled.

“We see it,” Vaurien said coolly. “It’s on your back, near the machine shops. You’re dead lucky, Ramesh. Oberon has better armour than a super-carrier, because Hellgate’s always likely to throw super-hot debris at it. You weren’t fired upon, and these intruders have nothing that’ll mesh with your docking rings. They’ll have to cut their way in, which buys you a little time. Are your people back on the Tycho?”

“They’re shutting everything down and grabbing their equipment,” Ramesh began.

“Ditch it – ditch everything,” Jazinsky said loudly. “Danny, will you just do as you’re told for once in bloody stupid life? You’ve got about one minute. Tell your people to run!”

Marin made a sound that might have been cynical humor. “They’re not going to make it.”

“Not unless Bravo buys them another chance,” Travers agreed. “And speaking of sitting targets – Mick, can you get a shot at any of the pods that just locked onto Oberon?”

“One of ’em,” Vidal mused. “It’s worth a try. Hold on.”

Again, the liquid streams of pure light lanced out of the starboard railguns, but as the blaze of sensor noise settled Jazinsky only swore bitterly. “Waste of time and ammunition.” 

“Worth a try, like the man said.” Travers licked his lips and shifted his grip on the plasma torch. “Curtis …”

“Oh, yeah. Here we go. Forget Oberon now – let Bravo take it, we have enough to do.”

They were watching the aeroshells buck through the last Arago field and come slithering around, lined up on lock 9. With perfect efficiency both shells settled solidly onto the hull and hatches opened in the long sides.

“Touchdown,” Travers said quietly. “Standby to seal 9 … wait … wait … do it!” He had delayed long enough to see the six automata step out of the shells, and in moments they were out on the hull, separated from their pod-like craft. 

“Lock 9 is sealed,” Vidal informed him. “I’ve got visual on you, but you’re out of the firing arcs of any weapon we have. You’re on your own, kids.”

“Not quite.” Travers checked the charge on the plasma torch. “Deploy the drones from 24 through 29.”

Vaurien was with him. “Cannon fodder, Neil,” he warned. 

“Distraction,” Marin said pointedly. “Right now, we’ll take anything we can get.”

“You got your drones.” Vaurien paused. “I’m configuring them to seize anything that moves and put it in storage. They’re going to be fragged as fast as the Zunshu can target them.”

“But six Zunshu machines,” Vidal added, “can’t fire on a hundred targets at the same time. It’ll buy you an advantage, Neil – a small one.” He took a breath, audible over the comm. “Drones coming at you … my vidfeed is about six meters up on the wave guides above you. You’ll see them in a moment.”

In fact, Travers had already seen them – and so had the automata.

It was so odd to see unarmored, unsuited figures striding across the hull of the Wastrel with the aid of tractor technology so similar to the Arago patents. These machines were careless of the vacuum, the background radiation from the engines, the constant brain-sizzling pulses from the active sensors. The six automata had the body and face morphology of the ancestral Resalq; at first glance they looked like the Kulich siblings, clad in plain blue-gray coveralls and black work boots which would not have drawn a glance on any colonial street; but the similarities between these figures and any generation of living Resalq were barely skin deep. They were hardware, with a single objective.

As airlock 9 sealed, Etienne broadcast the standard warning issued to crew working on the hull. Travers was never more keenly aware of being disconnected, and he shifted his grip on the plasma torch as Marin began to move. The automata were still thirty meters away and all six had spun to engage the swarm of maintenance drones which had descended on them with outstretched handling arms. The directive was seize and store, and the drones had no more regard for their own safety than the automata.

“They’re Zunshu generation four,” Marin muttered. “Firearms built right into the armature, see? Go!”

The hundred incoming drones would be knocked down in seconds, but Travers told himself those seconds should be all the advantage he and Marin needed. They were moving as the automata began to fire, and he had set his apparent mass low enough to cover the distance in two giant strides. Curtis was less than a half pace behind him, and the bolt gun pounded like a jackhammer, firing white-hot, thumb-thick, twenty-centimeter rivets with a force like a mortar. Travers’s instruments registered every concussion as he watched four of the automata physically picked up and flung away by the impacts.

The last two moved with a speed so far in advance of even a champion athlete among humans, Travers was breathless. One instant they were aiming into the swarm of drones, picking them off at the rate of four, five per second; the next they were gone. 

“Neil,” Vidal called sharply. 

“Get a track on them,” Travers barked as Marin came to a slithering halt on Aragos, and the plasma torch spat a blue-white jet as long as his forearm. 

Three of the four automata had gone down hard in a tangle of threshing limbs, while the fourth had been flung off the deck and was drifting away from the Wastrel. The three on the deck were easy pickings, but the forth could be dangerous, and Travers watched as it writhed in mid-flight, twisting until it could bring its weapons to bear.

“Neil!” It was Jazinsky calling now.

He did not need her or Vidal to tell him he had just been lidar painted. Neither the plasma torch nor the bolt gun had the reach to hit the Zunshu machine, and at its rate of drift, it would be five seconds, minimum, before the automaton entered the firing arc of any gun the Wastrel possessed. The ship’s defenses had never been configured to repel boarders on the hull.

“Zunshulite,” Marin whispered across the comm as Travers dove into the fracas in the shadow of the dish arrays, where the wounded automata were halfway back to their feet.

The snake-tongue of blue-white plasma licked out, haloing one machine from pelvis to breastbone with the brutal heat of a cutting torch. He wondered if this had ever been done before – Mark Sherratt would know – but if an assault rifle could punch through the abdominal armor, reach the core processor and destroy it, a plasma torch should do the same.

It was a gamble Travers was willing to take, but his teeth were clenched as the Zunshulite shielding his own belly and chest was pounded by a weight of gunfire that would certainly have fragmented standard Marines armor. 

The jet from the plasma torch was slower than hitting the automata with a dozen rounds from an AR-19, but the final result was more satisfying. For two seconds, three, the Zunshu mechanism defied the heat and then it seemed something in the abdominal cavity melted down, ruptured in a gush of molten metal. The machine spasmed, limbs flailing before it went limp. Travers dove on to the next, all the while weathering a barrage on the armor. 

He was on the second Zunshu before it could get away from him, but the third had slithered loose. “I’m going to lose it,” he warned between gritted teeth as he slammed the muzzle of the torch into the belly and hit the trigger.

“I’ve got it.” Curtis had launched himself.

He vaulted over Travers as the Zunshu thing thrashed, trying to dislodge him and angle its weapons. Travers keyed his Aragos high, pinning the machine down, holding it against the deck while the torch heated his own armor to such levels, the suit’s rudimentary AI issued a piercing warning. 

He ignored the alarm and watched as Marin shot low overhead. A projectile from the bolt gun slammed the Zunshu back against the housing of the dish’s drive motor and pinned it there securely. It was still writhing, trying to force its way free, when Travers picked himself up and walked into the path the cannon mounted in its left arm.

He was aware of Marin standing between him and the drifting Zunshu, taking the hammering from its cannon on his own Zunshulite breastplate, but Travers was intent on the pinned automaton. His armor was so hot, peripheral systems had dropped offline and the cooling system was overloading. He seemed to be locked in an oven and sweat streamed from him as he walked into the Zunshu gunfire, but in the cold of space the suit was shedding heat rapidly. As the temperature fell, the cooling system began to function properly and chill fresh air wicked sweat and heat away from his face.

The drifter was sixty meters away now and its weapons had fallen dormant as it exhausted its ammunition. Vidal’s voice cut across the loop. “I’ve target-locked the bastard. Duck!”

The same chain guns that protected Hangar 4 opened up with a sun-bright torrent of 50mm, armor-piercing, incendiary and tracer. The Zunshu machine wrenched itself apart in a welter of shrapnel and gasses. The remains of its body were flung away by the impacts, and Travers began to breathe again. 

The automaton was distant enough that his instruments registered nothing when its self-destruct triggered at last, but Jazinsky called, “It’s gone. Nasty implosive device … two more out there, Neil, Curtis. They can hurt us, even if they don’t get inside.”

“Understatement,” Marin said glibly. “Mick, you still tracking them?”

And Vidal: “About two hundred meters aft of your position, heading for the service locks ahead of the engine deck. Jesus, if they get in there –”

“They won’t.” Richard Vaurien hesitated a moment. “Tully, take us to Weimann ignition minus one second, and hold. Neil, Curtis, what do you need?”

They were already moving and Travers said, breathing hard as the sweat began to cool on his skin, “Can’t think of a damn’ thing. Don’t delay for us, Richard. If you see the wire coming up, you bloody do it!”

Had a Weimann jump ever been performed, with crew exposed on the hull? The radiation storm would have fried Marines armor, and Travers was far from convinced a thin skin of Zunshulite would protect them. He looked sidelong at Marin, seeing only the shape of the suit, featureless, black, not quite sleek, not quite cumbersome.

“This,” he muttered, sotto voce, “is going to be the stupidest bloody way to buy the ranch anybody ever thought of.”

If Marin heard him, he made no response. They were moving fast on the blind side of the crane gantry, and Vidal’s voice murmured in Travers’s ears, giving him the position of the Zunshu while in the loop’s busy background he heard the tumult from Oberon. 

At last, Ramesh’s people had grasped the gravity of the situation. Perhaps the appearance of a squad of Marines was enough to jerk them out of civilian complacency, or the clamor of their own AI, which was endlessly repeating the warning of intruders on the platform and an imminent hull breach. 

Bravo Company had placed itself between the science crew and the service bays where the Zunshu shells had locked on, and Etienne reported heat blooms where the automata were cutting through. Blastdoors were slamming, sealing, across the breadth of Oberon, and the voices of Fargo, Inosanto and Kravitz shouted over the infuriating calm of the AI. A moment later Travers heard Fargo bawl, 

“They’re inside! Twelve units. We’re decompressing … the AI’s got it covered. Inosanto, move your ass!”

There was a maddening desire, a terrible need to be there on Oberon with Bravo, as if he must call the shots, and Travers knew it was no more than a knee-jerk. Bravo had done this twice before; they were more qualified than any force in the Deep Sky to challenge a company of automata, and as he caught a glimpse of movement among the girders and rails he forcibly dragged his mind back to the hull of the Wastrel. 

“Got the buggers in sight, Mick.” He took a breath, licked his lips. “Retask the drones – if the swarm decoy worked before, it’ll work again.” 

“You got it,” Vidal assured him. “We’ve deployed a gang of hangar drones on the inside of the service locks. If the Zunshu do get through, they’re going to walk right into a bunch of cutting torches. What worries me is –”

“The self-destruct,” Marin finished. “This is the way the Resalq used to go down. You fight the bastards to a standstill, and if they can’t get to your generators …” He rasped a Resalq curse and took a half step ahead of Travers. “Standby, Neil.”

“Do it.” Travers was already configuring the torch as his eyes raced over his suit’s systems data. Several peripherals were still intermittent but Aragos, life support and comm looked good, and when he could see the target with his own eyes, these were all he cared about.

The two automata were already inspecting the service airlock, and the engine deck itself was only thirty meters away. Vaurien’s tone was level, dark. “Close your blastdoors, Tully. Give me a Weimann status report.”

Ingersol’s own voice was sharp and Travers remembered, Tully had never been this close to a combat situation. His entire five year Fleet hitch was spent working with the engines of the tender Livingstone, and he had already contracted with Richard before his formal notification of civilian status arrived. As a tender, the Livingstone had never seen so much as a skirmish, and the Wastrel had always been one of the safest ships in the Deep Sky. For the first time Tully Ingersol was under the gun, and it was clear he did not relish it. “Blastdoors are sealed, Rick. Weimanns are at 97%, all three reactors are available, and we’re holding at ignition minus one second. Jesus bloody Christ, Neil and Curtis are out there!”

“I know, Tully.” Vaurien’s voice was familiar, intimate, and a light year distant in Travers’s ears. “Neil?”

“Standby,” Travers told him.

Marin was only waiting for the drone swarm, and as they descended like so many hornets around the Zunshu, he moved with a speed and agility that surprised even Travers. His apparent mass was low, and he dove across the distance separating the crane from the service lock. He was upside down, corkscrewing in mid-flight as he emptied the bolt gun into both of the automata, less than a second apart.

He was tight on target, crippling both of them with shots into the abdominal cavities, and now Travers held his breath. The core processors were housed there, and it was possible he might have knocked them offline with the impact, as surely as he could have done it with a high energy pulse from an assault rifle. But Travers was not about to take the risk. He launched himself after Marin while the automata were still pitching backwards with the force of the impacts. 

 The torch cut into the first machine he could get his hands on, and by now he knew how long it took to melt down the innards. He was counting seconds, waiting for the gush of molten matter, while he watched the second Zunshu machine come clumsily to its knees and turn a twisted, distorted face toward him. 

The temperature inside his armor had soared and comm was starting to break up. He heard Marin’s voice but did not have the time to register more than the razor sharpness of his tone. The super-hot goo had begun to ooze sluggishly from the Zunshu when Marin’s gauntleted hands caught his shoulders, and he felt the wrench as Curtis spun him around and threw them both with all the energy industrial armor could conjure.

 Before he could snatch a breath, Travers found himself pitching laterally across the deck at shoulder height. He was half aware that Marin still had a grip on him, and was struggling to right himself when the explosion grabbed them both and flung them, much harder than Marin’s throw. 

He knew at once, the last automaton could only have triggered its self-destruct, but the blast that caught them and sent them tumbling between the cargo gantries and the spines of the lateral sensor arrays was no implosion. The breath was knocked out his lungs and every instrument he possessed went dark for several moments. The only sound in the universe was the rasp of his own breathing.

When sensors, audio and comm came back up, intermittent and indistinct, he heard Jazinsky’s voice, sharp with dread. “Neil! Curtis!” And then, “Still nothing, Richard. I’m going to try rebooting their systems on remote. Mick, give me a hand here – task the sled, make it fast.”

Travers was about to tell her to wait, let him run a swift diagnostic of his own systems, but before he could speak his instruments went dark again. He felt Marin’s gauntlets tighten about him as they tumbled blindly, powerless to do anything more than wait.

The reboot took five interminable seconds but when systems came back up, they looked good. Travers sucked a breath to the bottom of his lungs, cleared his throat and took stock of the situation. He and Marin were still locked together by the clench of Marin’s gloves, which had clamped into place on Travers’s armor before the reboot.

But they were already several hundred meters off the hull and as they tumbled he caught sight of the ship – the extent of the damage. Marin had seen the same, and whistled softly. “Wastrel Ops, looks like you’re blind up top. The sensor arrays are just … gone.”

“Tell me about it,” Jazinsky muttered. In the loop behind her voice an all-stations alert was clamoring, and Ingersol’s tech crews were shouting.

“What the hell happened?” Travers demanded. “That was an explosion, not an implosion!”

“Tell me about that too.” She skipped a beat and plowed on. “Best I can guess is, the bloody machine tried to self-destruct, but the implosive device malfunctioned. It was probably unstable enough to go divergent. Ask Mark Sherratt – this might have happened before.”

“And we were just plain lucky,” Vidal said tartly. “Something about guardian angels, was it? It would have blown a big hole in us – big enough to take the engine deck in one bite.”

“I’m looking at your data, Neil,” Jazinsky mused. “You’re in one piece and we know where you are. Hang tight – we’re sending an Arago sled after you.”

The sensor arrays were only part of the damage. One of the crane gantries was twisted and a zug had been torn off its track, pitched into one of the four bunkers housing reactor service drones. For the moment there was no way to get to the access hatches under which the Weimann drive modules were installed, and Ingersol was swearing bitterly as he ran diagnostics. 

“We’re a drydock job, Rick,” he was saying. 

“Engines?” Vaurien wanted to know. “Will she get us back to Alshie’nya?”

“She’s hurting,” Ingersol warned tersely. “Don’t ask me for a Weimann insertion before I take a long, hard look.”

Jazinsky was already reviewing the data. “If it was me, Richard, I’d be sending for the Wings, take her back to Alshie’nya under tractors.”

“That bad?” Vaurien’s voice was dry as old bones.

“Bad enough,” Ingersol said flatly. “One mistake, and we’re history.”

As he spoke, a hatch popped in the big ship’s flank and Travers watched a light Arago sled come slithering out. It rotated inside its own length and kicked off from the Wastrel, jetting fast to catch up with them. 

They were plummeting toward Oberon with all the force of the impact that had thrown them off the Wastrel, and as they tumbled again Travers was surprised to see how quickly they were falling toward the platform. Bravo’s comm traffic was a constant growl, and as the hazard to the Wastrel diminished his focus shifted.

According to his chrono, just seventy seconds had passed since Fargo shouted the warning that the automata had broken in, and the Oberon AI was aligning Arago fields to minimize an explosive decompression. Time was passing in a curious slow-motion for Travers. He hesitated to intrude on the Bravo comm traffic – they were in control of the situation, but he heard a sharp edge in Fargo’s normally level voice.

“Bravo, this is Travers, we’re coming to you,” he said into a lull in the commotion. “Bravo, respond.”

“It’s good to hear your voice, Colonel.” Fargo was preoccupied. “The civvies are on the run – Ramesh has them hustling back to the Tycho, over on the big dock, but –” She paused, rasped a bitten-off expletive. “Damnit, Colonel, we can get the civvies out or we can maybe, maybe take down some of the Zunshu. You call it. Damned if I can see how to do both, not in here. It’s like a – a rabbit burrow. Like trying to fight in a maze. There’s ten ways to go anywhere, even without cutting right through the bulkheads, and you know the Zunshu are only trying to get the freakin’ generators!”

“Even if Bravo could corner them,” Marin said pointedly, “their chances of taking the whole squad in the same instant to stop a self-destruct are slim to none. Not in a maze. We got lucky at Fridjof Prime, taking them on in an open space with plenty of topcover.”

“Settle for the civilians,” Travers said without hesitation. “Soon as they’re on the Tycho, get the Capricorn the hell away from there.”

“Copy that,” Fargo said with obvious gratitude.

The sled had caught them up, and as it jetted in beside Marin he caught one of the fenders and hauled it under himself and Travers. They were close to halfway between Oberon and the Wastrel, and Marin’s hand hovered over the attitude controls. “You want to turn back, or head for the platform?” He tapped the small dashboard with one armoured fingertip. “The power’s getting low. These contraptions don’t usually have to go so far, or so fast. As far as the sled goes, Oberon’s going to be a one-way ticket, so we’ll be bugging out with Bravo.”

The question was a good one, and Travers chewed on it for several moments, still listening to the Bravo comm, making sense of their situation. They had put down three automata but nine were still at large, and the invective was thick in the air, furious with their frustration. Travers gave Marin’s hardsuit a thoughtful look, weighing the value of testing the Zunshulite armor in the field.

“Wastrel Ops,” Marin was saying, “do you have a schematic of Oberon?”

“We do.” Vidal’s voice seemed so close, he might have been standing right behind them. “Is this what you want?”

The threedee plan of the platform unfolded in the helmet displays, rotating slowly, and Travers breathed an oath. “All yours, Dendra Shemiji,” he said wryly. 

“Oh, thanks a bunch.” But Marin was intent on the display and asked, “Mick, have you plotted where the Zunshu machines are? Suit sensors aren’t getting through Oberon’s meteor screens.”

“Better, we have the security feed direct from the AI. Like … so.” Vidal overlaid the sensor information. “Good enough?”

“Good enough,” Marin said acerbically, with one glance, “for me to tell you the risks are way too high to even try to save hardware. Recall Bravo the moment the civvies button up the Tycho.”

“And lose Oberon,” Jazinsky breathed. “Damn.”

“Or … part of it,” Marin mused. “Mick, are you seeing what I’m seeing? Do you have a shot?”

Travers had already glimpsed what he meant. The automata had cut their way in through the hangars adjacent to the service bays. They were over a kilometer from the generators, and the platform was armoured to take the worst Hellgate could throw at it. The AI had already secured it, blastdoors had sealed to stop the decompression. Even with Bravo extracted, the Zunshu had a major cutting job ahead of them, and it would take time.  “We can lose part of Oberon and save most of it,” he mused.

“Well, now.” Vidal made a sound that might have been a humorless chuckle. “Blow away the hangar bays, the machine shops … take the Zunshu with them, let the AI seal the rest, get a tech gang in and rebuild her. That’s not bad – if I had a shot. But I don’t, Curtis, and the Wastrel’s halfway dead in the water here. We’re not moving till Tully gets through checking every rivet.”

“Understood.” Travers was a move ahead. “Harlequin, where are you?” He had been lamenting the puny nature of suit sensors since lock 9 closed behind them. “Hubler, you still there?”

And Asako Rodman’s voice came crackling across the comm from a considerable distance: “Still here, Travers – keeping well clear of the Wastrel.” 

“It’s all over, the Zunshu were neutralized,” Marin said tersely. “Mick, squirt the data to that old buddy of yours, see what he can do with it.”

“Yo, Roark,” Vidal called. “Swing around to the ass-end of Oberon. You’ve got about a half minute to make a shot, if you can.”

The science ship Tycho was comparatively small, compact, with the telltale lines of a Kotaro-Fuente design. The drive engines had shut down when she docked, and Travers gritted his teeth at the slowness with which they were coming back online. The ship was docked on at one of Oberon’s four belly ports, five hundred meters from the Zunshu lock-on point, and the only good news he could see was that, according to the AI’s security feed, the whole civilian company was back aboard. The hatches were arming as he said,

“That’s it, Bravo – skedaddle. They’re on their own now. That was damn’ good work.”

The Capricorn’s engines had not shut down. Perlman had left them idling, and the sterntubes were still bright. As Bravo fell back to the plane Travers was watching the nine red blips marking the position of the remaining Zunshu machines. They were scything through bulkheads, as Fargo had said, cutting a direct line toward Oberon’s generators.

“You want me to do what?” Roark Hubler demanded. “Say again, Wastrel.”

“You are authorized to blow the aft hangar section right out of Oberon,” Vidal repeated. “You can take the Zunshu with it, one hit, nice, surgical. The platform’ll fix.”

“On Rick Vaurien’s authority?” Hubler queried. “Cannons are loaded … firing solution is plotted … coming around into line. Anything goes wrong, who’s Shapiro going to chew chunks out of?”

“My authority,” Vaurien told him. “Shapiro would issue the same order if he were here. Do it, Hubler.”

“Consider it done,” Hubler snorted. “Mick, if you’ve got a command line into the Oberon AI, have it standby with attitude thrusters. This is going to give it one mother of a kick.”

The Capricorn broke free of her docking ring at that moment, and Gillian Perlman took her away from Oberon on a fast, steep arc. She had obviously been listening to the loop. “Harlequin, we’re clear,” she called as the ship looped up over the back of the Wastrel. “Take your shot, Roark, any time you like.”

“Soon as the civvy bucket gets the hell out,” Rodman muttered. “Shit, they’re slow.” She paused, and then, “Tycho, do you need assistance? Tycho, what’s your problem.”

Travers had been watching the Tycho for some time, and he had begun to worry that either the pilots were rank amateurs or they had drive ignition problems. As Rodman hailed them the sterntubes lit up at last, a dully, cherry red, and he recognized Danny Ramesh’s voice.

“Give us a chance, for godsakes. Where do you want us?”

From the Wastrel’s Ops room, Richard Vaurien told him, “Put her in our blind side. Use our armor.”

“You’re damaged,” Ramesh observed as his sterntubes swiftly brightened to blue-white. 

“We’re still the biggest hunk of armor in the quadrant,” Jazinsky snarled. “Move it, Danny. You’re running out of time.”

The Tycho broke free sluggishly and climbed away slowly enough for Roark Hubler to be cursing. Travers looked back at the security data from the Oberon AI and warned, “You’ve got ten seconds, Roark, and then we lose the lot.”

“Talk to the friggin’ civvies about that!” Hubler paused long enough to stroke the triggers, and a white-gold flower seemed to blossom against the dark, stormy face of Hellgate. 

Comm exploded into a chaos of static and noise for several seconds, and when he heard a trace of the loop again Travers’s ears were ringing with the high-pitched blare. Clinging to the flimsy framework of the Arago sled, he and Marin watched the eruption escalate while alarms began to clamor across Oberon. The whole platform had blown down to near-zero pressure and the AI was routing power and data around zones that had swiftly gone cold and dead. Hubler’s shot had been surgical, just eight missiles which lifted the hangars and service shops clean out of Oberon, and the Zunshu machines with them. 

“Harlequin, track the debris,” Vaurien shouted into the audio confusion. “Make bloody-damned sure those machines don’t get back to their pods!”

“We’re on it,” Hubler reported, “but it’s a mess out here. Give me a minute, Vaurien – I’ll get back to you.”

The explosion was fading when Vidal’s voice cut like a knife across the loop. “Wreckage coming your way, Neil. Hang on.”

“Jazinsky said she wanted to test the Zunshulite,” Marin growled as he closed one fist on the sled and the other on Travers.

“Not like this,” Jazinsky said shortly. “Curtis, you’ve got one huge lump of debris coming at you – it’s going to be close. Dodge around it, if you can.”

“I’m seeing it.” Marin turned slightly to get at the sled’s small dashboard, and shifted his grip on Travers’s shoulder. “Perlman, you there?”

The Capricorn was hanging above the Wastrel, loitering there while Bravo Company watched the data and fretted. Every Arago screen the Wastrel possessed was at maximum and overlapped on the starboard side. The wreckage from Oberon plowed into them with white-hot ricochets and large chunks fragmenting into showers of scorching shrapnel.

“We’re safe,” Perlman told him. “We’re in under the shields. We can’t get to you, Curt, not till the blast’s gone through.”

All this, Travers already knew. His left glove was locked to the sled and his right was clenched around Marin’s left arm as Curtis fed what power they had left to the sled’s feeble jets. It was just a maintenance sled, convenient transport to take a tech out onto the hull to work with a gang of drones. It would have hauled them back to the Wastrel a minute before its power cells flattened, but there was no time now. Marin was asking a lot of the sled while Travers tracked the incoming boulder of Oberon debris. The sweat of healthy dread prickled along his ribs.

 “Ten seconds,” Marin whispered. “Hold on.”

The flimsy little jets battered, struggling to turn the sled on an angle to the direction of its plummet away from the Wastrel. Travers’s breath snagged in his throat as he watched the instruments redline, watched the planetoid-sized chunk of  hull plate  and girder come tumbling at them with the speed of an artillery shell. His grip tightened on Marin, and as the chrono counted through two he held his breath.

The boulder of wreckage was large enough to blot out the stars, and he would have sworn he felt it – the glancing clip of a steel spar on the shoulder of his armor, picking him up, wrenching him away from the sled and tossing him away like a toy. His helmet display flared red with howling proximity warnings and he ducked involuntarily as he and Marin, still locked together, lost contact with the sled and hurtled away from the Wastrel. It was like being pummeled in a brawl, and Travers’s senses dimmed. He heard audio as if from a vast distance –

“Neil! Neil!” Vidal’s voice was sharp. “Travers, I’m tracking what looks like the pair of you locked into one sensor mark, but your beacons have failed. Can you transmit? Neil!”

He cleared his throat, blinked his vision clear and forced himself to focus on the instruments. The loudest sound was the rasp of his own breathing, and the stream of cool air wafting across his face told him life support was still functional. But the helmet display told a tale of woe, and Travers muttered a curse as he lifted his head.

Still tethered by the clamped fingers of Travers’s right gauntlet, Marin was at arm’s length. And he was not moving. “Curtis?” Travers heard the hoarseness of his own voice. “Curtis, do you hear me?”

Nothing. Marin was still not moving, and Travers clamped down tight on a tide of dread. “Mick, can you hear me? Wastrel Ops, do you read?”

He could still see the Wastrel, still hear their comm, but as he called over and over, he realized he had stopped transmitting. Vidal’s voice had dropped several notes now; he was the consummate professional as he spoke into the loop, which was rapidly settling down. Travers had nothing to do but listen, and he focused on Vidal like a lifeline.

“You’re probably hearing me, Neil,” he was saying. “I’m starting to lose you in the background interference off the Drift, but the Harlequin has a track on you. They’re coming to get you. Run your diagnostics – how’s the armor?”

“Already done that, Mick,” Travers muttered as he gave a solid tug on Marin’s arm to spin him around. The hardsuit was pocked and scarred across the back and left shoulder. It had been peppered with fragments of debris shot out of Oberon, pebble-sized projectiles that had hurtled at them along with the massive hunk of plate and girder. The boulder had only struck Travers a glancing blow, just enough to tear him loose from the sled and send him spiraling down and away from the Wastrel, on a trajectory that would eventually feed them into the gravity well of Naiobe. Of this, Travers was not immediately concerned – the Harlequin was no more than minutes away, at most. 

But Marin’s suit was dark. The panel on the left shoulder, on the side of the breastplate, where techs could plug in and service a hardsuit while it was working, showed no enunciator lights. His power was out, Travers thought feverishly – little wonder he was not moving. Without power, normal human muscles could not move the mass of these suits. Moving in Marines armor that had lost all power was close to impossible, and the Zunshulite would have defied some hybrid between a Pakrani and a mountain gorilla. 

“Harlequin,” he called, hoping he was transmitting some fraction, and both distance and the background noise off the Drift were blanketing him too thickly for him to reach the tug. “Harlequin, can you hear me? Roark, goddamn it!”

Again nothing, and this time he had not expected a response. Instead, he lifted the visor and used his own living eyeballs to scan the heavens, looking for the ship. He saw the Wastrel, receding into the darkness with the firefly lights of the Capricorn’s sternflares scudding around and down to the hangar level. He saw Oberon, still a glitter of lights though the human crew had left and its service bays and hangars were gone. He caught a glimpse of the Tycho, and forced himself to listen.

“All right, Jazinsky, you want to tell me what that was all about?” Danny Ramesh was angry, but fear and reaction had eroded the sharp edges off his fury. He knew, now, how much he did not know.

“Classified,” she said simply. “You want more than that, get over to Velcastra. Take it up with the office of the President.”

“We’re not going to Velcastra,” Ramesh protested.

“You are, if you want access to classified information,” Vaurien said with a tone of finality. “We’ve scanned you, nose to tail – you’re in good shape. You took no damage. You can light up your Weimanns and get out of here at whim, and I wish you’d do it.”

For a moment Ramesh fumed in silence. “Take it up with the office of the President of Velcastra – a rebel colony that just declared war on the Terran Confederation? You’re not shitting me?”

“Straight up,” Jazinsky swore. “Look, get lost, Danny. We’ve got a lot of trouble here – we took some heavy damage.”

“So I see. I’ve been told you Freespacers make enemies among your own ranks. You have your little wars, and if anybody gets between you, intruders from the legit side of the frontier get chewed to a pulp and spat out.”

“Is this what you’ve heard?” Jazinsky’s temper was frayed to rags. “And you think you were just jumped by rogue Freespacers, what, trying to loot Oberon?” 

“Yeah, this is what I just saw.” Ramesh was gradually recovering some small part of his composure and his natural arrogance had begun to reassert.

“Then, of course you must be right,” she said dismissively. “You always were, you little ratshit, even when you were sixteen years old and dead wrong.”

And Vaurien – loudly: “If this is what you want to think, Doctor Ramesh, be my guest. Go home to Borushek and file the complaint.”

“If I do, you’ll never haul trash in the Deep Sky again,” Ramesh said nastily.

For the first time in so long, Travers had forgotten what it sounded like, Richard Vaurien laughed, and it was a genuine laugh. “Go, team, go!” And then he clicked out of the highband comm and returned to the Wastrel tech loop. “Tully, any joy?”

Just then a glimmer of light caught Travers’s eyes and he turned toward it, watched it grow, brighten. He was right. It was the forward cockpit armorglass of the Harlequin catching, reflecting, magnifying the lights from Oberon as the ship braked down and yawed over onto her side to present the docking hatch.

The lock was open; dim blue cascaded from within and Travers saw a shape outlined against the backwash of illumination. A suit of industrial armor knelt there, tethered on with two cables the thickness of a man’s thumb. Roark Hubler was fishing with an Arago remote, and a moment after a red laser spot began to dance on his breastplate, Travers felt the solid grasp and pull. Tractors had hold of his and Marin’s combined weight, and the Harlequin came up fast as they were reeled in like trout.

He hit the deck right inside the airlock with a heavy blow through every large bone he possessed, and did not wait for Hubler. Worklights flickered on, painfully bright, and he was up at once. The side of his glove hit the green close/lock bar, to the right of the open hatch. Marin’s armoured legs were in, and in the instant the outer door slammed, the lock began to pressurize.

At eighty percent, Travers’s hands were on Marin’s helmet seals, even before he touched his own. Hubler was on Marin’s other side, keeping out of the way as Travers broke the seals, twisted the helmet ten degrees left and lifted it away from Marin’s shoulders. The weight of it was astonishing under the Harlequin’s normal one gravity, and he passed it to Hubler.

Marin was pale as a wax effigy, not even his eyelids stirring, and Hubler groaned over the comm. “Christ, we got a casualty. Make it quick, Asako – Wastrel, fast. Get Bill Grant and a crash team.”

The Harlequin was moving before he finished speaking – Travers felt the faint shimmy through the deck of powerful engines, and as he broke his own helmet seals he heard Rodman calling ahead. The Harlequin’s air was cold, a little acid with the tang of new electronics. She had been gutted and refurbished after the Battle of Ulrand and the newness would wear off her slowly.

Still, Marin was not moving and Travers shoved his own helmet at Hubler, not caring what he did with it. The gauntlets followed, and Travers set his bare hands on Marin’s face, feeling only a faint chill from his skin. “Get me a combug,” he said without looking up at Hubler. “I wasn’t transmitting, but I could hear the loop.”

“You want to talk to Grant,” Hubler guessed as he came to his feet and stepped out of the lock.

In fact, Travers was searching his memory, hunting for the information he had read months before. This part of the Dendra Shemiji study was so low on the agenda, he had only skimmed it in passing as he looked ahead to see what was on the horizon. His own heart hammered painfully at his ribs, but he knew this. Or thought he did. 

The armor was intact; the helmet had not taken a hit, and only the power had failed. The helmet itself contained a standard two-minute oxygen cartridge, but how long the emergency supply might have to stretch was another question. Even Marines conscripts learned biofeedback techniques, to be calm, breathe shallowly, slowly. A thousand years before, the Resalq had taken such disciplines to startling extremes. 

Back of the skull, behind the ears. The mastoid process, low on the temporal bone, where the big neck muscles were anchored into the skull itself. Both middle fingers tapped there in an even, staccato rhythm. 

And then he waited, dry mouthed, while Hubler reappeared with the little blue-gray shell of a combug. It slipped in, cold and hard, and he heard Bill Grant at once, calling his name.

“Hey, Neil – they told me Curtis is hurt. Tell me what you’re seeing.”

“Give me a minute.” Travers heard the croak of his own voice. “The hardsuit lost power. No heat, no air … no break in the armor.”

“They’re not coming home hot,” Hubler added. “Rad count’s only a tad over normal, just garbage from Oberon.”

“How long?” Grant wanted to know. “How long was he cold? Any sign of cyanosis? You know what it looks like, Neil – blue around the mouth, blue tongue.”

But Marin was simply pale and cool, no sign of injury or suffocation. He was just not breathing; or if he was, each breath was so shallow and so far apart, Travers could not see any of them. “No blue,” he told Grant.

“Get me a pulse,” Grant said sharply. “They’re bringing you right to lock 3, and I’m coming to you. I’ve got a cryogen tank prepped.”

His skin was cool as a lily petal. Travers tucked his fingertips up under the jaw, looking for the pulse in the big arteries and waiting for it, one beat, anything to tell him Marin was alive. 

“Travers!” Grant shouted. “You got a pulse, or not?”

“Not yet,” Travers murmured. “Standby, Bill … just wait.”

“Neil, let it be, old son. He ain’t gonna get any deader,” Hubler remonstrated. “Let Bill do his thing. You still have a minute and a half.”

Ninety seconds more before Marin was brain dead, and all the technology in any world would not bring him back. Travers’s chest squeezed. He took a breath to call Rodman’s name, ask how soon she would dock – and then Marin’s nostrils flared; and again; his lips parted, a pulse beat faintly beneath Travers’s fingers – a second time, a third, slow with extreme bradycardia. Travers sagged back onto the deck, only then feeling the tremor in his limbs, the hot sting of tears.

“Jesus,” Hubler said. “Is he alive? Bill – he’s breathing. Damnit, he’s actually breathing!”

“He’s breathing,” Travers rasped. “Thanks, Bill. Go grab yourself a coffee.”

Marin’s lids fluttered open and dark, dilated hazel eyes looked up at Travers, narrowed in the glare of the worklights. He coughed, the tip of his tongue flickered over his lips, and his voice was a bare murmur. “I guess we made it.”

“Semcaram.” Travers knew the term, though the Resalq did not roll off his tongue – yet – as it did Marin’s. The language was utterly alien. It translated badly, and the nearest sensible paraphrase Mark had been able to find was ‘the death that is not death.’ 

“Semcaram,” Marin echoed, starting to breathe deeply now. A flush of color had returned to his face and his pupils were contracting properly. He glanced at the mesh of their gauntleted fingers and gave Travers a wry little smile. “And I’m very glad to rejoin the living … but this hardsuit doesn’t have a lick of power. I’m glued to the deck here.”

The truth was, Marin could not have moved if he had wanted to. Travers let go his hand, and as they felt the slight shudder through the whole airframe of the Harlequin as the electromagnetic docking rings took hold, he beckoned Hubler. “Give me a hand here, Roark.”

The look on Hubler’s face was odd. “Some Resalq bullshit?”

“Some,” Travers affirmed, deliberately vague. “Don’t ask me how they do it. He’s had ten years to learn this stuff.”

“It’s not that hard.” Marin ouched as the seals broke and between them Travers and Hubler lifted off the pieces. Beneath it he was clad in the familiar Tai Chi pants and mesh shirt, and he was cold enough for the chill of the airlock to make him shiver visibly.

With no Arago function the Zunshulite armor was lethal, Travers thought as he set down the last segment. His own suit was still under power, so his own mass felt entirely normal; but if the power were to fail without warning he would go down like a bunch of linguini. He doubted Sergei van Donne could carry this weight – or if he could, it would not be for long. This also would be among the data Jazinsky must process, and they could expect the second generation suits to be modified accordingly. 

Just as Marin sat up and began to rub his bare arms the hatch ground open, and he hissed at the rush of chill air. Bill Grant’s face appeared a moment later, and he lifted one brow first at Travers, then at Marin. The Australian was thick in his voice.

“I heard something on the loop about Resalq bullshit.”

“It’s called –” Marin clambered stiffly to his feet and hugged himself “—Semcaram. A way of shutting back body function to conserve oxygen. I had no power, no comm. I knew I had two minutes of O2 in the emergency capsule, and it might have to last a hell of a lot longer than that. What else was I going to do?”

“Biofeedback,” Grant said sagely. “Dario Sherratt told me a lot about this.” He aimed a handy at Marin and took a swift set of readings. “You’re still a little cold, pulse is way too slow, and you’ll be dizzy for a few minutes. You feel all right?”

“Freezing,” Marin corrected. 

“That’s because it’s bloody cold in here.” Grant put away the handy and tossed him the thermal blanket from the gurney which had followed him from the Infirmary. “You want my professional advice? Get yourself a mug of Irish coffee and candy bar.”

The pieces of Travers’s armor were stacking up by the lock’s inner door. “Call a drone in here, Roark,” he said as he set the boots aside, “get these back to Jazinsky’s lab.”

  “Will do.” Hubler was halfway out of his own suit, delaying taking off the lower segments, and Travers knew it was because the powered armor took the weight off his legs and the effort out of standing, walking. The biocyber prostheses still hurt him, it was no secret. 

Neil dropped a hand on Hubler’s shoulder. “Thanks, mate. Good job.”

“What, blowing the bejesus out of Oberon?” Hubler snorted. “Just so long as Harrison Shapiro nails Vaurien’s ass to a wall for it, not mine!”

“Nobody’s going to get nailed to anything,” Marin said in a voice that shook slightly. He took the combug from his ear, adjusted it, replaced it, and called, “Richard?”

A dry chuckle over the loop answered him. “The Tycho is on its way. They’re putting some polite distance between us before they jump out of here, and the little prick is threatening me with every legal action he can think of. Good luck to him. Fleet Borushek already has every one of us, Harrison Shapiro especially, on its most-wanted list. We lose this war, and like Ramesh said, we better get out, get lost in Freespace and not look back.”

“We win,” Jazinsky added cynically, “and it’s Danny Ramesh with the egg all over his nasty face. Forget him, Richard. He’s always been the same – rich kid, his mama’s a Middle Heavens industrialist. When conscription time came around she bought him a Fleet commission, fast-tracked through officer school and straight into administration at Fleet Sector Command. He never saw the inside of a troop carrier, never mind a warship. Hey, Neil, Curtis, why don’t you come up here? Bill said something about Irish coffee … I believe I’ll join you.”

And Judith Fargo, over the comm from Hangar 4 where Bravo had just put away the Capricorn and powered her down: “Make it a half dozen.”

The thermal blanket was barely adequate and Marin was still shivering as Travers stepped down out of the Harlequin and shepherded him in the direction of the lifts.


 

 
Chapter Two


 
The aftertaste of Velcastran whiskey was still rich on his tongue as he stood under a shower that began cool and was soon hot enough to take his skin off. He was pink, shoulders to ankles, before he turned off the water and grabbed a bath sheet, which Travers swiped out of his hands and used to rub him down. Marin leaned both palms on the tiles, luxuriating in the hot air jets, and in Neil’s hands on him. 

“I’m all right, really,” he remonstrated at last. “If you don’t want to believe me, believe Bill Grant. He didn’t haul me into the Infirmary.”

Travers paused for an instant and began again. “You scared crap out of me. Again.”

“I’d have done a lot worse,” Marin argued gently, “if the Harlequin had been just a few minutes late getting to us, and you cracked the seals on the armour about a minute after Bill called quits on me.”

“I know all that.” Travers stepped back, apparently satisfied with his handiwork. He threw the towel into the chute and dragged Marin into an embrace. His face was buried in the damp mass of Curtis’s hair as he said, “Just give my shattered nerves a few seconds to catch up.”

“Shattered what?” Marin turned his back on the hot air vents and took Travers’s face between both hands. The blue eyes were dark, troubled, and Marin said carefully, “Neil, you’re a soldier. We both are, for the duration. We volunteered for this duty. Don’t tell me you never took risks right alongside a comrade you were close to.”

“Not someone I was actually handfasted to.” Travers’s eyes closed for a moment and he seemed to mock himself for the power of the emotion coursing through him, making him tremble slightly. The dark head shook and he visibly dragged his thoughts together through an effort of will. “For the duration, is it? Till the Colonial Wars are decided, and we’re home, safe, from the Lai’a expedition.” 

“It was the deal we signed for.” Marin sighed, and then leaned over and set a kiss on Neil’s open mouth. Soft lips molded to his own, and Travers’s tongue greeted him eagerly. “I’m all right,” Marin said, slurred against the kiss before he drew back. “The suit took a hit from a scrap of shrapnel about the size of your thumbnail, dead center on the power coupler. The system shut down because it figured it was going to start shorting or venting, and was very likely to fry me like a chicken. You know the odds of that impact happening?”

“Oh, about half a million to one, I expect,” Travers admitted, obviously trying to sound casual about the risk while his fingers raised bruises on Marin’s arms.

“Actually, more like a hundred thousand,” Marin said shrewdly, “but if it was ever going to happen, I’m glad it was right here, right now, and not in the middle of some battle.”

Travers gave him an odd look and planted a bemused kiss between his eyes. “You don’t call that a battle?”

“A skirmish,” Marin amended. “Eighteen automata, two targets, Bravo Company, you, me, the Harlequin.” He nodded slowly. “We did okay.”

“We’re alive,” Travers said sharply. “Any time you go up against Zunshu hardware and walk away from it, you pat yourself on the back and say you did bloody well.”


  

Marin smiled, shrugged. “We did bloody well. And we saved Oberon.”

“Most of Oberon.” Travers’s arms went around him again with a hint of desperation, held him close while his lips devoured Marin’s right ear. His voice was rough. “That was a good call, to take a bite out of the platform and salvage the rest.”

“And Hubler’s an excellent gunner.” Marin groaned as pleasure licked through him, banishing the goblins he had been trying to deny since the Harlequin picked up the flock of aeroshells exiting the Drift. “We’re expected. Ops room. Irish coffee.”

“They can wait ten minutes,” Travers growled as he turned Marin around physically and propelled him toward the bed. His tone, his expression, would brook no arguments.

“Ten minutes?” Marin hit the mattress. It was still bouncing as he said, “Lights, low.”

The cabin plunged into companionable dimness, where the brightest object was the threedee opposite the bed. Data continued to scroll through it but for the moment was ignored as Travers settled beside him, his torso and face picked out in the surreal colors, blue, green, mauve, cast by the display. “Could be twenty,” he said like the rough-silk purr of a big cat as Marin’s hands slid inside the pale blue cotton of his shirt. 

The adrenaline rush was still tingling in Marin’s extremities, making his heart fast and his nerve endings prickle. His fingers left transient marks as he pulled Travers against him, wrestling with him for a moment, though Neil had put on a lot of muscle in recent weeks and Marin was under no illusions. Blood pulsed through him, an affirmation of life, health, strength, and he wanted Neil more fiercely than usual. Travers knew; the adrenaline must have burned through him just the same, leaving him shaking slightly with the age-old fight or flight reflex for which there was no outlet –

Or, no outlet save for sex. Marin knew what had prompted the sudden storm of desire, and if it was artificial, he did not care. His fingers clenched into Travers’s hair, his legs seized him around the hips, hard enough to make him yelp, and then they were humping together, rolling across the deep bronze quilt, hunting for release, pleasure, a celebration of survival and freedom.

Part of Marin was tempted to use the ancient skills of the Resalq martial arts and flip Travers over into the passive role, show him that muscle, bulk, stature, were not nearly as important as most humans thought they were. Part of him took a delight in Neil’s strength, the breadth of the muscular torso, the life burning through him like a wildfire. He slipped, slithered, in Travers’s hands, evading him, defying him, making him work for it; and when the moment came, made the gift of surrender when Neil had come to appreciate it.

Sweat shone on Travers’s face as he poised on hands and knees over Marin, holding him down on the rumpled bed. His breath was short, his voice a growl. “Hey, if you’ve changed your mind –”

“If I do,” Marin panted, “it’ll be all about who gets on top, and when, and how.” He caught Travers’s head and pulled it down to kiss.

It did not last nearly as long as ten minutes, and they mocked each other as they sprawled across the mattress, cooling down, still panting. Marin’s head rested on the hard pillow of Neil’s shoulder; Travers’s clothes were tangled on the foot of the bed, and Curtis mocked himself with a throaty laugh as he groped blindly for a wad of tissues from the nightstand. 

A little service drone popped out of its nook and then vanished again as it correctly identified the human behavior. It would return to the job when they left and tidy the bed, cycle the air, dump the discarded clothes into the laundry chute.

“We,” Travers said with rueful humor as Marin swabbed sketchily across his belly, “are just dead lucky.”

“Lucky to be handfasted? To ever have found each other in the first place?” Marin yawned deeply, scratched his ribs and sat up in the dim, companionable light. He lobbed the tissues in the direction of the bathroom, but they fell short. The housekeeper drone would take care of them.

“Both of the above … and dead lucky to be alive right here, right now, with the option of screwing our brains out on a whim,” Travers added.

“Not quite on a whim!” Marin set his flat palms on Travers’s broad chest, thumbed his nipples, felt the heavy beat of his heart, which had just begun to slow. “For what it’s worth, I doubt we’ll blunder into this kind of engagement again. Not where we’re going.”

“Don’t remind me of where we’re going,” Travers groaned. 

“You don’t like to think about Elarne?” Marin was not surprised.

“It makes me dizzy.” Travers’s hands charted Marin’s lean arms, his shoulders. “I just let Barb and Mark crunch the numbers, and I’ll go where they send me when the time comes.”

“Us,” Marin corrected. “Could you handle another drink?” He stooped and pressed a kiss to the hollow of Travers’s throat, right over the pulsebeat. Travers was still stretching when he shuffled to the side of the bed. He got his feet on the deck and worked his back to and fro before he went to fetch the bottle.

“Why not?” It was Neil’s turn to yawn, and he rolled over to watch with heavy lids as Marin reached for the Flynn’s Red Label. 

The whiskey was Irish in character, from a distillery in the north of Velcastra’s big continent, where glacier water flowed over peat and limestone to produce unique piquancy. They had not bothered with glasses, and Marin took a swig before passing the bottle over. His eyes were drawn irresistibly to the threedee, and he blinked at the data. 

“Here’s to us,” Travers toasted in a slightly hoarse voice. “Lucky to be alive, and smart enough to know it.”

“You got that right.” Marin frowned as he looked into the blue and green threedee. “Well, now, that’s … interesting.”

“Business?” Travers set the bottle down by the bed and reached for the slacks and underwear he had abandoned minutes before. He was not even looking at the threedee. “They actually got some useful data from Oberon, from the AI? It’ll keep Jazinsky amused.”

Marin’s head shook slowly. “No. Half of this is Wastrel stuff – Tully doesn’t want to risk a Weimann start, and if they put it to a vote, I’m with him. We might be a few percent out of alignment – looks like the impact of the detonation was close enough to the engine deck to give the drive unit a shakeup. Who in his right mind wants to take chances? This says Richard’s going to send a courier to Alshie’nya, get us a tow. But Etienne is tracking … something else.”

Legs already fed into his shorts Travers stood. “What, something out of Hellgate?” He peered into the threedee, took a moment to skim what Marin had already seen. “Now, what in the hell is that?”

“They’re asking themselves the same question.” Marin circuited the bed and leaned into the closet for fresh clothes. A crushed silk tunic in abstract patterns of deep burgundy and even deeper green, a pair of gray slacks which fluoresced subtly as the light shifted.

“Ops room,” Travers decided as he reached for his own slacks with one hand and slipped a combug into his ear with the other.

The loop was quiet by comparison with the turmoil of an hour before, but Operations was still fully manned and half of Bravo Company seemed to have gathered around the three meter navigation tank, where Etienne was displaying tracking information. Michael Vidal had pulled up a chair, and as usual lately he was eating steadily. 

He still looked like an apparition, but Marin could see the difference in him. He was in the gym twice a day, lifting flea weights, and his muscle mass had begun to increase. He could walk the length of the Wastrel’s habitable decks three times before exhausting, but Marin was sure he was not sleeping. The remarkable blue eyes were still sunken, with a haunted, haunting look about them. His hair had begun to grow back, disguising the hollows of his skull, and he was going to be lucky. It was all growing back. He might have discovered himself with thin wisps where the more typical thick, lush Pakrani hair had been – the genetic legacy of his mother’s side of the family. 

“Yo,” Vidal said by way of greeting as Travers dropped one hand on his shoulder. His eyes passed on to Marin, and he nodded. “You’re a lucky boy. I took a look at the hardsuit when Roark brought it back up to the lab. The micro-pellet of Orion trash that hit you was about the size of a grape. The size of a grapefruit, and it would have taken your head right off.”

“You pay your money, you take your shot,” Marin said darkly, with a sidelong glance into Travers’s shuttered face. “You did some damned good work, Mick.”

“Not bad for a cripple.” Vidal glared at the food he had half eaten, a soft roll stuffed with smoked salmon and scrambled eggs. 

“You’re not a cripple,” Travers argued. “Not anymore. Not unless you decide that’s what you want to be – and Curtis is right. You did good work on Tactical.”

“Just trying to be useful.” Vidal swiped up the food and began to eat, though it was clear he was not hungry. 

On the other side of the tank, Richard Vaurien was cradling a mug between both hands and frowning into the threedee display. As Travers headed for the autochef, Marin circuited the tank and considered the visual from Vaurien’s perspective. Richard touched his shoulder briefly and gestured with the mug.

“Welcome back to the land of the living. You’ll have to teach me that trick one day.”

“Semcaram, and it’s not a trick… what the hell is this?” Marin could not make any sense of the display. “Is it a real object or just a sensor echo?”

“It’s almost a philosophical question.” Jazinsky was at one of the flatscreens, a workstation opposite the tank, running a series of analyzes. “It appeared out of the Drift noise about ten minutes ago, and it’s still beating the hell out of me. Mark might recognize it –”

“But Mark ain’t here.” Vidal stood and stretched. He was still wearing the same kind of clothing Marin had chosen for him, a loose tunic over black pants and a sash around the hips, but there was more substance inside the garments, Marin was sure. He dusted off his hands, still chewing as he joined Jazinsky and peered at the flatscreen. “Is this the pingback from active imaging?”

“Yeah. But the pingback from what? A sensor echo?” She reconfigured the instruments. “Let me try something else. This is like … like trying to use a mirror to see something that’s directly behind your own head, but the damn’ thing moves with you, so you never get a clear look at it.”

“It’s like …” Vidal rubbed his face and looked again. “It’s familiar from somewhere, but I can’t remember. Neil, have a look at this.”

Travers was on his way back from the ’chef with a mug in either hand. He passed one to Marin and they shouldered in beside Vidal and Jazinsky. And Vidal was right, Marin thought. Something about the odd data was familiar. 

But it was Gillian Perlman who nailed it. She had flown the Bravo gunship for over three years, the insane years when the crew had referred to the ship as a flying asylum. Those were the years when the Intrepid chased the phenomena that clustered around the sites of the big gravity storms, and too often gunships were caught, torn apart, like Eddie Kwei’s flight. Memories of the demise of Echo Company, the death of the Intrepid, still troubled Marin’s dreams, and Perlman was right.

“A Hellgate ghost,” she said slowly. “They used to tell us they were wreckers, Freespacers using some kind of cloaking, or jamming our imaging gear, and we’d go out there and play tag with objects that vanished, or else led us into deep, dark water where we’d get squashed like tin cans. Neil?”

“She’s right.” Travers glanced from Marin to Vidal and back. “Neither of you two ever drew this assignment, but we were in Hellgate for way too long, pushing our luck, chasing – well, things a lot like this.”

Jazinsky’s eyes were bright and hard as polished gimlets. “I’ve worked in the Drift almost as long – long enough to have seen my share of Hellgate ghosts.”

“And this is different?” Marin drank the coffee without tasting it. “How different?”

“For one thing, it’s starting to exit the Drift now,” Jazinsky mused. “It’s crossing the boundary line and it’s still holding a specific trajectory. For another thing, we’ve been tracking it for more than ten minutes.” She looked up at Perlman. “You chased enough of these, Gill. How long did they hold together before they gave you the slip?”

The pilot shrugged eloquently. “Five to ten. Long enough to get a gunship in the air and go chase a handful of smoke.”

The data was fluctuating wildly, as if Etienne were trying to get a firm image on a body of water which was changing from moment to moment. Marin was half mesmerized by the warp and ripple of something that looked like a solid object one second and like a high-frequency energy signature the next. “Like bouncing a light off a spinning glass ball,” he mused, “and sometimes the light passes through, and sometimes it bounces off.”

“Exactly.” Jazinsky pointed out a peak and a trough in the data. “Here, it’s solid enough to be an object. Here, you’d swear it was just an energy pulse. Look at the velocity – whatever it is, it’s cruising at a fraction under a million kilometers an hour.”

“Not much under light speed,” Vaurien said thoughtfully. 

Perlman came closer, intent on the flatscreen. “They’d drive you nuts, doing this. They come in on a heading from Naiobe or one of the gravity wells of the supergiant stars, so fast, a gunship had to fly an intersect course, we’d never catch them. Then they stop, the sort of brutal braking maneuver that’d pulp any living pilot. They taunt you, make you follow, before they just vanish. One time, I followed one of these handfuls of pixie-dust right into the dark zone behind Ulkur. Jesus, Neil, d’you remember?”

“I’ve spent a year trying to forget,” Travers muttered. “Thing is, Barb, I never saw a Hellgate ghost outside of Hellgate. Gill?”

“Never,” she agreed. “But don’t ask me how this adds up.”

“They cruise on momentum at this speed,” Vidal said quietly, “like they got a slingshot off the gravity well of the black hole. They stop dead in space, and on a whim they vanish back into the cracks.” His brows arched at Jazinsky. “This is a lot like how it felt like to fly transspace. Surfing gravity tides and temporal currents – and there’s no shortage of those in this neck of the woods.”

With one hand flat in the small of her back, Jazinsky straightened. “Etienne, bring a probe online. Intercept, fast as possible.”

“Probe 215, launching,” the AI responded. “Time to intercept, 150 seconds.”

A graphic depicting the probe appeared in the navtank, and the overall scale of the image shifted to accommodate probe and target. Oberon was on the extreme rim of the display, while a plot of the ghost’s trajectory winked on in soft green lines.

“Where’s it going?” Travers wondered. “You said it’s holding a set course?”

“If it’s an energy pulse, it would,” Marin said thoughtfully. “They can’t deviate after transmission.”

“And if it’s an object,” Vidal added, “it’s going somewhere.”

The observation was intriguing and it was Vaurien who said, “Etienne, extrapolate on the trajectory plot. Give me an evaluation of this thing’s probable destination or target.” 

They might have expected some small delay before the AI had the information, but Etienne pulled it directly from standard navigation routines. “Destination is Borushek. Departure vector is identical to that of the Tycho.”

Every head in the Ops room came up, and Vaurien’s brows knitted into a frown. “A handful of pixie-dust wouldn’t assume an exact heading for Borushek, or anywhere specific. It’s an object. Your imaging data is being screwed up Barb. Cloaking, or deliberate jamming. And since it’s an object we don’t recognize, it’s a safe bet it’s Zunshu, probably arrived via the same event that brought the automata.”

“And it,” Vidal whispered, “is on its way to Borushek.”

“It,” Hubler corrected, “is on its way right into the middle of the minefield Asako and me just seeded.”

“The smart question being, will the mines react to something that doesn’t even look like an object most of the time?” Vidal’s fingertips drummed on Jazinsky’s workspace. “What the hell is it, Barb? Time to make a judgment call while we still have the chance.”

“A cloaked object,” Jazinsky said slowly. “I’ll tell you more in …” She flicked a glance at the chrono. “About 80 seconds.”

Vaurien touched his combug. “Tully, do we have sublight?”

From the engine deck Ingersol said without hesitation, “Yeah, no problem. Why, we going somewhere? I thought we were getting a Weimann tow back to Alshie’nya.”

“We are … eventually.” Vaurien leaned on the side of the navtank, on both palms. “Pilots, confirm.”

“Still on station,” Yuval Greenstein’s guttural voice said from the flightdeck, “and eavesdropping on you guys. You want to take off after the probe?”

“Yeah.” Vaurien frowned deeply into the tank. “Yeah, I think we’d better. Keep a discreet distance, Yuval, but put us in strike range.”

 The words seemed to galvanize Vidal. “Let me take Tactical again.”

And Hubler was moving, addressing his combug and Rodman, who was back on the Harlequin. “Askao, power up. We’re undocking.” He stomped away across the Ops room, slightly ungainly on the biocyber legs which infuriated him, and was framed in the doorway when he turned back to glare at Vaurien. “Where do you want us?”

“Use us for cover,” Richard said slowly. “Just in case.”

“In case of what, exactly?” Rodman’s voice demanded over the comm.

“If I knew that, we’d probably be heading for Freespace with our tail feathers on fire.” Vaurien gave Hubler a wink. “Like I said, use us for cover. See what we get from the probe.”

“Twenty seconds to intercept,” Jazinsky muttered as she pulled up a chair. 

“And the forward railguns are armed,” Vidal added. “Automatic targeting can’t even find a lock on this thing, so we’ll do it manually.”

The airframe gave a telltale shiver as the tug began to maneuver. Marin registered the momentary falling sensation in the pit of his belly and looked into the tank. Etienne reconfigured the display in an instant as the ship came up close on the probe. At this range the datastream was instantaneous, no time lag, and Jazinsky pored over it while the tank switched over to a dizzying visual.

“Barb?” Vaurien’s eyes never left the image in the threedee. 

“Definitely an object,” she said levelly. “Twenty meters or so … Zunshunium power source. I’m seeing split-second glimpses of stuff we can recognize among a torrent of gibberish – it’s just sensor jamming, but very, very sophisticated. Any of this look familiar, Gill?”

Perlman had come to the side of the tank, but her big shoulders only shrugged. “We never got close enough to get a good look at them.” 

“Whoa … energy spike,” Jazinsky warned. “Power’s going off-scale. If I had to make a guess –”

“Drive engines?” Vidal asked sharply. “Shit, Richard, if it’s getting ready to vanish into the cracks, you can bet your pension the next place it’ll show up is Borushek.”

And this, Marin thought with stone cold rationale, was exactly the way so many of the Resalq homeworlds had been destroyed. This was what Mark Sherratt had been afraid of for a long time – the reason Saraine was dormant now, while for months Riga and Harrison Shapiro’s staff had lived poised on a five minute evacuation alert. 

“Richard?” Vidal’s voice was sharp. “We’re going to get one chance. Catch or kill?”

“Catch,” Jazinsky said quickly. “Please – catch. We need this thing! Damn, you know what it is, don’t you?”

It was almost certainly what the Resalq had come to term a planet-killer, Marin knew. A world-wrecker. Without much real doubt, this was the device intended for Borushek. It was the first time the Zunshu had targeted a major colony world, and the first high-intensity strike since the destruction of Albeniz. 

“Pilot, take us out to maximum distance for effective railgun strike, and then – Michael, hit it.” Vaurien did not hesitate. “Let’s see how it likes the guns. If you see it stagger, bring a geocannon to bear.”

The railguns began to stream blue-white lightning while he was still speaking, and Marin held his breath. He was watching the display where Jazinsky continued to monitor velocity, heading and the object’s distinctive energy signature. Zunshunium was as unique as a fingerprint.

“The energy spike is subsiding,” she mused. “Looks like it doesn’t care for being hit. Energy levels are almost back down to the point where they began, and still falling.”

“We might have hurt it.” Michael Vidal paused to recalibrate his weapons. “The geocannon is primed. Say the word, Rick.”

“It’s powering down.” Jazinsky’s fists were clenched. “It’s going dormant, Richard.”

“You’re guessing, and you can’t afford to,” Vaurien warned.  

She pushed away from the workstation and sent her data to the navtank. “Look at it. What’s this look like to you?”

She made a good point, Marin thought. If the object had been any machine built according to human or Resalq technology, one would have said it was damaged, perhaps even badly damaged. If nothing else, the comprehensive cloaking that had made it close to indistinguishable from the background noise of Hellgate was dwindling away, leaving the Zunshu thing very obviously a machine. 

But Vaurien was less sure. His eyes skimmed back to the weapons display, where the geocannon firing solution had resolved into a firm track since the jamming shut down. 

“Richard?” Vidal was waiting.

“We need it,” Jazinsky insisted. “You know exactly what this is – we’ve never even seen one of these before, and we might never see one again! We can catch it in Aragos.”

“It can turn on us,” Perlman rasped. “It can self-destruct and take this ship with it. The time Bravo chased a Hellgate ghost into the dark zone behind Ulkur –? We must have cornered it, or else the thing was damaged, like this one might be. It destroyed itself. Ask Neil. It sent itself to hell with the kind of blast you’d expect if a Prometheus generator fell so far out of line, it blew. Ask Neil!”

The question was asked with a slight lift of one brow as Vaurien’s dark eyes turned to Travers, and Marin watched as Neil simply nodded, a mute response hinting at memories too horrible to be clearly recalled. Jazinsky was still determined, and Marin guessed she would make every argument about Wastrel and Resalq tech being far superior to anything Fleet possessed. Vaurien stalled her with a soft word. It was never more obvious that he was the captain of this ship, and command was not a democracy.

“Deep image it,” he said quietly. “If its cloaking just failed, you can image it right down to the molecular level.”

“Theoretically,” she said with forced calm. “To get down so deep would take ten, fifteen minutes at minimum safe distance. It’s not going to give us that kind of time.”

 “Get what you can, Barb – use the probe’s deep imaging platform and do if fast, because we’re about to back way off. Tully?”

“Right here,” Ingersol responded from the engine deck. “You’re going to want the big handling drones.”

“If you’ve got four operational, launch them all.” Vaurien reached into the threedee, sorting through menus, fishing for data.

“We’ve got four,” Ingersol assured him. “They’re on the ramps … it’s going to be bloody tricky. The velocity of this thing –? Shit, Rick, you’re not asking for much.”

“I know. Get the drones close enough to lock tractors on the object, and not one centimeter closer.” He gave Jazinsky an almost apologetic look. “And I know we need it, but I’ve a nasty feeling … as soon as it registers the pull of tractors, it’s going to self-destruct with the kind of implosion that was intended to leave smoking wreckage where Borushek used to be. Tully, make full thrust available to the sublight engines. Yuval, standby to move us the hell away from it, soon as Barb’s done imaging it.”

“You got it,” Greenstein called from the flightdeck.

The probe was already working, and Marin was intent on Jazinsky’s flatscreen, where data was cascading directly to Etienne. But the energy signature off the Zunshu device was rippling in response, multiple little spikes and troughs.

“It knows it’s being imaged,” Vaurien said cynically.

“Is it armed?” Travers wondered. 

“The whole thing is one big weapon.” Jazinsky did not look up from her work.

“No, he means could it take a shot at our probe?” Vidal corrected. “Or at us.”

Her shoulders lifted in a shrug which hinted at her aggravation. “I have no idea. It could. But if it’s a planet-wrecker, it could also be absolutely dedicated. Its tiny little brain knows how to do one thing: follow a set course, slither into a star system unseen behind a façade of sensor jamming, and detonate.”

“Christ,” Vidal whispered. “If we hadn’t been right here, right now…”

Borushek would have been gone. Marin wondered how the Terran Confederation might have interpreted the loss of a Deep Sky colony. Even if they publicly claimed responsibility, touting it as a punitive action, the punishment for their defeat at Velcastra, behind locked doors military committees in the homeworlds would know the truth. Colonials would never destroy their own planets, much less the bright worlds with the massive populations; and for decades the Confederation had been warned of the Zunshu.

  The handling drones were fifty-tonne machines, each with its own powerful engine sled and industrial grade Aragos. They dwarfed the Zunshu object as Ingersol jockeyed them into position, and Marin watched the flatscreen where the hypnotic display charted the constant variation in the energy signature. The patterns were regular; and they were steadily increasing. 

It was Perlman who said, “It looks like … it’s trying to power up its drive. Trying to get out of there.”

“Makes sense.” Vidal looked from Vaurien to Jazinsky and back. “It has one function – to wreck its designated target. Logically, it’d do anything in its power to achieve its goal before it self-destructed to prevent us getting hold of it.”

“Do you think you’re seeing data consistent with drive ignition?” Vaurien asked sharply.

Jazinsky’s white-blond head shook slowly. “It’s damned hard to be sure. This is … it’s alien, Richard. All I can tell you for certain is, we damaged it, deactivated its cloaking. Right now it’s cruising on sheer momentum, it knows it’s being imaged, it knows it’s surrounded by hostiles, and it’s generating massive amounts of energy. If it could take a shot at the probe or the drones or us, it would’ve done it by now. So – assume it can’t; assume it’s trying to get out, like Mick said, and do its job. This repeating pattern could easily be a drive ignition signature.”

“The safe bet says it is.” Travers turned his back on the screen and pulled both hands over his face. “You want my recommendation, Richard? Destroy it, while we’ve got the chance.”

“Yeah,” Vaurien said darkly. “I think you’re right. Tully, pull the drones back. I’m not even going to try to get a tractor on it.” He flicked a glance at Jazinsky. “You got your data?”

“Some.” She pushed back up to her feet and stood with folded arms, glaring into the navtank. “I guess I’ll work with what I have.”

The waveform display was pulsing strongly now, and the hair had begun to rise on Marin’s nape. He took a half-step closer to Travers as Vaurien said, “Mick, standby the geocannon. Yuval, put some serious space between us and it.”

The deck vibrated beneath Marin’s soles as the sublight engines moved the Wastrel’s colossal mass, and he was sure Vaurien was counting according to some primal instinct. No manual had ever been written, no rules of engagement existed. Richard knew this ship, these weapons, better than anyone else aboard, and it was a matter of intuition when he said, “All right, Mick – fire.”

The forward geocannon had been salvaged from an asteroid miner. It was designed to dissect minor planets into debris for a smelter, and Marin knew the unspeakable power of its projectiles. Each shell was semi-aware, with a rudimentary AI and a one-shot engine producing acceleration he could barely imagine. Still, a lag of six seconds yawned between the moment Vidal stroked the trigger and the sun-bright flare of impact, detonation. In that time, Greenstein had the tug driving away at the maximum her sublight engines could sustain.

The flare was yellow-white, like a rosette of pure energy blossoming against the angry backdrop of Hellgate, and then it blinked off, as if a switch had been thrown. Hubler and Rodman were shouting over the comm, and a single red track in the navtank marked the position of the Harlequin, which was racing away.

“What the hell –?” Greenstein demanded.

“Implosion,” Jazinsky barked. “We triggered it. Damn, Richard, I’m reading about a hundred gravities off the epicentre!”

Vaurien’s voice was a whipcrack. “Sound collision – Aragos to maximum off the starboard quarter – Pilot, safe distancing! And the rest of you, grab something. This could be rough.”

It was a terrible understatement. Marin could not remember a time when the Wastrel had shuddered like a wounded animal, lurched as if she  had been struck with a mallet the size of a small, dense planet. The airframe thrummed; a hold twisted and ruptured with a scream of tearing metal which transmitted clearly through the hull. For a moment she seemed to fall, as if she had been resting on stable ground that had dropped out from beneath her. A dozen alarms began to blare, but Vaurien silenced them at once and into the sudden fracas of the loop he shouted,

“Etienne, how bad?”

The AI was as placid as ever. “Number three hold collapsed. The forward gantry cane derailed and destroyed the forward e-space transmitters. The outer hull is critically stressed at the spinal junctures. Number two reactor autoscrammed. Sublight engines are at 15% instability. Weimann drive is offline.  Service drone storage bunkers 4 through 9 are warped and jammed. Drones are unresponsive. Widespread but minor damage in the fabrication bays and hangars. The four heavy handling drones fail to respond and are presumed destroyed. No human casualties.”

Richard passed a hand before his eyes and worked his neck around. To Marin’s eyes he looked pale, but his voice was level. “Tully, Yuval, get us moving. Put us a safe distance from Oberon, where we won’t be a target, and then mobilize what drones you can bring online. Prioritize structural repairs, and see if the reactor will come back up.”

“Doing it, Rick,” Ingersol assured him. “The reactor looks okay … let me run diagnostics. I’ll get back to you.”

And Greenstein: “There’s plenty of sublight mobility, boss. I’ve got us on a loop, back toward Alshie’nya. Mind you, it’s a ten hour run at these speeds.”

“Harlequin,” Vaurien called, “Harlequin, are you all right?”

To Marin’s intense relief, Hubler’s voice was there at once. “We only got a tickle from the edge of the blast. We’re fine.”

Still on station at Tactical, Vidal visibly subsided as Vaurien said, “Thank gods for small mercies. Head back to Alshie’nya, Harlequin. Tell Sasha Tomarov and Paul Wymark we took one hell of a beating. We need a tow, soon as the Wings of Freedom can get here. Whatever else they’re doing can wait.”

The smaller ship was already heading out like a comet arcing across the vista of Hellgate. “On our way,” Asako Rodman told him. “You take care of yourselves … you look like a bombsite from out here.”

And from inside, too. Marin was looking at the vidfeed from the hangars and fabrication shops, and muttered a very old Resalq oath. “Damnit, there’s a week’s work to get this mess straightened out.”

“She’ll fix,” Jazinsky said bitterly. “I’d like to tell you we’ve seen worse, but the truth is, we haven’t. We’re not a warship.”

“And Borushek,” Vaurien added in an odd voice, “will never know how close it came.” He knuckled his eyes hard enough to leave the whites red. “Did our mines respond to the cloaked object?”

“Nope. They didn’t see anything worth coming online for.” Jazinsky looked as disgusted as she sounded. “But Lady Luck’s still riding with us. Now we know the cloak profile, I can reconfigure the mines. The next time the Zunshu try to drop a world-wrecker out of Hellgate, the swarm will be on it, same as happened to the battle group at Velcastra.”

“You have a lot of work ahead of you,” Vaurien observed. 

She looked tired, Marin thought. Lines of strain had appeared around her eyes recently, and the blue-mauve backwash from the navtank seemed to deepen them. “The Harlequin still six fields to seed,” she was saying. “I can reconfigure the new ’bots ahead of time, and design the command set to tweak the rest on remote. Roark and Asako can take care of the field work, soon as I’m done in the lab. Christ! All the work we’ve invested, Richard – all the blood, sweat and tears, and in the end the survival of Borushek comes down to blind luck.”

“Be glad,” Vidal suggested, “we’re still lucky.” He was shutting down Tactical, passing monitoring back to the AI. “If you can get along without me, I need to take a break.”

“Go.” Vaurien waved him away toward the crew lounge. “You don’t need this kind of stress, Michael. Do you want Bill to have a look at you?”

“No … just a break,” Vidal decided. “Give me a hoy, if you need me.”

What he might have wanted was a stiff drink, Marin thought, but Vidal’s organs could not handle alcohol yet. His liver, kidneys, pancreas, spleen, were hanging together by virtue of medical nano, and he knew it. Travers’s eyes were dark as he watched Vidal leave the Ops room, and Marin urged him to follow. 

The crew lounge was just ten meters aft, almost opposite. The scents of coffee and Italian herbs and cinnamon issued from the ’chef there, and without a word Travers volunteered to run the machine. Vidal sank down into the chair with the best view of the long armorglass panes and surveyed the flank of Hellgate with heavy eyes. Three of the supergiant stars blazed through a veil of dust, brightening it like virgin snow.  He took a mug and cradled it between his palms as if his hands were cold, while Travers fetched coffee for himself and Marin. 

For a long time they were silent, each imprisoned with the thought that Borushek – from the blue-green waters of the Challenger Gulf to the glorious high valley which cradled Riga, from the depths of Sark’s pungent citybottom to the glittering, spiring rooftops of the city – might have been no more than a memory. 

At last Travers shook himself hard, and his voice was as bitter as Jazinsky’s. “Luck. We shouldn’t need to be lucky. The day you start relying on luck is the day you get squashed like a bug, and you bloody deserve to be squashed. I used to tell that to my kids, Bravo Company, where they really were kids, still wet behind the ears and running scared of everything they saw.”

“So we do better,” Vidal said, though his voice was an exhausted monotone. “This is one more weak spot plastered over. They won’t catch us this way a second time, not when we know their jamming profile now.” He blinked up at Travers. “Why don’t you stop fuming and try thanking the goddess of fortune for batting on our team.”

The suggestion surprised Travers, and much of his anger dissipated while Marin watched. “Point,” he admitted.

One thin hand splayed over the Daku tattoo on Vidal’s bony chest. “I can’t help focusing on the bigger picture since…”

He said no more, but Marin knew what he meant. He lifted a brow at Travers, and Neil sighed soundlessly. “You ought to be resting,” Marin told him.

“I am resting.” Vidal’s eyes closed.

“You shouldn’t be standing duty like that.” With his mug, Travers gestured back into the Ops room. “Too much adrenaline and testosterone, hormones on the rampage. You’re still too busted up to take much of this. Bill Grant was probably having kittens – you think he isn’t monitoring you?”

“Hormones?” The blue eyes opened to slits, and Vidal looked Travers up and down. “I know Bill’s monitoring me. I’m full of nano. I’m still getting shots. Grant won’t let me out of his sight for more than two hours. In fact, I’m probably overdue at the Infirmary.” But he did not move a muscle, and his lids dropped again. “What I need is to be up and moving.”

A thread of something very like pain wormed through Marin, but it had more to do with memory than what he actually saw of Vidal. In fact, several kilos of body weight had recently begun to flesh out the long, hard bones and Vidal’s face looked just a shade softer. When he walked, he was in full command of his limbs, and his mind was clear again. The pain Marin felt issued from his own memory, and he shied away from it like a skittish horse. He had buried any recollection of the Argos down deep, and did not care to be reminded of it.

He joined Travers at the viewports and frowned at Hellgate’s fractured sky. Neil’s arm went across his shoulders and they said nothing. Marin was conscious of deliberately resisting the urge to analyze the event. Vidal was right – they should be grateful for a little luck; but Travers was also right, any reliance on luck was a recipe for disaster. 

 “I’m envious,” Vidal said at last, making Travers turn back toward him. He gestured at the two of them and smiled faintly. “Damn, I wish I’d been there.”

“When we handfasted?” Travers guessed. “We told you, it wasn’t much. We just filed the documents and opened a bottle of ludicrously expensive champagne.”

“Which I couldn’t have drunk anyway,” Vidal said philosophically. “Still, I wish I’d been there.” He looked up into Travers’s eyes and the smile softened into a wistful expression, almost melancholy. A wealth of emotion hid behind that smile, but Vidal said nothing of it. Instead, he seemed to take himself by the scruff of the neck, give himself a shake. “And speaking of parties,” he went on, “you’re invited.”

“To what?” Travers took a swig of coffee.

With an enormous effort Vidal pushed himself up in the chair and got both elbows onto his knees. Marin thought he could almost hear the man’s spine crackling as he stretched. “The official Return from the Dead party. Jo and Ernst just got clearance from Bill. They can take a shot of booze and not keel right over. Me? Not a chance.”

“Does Bill know about the, uh, organ regeneration yet?” Travers asked delicately. “That is, if the nano can rebuild –?”

Vidal gave him a mocking look. “You mean, does he think the nano can save my liver, pancreas, spleen, kidneys?”

“That would be what I mean.” Travers considered Vidal critically for a moment. “You look like you’re starting to come around.”

“Not so green around the gills?” Vidal passed a hand over his buzzcut skull. “The last set of scans look promising. Bill tells me he’s optimistic. That’s the word he uses. The organs are repairing … I’m being a good boy, playing by house rules. So I suppose I’ll drink apple juice at the party, or maybe green tea.”

“Both of which are better for anyone’s liver than booze.” Marin was seeing the differences in Vidal, but the frailty was still shocking and he deliberately steered the conversation in the other direction. “So when’s this party of yours?”

“Tonight.” Vidal stirred via sheer willpower. “After Shapiro’s briefing, in Ernst’s quarters.”

Rabelais and Queneau had been permanently discharged from the Infirmary and assigned accommodations among the Wastrel’s senior staff. Vidal was still technically an Infirmary resident, but he was almost never there. Most of the time Bill Grant had to track him down, bring the next round of medication to him, since Vidal was busy. 

He was either in the gym or the Ops room, taking a break here in the crew lounge, or aft and down three decks, in Hangar 5. The modest sized private hangar had been empty until he, Queneau and Rabelais commandeered it, and stores soon provided the materials they requisitioned. They had worked for a week with a squad of drones, to build the oddest flight simulator Marin had ever seen; and they had been testing it for several days now.

“I’m wasting time,” Vidal groaned, pushing himself up to his feet, where he swayed only a little. 

“You’re supposed to be resting,” Travers argued. “Go lie down, before you fall down.”

“I’ve rested enough.” Vidal gave the tunic an angry tug and thrust both hands into the pockets of the silk slacks. “You have no bloody idea, Neil, have you?” He nodded at Marin. “Ask your better half.”

The challenge was barbed but not unexpected. Travers cocked his head at Marin, waiting. Marin certainly understood everything Vidal had not said, but putting it into words Travers could understand was another matter. 

He puffed out his cheeks, sifted through his memories and chose his words with great care. “We take our health for granted till we lose it. I’m guessing Mick was rarely below par before Elarne.” He arched a brow at Vidal, who answered with a fatalistic nod. “Youths don’t appreciate vitality – it’s like the air they breathe, cash sluicing through the hands of a spoiled kid, say, Trick Shackleton, who wouldn’t know a budget if it punched him in the nose.

“Then … all gone. Weeks blur away, nothing to show for them. You squint at a mirror … looking older. You hear the clock ticking, consciously watch life wasting.” He took a deep breath, holding the past at arm’s length by force, lest it get a talon onto him. “We question the value of anything we ever did, fret about ever doing anything meaningful, try to fathom what we want. Need. 

“The bottom line never changes. ‘Gods, give me one day without pain.’ Not, ‘I wanna run the hundred in nine, dance and shag all night, get rich and famous.’ Just ‘let me live without pain, move the way I used to. Walk without the stumble that makes strangers think I’m drunk.’ For a time you drift, too tired to fight … cry when no one’s looking, scorn your own self-pity. Some guys lose it – make it through the disaster, then check out on a triple-dose. Bill could tell you stories. 

“Mick and me –? Survivors.” Marin frowned at Vidal. The shorn head nodded slowly, but Mick would not look up at him and Marin went on, knowing every syllable was a thorn in Vidal’s flesh. “One day we feel a lick of energy, the strength to walk across a room, open a door. The sun’s hot on your back, the wind’s in your face … now, it hits us hardest. We remember who we were, what we were, before. Survivors start to brawl.” 

He gestured at Vidal, who stood with hands buried in pockets, glaring at the deck as if he bore it a personal grudge. “We fight with what we have. Bursts of strength come and go like sprites. Moments of hope … hours of despair, when willpower and sweat get us through before pain and exhaustion bury us again. You think you’ll never dig out of the hole. Intellectually, you know you’re recovering but you slide back, start again almost from scratch, over and over. The effort drains you till you almost quit. Stubbornness – or maybe masochism! – force you up one more time, knowing you’ll fall … because stopping ends any chance of digging your way out. You push while people call you crazy. Maybe it isn’t healthy to do what you’re doing, but there’s no half measures. We fight or we don’t. If we quit, it’s over, and if we push – well, it’ll be worse before it gets better.”

The loudest sound in the crew lounge was the soft hiss of cooling fans, a faint burble from the autochef, which was percolating a fresh batch. Travers’s face was deeply reflective and Marin knew he was examining his own memories of the weeks they had spent in rehabilitation and physiotherapy after the incident on the ruined campus just above Hydralis. But the incident was brief, the radiation poisoning was treated quickly, effectively. Recovery was rapid, sure. The event did not compare with anything Vidal had endured, and Marin was grateful when Neil did not try to weigh one against the other.

At last Travers cleared his throat and said softly, “Give yourself a little respect for what you’re doing, Mick. It’s not a race.”

Vidal looked sidelong at his reflection in the armorglass. “Do you remember, Neil? The Delta Dragons, the Omaru blockade.” His left hand covered the tattoo, which looked almost like a scar on the too-thin face.

“We all remember.” Travers hesitated. “We were all about a hundred years younger. Curtis and I also remember the wraith that hauled itself out of the antique cryotank. You’re coming back, Mick. You’re probably halfway there, you just don’t realize it yet.”

The remark won him a rare, genuine smile. “Thanks.” Vidal offered his hand, and Travers took it. Vidal held on for a long moment, studying their laced fingers before he gave Marin a brooding look. “You really have been here. Done this,” he said as he let go Travers’s hand.

In that moment the Argos was as real as the Intrepid, and Marin was sure he felt a shade of color fade out of his own face. “I really have.” He set a hand on Vidal’s shoulder. “You need something, Mick, you tell us.”

“I will.” Vidal pulled his spine straight and mocked his reflection with a glare. “Somewhere along the line, I guess I decided to live. I still have a liver that doesn’t work, and a dick that can’t remember what it’s for … and Bill isn’t so optimistic on the subject of my gonads. My days of being the playboy Velcastran CityNet loved are probably over.”

“You don’t know that,” Travers remonstrated.

But Vidal only shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does,” Marin said, too loudly, causing Vidal to angle an almost amused look at him. “Give yourself a chance,” Curtis suggested. “You’re young. You’re going to meet somebody – it happens, Mick, and everything will be different.”

“I already met somebody,” Vidal said softly, looking once at Travers before he set the question aside. “Then everything went to hell, literally, and here I am. Oh, get the worried look off your face, Curtis! I was never going to try to get between you and Neil. You know me better.”

In fact, Marin did. He had no idea what had been on his face, but he drew a careful mask over his feelings. “It was Neil’s decision to make, unless you and I wanted to slug it out.”

“Oh, please,” Travers protested. 

Vidal actually chuckled. “You never had a couple of young bucks duke it out over you?”

“Sure, it used to happen all the time,” Travers said facetiously. “The crewdeck of a super-carrier was the perfect place for young love to bloom.”

“And then you woke up,” Vidal finished. He tilted his head at them, curious, apparently fascinated by what he saw. “In fact, it did happen for you. You know it’s rare.”

“Very,” Marin agreed. “About as rare as the other end of the scale – Tonio Teniko.”

“And those hustlers we met in Henri Belczak’s house on Celeste.” Travers gestured vaguely over his shoulder, which might have been in the rough direction of Freespace. “None of that bullshit would have happened on any crewdeck of mine.”

 “Spoken like a genuine Master Sergeant,” Vidal observed, and it was a compliment. He stretched, appearing to luxuriate in the ability to move at all. “Let it be, Neil. Right now, it’s all academic. You couldn’t seduce me if you wanted to … added to which, I’m a half hour late for my shots, and that’s probably why I’m starting to feel like hell. Bill’s going to be yelling my name in another minute. Why don’t I save him the trouble?”

He was walking better, Marin thought as they watched him make his way aft, but there was still a tremor in his limbs. His energy levels were swinging, leaving him doubting his own abilities. Travers’s eyes were dark as he regarded Marin, and Curtis waited for him to speak, but Neil remained deliberately silent, as if everything had been said.

It was Richard Vaurien’s voice which intruded, and Marin was almost grateful as he, Jazinsky and Tully Ingersol walked into the crew lounge, in mid-conference. They were reviewing the extensive damage report, which Jazinsky and Ingersol had divided between three handies, and Vaurien wore a simply resigned expression.

“Long story short,” Ingersol said disgustedly, “No way can we break the drones out of bunkers 4 through 9. We’re blind as a freakin’ cave bat on any e-space band you care to mention, we can’t load or unload any of the holds without the forward crane, and speaking of holds – number 3 was still loaded with raw materials for the fabrication shops. I’ve got a tech gang down there right now, seeing what we can salvage, but it’s ugly.”

“It always is,” Vaurien said levelly. “As Barb said not long ago, we’re not a warship.”

“The Zunshu aren’t likely to cut us any slack on that account,” Ingersol said in sullen tones. 

Jazinsky had headed directly to the ’chef and was inspecting a wide, thick cinnamon scroll. “You’re taking this personally, Tully.”

He glared at her. “You mean, you hand the ship to me on day one, and on day two you take her out, bust her up and hand her back, and I’m not supposed to be pissed?”

“Hand the ship –?” Jazinsky echoed. “Not till the Lai’a expedition launches!”

“Picky, picky.” Ingersol shoved both handies he had been juggling at Vaurien. “All yours, apparently, Rick. I suppose I’d better get back with the grease monkeys.”

“Children, play nice,” Vaurien said loudly, and deliberately dropped all three handies on the long mess table. “So we have half a gang of maintenance drones straightening out the mess up topside and securing us for a Weimann tow, as soon as the Wings can get here, and it’ll take you a week to make sense of number 3 hold. I’m sure you’ll survive. Something about grist for the mill.”

“What’s grist?” Ingersol looked suspicious.

“Actually, I’ve no idea,” Vaurien admitted, “but mills don’t seem to work without it.” He held up both hands as if Jazinsky and Ingersol had him at gunpoint. “Enough. The Wings will pull us back to Alshie’nya and we’ll fix, right down to the structural damage. That’s all that concerned me. You’ve got your work cut out for you, but this is the salvage game. You don’t like it – quit.”

“Oh, I like the game,” Ingersol admitted. “I just never expected to be working on a freakin’ warship. And call it what you will, Rick, we’re taking bloody battle damage here.”

“I know, and I care no more for it than you do.” Vaurien permitted himself a sigh and sank into the chair Vidal had recently vacated. He frowned up at Ingersol. “She’ll be yours till the Lai’a expedition returns. I’m trusting you, Tully. And there’s very few other people I’d trust.”

“Trusting me to keep her in one piece? You can fire my ass off the job if I don’t,” Ingersol offered.

“Fire it?” Vaurien’s brows arched. “I was thinking more along the lines of keelhauling it.”

“Quit your worrying.” Ingersol helped himself to green tea and perched on the side of the table. “I’m just bellyaching for the fun of it … truth is, we did good. Any other civvy ship I know would be a pile of wreckage.”

“Except the Esprit de Liberté,” Jazinsky mused. 

The new hull was the twin sister of the Wastrel, and would be Ingersol’s command, if he wanted it. From the look on his face, Marin thought, he wanted it. Even now, while he was still indulging himself in the grumbling that was his way to blow off pressure, he reached for one of the handies he had passed to Vaurien moments before. Telemetry from the drones was streaming there, and he frowned over it as Jazinsky said,

“I just saw the scans of your suit, Curtis.”

Marin gestured over his shoulder. “Mick told me. ‘Lucky boy’ was the term he used, as I recall. A micro-pellet the size of a grape, shot out of Oberon like a bullet.”

She knew all this. “We need to beef up every part of the armor, not just the big plates and the joints. The problem is, every particle of Zunshulite we add to it is just going to crank up the mass.” She looked from Travers to Marin and back. “You guys field tested the hell out of it. So tell me … how did it feel? Tell me the stuff drones don’t understand.”

As she spoke, Etienne said over the comm, “The Wings of Freedom has exited e-space. Engineer Ingersol, please return to Operations.”

“That’s me,” Tully muttered as he swept up the handies and passed one back to Jazinsky. “Let me put the drones back into storage and set up for the tow, get us home.” He hopped off the table and sketched Vaurien a rough salute. “Christ, you heard what I said? Like Alshie’nya measures up as home!”

He was gone when Jazinsky prompted, “Armor, guys?”

“Workable,” Travers said baldly.

She gave him a pained look. “Workable, but…?”

“Needs beefing up, if we’re going to get shot at,” Marin told her. “You started with industrial armor, not Marines armor – not that there’s much difference, but tech gangs don’t usually come under fire. Where we’re going, there’s a high probability of getting comprehensively shot up.”

“I’m there ahead of you. And the mass penalty, if I beef ’em up?”

“You can only crank up the grav-resist,” Travers said reasonably. “Sure, if some poor bugger gets a power failure, he’s pinned to the deck. So double-armor the cells, the power couplers and the Arago unit.”

“And pray you don’t get hit in the couplers by a chunk of debris the size of a football,” Marin added. He gave Jazinsky a wry half smile. “A lot of it comes down to odds and sods. I get hit, I don’t get hit. Nothing’s changed since the first arrows were fired on a battleground so long ago, the city of Troy was probably still wearing its first coat of paint.” 

Travers permitted a gruff sound of humor. “What he said. Soldiers have a nasty habit of turning into statistics, Barb. Nothing anyone can do is going to change that.”

She closed her eyes, rotated her neck around, a sure sign she was tired, stressed, frustrated. “But I can sure as hell slow down the process. Okay, so I’ll add a hackle of Zunshunium scales over the power system and the Arago unit, and re-tweak the whole setup. You guys want to field test the suits again, when they’re done?”

“Sure,” Travers said guardedly, “but somewhere safer.”

“Safer than Oberon, at least.” Marin gestured with his mug. “There’s a reason they parked a science platform with the biggest arrays on the frontier right there. It’s got a great view of the best of the Hellgate storms, on account of the orbit of Naiobe. And now we know where the Zunshu are coming from, and how they get here.”

“Oh, yeah.” Jazinsky looked down at Vaurien, and sighed. “You look like hell, Richard.”

“Thanks.” He rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger. 

“You need to sleep,” she informed him. “Look, go and get your head down. I’m going to organize the upgrades for the mines – Asako and Roark can handle the rest of the job on the fly. I’ll work on the armor while we’re getting the Wastrel back up to speed.”

He set his head back and closed his eyes. “We’ll be back at Alshie’nya in half an hour. Shapiro scheduled a briefing –”

“Which neither of us has to attend!”
 “— and then, we’re invited to a party.” Vaurien smiled faintly. “They’re calling it the Return from the Dead party. Tonight, if either of us is still awake.”

“I heard.” Jazinsky actually chuckled. “Fancy dress is optional, but Mick said he might show up as a zombie, and for the life of me, I can’t tell if he was joking or not.”

The suggestion amused Marin and caused him a twist of pain, at one time. “There’s one way to find out. And –” He broke off as a bell chime rang through the airframe. “That’s our tow coupling up – didn’t take them long.”

“Next stop, Alshie’nya,” Vaurien said without lifting an eyelid.

Jazinsky was moving. “I’ll be in the lab.”

She was gone a moment later and Travers said quietly, “You know, she’s right. You look like you could use a three month vacation.”

“We all could.” Vaurien stretched out his legs, crossed his feet at the ankles. “After Lai’a. After … everything.”

He would take a catnap while he had the chance, half an hour before the Wings of Freedom got them back to Hellgate’s stable ‘tidepool,’ where the Intrepid had been reborn as the hybrid, Lai’a; half an hour more before  Shapiro’s briefing assembled. It was not enough, but Marin knew Vaurien’s mind would be too restless to let him sleep before complete exhaustion overtook him. Then he might sleep for days, and Jazinsky would post a guard on his door, deactivate the threedee, to make sure he was not disturbed. 

The Wastrel was moving. In the long armorglass ’ports, the stars had begun to track diagonally as she moved out to the edge of the Weimann exclusion zone and the Wings tested the integrity of the Arago tractors locking the two ships together.

Over the ship-wide comm, Etienne’s voice was no surprise. “Secure for Weimann insertion,” it said with the same serenity as it had announced major systems failure and structural damage. 

For one moment Marin actually envied the machine intelligence, which felt no pain or fatigue, was haunted by no poisonous memories, never felt the sting of loss or dread – or love, he thought, watching Travers, who was intent on the violent panorama of Hellgate as the Wings of Freedom took the Wastrel into e-space.


 

 
Chapter Three

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Alshie’nya


 
The Esprit de Liberté was open to space on her starboard beam, and the caverns within were lit by a constant flicker of laser-bright welding, marking the points where constructor drones were fitting her. Travers whistled as he watched the industry from the crew lounge of the Wastrel, but the tug did not cut speed until she reached the safe harbor where Mark Sherratt’s ships rode on station keeping, along with the Mercury.

“Give me the resources of the Wings and twenty hours,” Ingersol was saying to Vaurien as Travers caught sight of Lai’a itself, framed in the flatscreen which filled the forward panel of the lounge.  “There’s zilch we can do with number 3 hold, so my vote goes to dumping it. Salvage what we can, recycle what we can’t … give me number 3 hold out of the Esprit, and let the Wings and the Esprit herself lash up a new hold to replace it. The Esprit won’t be going anywhere for a while, so where’s the rush?”

Leaning on the bulkhead by the viewports, cradling a glass of white wine, Vaurien was intent on his ships. He had taken the tie from the long red hair, let it fall loose about his shoulders. “What about the crane?”

“Ten hours to replace the track and remount the crane,” Ingersol estimated. “Same amount of time to realign the Weimanns. They’re not the problem – the real issue’s the structural damage, where the spine twisted about two degrees, like a corkscrew, when the Zunshu device imploded. The gravities were as bad as anything we read off a Hellgate event, and we were way too close. So… 

“At least fifteen hours with a full complement of drones, to get us up to speed, and then I want to do a controlled shakedown with the Wings right beside us. Say, two more hours … and I’m begging for a fudge factor. Round it to twenty hours, Richard, and we should be good to go.”

“You got it. Tell your tech gang they’re on bonuses. They didn’t sign aboard a warship any more than you did. Or any of us.” He gave Ingersol a curious smile. “And you better start giving some thought to crew selection.” He gestured with the wine glass. “The Esprit is already looking good. I told you before. You want her, she’s yours.”

The engineer wore a perplexed expression. “It’s the craziest thing, Rick. I do ... and I don’t. Part of me says yeah, of course I want my own command, who wouldn’t? Another part of me says this ship is home. Leaving the Wastrel ain’t something I’m looking forward to.”

Vaurien gave Travers an almost triumphant look. “You see? How many times did I offer you this ship as a home?”

“And how many times did I walk away and go right back to Fleet?” Travers ducked his head. “No prizes will be awarded for genius, on that score! Still, if I hadn’t gone back to Fleet…” 

“Lai’a wouldn’t, couldn’t, exist.” Vaurien made fatalistic noises. “Don’t even try to make sense of it, Neil. It happens as it happens. You and Curtis … me and Barb. Lai’a.  There was a word for it, a long time ago. Kismet. Destiny.”

“You believe that?” Travers was faintly surprised. “Fate, destiny?”

For a moment Vaurien was silent, and took a long swallow of the Velcastran white. “I used to believe everything in the universe was down to random chance, just endless strings of simple happenstance. But I’ll tell you something, Neil. The older you get, the less you tend to believe in coincidence.” He drained the glass and set it on the servery counter at the side of the autochef. “You want to tie your head in knots? Get Bobby Liang – my gods! President Liang! – wound up on this subject and he’ll wax rhapsodic for half an hour. Mick could tell you the same philosophies … Daku. It’s not science, not spirituality. Something hybrid between the two.” He stretched his shoulders deliberately. “What do I believe?” He drew his fingers absently through the long, unbound hair. “I don’t know. But I’m old enough to be cautious about disbelieving anything.” He gave Travers a rueful smile. “To put it another way, it’s a damn’ big universe.”

For the first time in so long, Travers had the urge to take a comb and slide it through the red hair, as he had once often done. The past mocked him and the future confounded him, and he was still silent when Marin stepped back into the lounge. 

“Three minutes till the Mercury locks on,” he said by way of greeting, “and she’s docking at the port side rings, Richard, to stay well clear of the damage. It’s like an ants’ nest out there – more than a hundred drones just broke out of storage on the Wings.”

“Tully gave me the estimates. Twenty hours.” Vaurien still sounded tired, though he had slept the crossing away.

“And I better get going.” Ingersol had been so intent on his handies, he had barely registered Marin’s presence. “Those Weimanns won’t realign themselves. Don’t look for me at Shapiro’s briefing – too much to do.”

“I’ll check in with you later,” Vaurien promised. “Give me a call if you run into problems.”

Ingersol accorded him some semblance of a salute and stepped out as Jazinsky appeared in the lounge’s wide door. She was carelessly elegant in fresh bronze skinthins and a deep green wrap, and the white-blond hair was caught in a clasp at the shoulder. 

“Are we dressing for this?” Vaurien looked down at his own gray denims and pale blue shirt, his usual working garb. 

“I can’t see a reason to,” she admitted, “but any chance to get out of the lab is an opportunity to remember I’m human. Alive. A woman.”

“You need reminding?” His left arm snaked around her waist, pulled her close. 

“Sometimes, I do.” She leaned into his side and gave Travers and Marin a thoughtful look. “Are you coming to the briefing? Harrison asked all members of the Lai’a expedition to be there, if they can get away.”

“And we can’t seem to find an excuse to beg off,” Travers said with sharp, ironic humor.

“We’ll be there.” Marin was watching the viewports, where the Mercury had drifted up into view, moving in alongside the Wastrel like a calf beside a blue whale. “Besides, they’re serving dinner.” 

The two ships had synched their onboard clocks, and for some time Travers had been aware of the demands of his stomach. He had a fancy for something different. The Wastrel’s ’chefs were configured very differently from those on the Mercury; and very little on the Carellan Djerun seemed to be edible at all, though the ingredients were the same as might be found on any colony world.

The ship locked on with a heavy reverberation of steel on steel, and Etienne’s announcement was unnecessary. “Nine Worlds Commonwealth Fleet cruiser Mercury is secured at the forward port docking rings. General Shapiro requests the Lai’a complement report to the conference lounge. Dinner will be served in twenty minutes.”

“That’s us,” Jazinsky said with a faint sigh.

Vaurien let her steer him away from the viewports, and aft, and Travers followed Marin in the same direction. The locks were still clearing and in the minutes while pressure equalized across both ships, the Wastrel group formed up. Michael Vidal arrived with Bill Grant, and the Lushi seemed to be reading him some lecture which Vidal endured with a bored, resigned look. Behind them, Jo Queneau walked up from the direction of the hangars; and with her was the legend himself.

Even now Travers sometimes caught himself staring. By all accounts Ernst Rabelais was a very ordinary human being – middle height, with pleasant looks rather than the stunning beauty of a celebrity, and a keen intelligence rather than Jazinsky’s and Mark Sherratt’s brand of fierce intellect. But Travers has always believed a man’s deeds set him apart, perhaps earned him the eminence of a living legend. Rabelais was extraordinary, even if he did flush with embarrassment when he caught someone staring, and might occasionally protest. He was the first human to tickle the skirts of Hellgate – perhaps lift them and try to steal a peek beneath. Mark swore the Resalq had watched the Odyssey cruise by, charting black holes and navigation hazards, laying down the trail of beacons which would become known as the Rabelais Track; and then he vanished ‘into the cracks,’ as any veteran Hellgate pilot would say, and the next time he drew a breath of free, Deep Sky air –

He was looking better, Travers thought, and so was Jo Queneau. Like Vidal, they were working hard and eating steadily; unlike Vidal, they had not been literally fried alive by the radiation field at the boundary of the stable zone between the tides of Elarne. Vidal was lagging behind the other two, and he knew it; Travers felt his resentment clearly, though Vidal directed the anger at himself, not at Queneau and Rabelais. 

He had changed for dinner as if it were a social occasion, while the others were still in denims and crew shirts. They had just walked out of the private hangar which had become their workshop, and Travers caught a little of their conversation without eavesdropping.

“It’s not right yet,” Queneau was saying, grumbling as they walked into his range of hearing. “I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it in the nerve endings, almost like it’s vibrating around in my sinus cavities – it’s still off by a fraction.”

“And damned if I can track it down,” Rabelais mused. “I’m not a physicist, Jo. Neither of us is. We’re doing this by the seat of the pants method. We never put numbers to it. Maybe we should have. Maybe we’ll have to, before we get it right enough to be functional.”

Vidal’s tone was caustic. “Let me guess. You crashed it again.”

“Crash and bloody burn,” Queneau said gloomily. “If this contraption was a gunship, there wouldn’t be a matchstick left of it by now.”

“And we’re starting to chase details around and around,” Rabelais added. “Fix this, and that goes out of whack; fix that, and the other thing goes right out the door. Damnit, Mick, I don’t have the background in physics to nail down what the problem is, not in a year.”

The contraption they were talking about was their flight simulator, and the very mention of it gave Travers an odd shiver. He had lost count of the number of hours he had spent in routine simulators, learning to fly everything from gunships and troop transports right through to the Murchison F-76, which for years had been the mainstay of the fighter complement on the Omaru blockade.

This new simulator was not the same. Everything Travers knew was conventional, designed to duplicate conditions in normal three dimensional space with a time component making up the fourth dimension. Much more complex simulators existed, but he had never flown them. The machines in which pilots like Yuval Greenstein and Piotr Cassals had qualified duplicated e-space conditions to a high degree of precision. A pilot coming up from the ranks of the ‘heavy’ category of harbor tugs and surface-to-orbit cargo haulers would spend three months in the e-space simulators, calculating Weimann solutions, handling every manner of hazard with the hardware and software, and then another three months working hands-on with a senior pilot, in and out of e-space. The e-space conduit had been intimately understood for a little more than three centuries, and the Weimann simulators were almost as conventional as those duplicating normal space. 

But beyond e-space, Travers thought with a glance at Marin, there was the place the Resalq called ‘the stormy side of the sky.’ And on the brink of Elarne anything Travers comprehended came to an abrupt stop. Several times, he had looked into the yawning mouths of the Hellgate monsters and glimpsed something, somewhere and somewhen, but much of what he brought away from those encounters was a dizzying sense of dread. A kind of vertigo and paralysis, where his mind could not grasp what his physical eyes were seeing, and refused to make sense of any of it. 

“You’ve run the numbers?” Vidal was asking.

“As far as we can. We don’t even have most of the numbers,” Rabelais admitted. He leaned both shoulders against the wall opposite the docking rings. 

“Who would have them?” Vidal was looking along at Jazinsky, a frown etched between his brows.

“Mark Sherratt,” Rabelais said without hesitation. “The problem is, Mark could hand the whole lot to me on a plate, and I wouldn’t be sure what to do with it.” He gave Vidal a familiar, lopsided smile. “I was a pilot, an explorer. I still am. And I’m way out of my depth here.”

Vidal’s lips pursed. “I hesitate to drag Barb into this project. She’s already buried under a year’s work. But Alexis is catching up fast. You know, this was her life’s obsession, she was so bloody fixated with Hellgate physics, her marriage wound down, soon as she could wrangle a Fleet commission that put her on carriers in the Drift. Did she tell you – she has an ex-husband out there somewhere, and a kid not much younger than me. Every time you see her lately, she’s got her nose in Barb’s work, or Mark’s.”

“Colonel Rusch,” Queneau mused, and jabbed Rabelais with an elbow. “Ask her. Recruit her. God knows, she’s your niece.” 

“Great-great-grand, several times over and a couple of times removed,” Rabelais argued, “but I can ask – get the data from Mark, have Alexis crunch the numbers for us.” He nodded thoughtfully.

“Of course,” Queneau said with a disgusted expression, “it might be different if we had the proper equipment to work with!”

“You mean, we’re flying on one tank, and we need two?” Vidal knew exactly what she meant.

Travers was mystified and took a step closer. “Tank, tanks? What do you mean?”

“The transspace simulator design,” Vidal said tersely. “You’re not used to anything vaguely like it, Neil. Every simulator you and Curtis ever flew was controlled from conventional flight systems, from a pilot seat, right?”

“Obviously.” Travers glanced at Marin, who was listening intently.

“Well, transspace is six dimensions different from anything you ever saw before,” Rabelais said with a profound resignation. “If you’re going to handle it properly – if you’re not going to go right out there and kill yourself the first time you try this! – you need to … to …”

“You fly transspace with your living mind in your living body,” Vidal said in an odd voice, “as if there is no ship. You start thinking of this job as flying a ship through a medium, and you’re toast in seconds. It’s just you and transspace, like the flight controls are part of your limbs and brain.” He shook himself hard. “Trust me, Neil, it’s the only way this works.”

An edgy silence settled between him, Queneau and Rabelais. Into it, Marin said thoughtfully, “But you took the Orpheus into Elarne the first time. You flew it from a pilot seat, joystick, the usual instrumentation.”

A regiment of ghosts and shadows raced over Vidal’s face, through his eyes, and he took a long deep breath which shuddered just a little. “We should have died. Jo and I … I’ll never know why we made it through.”

The same ghosts were in every line of Queneau’s face. “We made it through because there was maybe one human pilot in the whole goddamn’ universe whose brain was so wired for this, he could do it.”

“And you’re lookin’ at him,” Rabelais added. He nodded at Vidal. “Don’t ask other pilots to do what he did, Curtis. It won’t be happening. Even Mick finds it a thousand percent easier flying from a tank, where every sensory input’s been blocked and in the whole cosmos there’s only you and it. Transspace.”

“Flying from a tank makes it doable,” Vidal said slowly. “Even for me, there was a lot of luck, too much, involved in getting through the first time. Beginner’s luck? I don’t know. But I do know there was enough of an uncertainty factor for me to get through on one flight and crash and burn on the next one. Those are lousy odds – 50/50 isn’t what you want to see when you’re planning a mission, any mission, much less one the whole Deep Sky depends on.”

Anger sharpened Queneau’s tone. “So we requisitioned a couple of cryogen tanks,” she told Travers and Marin, “so we could gut ’em, rig ’em as sensory deprivation tanks, cross-connect ’em so there’s comm between the pilot and navigator so fine, so fast, it’s like you’re reading each other’s thoughts. That’s what it’ll take to do this right. But when we put in the requisition, Bill Grant cut us down to one tank.”

“Why?” Travers wondered. “The Wastrel must have plenty of them.”

“We all know we’re going into a couple of full-on battle situations very soon,” Marin said quietly, lifting a brow at Grant, who was standing well within earshot and wearing a face like a thundercloud. “Bill?”

The medic had obviously covered this ground before, and more than once. He was glowering at Vidal as he said, “I’ve heard the scuttlebutt. I don’t have the security clearance you guys do, but I know what’s going on. It’s fun and games on the Omaru blockade first, isn’t it? Oh, I heard all the whispers about how it’s supposed to be some kind of artsy-fartsy
bloodless coup, but you gotta be kidding me! A Fleet blockade’s gonna roll over to have its belly tickled? That’s a barrowload of bullshit. You know the old saying about best-laid plans. I’ve seen this kind of show go pear-shaped faster than you can blink, we all have. I’ve got two cryogen tanks on the fritz. I’m holding three reserved for the Wastrel’s own tech gangs – you have no idea how many ways salvage workers find to tear themselves up, and how often. And I put four on reserve for the freakin’ bloodbaths I’m predicting.”

“So he let us have one,” Vidal said with a shrug. “Bill’s thinking like the Fleet medic he used to be.”

“Bloody damn’ right, I am,” Grant muttered.

Queneau was genuinely annoyed. “Isn’t it a question of priorities? We’ve been through this, Bill. What do you put on top of the list, the success of the training program that’s going to take human pilots into transspace, or one human casualty?” She shook her head. “I know where you’re coming from, man, and I do respect the Fleet medic’s instincts, but … I reckon you’re wrong. I reckon the priorities just got changed.”

“And if I’m right,” the Lushi grumbled, “people are going to die. I know you think of it as just one life, but suppose the life that went begging was yours, or your kid’s, or your partner’s. Then you’d wish there’d been an extra damn’ tank.”

“Leave it, guys.” Vidal held up both hands. “We already did this. None of us has the authority to make or break the rules.”

“Harrison does,” Travers said grimly. “I can see both sides of the argument, and I’d hate to be the one making the decision. Why don’t you take it up with Shapiro, when you put your problem to Colonel Rusch and Barb? They’ll both be at this briefing. In fact, they’re late.”

As if the words were a cue, the docking rings rolled open with a growl of heavy machinery. A faint breeze blew from the Mercury into the Wastrel as the final difference in air pressure equalized, and Travers’s nostrils flared at the scents of the different ship. By comparison with the tug, the Mercury was modest but in fact she was by no means a small ship. She had her own character, her own routine, which Travers appreciated.

A figure moved just inside the docking rings and he saw Jon Kim’s face. The young man wore a smile, and stood aside to beckon them aboard with the grace one would have expected of Harrison Shapiro’s partner. “Welcome to the Mercury. Dinner will be served momentarily, and we’re ready for you now.” 

Travers and Marin went ahead of Vaurien and Jazinsky, while Bill Grant hung back with Vidal, Queneau and Rabelais. They were waiting for Perlman, Fujioka and Fargo, representing Bravo Company, Rodman and Hubler from the Harlequin, Alexis Rusch herself, and some contingent from the Resalq science crew, but they would make their own way aboard soon enough. Travers was not about to wait. He had already caught the aroma of dinner.

The Mercury might not have boasted the opulence of the Wastrel, but Harrison Shapiro liked comfort. The ship was warm, bright; the crew wore smiles, discipline was relaxed enough to permit jewelry, and the sounds of Bevan Daku wafted from the discreet sound system in the conference lounge, spilling out into passages leading forward to the crew quarters and back to the more Spartan accommodations where prisoners were confined.

And the food, Travers decided, smelt excellent. To be sure, it was still generated by autochefs, but the way these machines were configured, and the materials with which they were stocked, rendered the cuisine very different from that available on other ships. Living the good life in Sark, Borushek for thirty years had accustomed Shapiro to fine art, elegant company, a degree of luxury which was often lacking on a Fleet ship.

They turned right at the docking rings and followed the sound of music, the aroma of dinner which issued from the lounge, with its long table, silver-gray cloth, crockery and silverware from Elstrom City, framed paintings from Sark and Riga, and two autochefs set up for the different races who would be seated at this table.    

“The Nine Worlds Commonwealth Fleet cruiser Mercury,” Marin said pointedly as they stepped into cream and amber lights.

“And you’ve got to like that,” Travers said with profound approval.

“I like the Commonwealth Fleet part of it.” Vidal was a pace behind them, with Bill Grant. “Bobby Liang and his people are thinking forward, past the war.”

“Past the Zunshu,” Travers said darkly. 

“The Zunshu are our business. Let Chandra Liang and his staff take care of politics. The rest – the science, the exploration, the enemy – are our concern now.” Mark Sherratt’s deep voice spoke from the door behind them, and Marin spun toward him. 

Anywhere else, Mark would have offered an embrace and Curtis would have taken it. Here, now, they clasped hands and Marin said, “You were already aboard the Mercury?”

“We came aboard an hour or two ago.” Mark gestured over the shoulder of a shirt in the gold, deep reds, dusky greens and designs of his people. “The others are still in the Ops room, using the navtank to run the deep scans your probe managed to capture before the device self-destructed.” The gold eyes were haunted as he looked over Marin’s head at Travers, Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau. “We were … lucky.”

“In a universe where luck shouldn’t be any part of any equation,” Vaurien said quietly, “and where relying on it will see you dead and buried faster than it takes to post your obituary to CityNet.”

“Yes. Yet, still, we were lucky.” Mark’s eyes crinkled a little as he discovered a smile. “I’ve looked over the data. I can tell you – and it’s not often I can say this! – it’s the first time I’ve seen such a device.”

Surprise sharpened Marin’s voice. “First time? We’re guessing it has to be a planet-wrecker. The kind of thing that destroyed your homeworlds, like Neranhe and Sher’chiya.”

“Yes.” Mark’s lion-maned head nodded. “There’s nothing else it could be, and the fact remains, our ancestors never managed to capture one. I suppose they were never in the right place at the right time to even image one.”

“Damn.” Travers had helped himself to a glass of Jagrethean burgundy, and toasted Mark with it. “Well, we scored ourselves a first.” He took a sip and made appreciative noises. “Not that we actually captured it, though Barb wanted to try. Richard’s guess was, it would detonate if it even suspected it felt tractors on it.”

“His intuition was correct.” Mark turned a chair out from the table and sat. “From what little I’ve seen of your damage report, you were too close for comfort.”

“Any further away from the device,” Jazinsky said with a deep resignation, “and we’d have been out of strike range. We had to hit it, Mark. No choice, not even if we’d been crippled in the blast.”

“And the damage sustained at our own maximum strike range tells you the potential of the weapon.” Vidal issued a low whistle. “Good gods, if the government of the Confederation could get its sticky paws on such a weapon…”

“Not even in your nightmares, Mick.” Travers set a hand on his shoulder. “I checked out the ’chef. It’s offering a nice line in juice, tonic water, angostura, if you’ll let me mix something not too disgusting for you.”

“No booze,” Bill Grant warned loudly. “Not one molecule, Neil.”

“The voice of my conscience?” Vidal sounded pained.

“Yessir, message received and understood.” Travers gave Grant an amused look, but he took the warning seriously. At the ’chef, he mixed grapefruit juice and tonic over ice, and gave the glass a liberal dash of bitters before he thrust the cocktail into Vidal’s waiting hand. 

He tried it, and huffed a sigh. “Not bad.”

“What it needs,” Marin guessed, “is a shot of tequila.”

“A double,” Vidal told him. “But since the nano holding my liver together would go tits-up at the mere suggestion of it –” He saluted the whole company with the glass. “Gan bei.”

As Travers slid in at the table voices from the doorway announced Alexis Rusch and Dario Sherratt. The rest of the Sherratts remained absent, but Midani Kulich was not a pace on Dario’s heels, hanging on the others’ conversation. Travers watched him silently mouthing the words, trying them on his tongue. 

He was working hard to blend in, become part of the Resalq community, and Travers had to credit him not only with the effort but also with modest success. He was in loose slacks and a big tunic of abstract blue, green and gold geometric patterns, which disguised the Resalq body morphology; and he wore a silk bandanna which gave him a rakish, almost piratical look. It suited him, Travers thought. But Midani kept the double-thumbed hands in his pockets as if he felt he must hide them, which made Travers frown. The ancestral Resalq was clearly feeling his differences, perhaps a sense of isolation; and every time he had to move among humans the sensation would only grow worse. Among the Resalq he was likely comfortable, but among this gathering Travers watched him stick close to Dario and Mark, slouch a little to take the edge off his height, and keep those telltale hands out of sight. 

“Alexis!” Rabelais turned in his seat as she appeared, and beckoned her to the end of the table where he, Queneau and Vidal had gathered in their own private clique, heads together, talking in soft tones and effectively screening out everyone else in the room.

“I’m late,” she apologized, and gestured at the plain slacks and sweater, both in shades of chromatic gray. “I didn’t even take time to change.”

“You look beautiful as ever,” Rabelais told her, courteous with the gentility of a bygone age. 

“And of course you’re aware that flattery will get you everywhere,” she chuckled as she joined them. “What are you drinking? I’ll fetch another round.”

Three meters away and not even looking in Vidal’s direction, Bill Grant called, “Not for Mick!” 

He was talking with Fargo and Perlman, who had stepped in moments before Rusch. Bravo Company gossip, Travers supposed. They would be waiting for Jim Fujioka before they settled at the table.

“Bill, I’m a maniac, not an idiot,” Vidal retorted as he pulled a chair out for Rusch. “Sit, Alexis. I’ll get drinks in. We have a favor to beg, if you don’t mind being handed a job.”

She dropped into the offered chair and graced the company with a mock-suspicious frown. “What kind of job?”

  It was a chance, Travers knew, for her to put into practice everything she had learned theoretically, riding on the coattails of the Sherratts, Jazinsky, even Tonio Teniko. Rusch was seated between Rabelais and Vidal – aunt to one, grand-niece to the other, which was more family than she had known since she sold her soul to Fleet in exchange for a ticket into Hellgate. Vidal was right – Travers had long known she had an ex-husband and a son back in the Deep Sky; but security files quoted the husband as an architect who had soon grown bored with her fascination for the sciences, while the son was finished with Fleet after his conscription hitch, and now played the English horn for a chamber orchestra on Jagreth. Differences of opinion drove them apart as Alexis began to follow her own talents, and Travers was far from surprised the marriage had ‘wound down,’ as Vidal put it.

Across the table from himself and Marin, Vaurien and Jazinsky were sitting close, not even talking; not needing to, Travers observed, the way he and Marin were intimate in each other’s company, with no obligation to talk to fill empty silences. Not long before, he would have been envious. Now, he gave Richard a smile and raised his glass in a silent toast which Vaurien returned.

It was Midani Kulich who broke the companionable silence as he slid into the chair beside Vaurien. “You objecting to I sitting here, Captain?”

“I don’t mind at all.” Vaurien shuffled sideways a little to make space for him. The ancestral Resalq was taller, broader even than Mark. 

“I thanks.” Midani sat and put his hands under the table, out of the way. “I working most with Lai’a. Designing emergency protocol. General Shapiro and Doctor Mark saying, you should making sure all good, while I got plenty chance for making working again, if you needing.”

The casual mangling of the language was actually pleasant, and the soft Resalq accent was easy on the ears. Travers smiled as Vaurien said, “I’d be glad to look at what you have. Do you want to bring your work over to the Wastrel? I can come over to the Carellan Djerun later, if you prefer.”

“Carellan, please,” Midani said thoughtfully.

Where he was a Resalq among Resalq, and Richard would be the one out of place, Travers wondered – though the modern Resalq were so accustomed to humans, the only time they ever stared was at a woman, who would seem the ultimate alien; and then only rarely. “How are you getting on?” He asked as Midani began to look uncomfortable.

“Getting good,” Midani mused. “Trying learning speaking more better, but is like to swimming freezer-water.”

“Ulneshlal canedre farsan … swimming against the current, as humans say,” Marin said softly, with a nostalgic smile. “Ulneshlal brua’nenleh, as they’d say in the Resalq – swimming in ice water.” He looked along at Mark, and then at Travers.  “They used to say that because the Resalq like their comforts, and the worst thing anyone could imagine was to be shoved headfirst into cold water!”

“Swimming … against what, but?” Midani leaned closer. “Sounding like to voltage, power circuit, electric wires?”

“Current,” Marin repeated. And then, “Farshan. The way water flows with gravity – farshanlal, flowing naturally down. In the Slingo of the human colonies it’s the same word, different meaning.”

“Close, but,” Midani mused. “Like to how electrics flowing with wires. Current. Swimming against current.”

 “Against the current,” Marin repeated. “I know, the Resalq doesn’t have the definite article. Not all human languages have it either! For instance, Russian. On the other hand, some human languages have a bunch of different words for the definite article – German, for example. Don’t feel bad if you’re confused, Midani. It took me years to even start to understand a little Resalq. You’re doing great.”

“And I’m just starting out,” Travers admitted. “Trying to get individual words. I got brua, meaning ice, and nenleh, meaning water. I never knew the word for swimming – what is it, again?”

“Ulneshlal,” Midori supplied. “Come from ulneshin. Human word is … I forgot.”

“Fish. Any kind of fish, nothing in particular like a trout or a salmon.” Marin chuckled. “Ulneshin  is just a fish, and if you mean the pastime of fishing, out there on the riverbank with a rod and line, it’s ulneshinlal.”

“Ouch.” Travers winced. “I’m sure I’ll pick it up eventually.”

“Got no reason to ever learning,” Midani said with an easy shrug, a gesture he had quickly picked up from humans and modern Resalq alike. “Me, but, needing learning, for working with humans.”

Vaurien listened with an indulgent smile. “Do you want to work with humans? There’s a new Resalq colony, and many Resalq ships where you’d be more than welcome.”

“Maybe going there,” Midani said musingly, “But Deep Sky, Freespace, most is human, not too much Resalq. I wanting seeing more, going more places … all new, verdrelal?” 

This word, Travers knew: understand. “That’s the spirit that brought the pioneers out here. New worlds, new horizons.”

“Preluniam,” Marin said softly when Midani frowned. “Pioneer.”

“Pie…neer.” Midani tried it on his tongue. 

“After the war,” Vaurien added, “we might even come with you. I’ve had a hankering to take off into Freespace. Break trail, survey new worlds, stake a claim, leave something like the Cerberus to work the lode, make a whole ’nother fortune.”

“Like we need another fortune,” Jazinsky scoffed. “After the war we’re going to come out controlling the patents on Zunshulite and the manufacture process, not to mention the fuel source. And we’ll be the only ones who know the safe paths through Elarne. Transspace.”

“Still, exploring new territory,” Richard mused. “I’ve been thinking, that’s where I might want to be … after,” he added, “the war.” The words were so often spoken recently, they had become almost a meme, even a kind of bleak humor. Vaurien delivered them with a dubious smile.  

Travers and Marin were seated with their backs to the door, and heard Harrison Shapiro’s voice before he stepped in. Travers glanced back and saw the man in the company of Jim Fujioka, who had accepted the assignment as the Mercury’s chief engineer, and Jon Kim, who had never worked harder than he was working now, as Shapiro’s aide. 

Coming into this briefing they were already in conference, with Kim juggling a pair of handies and Fujioka speaking animatedly, with many gestures aft and down. It was the direction of the engine deck, which was his territory now. Shapiro listened intently, and then held up both hands to stop him. He spoke quietly, just on the edge of Travers’s hearing.

“Normally I’d just ask you to put in a requisition and Jon or I would rubber-stamp it in the morning. But we’ve no supply chain now. No chance the old unit will repair?” Fujioka’s head shook in an emphatic negative. “Then, talk to Captain Vaurien,” Shapiro suggested. “Pull the old unit out, image it. The Wastrel will have to fabricate a copy. In fact, requisition several of them, if Vaurien has the resources and time to cover the work. You can’t have too many spare parts.”

The suggestion was practical enough, and Fujioka was agreeable. He drifted away to join Perlman and Fargo, and Travers watched him peck Perlman’s cheek, sliding an arm around her waist for a moment in greeting. They had become a couple only recently. Fleet might have called it fraternization and disapproved, but Travers liked what he saw.

“Gentlemen.” Shapiro arrived at the head of the table with a smile, though it was short lived. “I saw the report from Oberon.” A shadow fell across his face, lasting much longer then the smile. “Borushek might never know what took place. There’ll be no formal acknowledgment of the engagement or the hazard you undertook, and I wish it could be otherwise.”

“The best war stories are always the ones told decades later.” Vaurien lifted his glass. “I might write a memoir when I’m as old and as eminent as Charles Vidal.”

“By which time it’ll all be declassified.” Shapiro already knew the menu; he had probably set up the ’chef himself, Travers guessed. Kim fetched a couple of plates without even being prompted, while Dario Sherratt poured from a variety of bottles, some of which were the most undrinkable rejects from Ulrand’s most disastrous vineyards – perfection for the Resalq palate. 

Marin shoved back his chair and dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder. “What’s your fancy?”

Travers had scanned down the ’chef menu when they arrived. “Almost anything, and a lot of it … make it the venison and couscous, with the wasabi relish.”

It took a few minutes for the gathering at the autochef to clear, and then Shapiro called the assembly to order. “I’m seeing half as many faces as I’d hoped for – which is a good thing. People are working. Thank you all for being here. I’ll trust you to liaise with your departments and share data as appropriate. Three questions are on the table tonight, and they can’t be difficult to answer because our time is almost up.” He leaned forward a little and looked from Vaurien to Mark Sherratt and Alexis Rusch. “Doctor Sherratt, I’ll ask for your input first, if you’ll forgive me. You have a keener grasp than any of us on the development of the Lai’a expedition. One question only: when?”

It was obvious Mark had been expecting this. He set down his silverware and looked along the table, from face to face. “According to every specialist working at Alshie’nya, not to mention Lai’a itself, 20 days. I’m going to ask for 22, which gives us room for error.”

“So long?” Shapiro frowned deeply.

“It’s a question of data analysis.” Mark sat back now.  “Using every skerrick of information we have, we’re modeling Elarne to preload the transspace navigation tank. It’s not like threedee modeling, Harrison. More along the lines of ten dimensional structuring. A large part of the difficulty is devising a way to coherently depict ten dimensions in a three dimensional environment which is sensible to the human brain – or the Resalq brain, for that matter. It’s far more complex, and somewhat slower, than you or I would wish, even given every AI we possess. Resources are not unlimited, not even Lai’a itself. The bald fact is, we must have a viable, loaded navtank which human pilots can work with. It’s too easy to forget Lai’a is a machine, and any machine is fallible. Give us 20 days, and we’ll enter Elarne with a very good chance indeed of this company coming back.”

“All right.” Shapiro was satisfied. “We have our departure date, if not the actual time. I assume Lai’a is amenable to this schedule?”

“Lai’a suggested the timeframe. It’s committed to the Elarne model,” Mark assured him. “It knows better than we do how long it will take to complete.”

“And I assume there’s no problem from your perspective, Richard?” Shapiro passed the question neatly to Vaurien.

But Richard made negative gestures. “No trouble we can foresee. Our only challenge at this time is the damage the Wastrel sustained after the engagement at Oberon. We’re under repairs, Tully is confident of being done in much less than a day.”

“Excellent.” Shapiro sampled the dry white, a Jagrethean wine. “Which brings me to the question of the super-carriers, the Chicago and the Kiev. Colonel Rusch has been liaising with the command corps of both. Alexis?”

“Signal lag,” she said succinctly, “is a bitch as always. I’ve been using drone couriers, and even they’re too slow to keep me well informed. The best I can tell you is the status of those ships four days ago. I like flying blind less than anyone at this table, but until or unless the transspace drive proves out, we’re locked into the performance of the last generation of Weimann drive, and damned lucky to have it.

“The Chicago is on station in the outer system at Velcastra, with a new command corps drawn from Fleet veterans, most of whom are Daku. Some of those officers have been affiliated with President Chandra Liang’s staff for a decade. The ship itself is in good condition; crewmembers who declined the offer of defection are on the island of Padthaway, getting a suntan, putting on a few kilos and generally lazing away an incarceration that many of us would stand in line to pay for! 

“Don’t be concerned for the Chicago. She’s in the service of Velcastra now and is soon to be renamed in a formal, public ceremony. In executive documentation she’s already being referred to as the Elstrom, switching the name from the seat of government in the Confederacy to the seat of government in the Nine Worlds Commonwealth.

“The Kiev,” Rusch went on, “is a rather more delicate matter. I’ve been trading encrypted comm with trusted members of my officer corps – those who covered for me when I dropped out of sight to join the Lai’a expedition, of course.” She toyed with her fork, frowning at the way the room’s soft lights reflected off the tines. “All but two of my officers are ready to defect, and the two who are inclined to the hardline Terran policies can be, will be, taken into custody.”

“They can sit out the remainder of the war in comfort, here on the Mercury,” Shapiro offered.

“Exactly. The problem isn’t the Kiev,” Rusch said in resigned tones. “It never was. The problem was always going to be the battle group. Currently, twelve assorted frigates and destroyers plus three cruisers are serving on the blockade. Each commander, each crew, will have to reach the decision independently: to defect, to run, or to stand and fight.” She gave Shapiro a hard look. “Managing the defection of one ship, as Allan Bronhill and Valerie Sung did, was straightforward by comparison. It’s a safe enough bet that some of those ships will gladly transfer their allegiance to the Nine Worlds Commonwealth. It’s just as safe a bet that others will show us their sterntubes. None of the blockade ships could challenge the Kiev, so I seriously doubt they’ll stand and fight, though we’d be fools to rule out the possibility that one of those commanders is lunatic enough to try it. 

“We need to come to a decision, and soon.” She paused and frowned from Shapiro to Vidal and back. “Obviously, if the Kiev is attacked she’ll defend herself of necessity. There’s no decision to be made there… 

“But when a ship tries to make a run out of the Omaru system, do we let them go, or do we fire on people who used to be our comrades?” She was looking directly at Michael Vidal as she asked this. “Remember, if we let them go they’ll follow Fleet regulations, form up with the London battle group and we’ll fight them again at Jagreth. So, Harrison?” Rusch favored him with a wry smile. “I’m afraid you’re going to be in the responsibility seat again. I don’t think there’s anyone at this table who’d be willing to make the call, though I’m sure we’ll abide by the decision.”

Shapiro looked far from surprised. “Unfortunately, you’re telling me nothing new. It’s the question that’s haunted me since Velcastra, and there are no easy answers. If the ships of your battle group choose to turn on the Kiev and fight, well, there’s a price to be paid for lunacy or idiocy. It’s also possible several crews might simply mutiny – in fact, it would be prudent for you, Alexis, to be on every standard comm frequency, inviting them to do just this. A commander who’s insane enough to turn a frigate on the Kiev could find himself looking down the gun barrels of a group of junior officers from the Middle Heavens.”

It was Vidal who said pointedly, “There’ll be bloodshed, General.”

“Regrettably, there will.” Shapiro sighed heavily. “But when you weigh the lives of a handful of insane, hardline officers whose politics are strictly Terran against the lives of hundreds of young men and women who were conscripted months and years ago …” His shoulders lifted in an expressive shrug. “We’re calling this the Colonial War with good reason. People will die. Our duty is to minimize casualties across the board and eliminate them where possible, as we did at Velcastra, where the government of Earth, and Fleet itself, intended murder on a global scale.”

“So, if those ships try to run?” Vidal was done eating and clasped his hands in the space where his plate had been. “Fight them here or fight them at Jagreth, what’s it matter?”

“Except that at Jagreth,” Travers said slowly, “those ships are going to blunder right into the same kind of minefield that obliterated the battle group at Velcastra. If we’re trying to save lives, Mick, the Kiev should be shooting to disable its battle group. Just stop them right there on the old blockade, don’t let them get out. Ship the dissidents to some place like Padthaway and send the hardware to the docks for repairs. Omaru gains a defense fleet and we’ll save the majority of human lives.”

“That, Neil, Michael,” Alexis said in dark, almost brooding tones, “has been my own thinking. And I know it’s anathema to charge cannons and fire on your own. I know you have friends on those ships. We all have.”

“But if you want to be playing folgen with them when this is all over,” Marin finished, “you stop them in the Omaru system before the colonel in command of the London battle group rounds them up and throws them at Jagreth, with results he can’t even begin to imagine.”

“Oh, but he can,” Rusch rasped. Her eyes were hard as those of a raven. “The London has had the data from Velcastra, Curtis. They know they lost the whole battle group there. They don’t know exactly how, but they certainly know it happened … at this moment strategists will be floating hypotheses about a new Colonial terror weapon –”

Mark Sherratt made cynical noises. “They’d be right. The Zunshu gravity mine is a very terrible weapon indeed. And I’ve been meaning to ask about the security surrounding the weapon we know as a world-wrecker. The Borushek device.” He lifted a brow at Shapiro. “I spent an hour looking at the deep scans returned by the Wastrel. Most of my party are not at this table. They’re still dissecting them. Dario?”

“There’s a year’s work in fully understanding the technology,” Dario said resignedly. “And when we understand it well enough to reverse engineer it, duplicate it, then…?”

There was no doubt Shapiro knew what the Resalq were talking about. Travers looked from one to the other, and then glanced at Marin. They waited for the general to speak, and when Shapiro did, he seemed to debate every syllable. 

“The decision isn’t mine to make. It can’t be. The Zunshu weapon would give us ultimate power, not just here but anywhere.” Shapiro’s brows rose as he looked from Sherratt to Rusch and Vidal, Travers and Marin. “A weapon that arrives cloaked, invisible, in the orbit of an industrialized world with a population numbering in the billions, and tears the planet in half. No one is qualified to make any decision regarding such a weapon. It would have to be made by committee, perhaps specialists elected to represent a whole population.”

“Good Christ,” Vidal whispered. “Would you trust politicians not to deploy it? Sure, I’d trust Chandra Liang and Colonel Tarrant, and probably even Rob Prendergast. But governments fall, times change. Fifty years from now, who’ll be sitting in an office in Elstrom City, with his – or her! – finger on the button?”

Silence fell around the table. The only sound in the room was the sweet harmony of Bevan Daku, and its serenity sounded odd after the dread Vidal had outlined.

“Exactly.” Shapiro spread his hands. “I’m a career officer. If there’s one thing I’ve learned after three and a half decades in Fleet, it’s that the military is the hapless pawn of politics … and I can count the number of politicians I trust on the fingers of one hand. Fifty years from now, or twenty –?” He sat back, frowning at the food he had not yet touched, as if he had no appetite. 

“So Fleet doesn’t get the data, and government doesn’t see it either.” It was Ernst Rabelais, speaking in a quiet, cautious tone. He looked up around the table, and the same concern was evident in the clear blue eyes which were so like Vidal’s and Rusch’s. “Look, I’m just the newbie here. I only climbed out of the tank – what it is, Jo, three weeks?”

“Just about,” Queneau said softly. Her hand rested on his, on the table. “And it’s got zip to do with how long you’ve been in this time. You know enough about this bloody stupid century we’re assigned to live in, and you’re the only one qualified to compare it with any other time.”

“What she said,” Vidal muttered. “And before anybody asks, I’m with Ernst.” He gave Shapiro a glare. “The only people who know anything about the weapon are on the Wastrel, the Mercury and the Carellan Djerun. And we,” he said, almost a growl, “are hardly likely to share the news.”

“Rob Prendergast,” Jon Kim said thoughtfully, “recently became your step-father, Michael.”

“Only because he’s dumb enough and vain enough to marry Elaine Osman.” Vidal’s expression was laden with disgust. “You know the story? She’s an arrogant, vain, social climbing parasite without a scruple in her entire body. She’s also still drop-dead gorgeous, and men like my father and Rob Prendergast, gods help them, go down like chaff under a harvester. You think I’m going to blab to Prendergast because he let the little head do the thinking, and married Elaine Osman?”

“The thought occurred,” Kim said, amused.

“Well, think again,” Vidal snorted. “General, you want my opinion? Ernst’s right. Sure, let Barb and Mark and their people take the weapon apart six ways from Tuesday. Then bury the data. File it so deep, it takes ten ID codes to get to it. Bury it in the holographic memory in Lai’a, in fact, so the only people who can get to it are the Resalq … the folks who were on the receiving end of these weapons!”

“Make us the gatekeepers?” Mark sounded doubtful. “I’m not sure any of us would want to play the role of humanity’s social conscience.”

“I don’t suppose you would,” Shapiro agreed, “but someone, somewhere, must be the gatekeeper.” He was silent for several moments, thinking it through. “Suppose Lai’a hosted the data, as Michael suggested. Suppose it took, say, five Resalq ID codes to coerce Lai’a to give up the information. You, Dario, Leon, Tor, and Midani Kulich. All five of you were aboard at the beginning. You’ll make up most of the team that dismembers this damned weapon and makes its tech available to our generation. You’re also representative of the race that was almost annihilated by it. Who would be more qualified than yourselves to safeguard it?”

Mark was certainly not quick to dismiss the suggestion. Travers watched the lines deepen across his brow and around his eyes as he thought, and just for a moment Mark Sherratt’s vast age was visible. Midani was not much more than a boy, still filled with the zeal to experiment and explore, quite capable of being overwhelmed by events or technology or powerful personalities, even in humans. Mark was so old, Travers could barely imagine a life spanning so many centuries. Neil looked into Marin’s face, saw the same profound fascination which endured even after Curtis had been Mark Sherratt’s adopted kin, his sometime lover, for most of a decade.

“Humans would come to us, at some hypothetical time in the future, and ask for the Zunshu weapon to be released to them?” Mark frowned directly at Shapiro. “Which humans, Harrison? With what authority? And during what kind of contingency? If it should require five Resalq IDs to release the weapon, it should require at least seven human ID authorizations to validate the request. Yourself … Curtis, Neil, Richard, Michael, Ernst and Alexis.” His brow knitted as he looked into each face in turn. “Fifty years from now, if you people came to me, asking that I gather my family and summon Lai’a in a time of hazard such as has never been known before – yes, I’d do it.”

“But we won’t live forever,” Travers said slowly. “Even if we live full, normal lives, we’ll be gone eventually.”

“So we’d share the clearance codes with trustees,” Marin suggested. “It’s not the individuals Lai’a would be looking for, just the codes. It would trust us to bequeath them to people we trust unconditionally. Yes?” He looked along at Mark.

“Yes,” Mark agreed, “but I don’t think the far future will be an issue we’ll carry as any burden of conscience.” The ghost of a smile played around his mouth. “The technology behind the world-wrecking weapon is a derivative of the mines and the gravity drive. We’ve already deployed the mines at Velcastra, Omaru, Borushek, Jagreth. You don’t think there are scientists working right now, taking the mines apart as specialists at UOH were trying to fathom the magic of the device Leon tried to purloin from the campus last year?”


  

“Well … shit,” Vidal swore passionately.

Mark made a soft sound of humor. “Don’t distress yourself, Michael. The generation of tech available outside of Alshie’nya is decades away from being able to explain or manipulate the Zunshu technology. It won’t be a concern for forty, perhaps fifty years, and I can ask Lai’a to monitor the ongoing research, even supposing I were unable to do it myself. When the time comes, humankind might just have matured to the point where your people can be trusted with the Zunshu tech. If not … well, I’ve no doubt measures can be taken, and will be, to prevent error.”

“Computers can crash,” Rusch said darkly. “Data can be stolen and the original files erased. Prototypes can be destroyed or disabled.” She frowned at Shapiro. “Forty, fifty years.”

“We’ll be retired,” Shapiro said with a curious kind of humor, “but elder statesmen are frequently recalled from pasture in times of crisis.” He drummed a tattoo on the table with his right fingertips. “Any results from the work your people are about to do, Mark, on the deep scans of the Borushek device, remain at Alshie’nya, available only to this team and Lai’a itself.”

“I would agree,” Mark said slowly. “And I’d also advocate keeping the research on restricted access, even among our own crews. Engineers like Ingersol and Wymark will be involved. Physicists like Barb and that young fool, Teniko. They’ll be working in concert with Dario and Tor, and perhaps Sasha Tomarov and Paul Wymark from the Wings of Freedom. Others not directly involved don’t need to know.” He looked at Vaurien now. “Security protocols, Richard.”

“I’ll take care of it at once,” Vaurien guaranteed. He touched the combug in his left ear. “I should tell you, I’ve just had an update from Tully. We’re running ahead of his predictions. He’s revised his estimate to sixteen hours, pending nothing dire in the meantime. The structural damage we suffered at Oberon isn’t quite as bad as it seemed.”

“Excellent.” Shapiro looked aside at Kim. “Because the major item on my personal agenda at this moment is the transfer of power on the Omaru blockade. Alexis and I need to be there, and we can’t use the Mercury. She’s far too recognizable – she’d be impounded in an instant. The Harlequin doesn’t have the speed, and even if I were about to accept the discomforts of a courier, we don’t have one available. The Wastrel is still a registered Deep Sky commercial salvage vessel, and you can have us on the Kiev in four days. Alexis?”

She agreed without hesitation. “My old command corps is waiting for this, every moment. The plan is for the transfer of power to take place on the Kiev first. Dissenters will be placed into custody, the carrier will be at the disposal of the Commonwealth, effective immediately … and my people have discussed renaming her, to distance us from Earth. If we’re given the choice, we’d prefer the name Sark, with good reason. The city of Kiev, on Earth, is the site of Fleet Quadrant Command. Sark, Borushek, will be the site of Commonwealth Quadrant Command after the dust has settled.”

“It ought to be the defecting crew’s privilege to name their own vessel,” Rabelais said quietly. “Mind you, it’s the process I’d put to a vote, Harrison, rather than the name itself. I like it.”

“Agreed,” Shapiro said with a faint smile. “I’d say the name of Sark would be the first chosen, if you left it to politicians like Tarrant and Chandra Liang.” He was intent on Rusch now. “I’m assuming you know who can be trusted among your officer corps. And who can’t.”

“Intimately.” Rusch took a second glass of wine as Queneau returned from the ’chef with refills for herself and Rabelais. Vidal was still nursing a tumbler of green tea with ice and sprigs of fresh mint. “With the dissidents in custody, we’ll enforce a ship-wide comm blackout before we inform the general crew of the transfer of allegiance. Dissidents can volunteer to accept custody and a transfer back to Fleet vessels at the earliest opportunity … after the war. At that point, orders will be issued to recall the battle group to a rendezvous point. We’re suggesting Bahrain, the biggest moon with the farthest orbit. 

“And that,” she said with a grim fatalism, “is where the invitation to defect will be issued to the commanders and crews of every ship at once. Rest assured, gunnery officers will already have locked in firing solutions before the transmission is made.” She glanced at Vidal and gave a faint shrug of one shoulder. “We’ll be shooting to disable.”

“I know.” He pulled his spine straight. “I hate it, but I’m damned if I can see any other way to save lives. We stop them at Omaru or they fly right into the mines at Jagreth. I can tell you, Roark and Asako are going to be pissed – they have as many friends on those ships as I have. But I do want to be playing folgen with those people in six months, not talking to families, trying to explain why there’s not enough left of their kids to bury.”

Shapiro’s face was shadowed. “We’re on the same page, Michael. If we’re fast enough, we can handle this. The Kiev … the Sark … is quite powerful enough to control any ships making the mistake of turning their guns on her, or trying to run.”

Travers’s thoughts had returned to the Intrepid. The last hours of the ship haunted him so keenly, he could actually smell the tang of scorched electronics, new welds, spilled chemicals, human sweat. He was looking at Marin as he asked, “When Curtis and I nursed the Intrepid out of Hellgate, we got control of the AI using command override codes. Would there be any chance of seizing control of your battle group the same way?”

“It’s a good idea, and we thought about it.” Rusch was impressed. 
 “The trouble is, it must be done simultaneously across every ship, down to a fudge factor of a few nanoseconds, or every autonomous AI would raise the alarm the instant it registered the shift in the command signatures of the few we’d managed to seize. AI techs can, theoretically, get around the seizure. It takes just over four seconds to scram and reboot the core AI on any Fleet vessel, and they come back up on their primary protocols, not any superimposed command set of ours. We’d have to override them repeatedly. It’s not impossible, but with a dozen ships in the battle group the likelihood of mayhem is at least as dire as just making the very human offer of defection, and leaving it to humans to decide.”

“And there will be blood,” Vidal muttered.

“Yes.” It was Rusch’s turn to sigh. “But an ocean less than you’d see at Jagreth, Michael, if we run the battle group out of the system and let them scurry under the skirts of the London.”

Marin pushed back his chair and made his way between the table and the viewports, to the ’chef. He was punching up dessert as he asked, “And speaking of the London battle group – not to mention Jagreth! – do we know where those ships are? You said a while ago, they’ve had at least some data return from Velcastra. They’re still coming on?”

The look on Shapiro’s face would have soured a churn of milk. “Oh, they’re still coming on. We’ve been monitoring them, trying to use their heading to determine their probable target – and it might be Borushek. But we’re not letting them call any shots here.” He looked from face to face along the table. “I can tell you now, the sovereign status of Jagreth will be announced in eleven days. And we can expect the London battle group to pounce.”

An odd twist raced through Marin’s face. Travers had been watching him closely as he returned with cheesecake, fresh fruit, clotted cream. The expression was gone as suddenly as it appeared; Curtis was expert at governing his face. Travers took his hand, felt the cold of fingers that had been cradling the plates only a moment before. His voice was a murmur.

“You all right?”

“I’m fine,” Marin said soundlessly. “It’s the same picture we saw at Velcastra. You think Mick and Alexis didn’t feel a shudder? Forget it, Neil.”

In fact, Travers was hardly likely to forget any of it, but he thanked the guardian angel who seemed to stand vigil over him that Darwin’s World was so far away, so removed from the colonies of the Deep Sky, they would never come under this shadow. He clasped Marin’s hand tightly for a moment and then let it go and forced himself to listen to what Shapiro was saying.

“The Battle of Jagreth will be fought before the Lai’a expedition launches. We’ll go into Elarne knowing the result, and given what we saw at Velcastra, I’ve no doubts on that score. The Sark will remain on station for the defense of Omaru, where Captain van Donne’s Mako has already laid down the minefields. The Battle of Omaru will be fought after the Lai’a expedition has left. We’ll be half a universe away before there’s any news. All we can know is, we’ve left the Deep Sky as well defended as we know how, before we launch into transspace.”

At this, Jazinsky leaned forward. “Dame Fortune is still in our corner, so we must be doing something right. Before we came over, I tweaked the mines we’re seeding into the exit lanes around Hellgate. The original ones wouldn’t have even recognized a mechanism like the Borushek weapon. The new ones will be looking for those exact signatures, and the Harlequin will be back in the field in a few hours, reconfiguring the mines they seeded yesterday. We’re defended, Harrison. The only thing that bugs me to death is the sheer, witless bloody luck it took to cover our asses.”

“Agreed without reservation,” Shapiro said levelly, “but in the final analysis, I’d still rather be lucky than the alternative.”

“You don’t say,” she said acidly. “One more thing was starting to come out of the Oberon data, Harrison, just as I walked out of the lab to come here. I had Etienne taking it apart, projecting back into Hellgate along the thing’s trajectory.” She touched her combug and looked into the middle distance, over Shapiro’s head, listening. “Okay, Teniko, let’s hear it.” A pause, and then, “Tonio, just shut up with the horsecrap and give me the data, or I swear I’ll come over there and whup it out of you. It’s not your data to withhold!” She gave Vaurien a furious look. “He’s being a little swine. Again.” But she was listening once more, and a moment later she nodded. “Got it. Now get the hell out of my lab while you’re high as a kite. If I see you back there before you come down, I’ll put a code on the door and have Etienne lock you out!” To forestall any argument, she plucked the bug from her ear and dropped it on the table.

Bill Grant was on his way to his feet while she was still talking. “Is he high, or is he over the limit? He’s been riding the edge of overdose for the last couple of weeks. Damnit, I knew I shouldn’t have left the ship!”

“He’s all right, Bill, go back to your dessert.” Jazinsky gave Shapiro an apologetic look. “Sorry to involve you. He’s the thorn in my butt, and I got no one to blame but myself. I’m the one who took him out of the institution on Velcastra. I’m the one who brought him onto the Wastrel.”

“I made him welcome,” Vaurien added. 

“And I validated his work.” Mark said dismissively. “We all knew he was unbalanced. We believed it was a stable home and a group of intelligent, sympathetic companions he needed. It was a mistake we all made. And, this data, Barb –?”

“Wake ghost,” she said succinctly. “We pinpointed the location of the Hellgate event it dropped out of. Lai’a charted it as the Orpheus Gate. With any luck at all, it’ll be our own insertion point for transspace.” She frowned sidelong at Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau. “There’s more. Etienne knows the Zunshu command frequencies now, and it was monitoring them. We recorded a body of Zunshu comm traffic which was bumped on to Lai’a for analysis.”

“And Lai’a,” Dario Sherratt breathed, “delved deep into the Zunshu AI language when it negotiated with the core processor in the stasis chamber on Kjorin – the time we retrieved you, Midani, and Emil. Well, now. Interesting. Give Lai’a an hour, and we may get information we never expected, perhaps details of Elarne back as far as the Orion Gate.”

“The Orion Gate, which is visible from the Orpheus Gate, I believe.” Shapiro was looking at Vidal specifically.

Michael’s shorn head nodded slowly and his eyes seemed to have glazed over, leaving him blind to reality while his imagination took him back to transspace. “You can see it, clear as looking at a mountaintop on a blue-sky morning with the sun high … oh, it’s the gate at Orion 359. It’s years away, by any Weimann tech we know.” He shook himself hard and forced a smile. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Shapiro studied him intently. “We know the path through Elarne, at least that far.”

“And this new data confirms what we learned from the listening device we picked up on Celeste,” Jazinsky added. “We’ve got a line to them. I can’t tell you the absolute course to fly, to take us right to the Zunshu homeworlds – and no way can I put a distance on it for you. But Mark and I are sure of this. We can get us there.”

“Even if we can’t,” Mark said with a definite fascination, “We can explore. This was the purpose for which Lai’a was designed, and it’s eager to leave. At the moment, as I told you, it’s committed to the analysis of every particle of information we have appertaining to Elarne, and the development of an effective transspace navtank, preloaded and configured for the use of human pilots. It understands the critical nature of this.”

“Then, we’re 22 days from launch.” Shapiro’s eyes closed for a moment and a trace of color faded from his face. “The Wastrel will be good to go in 16 hours; we’ll be on the Kiev in four days.” Again, he looked from face to face. “If anyone has issues, now is the time to voice them.”

“Just one more thing.” Vidal leaned closer, over the table. “You know we’re working on the pilot trainer, the transspace simulator.”

“I saw the preliminary reports.” Shapiro took another glass of wine. “Problems, Michael?”

“Yes and no.” Vidal looked along at Grant. “We need a second cryogen tank, to be modified for the purpose. If you saw our data, you’re fully aware how this simulator depends on being flown from complete sensory-deprivation, virtual reality rigs. By far the best solution is to cannibalize a couple of cryotanks … we have one. We need two.”

Shapiro’s brows rose. “And the problem is –?”

“The problem is,” Bill Grant said sharply, “I don’t have another one to spare. Very soon we could need every tank we can get our hands on.”

“He makes a good point,” Vidal sighed, “but … priorities, Bill. We believe the pilot training program is critical, and we don’t have a lot of time to spare.” He was looking at Shapiro as he spoke. “One more human survivor could be measured against the security of a whole world. And I know where Bill’s coming from. What if the one life was mine, or yours, or Jon’s.” Vidal’s eyes flicked aside to Kim, and back to Shapiro. “It’s a
nasty call to make … but I’d make it. We need another tank, or the transspace simulator isn’t going to fly properly. And – without saying a word against Lai’a,” he added with a glance at Mark Sherratt, “we need backup pilots.”

The golden-maned head nodded assent of Vidal’s argument, and Travers waited. In fact, Shapiro did not hesitate. “You have your tank,” he said at once. “Doctor Grant, I appreciate your position, and it’ll be a matter of record that you released the tank under protest. Rest assured, if a life is lost due to the deficiency, the responsibility will land on my desk, not yours.”

“All right.” Grant’s face was a study in neutrality; even his voice was without inflection. “I’ll break a tank out of storage tonight. You’ll have it by morning.”

“Thanks, Bill.” Vidal hesitated. “And don’t imagine I disagree with the instincts of a doctor. It’s just a question of priorities.”

“I know.” Grant drained a schooner glass in one pull. “Well, if you know any soldiers’ gods, light a candle. We can get lucky again, right?”

“I believe we can.” Shapiro’s mouth compressed. “I think this concludes business. Anyone else?”
But the table was quiet and at last he graced the assembly with an almost paternal smile. “Then, I’d be glad to call this briefing closed and take dessert.”

A shiver passed through Travers’s nervous system, head to foot, as memory replayed Shapiro’s bald words over and over. We’re 22 days from launch … 22 days. Elarne waited for them. They would launch into the roiling, seething maw of a Hellgate storm, the very monster he had spent years trying to avoid; and at the other side of the transspace ocean –

Zunshu.

Marin had spoken to him for the third time before the words made it through to the part of his mind where thought had rekindled after moments of utter blankness. “Neil, you all right? Neil?”

He shook himself as if he had just walked out of a lake of tepid, viscous glue which plugged his ears and sealed shut his eyes. The room was too bright; he could actually hear the beat of his own heart as he took a long deep breath and focused on Marin’s voice. “I’m okay,” he lied. 

“You’re not,” Marin said, as quietly as he had spoken before. “Bill’s going to be calling it ‘Elarne syndrome,’ or ‘transspacephobia.’ He could write his dissertation on it.” 

The humor was tenuous but Travers appreciated it. “I guess it just smacked me in the face … it got very real, if it makes any sense. Before, the whole Lai’a expedition’s been like…”

“Like an abstract concept,” Marin agreed. “Out there like a storm over the horizon that might never come this way. Now we’re on countdown to a rendezvous with a Class 6 or 7 event, and we’re gone.” He gestured at the rest of the company. “I think it hit everyone else at this table the same way. You didn’t see it run through Harrison?”

“I did.” Travers sat back and deliberately shepherded his thoughts to order, and his composure. “Christ, what are we doing?”

“What the Resalq did, about a thousand years ago,” Marin said philosophically, “but with better reason. They went out to explore Elarne for its own sake, pure research. We have bigger fish to fry.”

“Zunshu.” Travers looked up as Perlman called his name with a wave. The group representing Bravo Company was leaving, and he heard the mention of a folgen deck and a bottle of cognac. He returned Perlman’s wave with a forced smile that felt stiff, wooden, to his own facial muscles. 

“You two colonels want to join the game?” Judith Fargo offered. “Ten bucks a point and a grand prize – a fifth of Marcel Gilbert, best cognac out of Velcastra in the last century.”

“Thanks, but we’ve a party to go to,” Marin told her. “We might join you later, if the game’s still on.”

“It might be,” Fargo judged. “Jim won’t be playing. Our resident card sharp has to be on the Wastrel, him and Tully need to image some machine parts and get ’em fabricated.” She sketched a salute with only a shred of similarity to anything military, and drifted away with Perlman and Fujioka.

“A party?” Shapiro echoed. “I didn’t get an invitation.”

Vidal gave a hoarse chuckle. “Wasn’t sure you’d want one. It’s the Return from the Dead party. Me, Jo, Ernst, being alive and all. Fancy dress is optional, but I might go as a zombie. God knows, I don’t need a costume.”

“You’re very harsh with yourself,” Shapiro said quietly. 

“Realistic,” Vidal argued as he pushed back his chair. “In fact, we better go get set up for this thing. Guys?” He looked down at Queneau and Rabelais. 

Rabelais was the first one on his feet. Of the three, he had come through the ordeal the best, because the bigger, stronger pair had protected him, the only way they could. If there was rest, warmth and food, he got it, because he was ten years older, with frail, unengineered human genes, and he had broken bones. And, Travers thought, he was Rabelais. The legend. Little wonder he felt beholden, and that Vidal and Queneau were closer to him than his own family had ever been.

The legend spread his arms expansively and looked around the table. “Party in my quarters, half an hour. Come as you are, dress if you like. Jo and I just got the clean bill of health from the redoubtable Doctor Grant, so we’re buying.”

“I knew,” Grant muttered in an audible grumble, “I’d regret saying you guys were good to go. You’re still underweight and way under par. If you reckon you can booze the night through, you’ve got a bloody nasty surprise coming – and I’ll see you back in the Infirmary tomorrow!”

“Hey, Doc, relax.” Rabelais gave Grant a rueful look. “We’re not totally wuzhi, or do I mean woozy?”

“Both,” Queneau decided. “Either.”

“Whatever.” Rabelais made dismissive gestures. “Half an hour, my quarters. If I don’t see you guys there, I’ll catch you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” Shapiro reminded, “we’re en route to Omaru.”

“The Wastrel,” Rabelais with the same expansive spirit. “We live there, eh, Jo? Might even continue to live there after the war, if Rick’ll have us aboard.”

Marin sounded surprised. “You don’t want to go back to Velcastra?”

The question seemed to perplex Rabelais, and it was Rusch who said, “It’s been two centuries. Velcastra isn’t the same place. The family he knew are either deceased or so geriatric, they’re older than Charles and spending their twilight months in institutions. There’s no way back, is there, Ernst?”

The bonhomie swiftly settled into introspection. “No. I can’t make sense of Patrick and Mei Ying. Charles is getting close to the end of his life … then there’s Elaine, who’s left, and the daughter who was killed. Mick and you, Lex, are right here beside me. The rest are strangers. It’s just their arrogance to trace their ancestry back to the lunatic who went out charting the space around Hellgate. Me? I was doing a job, and I thought I’d be home in a year and a half with the ship and the drones intact and a nice, fat paycheck waiting for me. All this legend stuff happened later, while I was drifting around a stable zone of transspace that I pretty soon learned to call hell. You think there was something heroic about it?” He barked a self-mocking laugh devoid of any humor. “I’d have done anything, paid anything, to get out of there.”

“And here you are.” Alexis looked up at him with a curious frown. “Don’t knock it, Ernst.”

“I never do.” He seemed to shrug away the introversion. “And I am smart enough to know when to drink to my own health in some very good booze, even if I did come back as the family ghost. And Mick’s right – if we’re having a party, we better go get set up.”

The trio strolled out in the wake of Bravo, and Travers pushed his own chair back from the table. “I’ll feel almost like an intruder. It’s a very private club they’re running.”

“Not for much longer,” Marin said thoughtfully.  “Right now they’re the only transspacers in existence. Twenty-two days changes everything.” He shivered visibly and stood, following Travers. “You ought to be there,” he added, to Grant.

“Oh, I bloody intend to be,” the Lushi said, the Australian thickening in his voice, “if only to put the brakes on them when they forget. You have no idea what booze will do to them.”

“Yes,” Marin whispered, “I have.”

Grant considered him bleakly. “Yeah. I, uh, ran your records. Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Marin clasped the medic’s shoulder in passing. “And credit those three with a grain of sense. If they were completely wuzhi they wouldn’t even be here.” On the way out of the conference lounge, he turned back to Mark. “Will you be there?”

“I’ll pass through, if I can get away,” Mark promised. “I’ve a lot to do, since we got the deep scans of the abomination.” His face was like dark amber. “Our ancestors called them the djeronzjim mat’che.” He glanced down at Curtis. “You know the term? It hasn’t been heard for centuries. In the end few people would even speak it aloud, since it sounded like a curse.”

“Not the term itself,” Marin said slowly, “but I can translate the parts of it. Djer, meaning go away, or go into. Onzjim, infinity, or perhaps forever if a better choice of word, given the context. Che is malice, and mat … would that be from matub, some kind of spirit, or sprite, from the old mythology?”

The lion-maned head nodded. “Kes Matub was the goblin in the story of Jagreth, the champion whose quest took him into improbable realms in search of his true love. The old, old story. Kes was beyond wicked. He was pure evil, and he became the archetype of the goblin in our mythology. So mat’che carries the weight of double meaning. Djeronzjim – gone forever. In the old Resalq the word means extinct.  Hence, the wreaker of extinction: Djeronzjim mat’che.”

Again Travers felt a shiver, as if a hand had touched him across countless centuries. He watched Shapiro, Jon Kim and Dario making their way out and took a step closer to Mark, dropping his voice. “Have you talked to Vidal?”

“About suppressing the memories which are punishing him?” Mark was watching Vaurien, Jazinsky and Rusch, who had returned to the ’chef for the coffee that was Shapiro’s one real indulgence. He had shipped a crate of it, the last time the Mercury departed Borushek. “We’ve spoken about it, but there hasn’t been the opportunity to actually do it. I’ve been on the Carellan, and Mick has been tied to the Wastrel, and will continue to be. Doctor Grant won’t let him stray far from the Infirmary yet, and then – you know about his project?”

The work that kept him, Rabelais and Queneau in their private hangar, confounding them until at last they recruited Alexis Rusch, who would bring the skills of a physicist to the project. “They’re building a flight simulator.” Travers heard the odd, hushed tone in his own voice.

“A transspace simulator,” Marin added. “The object is to train more transspace pilots. Myself and Neil. Perlman and Fargo. Pilots fly transspace in pairs, apparently. An individual can’t do it alone.”

“Yes.” Mark rubbed his palms together, brooding on the project. “There’s little I can do to assist, short of tweak their numbers, which Colonel Rusch can do just as well. Understand, my people left this technology behind when I was so young, I honestly have no memory.” He smiled faintly. “Just because I’m Resalq, and ‘as old as God,’ as Michael remarked recently, doesn’t mean I can fly transspace! Far from it. I’d have to go through the simulation training, the same as yourselves. And I,” he said bleakly, “don’t have the time. Twenty-two days. You heard Harrison. And I imagine the last week will be an insane scramble.” He dropped a hand on each of their shoulders. “Speaking of which, Leon and Tor have been calling me for the last fifteen minutes. Dario’s already gone.” He gestured at his combug. “I’ll be in the lab here on the Mercury, if you need me – and I’ll try to be at this party of theirs, sometime during the evening.”

“All right.” Marin clasped his hand. “We shove off for Omaru soon. If we don’t see you before we go … take care of yourself, Mark.”

The Resalq touched Marin’s hair with curious tenderness. “I always do. And as for you, keep one eye on Michael, if you can. He’s not nearly as strong as he thinks he is.”

“We will,” Travers promised. “Later, Mark.”

And then it was just Travers and Marin, standing in the middle of the conference lounge while the servitor drones began to clear the debris of dinner and take stock of the depleted autochefs. Vaurien, Jazinsky and Rusch were in the corner by the viewports, looking out at the terrible, beautiful vista of the Drift and talking in murmurs. 

The view drew Travers’s eyes, and the Intrepid had never seemed so close, to tangible, as if he and Marin might walk off the Mercury and back aboard the super-carrier in the late days of the madness. He had to forcibly remind himself that Lai’a had monitored the whole briefing, and if it had had anything to contribute, its voice would have issued over the comm. The Intrepid was less a memory than a nightmare, and like Vidal, Travers could not seem to set the acid-bitter images into a dark corner of his mind, lock a door on them and forget them. Mark Sherratt might show them both how.

“We ought to show up with something,” Marin was saying as he led the way out of the lounge. 

“What, party gifts?” Travers forced his mind back to reality. “What did you have in mind?”

“I’ve no idea,” Marin admitted. “It doesn’t want to be booze – Mick can’t drink it, and the other two shouldn’t. I’ve no idea what Queneau likes to read or watch, much less wear … I don’t think I’ve ever seen her out of some kind of uniform. And as for Rabelais, he’s about two centuries out of touch, so to him everything looks and sounds weird.”

“They won’t be looking for gifts,” Travers guessed.

“Still, a few minutes in Supply might be well spent.” Marin was already moving.

Supply aboard the Wastrel was a compartment the size of a small hold, where oddments salvaged from the Drift over the space of a decade would be found beside the drums of raw materials fed to the autochefs and assorted crates of stuff loaded into the smaller fabricating systems. Years ago, inventory would have varied from month to month, but since the tug had been on Shapiro’s contract the content of the rail-mounted shelves rarely changed. Marin consulted the register and was scrolling through scores of pages on a flatscreen by the door to the deep, dim cavern, but Travers had known this vault since his ‘virgin furlough.’

The remote for the shelves was right by the flatscreen, and while Marin was still wading through inventory, he got the three-meter units rolling. They rumbled slowly, pushed by big servos and riding polished steel rails. He had half an idea of what he was looking for, and as Marin abandoned the register he strolled down the track. A glowbot dropped down from the ceiling, riding at shoulder height to light the meter-wide gap between the shelves, and Travers began to rummage.

Much of the stock was tagged CV Astrid Mukherjee, with a date just less than seven years before the Wastrel took Shapiro’s contract. Even now much about this ship could astonish Marin, and he murmured in surprise. 

“I remember the wreck – it headlined on CNS. Freespacers?”

“The Bronowski Reef,” Travers corrected. “She was loaded with luxury goods from the Middle Heavens, headed for Omaru and Borushek, part of a trade deal. The AI pilot scrammed in the fallout from a Hellgate event and she drove right up on the reef, tore her bows off. The drive shut down, the AI never rebooted, and she just sat there, dark, dormant, for years. By the time she was found, the insurance investigation was done. Willhausen-Gough Securities had already paid out, top dollar, on the claim. Nobody wanted to know about assigning salvage rights and reopening the documentation.”

“Richard found her?” Marin was looking through clothing, jewelry, shoes, gadgets, datacubes loaded with classical literature, music, cinema.

“And he made all the usual discreet inquiries with the owner, back on Lithgow … ‘We found your ship, she’s a ruin but the cargo’s perfectly salvageable, what do you want to do?’ And the owner said, ‘Lose it, quick, before WGS reopens the files and it starts to get ugly.’” Travers gestured at the scores of shelves. “This stuff turns out to be useful from time to time. You’d be surprised what you can trade in Freespace.”

“After Halfway, I wouldn’t,” Marin retorted. 

For Vidal, a tunic of some synthetic fabric that looked and felt like a cross between silk and skin, with a chameleon characteristic making it change color when the light and temperature shifted. For Queneau, a handful of cubes loaded with the complete works of an old peligro band she liked, whose music sounded to Travers like two overworked Arago engines struggling with different loads. For Rabelais, a small blue bottle of a cologne called Elegante Pecado, which had become priceless in recent years since the Pakrani manufacturer closed. 

“Good enough,” Travers decided, and headed away, leaving the drones to close up and plunge Supply back into its customary darkness.

The Mercury’s night staff were on, and the halls were quiet. The docking rings were deserted, but from the Wastrel side they heard voices – a tech crew making its way back to the engine deck, arguing about the relative merits of Chiyoda over Zamfir on the firing range. They were all ex-Fleet, and like most veterans they kept their skills honed. 

Lights shone from the stateroom assigned to Ernst Rabelais, and the music issuing from within was pulsing, a little odd to Travers’s ears, not quite enharmonic but old, without the charm and sophistication of Bevan Daku. For a moment he tried to pick out melody or rhythm, and then dismissed the ‘music’ as pure sound. Doubtlessly, it was the noise Rabelais had grown up with and he found it comfortably familiar.

The stateroom was not dissimilar from the one Travers and Marin shared, with an idling threedee, a wide bed, a recliner by the long armorglass panes with the view of the Drift, a small, personal ’chef. Rabelais had been out of the Infirmary too short a time to put much stamp of individuality on it, but a painting of a square-rigged sailing ship hung opposite the bed, and the open closet displayed an assortment of clothes Travers would have described as quaint. The colors and styles spoke of other centuries, and he would have been surprised to see anything different. Rabelais had read all the history, sampled the different and still changing culture, and through Alexis Rusch he had caught up with the massive, extended clan which traced its lineage back to him. But Travers was unsure how much of their world Rabelais actually wanted – how much he could deal with on any personal level.

The man himself had set his back to the view of Hellgate and was peering at the labels of two bottles, neither of which he recognized. One was a rum from the warm seas of Borushek’s equatorial region; the other was a tequila from the hot, dry hinterland three hundred kilometers from Elstrom City. Jo Queneau was in the recliner, thumbing through menus on a large handy. She had changed into a black kimono. It flowed around a body that had only just begun to fill out and still looked little like a woman, much less the Kuchini Travers remembered. Vidal sat on the side of the bed, cradling a cup of green tea and looking as if he had lost all interest in any party, while Bill Grant perched on the swivel chair by the threedee, discreetly scanning the trio. 

“Neil.” Vidal stood and held out his hand. “I hoped you’d be here.”

“Happy return,” Travers said glibly, shaking the offered hand with mock solemnity. “From the dead, that is. Here, brought you something.”

“Gifts?” Rabelais looked up from the bottles. 

“Welcome back.” Marin passed the cologne to him, and the tunic to Vidal. “Hey, Big Jo, catch.”

She was quick enough to snatch the datacubes out of the air, and murmured in surprise. “Hey, where did you find Bloedbroeders? I didn’t think anybody remembered them these days.”

“You’d be surprised what you can turn up on this ship,” Travers told her, “if you know where to look. If you’re staying on, after the war, you’ll find it all. Enjoy.” He let go Vidal’s hand and sat beside him on the side of Rabelais’s enormous bed. “You look like you’d rather be anywhere else in the Deep Sky.”

“Tired,” Vidal admitted, and Travers knew he would have made the confession to no one else. 

“Bed. Sleep,” Marin advised softly.

“Can’t sleep,” Vidal muttered, as if disgusted with himself. 

“You did when you were right between us.” Marin’s hand fell on Travers’s shoulder.  Neil looked up, saw a question in Curtis’s face and nodded minutely. 

Vidal never saw the exchange between them. “Being alone, the dreams hit me,” he said not much above a whisper. “You know.”

“Which tells you where you’ll be,” Travers said bluffly.

“Intruding.” Vidal looked away.

“Don’t be an idiot, Mick.” Travers stood and gestured at the tunic  Vidal still held between his hands. “Go and try that on.”

“It’ll fit like a bloody bag. Everything does.” But Vidal stood and deliberately stepped into Rabelais’s bathroom. “Excuse me while I protect your sensibilities. I look like a hybrid between a fucking xylophone and a coat rack.”

The bathroom door closed over, and Bill Grant snorted. “You should’ve brought him something useful, like a sandwich.”

“We just came from dinner,” Marin protested.

“Which he didn’t eat. I noticed.” Grant gestured with the handy. “He’s getting himself worked up over something.”

“We’re going back to the Kiev.” Travers jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “You don’t know what’s bugging him? Damnit, Bill, you can be an insensitive little sod at times! He’s going to walk back into the same company he used to serve with – the Delta Dragons, the command corps – and you know what they’re going to see. They’ll look at him, and they’ll see a shadow of the Mick Vidal they used to know.”

“Shit.” Grant had the grace to duck his head. “Sorry. I didn’t even think that far. You can get too caught up in the numbers to see the people.” He turned off the handy, threw it onto the bed and scrubbed his face with both hands. “No point telling him not to go aboard?”

“Save your breath, Billy. Mick’s got to do what he’s got to do.” Rabelais was experimenting with the cologne. “This is great – I never heard of it before. Then again, how would I have?”

“They don’t make it anymore,” Marin told him, “but if you’re interested, there’s plenty more where it came from. And I have to agree with him, Bill. Mick’s not going to sit here on the Wastrel as a spectator at one of the pivot points of history! People will have to take him as they find him, and if they don’t like what they see –”

“They can take their opinion and shove it,” Vidal said as the bathroom door slid open. He was wearing the tunic, and Travers was right. It flowed about him, exotic, exquisite, changing color with his body heat and the lights.

It was Jo Queneau who graced him with a piercing wolf whistle. Vidal showed her his middle finger, which she ignored. “There’s places in Sark and Elstrom and Hydralis where they’d eat you alive, loverboy.”

“They’re kinky for bones, are they?” Vidal seemed to scorn himself.

“Bones have always been chic – among humans,” Rabelais added, and looked down into Queneau’s impassive face. “Sorry, Jo. You know what I mean. You and Mick, you’re engineered. Different. And I like different, you know that well enough.” He leaned down and kissed Queneau’s cheek with a display of old worldly charm.

For the first time in so long that Travers had forgotten the last time, Vidal actually laughed with a rude, healthy sound. “The Rabelais men seem to like their women big and buff,” he informed Travers. “My father saw Elaine Osman one morning, and didn’t quit till he had the ring on her finger. Charles is a Rabelais through his mother’s side of the family, you know? Go all the way back to great-grandpa himself, and he sees the first Kuchini woman he’s ever set eyes on, in the flesh…”

It took some moments for Travers to register what he had said, and then he glanced back at Rabelais and Queneau, and actually noticed he had taken her hand and was still holding it. 

“We went through hell together,” Queneau said quietly. “It gives you a whole new perspective on life, Travers.”

“The reengineered races were out here in the Deep Sky back in my day,” Rabelais protested. “As far as Velcastra – and the family – are concerned, I’m just a ghost. The truth is I even feel like one, but I’m not quite from the damn’ dark ages! But you didn’t see Pakrani or Kuchini or Mazjeet in Elstrom City way back when, and the only Lushi you saw were, uh, well –”

“Professionals. Hustlers,” Grant said cynically. “I know, Ernst, don’t think you’re about to insult me. Lushi are still far more likely to get into the trade than any other colonials.” He looked down at himself, small in stature with the velvet skin, luminous eyes and luxurious hair which were typical of his people. “It’s the way we were designed. Blame the environment on Lushiar, if you like … it’s also a big cultural thing.”

“Cultural? Meaning?” Rabelais angled an odd glance at him.

Alexis Rusch arrived in the doorway in time to hear most of what Grant had said. “Meaning,” she answered, while Grant himself made vaguely obscene gestures in Rabelais’s direction, “very little is taboo on Lushiar, and most Lushi tend toward comprehensive hedonism, which is the main reason the planet is the foremost vacation spot on the frontier. Don’t take it personally, Doctor Grant. It’s the world that has the Deep Sky green with envy.”

Grant laughed out loud. “I haven’t been back since I was conscripted! I ought to book a vacation … I remember it differently. Classrooms, odd jobs and trying to figure out what I wanted to do if I actually survived my five-year hitch and got home. My parents are still there.”

“Alexis.” Vidal opened his arms. “Thanks for coming.”

She held him gingerly, as if afraid she would break him. “I can’t stay long. I’ve a tonne of work ahead of me, returning to the Kiev.” She let him go, held him at arm’s length. “The Sark. Get used to the new name, Michael. Oddly enough, it seems to sit well on the ship.”

“It does,” Vidal agreed. “And we’re not making life easier for you, with this project.”

“The transspace simulator?” A gleam brightened Rusch’s eyes. “Actually, I relish the challenge. Ernst sent me a lot of your results, and I’ve taken a quick look. Some of your parameters don’t agree at the minute levels where the simulation is wrangled by the AI. This means the computer is constantly trimming and tweaking – which is fine, in itself, but it’s causing aberrations.” She looked over at Rabelais and Queneau. “Aberrations, because no existing computer can comprehend transspace, so your core controller keeps trimming and tweaking your simulation to make it conform to e-space logic. You three have actually flown transspace. You know the sim is off by a fraction – the computer doesn’t. What you’re asking me to do is get your parameters to balance out, conforming to transspace, not e-space.”

“You can work a solution?” Rabelais’s face was a study in optimism.

“I’m sure I can, using material from Barb and Mark and even Lai’a itself.”

“She was never happier than when she had her teeth in this kind of project.” Vidal smiled faintly at the memories. “To us kids, she was weird, scientific old Aunt Lex.”

“Not so much of the old, thank you,” Rusch said tartly.

“And not so weird, actually,” Rabelais observed. “Alexis, will you drink our health in rum?”

“I’d be honored.” Rusch sat on the foot of the bed, waiting for him to slop the deep brown spirit into a glass. “Give me a day or two to work through your problem. I’ll get back to you, soon as I can. You might have to test-fly a couple of versions to get it right. Remember, I’m no transspace pilot! I’ll make best guesses based on what I got from Barb, Mark and Lai’a. There’s only three people in the cosmos who’ll know if I guessed right.”

The remark weighed heavily on them all, and when Vidal smiled the expression had the edge of the predator. “That’ll change. Soon. We get the simulator running properly, and we can train others.”

She cocked her head at him as she took the drink from Rabelais. “Your health, Michael … Ernst, Jo. And I can see you don’t trust Lai’a.” She tried the rum with appreciative noises. “Tell me, how far don’t you trust Lai’a?”

For a moment the survivors of Elarne frowned at one another, and it was left for Vidal to say carefully, “It’s a machine. According to Jazinsky we’ve known for years, machines go haywire as soon as they cross the transspace horizon.”

“It’s not quite a machine,” Rusch said slowly. “Certainly not any kind of machine you and I might be accustomed to. The Resalq AIs are enormously more complex than ours. And then, Lai’a is as different from the conventional Resalq AI as water is from wine. Talking to it, you have to remind yourself it’s not actually alive. It can be like talking to Mark Sherratt.”

Vidal seemed to hunt for words, perhaps even for the kernel of what he meant. “Illusion,” he said at last. “The more sophisticated they get, the more personality an interface designer has imbued them with, the more an AI can imitate life. Doesn’t mean it’s alive, and behind the mask it’s as much a machine as the contraptions that go haywire in transspace.”

“Oh, I know,” Rusch said quickly. “But think about this, Michael. Any AI pilot we ever sent into transspace was operating on a more or less standard platform. The probe AIs have always been upgraded versions of existing navigation computers. Machines with one single purpose, limited memory capacity, no potential to learn, no real self-awareness or sense of self-preservation. Oh yes, they monitored their systems, temperature, power and rad levels, what have you. But dumb machines have been doing this for over six centuries, and nobody ever mistook a camera for an artificial intelligence because it knew to switch itself off when it overheated! Our AI probe pilots were jumped-up navtanks. Lai’a …” Her brows arched and she looked over the rim of her glass at Marin. “Do you ever feel like it looks at you?”

“As if it’s interested in what you’re thinking,” Marin agreed, “and your opinion might give it a new perspective, help it learn. I’ve felt that. It’s very much Mark’s child.”

“Exactly my point.” Rusch turned back to Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau. “It’s like no machine you ever worked with before. Don’t sell it short.”

“We don’t,” Vidal said quietly, “but even if Lai’a were alive, Alexis, even if it were sentient, it’s still one entity. One mind, or brain, or whatever you think is the appropriate term for an intelligence balanced on the point where a mechanism crosses the line into life. Ernst will tell you the truth … in transspace, having just one of anything is risky. Going into Elarne with one pilot qualified to shoot the rapids between the Orpheus Gate and the Orion Gate?” 

“Suicide,” Rabelais said succinctly.  “Living or machine, it doesn’t matter – Lai’a could be the best in the business, and probably is, but it’s one. Where’s your backup?”

“Now, there is your bottom line. I’ll buy that.” Rusch drained the glass and handed it to Travers. “You’ll have your simulation fixes – a day or two. Certainly before we drop out at Omaru.” She looked speculatively at Travers and Marin. “You two will be trying your hand at transspace.”

“Us, and Perlman and Fargo.” Marin took a long deep breath. “Between us, we should be able to develop the skills to avoid this bottom line of yours.”

Queneau reached for another tequila. “Murphy’s Second Law: disasters that can be predicted will always be underestimated.”

   “Not,” Vidal said acidly, “if we can help it!” He sat on the bedside again and his chin rested on his chest, as if he were running on power cells that had suddenly drained. “I gotta get some shuteye.”

Bill Grant was moving at once. “Infirmary.”

“No,” Vidal grumbled. “I never sleep there.”

“I can give you something –”

“No more drugs!” He made sharp, dismissive gestures. 

“You’re the boss,” Grant sighed. He had been nursing a tequila, and finished it in one toss. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning for your shots.”

“05:00. I’ll be there,” Vidal swore. 

“Then, get some rest, wherever you decide to crash.” The Lushi was on his way, and turned back only to give the rest of the company a wry smile. “I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

“I need to be leaving too.” Rusch was a pace behind him. “I’ve a week and a half’s work to do and four days to do it in.” She hovered over Vidal, almost about to say something, and then seemed to think better of it. “Take care of yourself, Michael, since you won’t let Doctor Grant do the job.”

The snapped retort was clearly hovering on his lips – Travers heard it, though Vidal never spoke. Mick sealed his lips, nodded, and forced a smile as he looked up at the woman who had been his mentor as he headed into Fleet. “Get some sleep yourself, Alexis. If you think the Kiev is going to be fun, and the battle group will just roll over and play dead when it’s told to, you’re due for a wicked shock.”

“I never said word one about fun,” she said shrewdly, “and as for the battle group, it was me warning Harrison about what we can expect.”

“About turning our guns on old comrades,” Vidal said darkly.

She looked over his head at Travers and Marin, and it seemed to Travers that her face was lined with pain. “I promise you, we’ll shoot to disable,” she said in a rasp, harsh in her throat. “You don’t trust my people? You want to take Tactical yourself, on the – the Sark?”

His head came up fast at that, and the tiredness was gone from his eyes. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious.” Rusch stepped back, folded her arms and studied him with a deliberately rude scrutiny. “You want it, Michael, it’s yours. When push comes to shove, Colonel Vidal can take Tactical in the Ops room of the Sark, and if those ships can be stopped before whatever lunatic commanding officers can either hurt us or make it out of the Omaru system, I’m sure you’ll find a way.”

“Do it,” Travers whispered. “If anyone can do it, Mick, you can. You and Hubler, and maybe Rodman. We watched the three of you at Ulrand.” It was more than half a question, and he lifted one brow at Rusch.

The woman nodded assent at once. “If you want them beside you when it happens, you can have them. My own officers would welcome the chance to get out of the hot seat, pass the buck to a specialist Tac team and not have to live with the consequences.” Her tone sharpened. “And make no mistake, Michael. There will be consequences, and you’ll live with them, if only as burdens of conscience. I’m sure Harrison would be willing to write off seventy percent of the battle group as legitimate collateral damage, but can you live with those numbers?”

With an obvious effort Vidal shoved himself up to his feet and pulled back his shoulders. Standing straight, he was much taller than Rusch, with the half-Pakrani stature which made him so resilient even now. “You give us Tactical and a super-carrier to work with, Alexis, and you won’t be looking at those numbers, or even half of them.”

For a moment they were locked, eye to eye, and Travers felt the crackle of some electricity pass between them. He glanced across the stateroom, and Ernst Rabelais was intent on the pair – both of them were blood of his blood, and what Travers saw on his face was a pride so profound, he could never have framed it in words.

At last Rusch thrust out her hand. “Deal.” 

And Vidal shook it. He took a long breath, as if he must suppress a shudder. “If you want me, I’ll either be with Jo and Ernst running the simulator, or with Roark and Asako, figuring one god-almighty firing solution. We can do this.”

She held onto his hand as she dropped back her head and glared at the ceiling. “Christ! I must be insane. You’re not ready for this Michael. You still ought to be in the Infirmary.”

“Sod that.” Deliberately, Vidal withdrew his hand. “I’m going to get some sleep,” he announced, and gestured farewell to Rabelais and Queneau. “I’ll see you in the hangar, 06:00.”

“Make it 07:30.” Rabelais was clasping his own skull. “I’ve had a couple, and this stupid old body’s not used to it anymore. Got to sleep this off.”

“Ditto,” Queneau slurred. “Damn, did I really drink that stuff?”

“All right.” Vidal turned back to Rusch. He hesitated one moment and then said, low, husky, “Trust me.”

A faint smile tugged at one corner of her mouth. “I do. I just hope I don’t need to have my brains examined. Good night, Curtis, Neil.”

She was gone with that, and Vidal visibly relaxed. A vast yawn ambushed him, and he knuckled his eyes. Travers took him by the shoulders, watched him force himself awake. Vidal mocked himself with a humorless chuckle.

“Get outta here,” Rabelais told him with rough affection. “People want to sleep.”

“Makes three of us.” Vidal was already moving.

Travers and Marin followed, wondering where he was going. Neil had expected him to head for the stateroom where he had slept a whole night through, in the middle of their bed, but Vidal turned in the opposite direction. He took a service lift most often used by drones, and moments later they were in a staff lounge high on the spine of the Wastrel.

The view was dominated by the gantries, the disabled crane, the swarm of drones working on the damage the tug had suffered at Oberon. Vidal ignored it all. He sank onto the long couch under the viewports and swung his legs onto the cushions. Travers wondered how often he came here, perhaps to get away from people, most of whom tried to either mollycoddle him or suffocate him with advice.

“Will you sleep?” Marin asked quietly, “or do you need to take something?”

“I might sleep this time.” Vidal’s eyes were closed. “If I’m tired enough, the dreams don’t come. Or if they do, they don’t wake me. I talked to Mark.”

“About the Resalq trick, memory suppression?” Travers glanced at Curtis, who was studying Vidal. “You made a time?”

“When we get back to Alshie’nya.” Vidal was settling fast. “He told me about it … a little like deep hypnosis, so he said. And I’ll tell you right now, the idea scrapes my nerve endings.”

“It’s bad?” Travers was surprised, and looked at Marin for answers. “You did this. You didn’t say it was so bad.”

“It depends on the person,” Marin said pragmatically. “For me it was a release, but as Dario told you, I was about as low as you can go and still find a way to come back.”

“He said he thought Mark had brought you to Saraine to die in peace,” Travers remembered.

“Yeah.” Marin shrugged off the old memories. “For me the ritual was a liberation, but I was ready to take everything I was, everything I had left, and cede responsibility to someone else. If I hadn’t been ready to relinquish control, power, whatever, it wouldn’t have been so easy. Mick’s still fighting.”

“So it’s going to be a struggle,” Travers mused.

“It could be.” Marin frowned at Vidal, who was listening closely as Curtis said, “Mark would have told you it’s like being stripped naked. You won’t have a secret left to hide, so be sure you want your skeletons seen, known. All of them.”

The blue eyes were dark with exhaustion. “You did this?”

“Yes, but...” Marin took a long breath. “I didn’t have much to hide. I’d killed a man in cold blood and called it execution, but that was the worst of my sins at the time. And it was the very reason Mark was interested in me. I didn’t know it then, but he was recruiting and he needed a human.” He paused. “No two people are the same. You’re ten years older than the pathetic kid I was, with a lot more living behind you.”

“I’m a thousand years older.” Vidal’s face was filled with shadows. “And I don’t know if I can do this.”

“No one’s forcing you,” Travers began.

“But I have a powerful desire to hang onto my sanity,” Vidal muttered, “and I won’t, Neil, not for long. I’m a basket case. You just haven’t noticed.”

“You think? So you’ll do it.” Travers watched the ghosts play across Vidal’s face.

“Like I have a choice,” he said at last. “But it scares me spitless, Neil.”

Marin cleared his throat softly. “You can trust Mark.”

“I know.” Vidal looked away. “Like trusting a surgeon to lay you wide open with a knife.”

“Then, will you trust me?” Travers offered. 

Vidal frowned up at him. “You’d be there?”

“Of course I’d bloody be there for you!”

“Some of the skeletons rattling around in this closet of mine are going to shock you,” Vidal warned.

“I’m a big boy,” Travers told him fatuously. 

At last Vidal smiled, and it was a genuine expression. “Yes, you are.”

“Besides,” Travers reasoned, “I think I know most of it. You told me enough about the memories of things that never happened – the Hellgate nightmares. I can imagine the rest, we all can. And I’ve talked to Ernst and Jo. They told me about the cold and the dark, the hunger, when Rabelais was out of his head with pain, broken bones, there was no heat, no food, no drugs, not even much water. You’d talk for hours and weeks, till you knew each other better than your family ever knew you.”

“She saved his life two, three times,” Vidal said vaguely as his mind began to drift with tiredness. “She literally picked him up and carried him. The reason he made it through is Jo Queneau … the same Big Jo who busted me out of that club, in the sim, remember?”

As if Travers would ever forget. As heads of Shapiro’s security detachment, he and Marin had watched the whole simulation, part of the recruitment process, and his nerves had crawled. His doubts about Queneau were dispelled in that moment, and he was quite ready to believe she had done for Rabelais in reality what she had done for Vidal in the sim. 

“They’re inseparable now,” Marin observed quietly.

“Mmm.” Vidal settled deeper, closer to slumber. “You heard how he calls himself ‘the ghost.’ He asked me, would the clan welcome him back or just resent him? Damnit, how would I know?”

In fact, characters like Trick and Ying were quite likely to be resentful, but Travers was not about to say it. He was still hunting for the right words when Vidal’s breathing settled into the steady cadence of sleep. Marin’s hand on his arm drew him away, out of the lounge, and at the door Travers dimmed the lights.

They were in their own stateroom minutes later, and he sprawled diagonally across the bed, watching as Curtis undressed in the soft light of the threedee. The Wastrel hummed with activity which never stopped, and he had lost track of the time. The ship might be underway when they woke, or soon after, with the Omaru blockade ahead of them – the Kiev battle group.

The Sark. He tried the name for fit as Marin stretched out beside him, curled around him, head on his chest. Rusch was right, it fit well. He closed his arms around Marin and a groan rumbled from his throat as his eyes fell shut. He should shake himself awake, he thought, contribute to his own seduction, but sleep was tugging at his mind. “Who gets on top,” he growled, “and when, and how.”

“Was that a question?” Marin yawned.

“No. It’s what you said … before.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” Curtis had settled, boneless with relaxation, and his voice was muffled.

Travers’s thoughts were fast unraveling. A smart retort was out there somewhere, but just then it eluded him. “Later,” he promised, but Marin was already asleep.


 

 
Chapter Four

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Omaru system


 
The gleam in Alec Tarrant’s eyes might have been zeal, or it might have been fear. Marin was unsure which, but fear would have been a healthy reaction.

The Hydralis militia commander who had been elected to represent all of Omaru stepped aboard the Wastrel at Toshiko Szebek, the last node of the Deep Sky data conduit on the very fringe of the system. A Kotaro-Fuente spaceplane had slithered out of Hydralis a day before, small enough to go around the blockade, or through the fringes of it, like a mosquito flitting on heavy summer air. Unless a directive was issued from the Kiev to stop everything, tiny ships were allowed to pass. Their cargo capacity was insignificant, and chasing them en masse was potentially ruinous for a battle group of finite size, limited resources. The priorities, as Alexis Rusch had often said, focused on the freight haulers which ran the blockade to deliver munitions, tech and medical aid to the besieged colony; and at this time, the Kiev’s command corps was deliberately allowing tiny ships to pass.

The spaceplane was a Wyvern, five years old, in red and gold trim with the Kotaro-Fuente logo emblazoned on the high tail. The model was Weimann enabled and would make the crossing to Jagreth at a stretch, though few travelers were inclined to spend a week in cramped quarters. Tarrant’s plane was configured for short-range speed and stealth. On approach to the almost abstract art design of rings, rods and kilometer-wide dishes forming Toshiko Szebek, every sensor on the Wastrel was looking for the craft, yet she popped out of concealment without warning. 

“Crafty,” Marin observed, amused. He was watching the graphical display of the installation, framed in the navigation tank. The Ops room was on standby, with weapons cold and the Weimann drive cycling back to ignition procedures. The tug would drive deep into the Omaru system before she dropped out again and approached the Kiev with all due caution.  Marin looked up through the threedee haze of the tank at Vaurien, who sat in one of the high-backed chairs, long legs crossed, content to watch though he was keenly aware that history was unfolding about them. 

“They used the sensor node as a blind.” Vaurien approved. “Tarrant’s pilot is an old Hellgate hand. And speaking of old Hellgate hands –” He touched his combug. “Harrison, we have company.” He listened to a channel Marin could not hear, chuckled softly. “Good enough.” 

The Wyvern came up fast to meet them as Etienne opened Hangar 4, and Marin’s eyes were on a vidfeed as the plane came aboard. Rusch, Jazinsky and Vidal were waiting for the hangar to blow back up to pressure and temperature, and Marin himself was waiting for Travers. 

Thirty minutes before, Neil had been in the gym, sweating through a workout Marin did not envy, but he knew it was Travers’s way of burning off stress. The Kiev might have weighed heavily on Michael Vidal’s mind, but it was Hellgate that haunted Travers – or, more specifically, transspace. An old Resalq mantra repeated endlessly in the back of Marin’s mind, bringing calm, but those things did not yet work for Travers. Perhaps they never would. Jazinsky had work to occupy every waking instant, but as he frowned at Vaurien, Marin wondered what Richard did to keep the apprehension at bay. Elarne was a spectre looming over them all.

Vivid in the sphere of the small threedee, Tarrant shook the hands of Rusch and Vidal and Jazinsky before the group passed out of range of the lens. The pilot remained with the plane, but Tarrant’s aide walked with him now, as she had accompanied him to Vidal’s official memorial on Velcastra. Zulika Garret was tall, raw boned, not the usual recruit for the personal aide of an imminent president; but everything was different on Omaru, Marin thought. The world had lived under the gun for so long, courage, skill and mulish determination were qualities valued far above business degrees and celebrity looks.

The AI whispered an update, that the party was on its way up in the executive elevator, just as Travers stepped in. His hair was still damp, his skin glowing, cheeks just a little ruddy after effort, and the sinews in his arms still stood out, visible under the short sleeves of a pale shirt he wore over tight black slacks. Marin approved of everything he saw as he watched Neil make his way to the autochef for a bottle of water and a mug of green tea. He was carrying the formal jacket and the sidearm harness, while Marin’s own lay on a dormant workstation.  

“What I miss?” Travers came to a halt by the navtank, where Toshiko Szebek was slithering down and under, passing out of sight as the Wastrel nosed on into the Omaru system. He chugged half the water and set the bottle on the side of the tank as Jon Kim – smartly dressed in grays and dark blues, quite ready to attend to business – appeared in the passage beyond the Ops room’s open armordoors. 

“Alec Tarrant’s plane is aboard,” Marin said thoughtfully. “It’s just a short Weimann hop from here to the blockade, and … here we go.”

A tiny shiver through the airframe told them the Wastrel had skipped back into e-space, and he glanced at the chrono. From the midnight realm of ice asteroids and comets, where the data node was parked on station keeping, to the comparatively warm, bright zone of the blockade was less than an hour. The Wastrel would drop out well short of the battle group – Rusch had supplied coordinates already known to the command corps aboard the Kiev.

“Do you ever question your sanity?” Kim asked in an oddly plaintive voice as he joined them at the tank.

“Every day,” Travers assured him. “You want out? Shapiro wouldn’t hold you to any promise you made in the heat of the moment.”

“No, no way would I leave him,” Kim said quickly, “but …” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbed. “We’re on Fleet’s shit list, Neil. You know that. It’s one thing, being tucked in safely at Alshie’nya, but here –? It’s Fleet, goddamn it. A super-carrier.” He rubbed his face hard. “I’m from the boonies. Ulrand. I’ve never even seen a super-carrier, except on CityNet. I’ve seen enough of them in the vids, of course, but it’s not the same. You guys?”

“We’ve served on several of them,” Marin said without arrogance. “The Intrepid, the Kiev itself, albeit briefly.” He gave Travers a sidelong look, and Neil’s head shook minutely, an expression of odd feelings.

“Coming back is weird.” Travers chugged the rest of the water and tossed the bottle back toward the autochef, where a little servitor drone would scoot out and collect it.  

“And that,” Marin breathed, “is today’s major understatement.”

A burr of heavy servos announced the elevator, and he lifted a brow at Travers as the door slid over. “Showtime,” Neil said softly. “Where’s Harrison?”

Kim gestured over his shoulder. “He was finalizing some documents. He ought to be here, well, now.”

As if it were a cue, Shapiro walked up from the executive staterooms as Jazinsky and Vidal stepped out of the elevator. The diplomatic smile was in place on his face, as if it were a mask he assumed at will, and he greeted Alec Tarrant with a quiet word, a shake of the man’s hand. 

They had not met since Vidal’s memorial – and the look on Tarrant’s own face was nothing short of bemused, Marin saw. Vidal’s return, his survival, was absolutely classified. No one outside of his father’s house and Chandra Liang’s establishment knew about it; but here was the dead hero, looking like a ghost only half exorcized. 

“We were way beyond lucky,” Mick was saying. “My copilot survived too. In fact, she’s in better shape than I am. I took a heavy load of rad poisoning on top of the, uh, the crash.”

The cover story was that they had flown a mission on the skirts of Hellgate, suffered a mechanical failure and put the plane down hard on a planetoid. The impact smashed the generators; little power was left in the cells to run the heaters – no food, no heat, no medication for injuries, poorly recycled water. It was a common enough misadventure, especially among Freespacers; and it protected the truth. Knowledge of Ernst Rabelais and transspace and Lai’a was classified along with the Zunshu data.

“Well, I’m damned pleased to make your acquaintance, Colonel Vidal,” Tarrant said honestly before he also took Marin’s hand, and Travers’s, with a word of greeting. 

He was just as Marin remembered him: a thick-set man in the throes of middle age, with crisp hair cut short and swiftly silvering, startlingly alert blue-gray eyes, a weather-beaten face and the battered, capable hands of a man who had worked hard most of his life. Soon enough he would be the first president of the Republic of Omaru, but here, today, he was clad in black, simple, inconspicuous clothes. Nothing about him set him apart, not even the presence of a secretary at his shoulder. 

A pace behind him, Zulika Garret was as poker faced as any Marine still wearing the uniform. She even wore the shorn hair and blunt fingernails of a soldier, and where Tarrant wore black, she was in shades of charcoal. She deliberately stepped back into the shadows, almost blending into the background with a display of subtlety Mark Sherratt would have appreciated. Marin exchanged nods with her, a tiny acknowledgment that he remembered her, and had not forgotten Mitch Garret, the brother who fought with the Hydralis militia, or Marty Cimino, the husband who was still sleeping in cryogen, waiting for cloned lungs. 

“As it happens,” Tarrant was saying to Vidal, “I came to know quite a lot about you, Colonel. I watched a couple of bios, at the time of the memorial. Half of Velcastra was in mourning.”

“Mourning the notorious playboy,” Vidal said dismissively. “I was stock in trade for their paparazzi, any time I was home on furlough. But they never talked about my Daku affiliations … or the fact I flew with the Delta Dragons,” he added, brows arching pragmatically. “I was wearing the unit badge on my face. I still am. Elstrom CityNet never bothered to notice it.”

“They could never have known you were the Daku spy on the blockade, and it’s probably better if we sweep that part of your career under the rug,” Alexis Rusch suggested. “Mine too. What’s history going to make of me? I was cursed to command the Kiev through much of the time when Hydralis was gradually reduced to rubble, and the best I could do was minimize the damage, slow it down.” She gave Tarrant a rueful look. “You gave us quite a run for our money. You forced my hand over and over. You were too good, Colonel Tarrant. In the end I had to hit Hydralis; I hit her as softly as I could manage. If I didn’t, I’d have been replaced by a hardline commander who’d have wiped your city and its people clean off the face of Omaru.”

An expression of pain raced across Tarrant’s face, swiftly hidden. “I realize all this. We did a lot of damage to Fleet. Created a lot of casualties, and in the blue light of day, after the dust settles, I’d say there’s going to be as much guilt as grief. Omaru is still fighting, Colonel. You’re expecting to meet twelve blockade ships today, but your battle group has been whittled down to ten.”

Her expression might have been carved from granite. “A skirmish?”

He shrugged. “Attrition. The Myrmidon flew into one of the mine fields laid down by Captain van Donne’s Mako. And yes, of course we posted beacons, but they seemed to issue invitations rather than warnings for the idiot commanding. She was gone in an instant, and every soul with her. Scientists from the Kiev collected data and I should imagine they’re working around the clock, trying to make sense of what happened. They have no Zunshu data, but they can hypothesize about new weapons, and I’d guess they’re doing it right now.” He sighed, a sound of frustration and regret. “One of your frigates, the Aldgate, took on the Mako and Captain van Donne led them one hell of chase through the smelters on the other side of the system. He raked her with a full spread of missiles, took out enough sensors to partially blind her, and she crippled herself in a collision with one of the dormant Goldman-Pataki installations. She got comm online, managed to call out for a tug, and they towed her back to the Fleet docks, over the pole of Omaru. No lives were lost, but the crew were given furlough on Borushek and the Aldgate won’t relaunch for another month.”

Rusch absorbed all this with the stoicism of a career officer. For a woman who had never harbored any ambition to command in a time of war, she handled the responsibility, the pressure, with composure Marin admired. “All right, ten ships. Which makes your job a little easier, Michael.” 

“Your job?” Tarrant wondered.

“Not a part of this endeavor you need concern yourself about,” Shapiro said smoothly. “Leave our work to us, Colonel Tarrant.” He paused, frowned deeply. “You understand, don’t you, the danger you’re placing yourself in by being here?”

For a moment Tarrant seemed to hunt for words. “I’m the one authorized to speak for Omaru,” he said at last. “If anything happens to me there are scores of others who can take my place – I’m expendable, and wise enough to know it. My immediate replacement is my old comrade, Amanda Lo. She’s already been moved to a safe location, far from Hydralis. From there, she and the staff who are waiting to assume government will monitor events in the next day or two. If I’m captured or killed, it’ll be President Lo speaking for Omaru. The liberty of this system is our object, General, not my aggrandisement or hers.”

“Well said.” Shapiro was satisfied. “We’ll do everything we can to safeguard you. And I assume Omaru’s preparations for this event are complete?”

“This event,” Tarrant echoed with a lopsided smile. “Sounds like we’re throwing a party.”

“Oh, the party comes later,” Rusch assured him. 

“I hope to be there. And yes, Omaru is well defended. Sergei van Donne and his crew finished seeding and configuring our minefields two days ago. The Mako left a short while ago. Until yesterday she was out by Shikoku, making final tests, but she signaled ten hours ago. She’s headed to Jagreth to field-test the minefields there.” Tarrant looked back at Garret, who nodded. “Wrangling of our defenses has passed to our own specialists. They took instruction from van Donne while the work was being done; they’re confident of their abilities, and so am I.”

Shapiro summoned a smile and gave Rusch a speculative look. “It appears we’ve rented the hall and hired the band … again.”

“Time,” she said grimly “to find out if we can dance.”

It was typical of Alec Tarrant to issue a snort of ribald humor. “Well, it’s too bloody late now to find out we can’t!”

From across the Ops room, Vaurien’s voice said levelly, “Alexis, we’ll be dropping out at the arranged coordinates in ten minutes.”

She stirred forcibly and Marin watched her pull her shoulders back, take a deep breath, before she went to join him. “Etienne has the frequency and the IFF code, of course?”

A code known only to the nameless military AI at the core of the Kiev, and to the command corps itself. It would identify the Wastrel, and a handful of the ship’s vast complement who had been waiting days to hear it would respond.

The atmosphere in the Ops room was electric. Marin was intent on Vidal now, watching him pace to and fro near the workstation from which he controlled Tactical, where the need arose. Did his fingers itch to bring the Wastrel’s weapons online, power up the geocannon and the dense Arago fields? Marin knew Travers was feeling the same instinct, but it would have been a bad mistake. The last thing they wanted to do was set a ship the size of the tug onto an intercept course with the Kiev, with live weapons systems – the Kiev would be on battle alert in moments.

A pulse beat in Marin’s temple as he joined Travers by the dormant Tactical workstation. Vidal dropped into the chair there and laced his fingers at his middle to stop their fidgeting. He was clad in dark blue, and the color made him seem paler, more gaunt, in the backwash of light from multiple screens and threedees. Of them all, Vaurien and Tarrant seemed the least apprehensive as the big ship dropped gently out of e-space and the highband began to transmit.

At this distance the yellow star of Omaru was big enough to appear as a small disk in the navtank, while Omaru itself was a blue-white orb attended by its two moons, Rashid and Bahrain. The fourth planet, Shikoku – a pocket-sized gas giant with a core of liquid metallic hydrogen buried deep beneath swirling layers of methane and ammonia – was far on the other side of the sun, its eight moons flitting like sparks around it. Assorted smelters, dockyards, transit platforms, freight logistics pens, were marked with their beacon numbers; and before them all, ranged between the Wastrel and Omaru itself, were the ships of the Fleet blockade. Ten cruisers and frigates, a flurry of non-combatant barges and transports plus the unarmed Fleet tender Solapur and, looming over them like a blue whale, the super-carrier itself.

“Etienne, confirm we are transmitting,” Vaurien said softly.

“Transmitting IFF on designated frequency,” the AI assured him. “The Kiev is tracking us. Standby.”

“Christ, I don’t believe this,” Travers murmured. “We must be crazy.”

Marin took a step closer, so his shoulder was hard, warm, against Travers’s chest. Neil’s hand closed about his upper arm and Marin looked along at Rusch, who had slipped in a combug and was listening intently. Deliberately, he did not ask the question. You’re sure about this?

 From the engine deck Ingersol’s voice said tersely, “We’re at Weimann ignition minus eight seconds … your call, Richard, but make it soon. We’re about one skinny half minute outside the Weimann exclusion zone, and we don’t want to be making a run for it on sublight!”

“All right.” Vaurien’s face was immobile as he watched the tank.

And then Etienne: “Kiev acknowledges IFF. Standby.”

Rusch let out a soft sound of gratitude, and Tarrant leaned both palms on the side of the tank, the only expression of relief he would permit. No flicker of expression crossed his face. Marin was aware of the pulse drumming in his ears as they waited, and moments later the comm said, with the measured voice of a woman whose calm was surreal,

“Skygge
soldat, this is slottet gate.”

“Code.” Travers’s tonguetip moistened his lips.

“It’s ancestral Norwegian,” Jazinsky whispered. “Way back, my family came out from Scandinavia. They were Danish, but the languages were close as cousins.”

“Velkommen
solskinn,” Rusch responded. “Status?”

“Waiting for you. Condition is Skynd. Scan for your acquisition signal.”

A soft chime from Etienne acknowledged the guidance beacon.  “Got it,” Rusch said at once. “We’re on our way in.” She turned back from the navtank and took a long deep breath, perhaps to calm nerves that were harping like steel strings. She was looking at Vidal now.  “We’re on. Skynd means, make it quick.”

“Showtime,” Marin said with a look at Travers that mocked them both – for the audacity, the ambition, and the healthy dread underlying both.

Vidal stood and stretched his shoulders. “Hangar 2.”

And Gillian Perlman: “We’re hot. And I’m seeing the landing signal.”

“Colonel Tarrant?” Vidal gestured back toward the executive elevator which had brought the party up. “Any time.”

Both palms smoothed the breast of the impeccable jacket; his eyes closed for a moment. Then Alec Tarrant was as poker faced as Garret, and gave Rusch a formal half-bow. “She was your ship, Colonel. In many ways she still is. After you.”

The Trofeo had been serviced only hours earlier. The engines still shimmered and the cockpit lights were dimmed to flight readiness. The hatch was open, the ramp extended, and Judith Fargo stood beside it. Like Perlman, she was in blue service fatigues with no unit or ship badge to identify them. Her face was grim as she greeted Travers, and Marin heard her whisper, “I hope you know what you’re doing, boss.”

“Have a little faith, Jude,” Travers told her as he and Marin stepped aside to let the others go aboard. Tarrant, Shapiro, Vidal and Rusch sat in the back of the aircraft, and Travers gestured for Marin to go ahead of him, let him close the hatch.

With eight aboard she was loaded beyond any capacity offering comfort, but the flight was so brief, Marin was unconcerned. From his seat, he had a view of the pilot’s systems, and he saw that Perlman had already handed over to the automatics. A hangar gaped open in the belly of the Kiev, waiting for them.

“The hangar is – or was – my own,” Rusch was saying. “My private hangar, the most secure on the ship. Technically, she’s still waiting for a new commander to take my place. In fact, my information is that Fleet is still trying to locate me in various medical institutions on Velcastra. They’re due to be issued the death certificate! At this time, my Executive Officer remains in command, and before any of you asks the question – yes, you can trust her implicitly.” 

As she spoke the hangar blew down to a few percent pressure, and with a lightstorm of spinners the hatch slid open. The Trofeo lifted with a bass growl of engines, and Marin ducked his head to see through the side ’ports, watch the carrier come up out of the night of space.

“Wastrel,” Vaurien’s voice whispered over the encrypted comm. “We’re pulling out, on schedule. Good luck.”

“Luck?” Rusch echoed. “Oh, I hope not.”

“Luck,” Shapiro said darkly, “has no place where we’re going.”

The leviathan shape of the carrier loomed up like a shadow cast on the star-bright backdrop of this quadrant. The Trofeo rolled over to approach the waiting hangar, and Marin murmured a curse as he saw the Kiev from way below the keel and a thousand meters aft. The engines were idling, a dull cherry red, and a thousand lights were scattered across the vast hull. Four thousand men and women worked aboard; and almost every one of them, with the exception of the officer corps, was a conscript from the Middle Heavens and the Deep Sky itself. Therein lay the magic, and Shapiro was right. Luck should be irrelevant. 

A scant half minute after the lift engines ramped up aboard the Wastrel, the Trofeo thrust her blunt nose into the blue-white lights of a small hangar. Two private planes had been stack-parked on the aft wall, in Arago clamps, to make space. Marin recognized Rusch’s aircraft, but the other was new, an electric blue Murchison Sukaiburēdo with silver scallops, a high vee tail and the big, curved cockpit canopy of a civilian ‘joy toy.’  

“Damn, Patricia took delivery,” Rusch said with wry admiration. “She used to talk about that plane every day.”

“Where’s she going to fly it to, off the carrier?” Travers was unimpressed.

“That’s not the point, is it?” Marin leaned back as the Torpheo turned to fit the tight available space and dropped onto its landing struts. “The point is, it’s here, and you sit in it, and polish it, and dream about not being here.”

“Therapy,” Shapiro decided.

“Healthy.” Vidal was cramped into the corner by the hatch. If he had been any less underweight, he would not have fit there. “Pat always did have her head screwed on the right way around.” He looked over at Travers and Marin. “You didn’t get the chance to meet many of the command corps, the last time you were here. Major Patricia Haugen, the XO – and if anyone was going to step into Alexis’s place, Pat would be my choice.” He looked along at Tarrant. “Feet planted firmly in reality, Colonial family back through five generations, and a burning desire for this war to be over.”

“Hence, the plane,” Marin concluded as Travers disarmed the hatch.

It swung out and up while the ramp extended, and Neil held up a hand to stop the others. “Stay where you are. Perlman, keep her on standby. Curtis?”

They stepped out together. Marin’s sinuses prickled on the cold air and sharp tang of machines, the chemistry of working spaceplanes. The hangar was empty. The only movement was a little drone which lifted its scanner-head to see if it was needed, and then folded back out of sight. Marin’s hands rode close to his weapons, but he drew neither as he and Travers walked the hangar. 

Travers was busy with a handy, and after a second sweep he touched his combug. “We’re clean. Colonel Rusch, proceed.”

She had been waiting for the signal and over the comm, warbling and distorting with encryption, she said, “Skygge for å fortsette.”

The ancestral Norwegian was like words of high magic. The inner hatch growled open at once, though it stopped a meter through its track. Beyond, in a wash of warm-toned illumination from the passage, Marin saw three faces. Since he and Travers had spent so brief a time on this ship’s upper deck’s – officer country – he was astonished to recognize two of them.

One belonged to Theresa Carson, the Personnel Officer who had welcomed him and Neil aboard, on the assignment where they flew with the Delta Dragons. She was as pale and anxious as he remembered, still ash blond with shadowed eyes and restless hands. At her shoulder was one of the Dragons themselves, and as he saw Gina Rogan he began to relax. 

“Hey, Gee.” Vidal had just made his way from the Trofeo and was chafing his hands against the lingering cold. “Long time, no see, kiddo.”

For a moment it seemed Rogan might be looking at a ghost. Marin saw sheer disbelief on her dark face, and her head shook minutely. She spoke with the accent of Louverne, and her tone was sharp. “Mick? It can’t be. Fuckitall, you were – they told us you were dead. We saw your memorial service, from Velcastra!”

He held out both arms and looked down at himself, still so thin, with hair that had only just begun to grow back, the hollow cheeks and sunken eyes where harsh hangar lights played cruel tricks. “The reports were close to right. It’s a long story, but I survived. Tell you about it later.  Let me guess, they bumped you up to CAT leader when I vamoosed?”

“I was the next in line, and not too shot up to do the job.” Rogan stepped into the hangar.

The new Carrier Air Taskforce commander was just as Marin recalled, a tall woman about his own age, with cropped copper hair and diamond stud earrings, the big hands of an artisan and the long bones of an athlete. Brown eyes roved on, over Marin and Travers, and she was silent until the rest of the party had stepped down from the plane. “Curtis, Neil,” she said in a rasp as Harrison Shapiro appeared. “I always knew there was more to you two than just a couple of replacement bodies for the Close Defense Squadron, one of them with a damn’ nasty habit.”

“Yeah, sorry about all that,” Marin said without much real regret. “Game addiction – it was a good cover story, and it got us where we needed to be.” 

Her eyes had already passed on to Shapiro, and both she and Carson knew the face. Behind them was a third officer Marin and Travers did not recognize, but Vidal did.  

 “Hello, Brett.” He considered the slim, fair haired young man with a frown. “You still here? I thought they’d’ve shipped you out to the funny farm by now. Or busted you right back to the ranks.” He glanced at Travers, who was a pace to his left. “Lieutenant Brett Morrison. You remember the name, if not the face?”

“The Comm specialist,” Travers recalled. “He was the duty Ops room director when Delta took out the CL-389 ore hauler.”

“It’s Major Morrison now,” Carson told him. “There’s been a … a slow, steady shakeup.” She was looking at Rusch. 

“They bumped me up to head of the Communications department,” Morrison told Vidal. “And I know you don’t have a lot of respect for me – I play by the rules, go by the numbers, like I did when I had Ops and you guys were chasing the ore hauler. But I’m as republican as you are, Major Vidal, which is why I’m still here, and I was raised to the command corps when one of the hardliners was rotated out to another ship.”

Alexis Rusch had gone out to meet them, and gave Vidal an admonishing look. “Major Morrison might not be a cowboy quite like yourself, Michael, but I know his family, his politics. We needed a command corps we could rely on utterly, while we manage this three ring circus.” She gave her hand to Morrison. “It’s Colonel Vidal now, and the promotion was well earned. So, Brett. The code was Skynd. Time’s short? How?”

“The Omaru squadron destroyed the Myrmidon,” he began.

“So we heard.” She traded glances with Shapiro. “They’ve come close to the carrier?”

“Once or twice.” Rogan had returned to Morrison’s side. “The sooner we get this done, Colonel, the better. Anybody on this ship who’s feeling safe is deluding themselves.”

“Well, now.” Shapiro’s brows arched at Tarrant. “Perhaps you’d like to call off the dogs, at least long enough to get down to business.”

An unholy glitter lit Alec Tarrant’s eyes, making them look silver in the hangar lights. “Being taken care of even as we speak, Harrison. Zulika Garret will be trading signals with her brother and Avi
Hersch. I can tell you, they’re on a ship in the vicinity of Rashid, but even I don’t know exactly where. They’ve survived this long, against the odds. They’re at the forefront of the Hydralis militia, as always, and I’ll be counting on them after Omaru’s declaration of sovereignty.” His face creased pleasantly as he looked at Rusch. “As you said, we need people we can trust implicitly. Shall we?” He gestured toward the door. “It’s damned cold in here.”

Travers was a pace ahead of them. “Hold up.” The Chiyoda 50 was in his right hand, primed, armed.

The private hangar was secure, but right outside that door was the body of the Kiev. Technically it was Confederate territory, and when this operation was planned Marin had stressed, they could not be too careful. Jo Queneau had underscored the problem. Murphy’s Second Law. “Disasters that can be foreseen,” Marin said soundlessly as he and Travers made their way into the passage, “will be underestimated.”

“Not by me,” Travers breathed. “Damnit, this feels weird.”

“Being back?” Marin’s eyes were wide, unblinking, and everywhere. “On the Kiev specifically?”

“On any Fleet ship, much less a carrier … looks clear,” Travers decided.

“We’re under surveillance.” Marin gestured at the vid pickups. “Colonel Rusch?”

She was a meter from his right hand. “We should be clear. My XO will be covering this.”

“Should be?” Travers echoed. “Make bloody sure, Colonel, or we’re going right back to the Trofeo, and out.”

Her face was sharp, hard. Marin wondered how long it was since she had seen any physical action, an exercise involving live ammunition and genuine risk. He guessed she had gone through the Academy with the corps of professional recruits, people who came to Fleet armed with triple-doctorates and science prizes. Fleet fast-tracked the program, and veteran instructors fired the live ammunition far over the heads of valuable professionals. Memories of a mudhole called Holdfast, Malteppe encroached on his mind for an instant before he thrust them away. Rusch would never have seen any such place.

Without a twitch of expression she touched her combug. “Talk to me, Major.” The carrier’s Executive Officer was there at once, and the lines of her face relaxed a fraction. “All right.” And then, to Travers and Marin, “We’re on plan. Step out, turn left; take the private elevator ten meters from this door. My keycode is alpha-alpha-191-zeta-zeta. The surveillance cameras in this passage are under Major Haugen’s control. None of us will appear on any archival recording … in the event that something, anything, sets this plan off course, we were never here.”

And the way back to the Trofeo was secure. Marin had committed every detail to memory and only then stepped aside to allow Shapiro and Tarrant to pass. Travers was breaking trail, three meters left and playing the handy over the elevator. Marin held the others back until he said, 

“Clear. She’s not rigged.”

Gina Rogan made cynical noises. “You don’t trust us.”

The observation was acidly disparaging, making Marin almost chuckle. “Major, after the war you’re welcome to take us out and drink us under the table if you can, but till then – we don’t trust anybody.”

“We’re still alive,” Shapiro said pointedly.

“You’re wanted, General.” Carson’s voice was harsh. “I’m sorry, we haven’t been introduced. Major Resa Carson, head of Personnel. And in my job, I get to see Fleet documents up to Level 4 clearance. Are you aware, sir, you’re wanted, dead or alive?”

For a moment Shapiro paused, and then he gave Rusch a wry look. “Dead or alive, is it? I wasn’t aware about the dead clause, but I’ll quote an old truism, Major. They only tackle the one with the ball.”

“And the harder they tackle,” Tarrant added, “the more afraid of you they are. Congratulations, General. You appear to have key officers at Fleet Quadrant command in urgent need of fresh trousers.”

The keycode punched in and the door slid open to reveal a plush little private elevator car hardly large enough to accommodate the company. Rogan and Carson were hanging back, and Marin guessed they were about to say they would wait, and follow. He beckoned them sharply. “All in or all out. No loose ends. It’ll be a squeeze – tough. Get friendly.”

He and Travers were the last in, and Travers’s hand hovered over the panel. “Where to, Colonel?”

“Punch deck 2,” she said quietly. “They’re waiting for us.”

“They?” Marin already knew the answer, but the question was fired at Carson, who was close to his right shoulder. “Who’ll be there, Resa?”

“The XO, Major Haugen, and Major Jake Simoda, the head of Archives – you know him. You played folgen with him. And Major Gavaskar, the Arago specialist.”

“We played folgen with him, too,” Travers remembered. “Who else is privy to this, Colonel?”

Rusch was so dry mouthed, her voice was rough. She licked her lips to moisten them and cleared her throat. “Major Belayev, the head of Data Processing. Major Lau, head of Tactical. Doctor Hernandez, my Chief Medical Officer. Captain of Engineers Hoyle, who was my Weimann specialist for over six years.”

The elevator came gliding to a stop, and as the door opened Marin took a shallow breath, held it. The Chiyoda was warm in his right hand and he deliberately held the barrel high so as not to panic the trio directly outside. Directly opposite was a doorway he knew; inside was the auditorium where he and Travers had met Alexis Rusch for the first time, in the wake of the CL-389 incident. They knew Gavaskar and Simoda from the folgen table but Haugen was merely a name, a face glimpsed in Rusch’s files. Marin was intent on Vidal as Mick stepped out into the brighter light and held out his hand.

“Pat, I saw the Sukaiburēdo – I’m envious.” He offered the hand again. “It’s been a long time … and yeah, I know. I’m supposed to be dead.”

She froze only for a moment before taking the hand carefully, as if she thought she might break it. Perhaps she had a little more experience with covert ops, Marin thought; she had helped to fake Alexis Rusch’s medical files and covered for her when she left the carrier, so she knew the value of a death certificate. She was Rusch’s age, but not carrying the years as well; her skin was the uniform shade of brown one acquired under sunlamps, the traditional spacer’s tan, and her hands were thick, roped with veins betraying the gym time she invested in her body. 

“Michael, you look … alive,” she said abortively. 

“I look like hell, like shit, like a ghost?” he guessed. “You should have seen me a month ago. Or not,” he added acidly.

Behind Haugen, Simoda and Gavaskar seemed to loiter, fidgeting, ill at ease. Their anxiety was catching and Travers traded a sharp glance with Marin before he asked, “Something wrong?”

“No – Jesus!” Gavaskar rubbed his face hard enough to bruise. “It’s happening, Travers. It’s now, and I can’t believe what we’re doing.” He looked from Travers to Marin, saw the weapon and dragged in a ragged breath. “You, uh, never were replacements for Delta, were you?”

“We never were,” Marin affirmed.

“Undercover,” Belayev concluded. “Agents. I bloody knew it. There was something about you two.”

“They had me fooled,” Carson muttered darkly. “Pat, how are we for time?”

Haugen did not have to consult her chrono. “There’s none to waste, if we’re going to make this quick and clean. As in, bloodless. General, Colonel, if you’d like to come this way, I’ll call the others.”

“The auditorium’s secure?” Marin asked. “You want us to sweep it?”

“It’s secure,” Haugen told him.

“Sweep it anyway.” Shapiro’s voice was soft but the words cut like a knife.

Nothing in the auditorium had changed, from the podium to the lighting and the portrait of Ernst Rabelais, but this time as Marin looked into the face of the legend, he knew it so well. Vidal walked the length of the hall and came to a halt, hands on hips, head canted at the picture. Marin heard him chuckle.

“What amuses you?” Gina Rogan wanted to know.

“It’s … classified,” Vidal said cryptically. “You’ll get to know after the war, and please gods, let that be soon.” He turned his back on the portrait and watched as Rusch mounted the podium and called the company to order. Shapiro and Tarrant, Belayev, Lau, Hoyle and the senior, almost elderly Catherine Hernandez took seats in the front row. Gavaskar, Morrison, Haugen, Simoda and Carson sat behind them while Marin, Travers and Vidal paced the hall. 

“There’s a number of faces I’m not seeing,” Travers said pointedly. 

Haugen twisted in her seat. “The rest of us are covering, making this work. Cosgrove, Kitano, Frezza and Halliday are monitoring security, surveillance, comm … and the two guys we’ve always known we can’t trust – or, we can trust them to make trouble.”

From the podium Rusch said quietly, “Gould and Watanabe. Patricia, do we know their whereabouts?”

A chuckle rumbled from CMO Hernandez. “I called them into the Infirmary for tests. Apparently there was some confusion with their blood work, in the last routine physicals. Both of them seem to be showing the markers for serious and contagious disease – it’ll all turn out to be about contaminated samples, of course, but right now, would they please return to the Infirmary for tests?” She made dismissive gestures. “They’re mildly sedated, in Quarantine. They won’t get any chance to make trouble. You’re welcome.”

Marin was impressed, and he began to relax a little. These people were professionals, and they had done their planning. Rusch wore a smug look as she surveyed her people. “And here we are. It’s happening, right now. I’d like to introduce you to the imminent President of the Republic of Omaru, Mr. Alec Tarrant, formerly the commander of the Hydralis Militia. And of course you know General Harrison Shapiro, whose genius and vision have brought us to a moment which has been called one of the pivot points of history.” She surveyed the assembly over the lectern. “If any factor in our initiative has changed since I was last informed, this is your opportunity to brief me. Ladies and gentlemen…?”

But no one spoke, though every face Marin glanced at was grim. He joined Travers at the auditorium’s closed doors and spoke in a bare murmur. “This is going to work.”

“It had better,” Travers whispered. “Sure, you’ve got the department heads covered – we’ve got the command corps in a basket. But there’s four thousand crew on this ship.”

“Conscripted,” Marin added. “Shanghaied. You think they’ll hesitate to take this offer? You remember the time you put it to the survivors on the Intrepid?”

It was obvious Travers did. He took a long deep breath and leaned back on the door to watch, listen, as Rusch addressed her senior staff.

“Effective immediately,” she was saying, “the Kiev is on alert. For the moment, let the crew believe we suspect an assault from Omaru. Colonel Tarrant, I’ll call on you to formally confirm that this system is defended. Captain van Donne and his people have completed the work, and Omaru stands ready to repulse a battle group – this battle group, if needs be – on your order.”

In the front row, Tarrant stood and turned to the body of the hall. “The work was completed several days ago. The truth is, my friends, since then we could have destroyed every ship on the blockade, including the Kiev, on a whim.”

“Then, thank gods the people of Omaru have enough decency to place a premium on human lives,” Rusch said in an odd, taut voice. 

“Conscripts,” Tarrant said, echoing what Marin had said only moments before. “Half the population of Hydralis went through the process of conscription, service, manumission. Many of us have friends and family on these ships. We’ve fought – hard, and bitterly. We’ve done what’s been necessary, but … time to make an end of it, yes?”

“Yes,” Rusch agreed. “Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to formally place this ship and her crew at the disposal of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth. You speak for your departments, your staff, and if there are objections, issues, this is the time to voice them.”

Surgeon Captain Hernandez stood. “I’m going to keep Gould and Watanabe confined to the Quarantine bay, and mildly sedated. I’m also going to power up the Infirmary. This coup ought to be bloodless, but there’s a wise old saying about best-laid plans. I’d have briefed you on this minor change of plans a couple of days ago, but you were out of comm range.”

“Very good.” Rusch looked next at Resa Carson. “You’re liaising with Security, correct?”

“Every minute since the General’s party was on approach,” Carson assured her. “Major Halliday has handpicked his staff and trusts them implicitly.”

The Security contingent on a super-carrier was around one hundred, Marin knew – a hundred Tactical officers to oversee and control a ship and crew so vast, in the event of mutiny, they would be overwhelmed in seconds. On the crewdeck was the Marines complement, numbering three to five hundred more, every one a soldier, and almost entirely conscripted. Marin could imagine the fear down in the belly decks. As long ago as the assignment he and Travers had flown with Delta, the fear was tangible, and since then the situation on the blockade had worsened immeasurably.

“All right,” Rusch said levelly. “The ship is already on alert; our first move is a comm blackout. Lock everything down, Major Morrison, according to plan.”

He stood, hands clasped at his back, perhaps to stop them twitching. “My team has set the ship-wide system to crash on your order, ma’am. It’ll crash so comprehensively, it’ll be a twenty minute reboot.”

Which was more than enough time. Marin had gone over the initiative in minute detail, as if it were the most delicate of Dendra Shemiji assignments. The fine art of mutiny had a history of horrific disaster, because it was rarely planned well and almost never factored in every risk. In the rare event when mutiny was planned down to the level of minutiae –

“AI overrides,” Rusch prompted.

Morrison remained on his feet. “I’m liaising with Dom Frezza and his team. The AI specialists will scram the AI, coinciding with the comm blackout. When it comes back up, we’ll own its soul.”

Rusch was satisfied. “Then it’s down to our conscripts, individually, to decide where they want to be, where they want to go. Major Carson, it’s the business of Personnel to know the sentiment of the crew.” 

Again, Carson stood as Morrison returned to his seat. “Nothing’s changed since the last time we traded data, ma’am. On the crewdeck people want out. They’ll take anywhere but here, the blockade. Most say they want to go home, but they’ll accept any scheme that gets them out of the firing line.”

“Which is something we can offer.” Rusch was satisfied. “Mr. Tarrant has assured me, every crew position aboard the Kiev can be filled by highly qualified specialists from Omaru. The Confederacy forced every young colonial into uniform and trained them – in fact, they’ve done half our job for us. Whichever elements of our crew want to leave can be accommodated … well out of the firing line. Mr. Tarrant?”

He came to his feet and addressed the assembly with all due gravity. “We’ve prepared facilities on an island in the south, quite similar to the provisions made for the crew of the Chicago who chose to remain loyal to the Confederacy. Here on Omaru, the facility is much larger because we fully expect most of your crew to opt to get out alive. They’ll certainly expect the DeepSky Fleet to engage this ship in the Battle of Omaru, and they rightly see no difference between becoming a statistic in front of Fleet guns or those of the Omaru Militia … dead is dead. 

“Your crewmen don’t know, and can’t know, this system is defended. Even the Kiev command corps knows only a suggestion of our business – enough to commit yourselves and your departments to this initiative. You know what happened at Velcastra. You don’t need to know the details. This crew will certainly accept the offer of safety, off the old blockade. Their own transports will be used to ferry them to Omaru and bring out their replacements. As soon as the Battle of Omaru has been concluded, the Kiev complement can either return to service on the Sark or they can choose their own ground, citizens of the Deep Sky and Middle Heavens.” Tarrant sat and returned the question to the floor.

“Most of our people will stay out here, neutral,” Carson judged. “If they show their faces back in the Middle Heavens too soon, Fleet won’t send them home. They’ll be assigned to new warships and in a month they’ll be right back here.”

The same decisions had been thrashed out on the Intrepid. Marin’s memories were razor-edged. He knew intimately what scenes would be played out on the Kiev’s lower decks, and from the look on Carson’s face, she had spent weeks refining the logistics of the shift in power. 

“The aspect concerning most of us, Colonel,” she was saying almost reluctantly, “is the battle group. It’s, uh, going to get nasty.”

None of this surprised Rusch. “The scenario has been analyzed in great depth by a team headed by myself, General Shapiro and Mr. Tarrant. At this point I can also tell you my own team will be taking Tactical, and will … neutralize the battle group.”

Murmurs raced around the auditorium. “Your own team?” Morrison echoed. 

Now Vidal stood and stepped forward to the podium. “We know most of you are reluctant to fire on our own ships. You don’t want the duty, the responsibility or the consequences.” He was frowning at the XO. “Stand down your Tactical people, Pat. A team will be coming aboard to relieve you. Myself, Roark Hubler, Asako Rodman.”

“Rodman?” Pat Haugen echoed. “I don’t know the name.”

“I do.” Alec Tarrant’s voice was gruff. “A Freespacer. One of the heroes from the Battle of Ulrand. She flies for General Shapiro, and she’s one of the best tacticians in the business.”

Haugen’s hands spread wide in acceptance. “On your authority, then. And yes, my staff will be delighted to give you Tactical. Major … Colonel Vidal, I assume you’ve prepared a navtank data load?”

“It’s being done at this moment,” he told her.

No need to say the Wastrel was compiling it, that in the last hour a dozen probes had been fired into the region, each no larger than a fuel drum and too small to attract the attention of Fleet sensors, transmitting on frequencies too high, using Resalq encryption algorithms which human comm systems found impenetrable.

“So,” Rusch said in an odd tone, and she was frowning directly at Shapiro. “When, General? It’s the last question to be answered.”

His calm was almost surreal. Even Marin envied the façade of composure as Shapiro joined her at the lectern. The lights adjusted for him and he looked from face to face. “First, we take the navtank load, after which our support ship will withdraw from this area. Colonel Vidal’s Tac team will come aboard, and when they are satisfied the battle group is more than adequately accounted for, you may trigger your comm black out and scram the AI. 

“As to the timing – Mr. Tarrant has actually returned the Omaru Militia to standby. The Kiev is in no further danger from colonial forces, though your crew can’t be made aware of this. The two officers remaining loyal to the Confederacy will be transferred to our support vessel. Be assured, they’ll be safe and accommodated to the same degree of comfort as I enjoy myself. If you’re in agreement, Colonel Rusch, I’d say … 120 minutes.”

She clicked over her chrono. “And we’re counting. All right, people. Monitor your departments. Any factor changes, any slightest detail shifts, we need to know about it immediately. The schedule is flexible; the success of this initiative is not. Doctor Hernandez, get your patients ready to transport. Feed them any story you like to get their cooperation. Colonel Vidal, place your Tac team on standby. They’re coming here on the Trofeo after Majors Gould and Watanabe have been transferred to our support ship. Doctor Hernandez, I’d rather the prisoners be sedated and shipped under Quarantine conditions to isolate them from any opportunity to take action, should they get an inkling of what’s actually happening.”

Hernandez was already moving. “You want the buggers in cryogen? I can tank ’em, no problem.”

“Colonel Vidal,” Rusch challenged, “can you transport two cryotanks aboard the Trofeo? Forgive me, I’m not terribly familiar with the craft.”

“Give me a moment.” Vidal touched his combug. “Perlman?”

The plane was on standby, and both Perlman and Fargo would be monitoring the Kiev’s general tech loop. Vidal’s call came in on the encrypted band. Marin listened intently as she said, “Yo.”

“You got space in the cargo locker to slide in two cryotanks?” Vidal asked baldly.

“With about a centimetre on each side, if I unload the emergency kit,” she told him tautly. “Who’s been hurt?”

“Prisoner transfer, the easy way. Set it up, Gill. I’ll get back to you.” Vidal clicked off the combug. “Doctor Hernandez, tank the pair of them and give us a hoy for transportation.”

The CMO was short, thickset, with blonde hair liberally shot through with silver, cut in a severe style that might have been chic but did nothing for her. The accent was not merely Borushek, but uptown Sark, Marin thought – the foothills, where the suburb of Carmichael petered out into a rural landscape. How old she was, he could not guess, but she walked with the kind of stiff gait suggesting biocyber joints, which might put her age at around a century – or had she been rebuilt after an accident, even military service? 

“Give me fifteen minutes, Colonel,” she said to Rusch as she headed out. “And I’ll crank up the OR … I’ll tell my staff we’re testing systems, but if this thing does turn into a shooting party, at least we’ll be ready.”

“A shooting party?” Travers echoed. 

“A short one.” Marin pushed away from the bulkhead where he had been leaning and stepped aside to allow the Kiev’s CMO to pass by. She was coming up the aisle and he dropped his voice. “Confederate loyalists will be outnumbered about two hundred to one on any Fleet ship. There could be a handful of non-commissioned officers, maybe one or two of the junior officers, who’d love to make trouble. Twenty, maybe thirty people on the whole ship. If they try to get in the way someone, somewhere, is going to grab an opportunity for vengeance, even justice. In the end, it’s all the same.”


  

He was thinking about Sergeant Roy Neville, and Travers must have known it. Marin gave Hernandez a polite nod as she made her way to the door. Vidal was a pace behind her, and as he approached Marin heard him speaking over the comm in terse tones with Hubler and Rodman. They were on standby and Vidal himself was restless, unable to be still now.

“You okay, Mick?” Travers asked quietly.

“You mean, have I had my shots?” Vidal wore a pained look. “I’m fine. Or as fine as I ever get. Bill won’t want to stick anything sharp into me for at last three hours, and by then it’ll all be over.”

The assembly was breaking up, leaving Shapiro, Rusch and Tarrant standing by the lectern. Executive Officer Haugen lingered there for several moments, sharing a handy which Rusch examined closely. But as Marin, Travers and Vidal strode down to the podium Rusch nodded in agreement with Haugen’s work.

“We’re good,” she was saying. 

“Alexis, just relax,” Shapiro advised. “If there were issues, we’d know about them by now. Michael?”

“Yes,” Vidal agreed. “Operations is identical on any carrier, Alexis. You know this as well as we do. Roark and Asako and I just spent the last two days in simulations. Nothing’s going to surprise us.”

“Something almost certainly will.” Shapiro sounded amused. “But you’re good enough to contain it when it happens.” He looked up at Travers and Marin. “You can escort Mr. Tarrant back to Trofeo. He should leave along with the cryotanks, and as soon as Hubler and Rodman have joined us, the Wastrel is at liberty to jump right back to Toshiko Szebek.”

The plan was designed to operate like clockwork. Marin took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. Travers glanced down at his chrono for the third time in ten minutes, and the blue eyes were sharp, hard. Here, now, the rank of colonel sat uncomfortably on his shoulders. Inside, he was still a soldier.

And this, Marin thought with deliberate pragmatism, might look and feel entirely civilized, but it was a battlefield, and blood would be shed.


 

 
Chapter Five

Super-Carrier Kiev,

Omaru blockade


 
Two young medical orderlies – white faced, wide eyed, grim – brought the cryogen tanks to the upper hangar level where maintenance and bench testing were performed. Each tank was crisscrossed with the blue and white lines denoting Quarantine restrictions, and they were comprehensively stickerized with red and yellow official labels authorizing transportation and storage of biohazard cargo. 

At the private elevator, two decks above the hangar where the Trofeo stood waiting, Travers and Marin signed off for the tanks. A group of pilots and techs clustered four or five meters away and Marin heard the names of Gould and Watanabe. He heard the telltale remarks, Couldn’t happen to a nicer pair of bastards, and With any luck they’ll be in the lab with wires up the kazoo for the next five years. So the hardline Confederate sympathizers were despised. For their politics, he wondered, or for the insufferable arrogance of people who thought of themselves as homeworlders to whom colonials were contemptible? 

It made no matter. As he signed, and Travers countersigned the documentation, he glimpsed two faces under the thick armorglass plates. A man, a woman, both fair skinned, closer to young than not and suspended in the chill of cryogen. Had Hernandez told them they were being shipped out for treatment, and their lives depended on it? In a way, they did.  A few meters away from Rusch’s private elevator was a gang of young conscripts who would likely have been delighted to put a bullet or a knife in Gould or Watanabe as soon as the lights went out.

“You guys.” The voice belonged to a man of Travers’s height, middle twenties, with red-blond hair and freckles. He spoke with the accent of Louverne and the unit badges on his fatigues identified him as a crew chief from the Gamma Company flightline. They called themselves the Gamma Hammers; the tattoo on his left cheek was a Thor hammer in flight, in shades of blue and silver. The name on his left breast was Tan, KJ. He cleared his throat and took a half step closer. “You guys are, uh, from Fleet Medical?”

“What makes you say so?” Travers passed back the handy he had just signed. Hernandez’s people withdrew hastily.

“Well –” Tan gestured at the tanks. “It’s Fleet Medical or Deep Sky Quarantine. Isn’t it? They, uh, they’re toxic?”

“They could be … dangerous,” Marin said carefully. “They’re tanked for their own safety as well as yours.” This much was true. “Don’t sweat the details, Sergeant. They’ll be off the Kiev in five minutes and you won’t see them again.”

In the back ranks someone muttered, “Good riddance to homeworlds horseshit.” 

The remark made Travers chuckle richly. “They weren’t popular?” He was holding the combug into his ear, like Marin listening to Perlman from the Trofeo. She and Fargo were unloading the lockers of emergency equipment to make space, and Fargo had just apologized for not doing it sooner. The Wastrel had kept them both busy, fleshing out the navtank load with fresh data siphoned from the Kiev’s own systems, using access codes provided by XO Haugen herself. The datastream had to be covert until the AI was scrammed.

“Popular?” Tan barked a bitter laugh. “They were the kind of bastards you’d like to see step on a fragmentation mine with both feet.”

“Well, they’re gone now,” Marin assured him. And then, on a whim, “I gather you’d rather be anywhere else in the universe.”

“Than here?” Tan looked around at his companions, most of whom were from the Gamma Hammers. Three pilots lurked behind the flight crew, surly, brooding, silent. “Well, fuck, like, how can you tell?”

“Given the choice,” Marin mused as they waited for the OK from Perlman and Fargo, “would you go home? Or would you take an opportunity to change sides and chase the Confederacy right out of the Deep Sky? Fight,” he added, “for the freedom of your home.”

The whole group clammed up so fast and so tight, they might have been hit by a stun gas grenade, like an anti-conscription riot in Elstrom or Westminster. He saw mutinous expressions on every face from the lowliest tech in the flight crew to the most senior pilot, but no one was about to say a syllable – not to officers they believed were from Fleet. The wrong word, here, and the price could be flogging and demotion.

Into the rude silence Judith Fargo’s voice whispered into Marin’s ear, “Come on down.”

“On our way,” Travers said quietly, and brought the Arago sled alive under the second of the pair of tanks. 

The lift swallowed them with no space to spare, and Marin glared at his own reflection in the mirrored wall opposite. He looked like an officer from Fleet Internal Affairs, he thought: the masklike face, the flawless jacket showing just the faint bulge of a sidearm, the silver-gray combug visible in his left ear, and the utter absence of any visible ID allied to the almost arrogant air of assurance as he stalked around the carrier as if he owned it. 

“Don’t take it personally,” Travers said, as if he had read every thought in Marin’s head. “We are on Fleet business. Nine Worlds Commonwealth Fleet, on assignment from Harrison Shapiro’s office. Those kids? They can smell special ops at fifty paces. They don’t know what’s going on, but they sure as hell know something is.”

“Remind me,” Marin said with acid humor, “when we get out of this job, never to set foot on another Fleet ship as long as I live.”

“I’ll remind you,” Travers pledged. 

The elevator glided to a stop on silken smooth Aragos, and the icy lower deck air prickled Marin’s skin and sinuses as he thumbed on the sled. The repulsion hummed under the bulk of the cryogen tanks. He had only to guide it as he and Travers stepped out into the silent passageway into which spilled the harsh blue lighting and the tang of ozone from the hangar itself. 

The Trofeo was powered up, ready to go. Perlman and Fargo were waiting by the plane – jackets on and zipped, hands stuffed into pockets. The emergency gear was stacked in a corner on top of a pile of tool chests, and the under-deck cargo lockers were empty, hatches off.

They were just big enough for the cryotanks. Marin gave Perlman a grin as he and Travers coaxed the second into place and set the sled to lock itself into position. “You’re lucky – one more centimeter, and they wouldn’t have fit.”

“Nah.” Perlman made scornful noises. “I know these tanks too well. My uncle has one. He uses it to carry perishable produce to market across two continents, in a rattletrap old Marshall SkyVan. I spent my teens humping one of these guys in and out of that damn’ van for him. Blueberries and orchids,” she added lucidly.

“Blueberries and orchids.” Travers touched his combug. “Mick.”

And Vidal: “Right where we ought to be.”

“Be with you in five,” Travers told him. “Have Alec Tarrant ready to leave.”

“Will do.” Vidal clicked off.

The Hammers flight crew had dispersed, leaving the private passage empty, quiet. Marin stepped back into the elevator without a word. Travers thumbed for Deck 2 and glanced at his chrono. Marin did not even have to look. They were at 98 minutes, and counting. In his ear, a sweet chime over the comm invited him to switch up to the security band and, as he did, he heard Richard Vaurien.

“Your navdeck load is complete. No surprises, except we’re seeing ten warships on the blockade, not twelve.”

“Thank the Omaru Squadron for that,” Marin told him. “The Trofeo’s coming back with cargo. Cryogen tanks. Two, in the cargo lockers ... Confederate officers who won’t be causing trouble.”

“Tanks?” Vaurien echoed. “Neat. Hubler and Rodman are waiting.”

“Copy, and standby,” Marin said crisply.

As he spoke the elevator opened, and the first faces he saw belonged to Vidal and Tarrant. Without a word Alec Tarrant stepped in, but Vidal hung back with Shapiro and Rusch. Shapiro looked merely pensive but Rusch was tense. She had never been the soldier, and the astrophysicist was far out of her comfort zone. 

“I’d really much rather stay aboard,” Tarrant said, as if it were the end of a heated discussion.

Shapiro was immovable. “I meant what I said, Alec – the danger is minimal, but you’re about to be the President of Omaru. Any risk to you is unacceptable, and no matter what we do, there’ll be … hostile acts.”

“You think ‘hostile acts’ give me a scare after the last three years in Hydralis, under the blockade?” Tarrant scoffed.

Shapiro searched for a chuckle and almost found one. “Then, you were the commander of the resistance forces. In a week they’ll be calling you ‘Mister President.’ You belong as far away from any potential bloodshed as we can get you.” He looked at Travers and Marin. “Go.”

The elevator closed and Tarrant swore softly at his reflection in the mirrored wall. “You know, I think I’d rather be the commander of the Hydralis Militia.” He gave the younger men a grim smile. “Do you ever think back on the few days you spent with us?”

“I try not to,” Travers said honestly. 

“You were badly injured, both of you, I know,” Tarrant allowed. “Like so many of us.”

The silence was electric, and endured until they walked into the chill, windy hangar where the hot bluster of the Trofeo’s engines had taken a few degrees off the cold. There, Tarrant turned back to them, offered his hand, and they shook it. 

“If I don’t see you again before your classified expedition leaves, gentlemen … you take with you the hopes of the Deep Sky.” 

He was privy to at least a little of the Zunshu data of necessity, though he knew a lot less than Robert Chandra Liang. He might know about Lai’a; Marin was uncertain, and said only,

“If you know any good luck chants, say them for us. This little party on the blockade –? Trust us, Colonel.”

“I do.” Tarrant hesitated for a moment as if he wanted to say so much but could find no words. He stepped away toward the plane and at the boarding ramp he waved, and then was gone.

In Marin’s ear, Perlman’s voice was a husky whisper distorted by savage encryption: “Back in ten minutes, if Hubler and Rodman are ready to leave.”

A siren wailed and spinners cast red and amber light across the hangar, making Marin and Travers retreat to the armordoors. Travers leaned both palms there, watching through the transparency as the Trofeo lifted, turned inside its own length and nosed out. Marin leaned both shoulders on the wall by the door and listened to the Kiev’s own loop instead. 

The ship’s business was absolutely routine. The only particle of excitement would be a rumor beginning to circulate right now, that the two least-respected officers had been taken off under a cloud of secrecy, locked into Quarantine caskets. Hernandez’s department would soon be fielding scores of calls from people with whom Gould and Watanabe had worked: what was the contagion, was it airborne, was it treatable, who should come in for shots, and how soon?

And then Marin clicked up to the security band and listened to Vidal and Rusch. They were talking to Haugen, Morrison and several of the command corps. The stress was clear in every voice, but as Shapiro’s countdown wore away the painstaking preparations for this enterprise began to pay off.  

“Relax,” Travers said quietly.

“I am relaxed.” With the ease of a decade’s practice Marin’s hands went to his weapons, slackening them in the holsters. 

Neil’s eyes were dark in the dimness of the passage, just rims of blue around wide pupils. “Let it be, Curtis. It’s set, it’s in motion. Clockwork, the man called it. Shapiro and Rusch designed this between them. It’ll work.”

 He was right, and Marin set his shoulders back against the wall, dropped his eyelids, the better to listen to the loop. “They’ll dine out on this for the rest of their lives. So would we, if we didn’t mind telling the story a thousand times over.”

“Classified,” Travers warned, amused.

“Not for long. The war’s going to be done.” Marin looked sidelong at him. “I suppose we ought to feel honored, being here at the crux of it, watching history unfold.” He heard the cynicism in his own tone.

“And you don’t?” Travers flexed his neck and hands. 

“I guess I do,” Marin admitted, “but if you want the truth, I’d rather be watching a CNS documentary about it, five years from now.”

“May you live in interesting times,” Travers said glibly, the ancient Chinese curse which had followed the pioneers out to the stars.

At just over 83 minutes, spinners and sirens announced the return of the Trofeo, and Marin stood at Travers’s shoulder to watch it slide back into the claustrophobic little hangar. Two minutes to blow air and heat back into the compartment, and they saw Roark Hubler come stomping down the ramp with Asako Rodman on his heels. 

Both were in uniform grays with no insignia of ship or unit. The garb was calculated. It would let them pass by unnoticed on this or any Fleet ship, and for the moment, the less eyes were drawn to them, the better. Now the Trofeo powered down, and Perlman and Fargo would kill time, listening to the loop, waiting.

In Hubler’s right hand were six datacubes, and these, he passed to Travers. “The navtank load and a backup,” he said unnecessarily.

The load could have been transmitted, but the unscheduled and large datastream might have alerted the AI, and would certainly have pinpointed the Wastrel’s position. The tug should be pulling out even now, but like any ship she would leave the sizzling, aromatic wake of sublight engines. She would be easy to track, given a known starting point. The cubes were anonymous, safe. Travers accepted them without comment, and followed Marin back to the elevator.

The lights were out, the auditorium was almost dark. Vidal, Rusch and Shapiro sat under a single glowbot just inside the door, talking quietly, and as Marin approached they stepped out. Travers placed the cubes into Vidal’s open hand, and Vidal rolled them like dice. A gleam lit his eyes, some mix of amusement, zeal, ambition, as if he had waited all his life for this moment.

“Ops room,” he said with a hard look at Rusch. “Your people already know there’s a Tac team coming in. Have them stand down right now. Give us time to load the tank and settle in, yes?”

“Yes.” Rusch seemed resigned now, ready for this because there was no other option, even though she had spent months arranging it. 

A curious sensation twisted through Marin’s chest as the elevator went up. He knew Neil was watching him, but he was silent until the others had gone ahead toward the wide, open armordoors that would close over Kiev Operations when the action began. They were out of earshot when he said, for Travers’s ears,

“When I was twenty, I thought I wanted this. Carrier command. As a student, I spent hundreds of hours observing the command corps at work.”

“And I,” Travers said blithely, “have never even seen the inside of a carrier’s Ops room, let alone set foot in one. Not,” he added, “that I ever wanted to.”

“And you don’t want to be here today.”

“Want to?” Travers’s brows rose. “No. No more than you do.” His face darkened. “Let’s just get this done, and get the hell out.”

The layout of Kiev Ops was not very unlike Wastrel Ops, but the easy, relaxed atmosphere of Richard Vaurien’s ship was entirely absent. Marin might almost have expected to see Tully Ingersol sprawled in his big chair at the workstation where Weimann and Arago functions were monitored, dressed in kneeless denims and a rumpled plaid shirt, coffee in one hand, croissant in the other; or Jazinsky in bronze skinthins, prowling like a big cat around the tank, juggling two or three handies while Vaurien himself looked on and commands were given softly in a deep voice rich with the familiar French accent. 

Instead, the Fleet crew were in crisp dress grays, every one of them straight-backed, riveted into position at their posts according to service regulations, and any communication was spat or barked in some odd, clipped language which scraped the nerve endings raw. Marin and Travers shared a look; Travers turned his eyes to the ceiling, or the gods, and Marin shot a curious glance at Rusch. She wore a pained expression, and as she caught his glance, shrugged eloquently. 

Her voice was so soft, he almost did not hear what she said. “It’s Fleet, they’re Academy grads. Rank and prestige is the game they love to play – what are you going to do with them?”

The most relaxed of them all was the XO, and even Patricia Haugen looked stiff, with a face like a mask. Marin cut her the slack of acknowledging she was tense as a runner under the gun, and he saw an expression of some gratitude as she, Kotaro, Frezza and Lau stepped back from the navtank and the workstations, ceding their positions to the incoming specialists.

Normally there would have been resentment when they were replaced, but Marin saw none of it here, now. This job was as unpleasant as it was exacting, and no one among these Academy grads wanted to take the responsibility. The instinct was ingrained in+ them, in the three years they spent in classrooms: Fleet punished failure pitilessly, and suspected disloyalty would bring a promising career to a shuddering halt.

The Kiev’s own department heads slipped back into the shadows as Vidal, Hubler and Rodman stepped up to the navtank and examined the workstations flanking it. Rusch said nothing; she and Shapiro drew away into the corner by an autochef from which issued the aroma of fresh coffee. Marin glanced once at the chrono displayed in the top of the tank: 71 minutes and counting down. He watched as Rodman’s hand hovered over the data socket, ready to drop in the three cubes. 

“You have the AI under your control?” Vidal asked quietly. His face was lit from beneath by the writhing, coiling patterns from the tank, where Omaru and its moons, the smelters, the civilian facilities and the ships of the blockade were depicted in a rainbow of colors. 

It was Major Charles Frezza, the Data Processing head, who answered. “The AI’s expecting a simulation designed to check navigation and target acquisition systems. Your data’ll be okay, Mick. It’s going to look like the load for a hypothetical engagement … a sim.”

“Inform the AI the sim is about to begin,” Vidal said in the same quiet tone, preoccupied with the tank. His eyes quartered it, taking in the positions of the moons, artificial satellites, Omaru’s ATC feed, the pocket-sized gas giant, Shikoku, the smelters, every skerrick of positional data he could glean. “Roark?”

The big man was on Tactical, with weapons and Aragos at his fingertips. “No problem. Any time.”

“When you’re ready, Chuck.” Vidal glanced over his shoulder. “Hey, wipe the worried look off your face, man. You know me, you know Roark.”

“Used to know you,” Frezza muttered. “Jesus, Mick, I’d have walked right past you in the street. You know. You’re…” He was busy at the AI workstation. 

“I know what I am,” Vidal admitted. “Better than the alternative, though, right?”

“What was it, crash and burn?” Frezza’s eyes were large, his brow furrowed. “The AI’s standing by.”

“Thanks. It was more like crash and wait – for way too long.” Vidal gave Rodman a nod, and the datacubes slipped into the socket. “I was busted up, it was cold, no food, you know how it goes.” The lies were smooth. This was the cover story Shapiro had authored, and as soon as it was told to one old folgen buddy, it would race like wildfire through the upper decks. 

“You always had the luck of the devil, you and Roark both.” Frezza stepped back into the shadows with Kotaro, Lau and Haugen.

For a moment a smile tugged at Vidal’s thin face. “Hold onto that thought, Chuck, and trust us.” His eyes flicked on, past Frezza to Shapiro and Rusch. “We’re showing 57 minutes. You’re cool?”

“We’re cool,” Rusch assured him. “How’s the data load?”

“It’s coming up now.” Vidal leaned on the side of the tank and cast one long glance over the three-meter display. The simulation his team had worked on for days had overlaid the reality in ghost images, transparent hues, false colors. “Roark?”

“Running the numbers, Mick … all right.” Hubler pulled up a chair and took the weight off the biocyber legs. “Tactical’s friendly. I’ve got every cannon slaved to this station.”

“Asako?” Vidal prompted in a soft but piercing tone.

She was wrangling a difficult, challenging tangle of data, the human comm and AI channels of every ship in the fleet. “Give me a minute. It’s like a bloody bird’s nest.” And then, “Got it. We’re configured to show big, fat flashing purple lights if any ship goes on alert, and the comm scanner’s keying on voice stress patterns. We can do this.”

They had run the whole operation in simulation scores of times, but an element of doubt would always linger, Marin knew, until it ‘went live.’ He and Travers had drawn together with Shapiro and Rusch, and he saw a muscle twitching in Alexis Rusch’s cheek, betraying grinding teeth.

“We’re set up. We can do this any time,” Vidal told her. 

“We’ve no reason to delay.” She glanced at the chrono, and away. “Time to have the battle group come to set coordinates. Harrison?”

“Time,” he agreed.

To bring every ship in the blockade into the lee of Bahrain could take as long as an hour, Marin knew. Travers leaned closer and said against his ear, “We’re dead on time.”

Marin answered only with a nod. A fist had closed around his innards and he did not envy Vidal’s team. The fact this ship had been home to him and Hubler for years figured large in their decision to do this, and Marin could only respect them for it.

“Major Haugen,” Rusch said in a careful, cool tone. “Call the battle group to Bahrain. The coordinates are in the navigation tank at this time. Have them form up, earliest possible.”

“There are at least eight transports and gunships in the air across the blockade, ma’am,” Haugen warned. “It’ll take time to dock them.”

 “I realize that, Patricia.” Rusch smiled thinly. “We’re not tied to the clock, but – have them commence now. Major Frezza, the AI is your ‘puppy,’ as you’ve always been fond of saying. Keep it sweet.”

The color had drained from Frezza’s face. “It’s going to know this isn’t a simulation – not when every ship in the battle group is moving.”

“I realize that, too.” Rusch was watching the tank, where Vidal had dragged the display and zoomed on Bahrain and its environs. “All the AI needs to know is, this is an authorized operation. Give it any clearance code you like … keep it sweet for an hour. We won’t need longer.”

“Problem?” Shapiro asked sharply.

But Frezza’s dark head was shaking. “Not so long as I’m authorized to break just about every rule in the book. The stuff I’m going to do would get me busted right out of the service, with one bastard of a flogging before they threw me back into civvy street, carrying a criminal record as long as your arm.”

“You’re authorized, Major,” Shapiro told him. “You’ve been serving with the Nine Worlds Commonwealth Fleet for the last hour or so.”

“And this ship is the Sark,” Frezza muttered, “she just doesn’t know it yet.”

“She will soon,” Vidal said with grim satisfaction. “Come on, Chuck, let’s just get this show on the road.”

The man pulled a chair up to a workstation several meters from Hubler and Rodman and splayed his hands over a keypad. Sweat broke from every pore, leaving his face shining as his fingers began to patter. Marin watched him until he gave Haugen a nod, and without a word the XO transmitted the order for every warship to pick up its small craft and assemble at Bahrain.

Predictably, the comm began to chatter within seconds. Haugen was primed. Head of the Communications department Brett Morrison fielded as many calls for confirmation as Haugen took; the message was always the same. Operation Weigong. Standby.”

“They know the code,” Travers whispered to no one in particular.

Haugen’s eyes were weird, filled with the witchfires of reflections off the tank and flatscreens. “It was ‘leaked’ in unofficial dispatches, as Colonel Rusch specified. Every commander on the blockade knows the code – they also believe it’s so classified, they shouldn’t know it.” 

“Sneaky.” Marin favored Shapiro with a smile.

“You think Dendra Shemiji invented the fine art of triple-think?” Shapiro tapped his own temple with one forefinger. “Weigong. Back in the homeworlds they still use the term ‘checkmate,’ but the Slingo weigong you hear out in the Deep Sky has many more layers of meaning: a siege, an endplay, a termination … an invitation to roll over and surrender.” He nodded, obviously calculating the odds for the final time. “Every commander on the blockade is thinking, right now, we’re about to launch some ‘final solution’ strike against Omaru. It’ll never enter their minds that it’s themselves who’re about to be checkmated.” He made dismissive noises. “Fleet arrogance can be a potent weapon.”

“And you planned this – how long ago?” Travers wondered. “Or is that classified too?”

“It was loosely planned months ago,” Shapiro told him. “The details were tightened up ten days ago. Suffice to say, Colonel Rusch and I have been … somewhat busy.”

 “Somewhat,” Marin echoed. “And – here we go.”

Heat blooms were showing across the battle group, energy and engine signatures ramping up as flocks of smaller vessels scudded back to their hangars like so many wasps returning to the nest. The Kiev itself was maneuvering, with constant crosstalk between the flightdeck and the engine deck, while the Ops room fell oddly quiet. 

In the navigation tank the plot of the Omaru system wheeled about, and Marin watched the big moon centralize in the threedee display. Bahrain was larger than moons of Borushek and Jagreth, and just a little smaller than Velcastra’s big moon. It was heavy with metals, and the mass gave it enough gravity to consolidate into a sphere. It orbited at more than a half million kilometers from Omaru, in captured rotation. For more than a century, mines had been hollowing it out into honeycomb, and the dark side was bright with the lights of industrial towns. 

Between the moon and the planet, space was busy with the civilian traffic that played tag with the Fleet patrols. On any normal day skimmers, gunships and sometimes the flights of Rapiers from the Kiev would disrupt civilian business, harass even legal traffic which had an excuse, and authorization, to ply between Omaru and the moons. Today the patrols were recalled, and since the militia was standby, on Tarrant’s order, space was uncharacteristically quiet.

The blockade ships formed up like a pod of orcas in the shadow of the super-carrier, and the Kiev was the last element of the battle group to slide into place in the deep shadow of Bahrain. Marin’s eyes were on the chrono as the engines switched onto station keeping, and he murmured a grudging appreciation of Fleet efficiency. It was just 50 minutes since the command had been given, and the code Operation Weigong.

“We’re ahead of time,” Travers observed. “Mick you need the wiggle room?”

“Nope.” Vidal looked up through the blue-mauve haze of the navtank at Hubler and Rodman. “Roark?”

“Aragos are pre-programmed and on standby,” Hubler reported in the level tone of the consummate professional. “I can’t load the firing solution till we own the AI, but it’s also on standby.”

“Asako?” Vidal prompted as he came around the tank and pulled a chair up to Tactical. 

“Their AI traffic is all routine,” she told him. “They’ve got nothing … but there’s a bunch of chit-chat on the encrypted highband. A lot of commanders are comparing notes.”

“They’re up on their toes, expecting a fight – pound Hydralis to rubble once and for all.” Marin glanced sidelong at Travers. “They’re just waiting for the order.”

“Doesn’t make any difference.” Vidal laced his thin fingers and flexed them with the crackle of knuckles. He gave Shapiro and Rusch a speculative look. “Any time.”

For the space of a heartbeat Harrison Shapiro seemed to hesitate; his eyes skimmed every display, and after more than three decades in Fleet ships, he could have slid in at any workstation and taken over. For him there were no mysteries on any vessel from a troop transport to the super-carrier itself, and Marin was recalling the days of his own youth, when he had watched such senior officers and been envious.

Then Shapiro gave a sharp nod and said one word. “Proceed.”

With a heavy, thrumming drone the blastdoors closed over, sealing the Ops room. Clockwork, the man had said. In the last hour, Marin and Travers had reviewed the entire plan, and the term Marin would have used was elegant. Mark Sherratt himself could not have been any more thorough – or more devious. Dendra Shemiji had a reputation for triple-think, but Shapiro had studied strategy, tactics, at the feet of the masters, and the colonies underestimated Fleet at their cost.

Without a word spoken the Kiev’s AI scrammed and the comm went down, ship-wide. The AI would reboot in five seconds, which gave Rodman ample time to drop a cube into the data socket and run the startup routine which would bring the core computer back up as a loyal servant of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth. The comm blackout continued but the instant the AI came back online, Vidal pounced.

Every ship in the battle group had already been pinpointed by routine navigation sensors. Now, in less than a second, each was lidar-painted with target acquisition, and without pausing to offer so much as a syllable of negotiation, Vidal stroked the trigger. One trigger, multiple guns, multiple targets. 

Chain guns and railguns opened up along the port side of the Kiev in a blinding broadside, sheeting out the vidfeeds with iris-shriveling tracer. Ten targets were battered simultaneously, and Marin held his breath. He and Travers watched sensor data flash up in the flatscreens beyond the tank. Every ship had been struck in the engine deck, and the risk was calculated to the most minute degree. 

An engineer – Tully Ingersol himself – would have groaned in sympathetic pain. The engine deck of any ship was the most heavily armoured part of the vessel because the Weimann drive was the most delicately balanced and prickly piece of hardware, safer than the Auriga technology it had superseded if only because it was ready to scram itself at the merest suggestion of hazard.

Without warning to ramp up and interlace Arago fields for their protection, the blockade ships relied on the tonnage of armor sheathing the engine decks, and the Kiev’s guns slammed into them brutally hard. Plates warped and tore; gasses gushed away into space, some burning, some venting in great purple and green streamers which froze into micro-meteorites of crystalline ice and burst like fireworks against the Kiev’s own Arago fields.  

The data racing through the flatscreens looked good. Marin’s heart beat a tattoo on his ribs, but the numbers were sound. Travers’s eyes were unblinking as he watched the same displays, and his fingers drummed on the side of the tank. In the shadows beyond the workstations the command corps had gathered as spectators. Coffee had been passed around and was ignored as the stratagem played out. 

“Watch it, Mick,” Hubler barked, “you’ve lost line of sight on the Horme.”

“Tell me about it.” Vidal switched to missiles and launched three, a brace of Shrikes. The rudimentary AI of each was loaded with its target – the frigate that had just slipped behind the cruiser Bilbao, which was drifting, venting gas, great gouts of pink and blue combustion erupting from the ruin of its engine deck.

“Missiles,” Rodman said doubtfully.

“I know that, too.” Vidal smothered a curse. “I’d hoped not to need the damn’ things.”

Missiles had the potential to do a lot more damage than the railguns, as Marin and Travers were keenly aware, but as the Horme slithered into the cover of the crippled cruiser her techs would be scrambling to get sublight engines online. Seconds more, and she would be underway.

Across the battle group, most ships were slow to maneuver and some looked completely disabled. The Bilbao itself was in such a critical state, the sublight engines would be as dormant as the Weimann drive. According to sensors, both her reactors had autoscrammed. The engine deck was flooded with toxic gas; the armordoors would have sealed it off the instant personnel were out, and the ship was not going anywhere.

The frigates Phaeton and Elpis and the cruiser Livorno were in similar shape, but five other vessels were lumbering on sublight engines, making slow time as if they were operating on storage cells with scrammed reactors and engine decks so toxic, techs could only work there in armor.   

Again the port railguns opened up, raking three of the five viable ships, and Marin watched the data flow through the displays like multicoloured liquid. Distress signals issued from the cruiser Durban, and escape pods began to punch out of the lower decks and rear compartments. The pods were caught swiftly in tractors and reeled in to hatches in the upper decks, but the Durban’s engine deck was a poisonous wasteland of leaking coolants and high pressure fuel vapor. Only drones would work there for the next month. Her blast doors were closed, Weimanns and sublight offline, reactors shut down while the AI bleated for help. 

From the far side of the cruiser Bilbao, the Horme erupted in a storm of chemical fire which briefly enveloped the hull. Sensors whited out into nonsense for several moments, and when data restabilized Vidal swore bitterly. “Two Shrikes in the sterntubes,” he rasped. “She’s open to space on most decks. I’m seeing bugout pods – Asako, track them. You’re trying to account for about 200 crew, give or take.”

“You’re not going to see that many,” Rodman warned. “Ten pods … fourteen. Eighteen … no more.” She was too busy to look up. “That’s maybe 140, 150 survivors. A lot of the rest will still be aboard, in armor.”

“Hey – watch the Tabriz!” Hubler’s voice cut like a knife. “She’s got power – she’s coming about, goddamn it.”

She was a cruiser, three times the size of the frigates with a crew of around 500 and power an order of magnitude greater than a ship like the Horme. Vidal was there at once, hands flying over the instrument surfaces. “Got it. Asako, punch a comm line through the blackout, and make it fast.”

Three seconds, four, five, dragged like hours before Rodman said, “You’re on the air.”

Vidal pressed the combug more firmly into his ear. “Commander Tabriz, this is Kiev Ops. Leave it alone. Don’t make it worse.” He looked over his shoulder, directly at Rusch. “Who am I talking to?”

“That’s Colonel Piotr van Meerkerk … and you’re wasting your breath, Michael.” Rusch came to the tank and glared into the display, where the cruiser was wallowing around to present her forward guns. “They could hurt us,” she warned.

“They could, if we sat here and let them do it,” Vidal muttered. “Roark!”

“Aragos are ramped and interleaved,” Hubler assured him.

“Colonel van Meerkerk, do everybody a favour and leave it alone,” Vidal invited in a steely tone, but van Meerkerk did not even deign to respond. Vidal repeated the warning a third time before he sighed, a hiss through his teeth, and stroked the fire controls again. 

He raked the dorsal surfaces of the Tabriz with every railgun the Kiev possessed – bigger cannons, firing heavier ordnance, than the Tabriz could muster. The cruiser staggered, Arago fields overloading under the onslaught. Vidal’s target was one specific point on the hull, and both Marin and Travers groaned as they saw what he was doing.

He had targeted the most heavily armored point on the cruiser’s spine, and the Kiev had the power to take the prize surgically. Cocooned in that armor were the Ops room, the flightdeck, the AI core. He was playing a shrewd hunch, Marin knew – that the suicidal attack on the super-carrier was the business of a small group of hardline Confederation loyalists. Eliminate them, and the crew of the Tabriz would be grateful to walk away from this encounter. 

The cruiser’s Arago fields were powerful enough to put a critical drain on the ship’s power. She lumbered, began to list as sublight engines went intermittent, and her starboard cannons opened up on the Kiev for just moments before the Arago generators overcooked and shut down. Unimpeded, the broadside from Vidal’s railguns battered into the ship’s spine, and a crater opened where Ops and flightdeck had been. 

The AI went offline, and as Marin and Travers watched, escape pods began to blow out along the dorsal section of the cruiser’s hull. The lower decks would be safe enough as armordoors slammed, sealed, to close off the damage, and the distress calls issuing from the Tabriz were entirely human.

“Their AI’s not coming back up,” Rodman reported. “She’s finished … but I’m seeing energy signatures off the Santa Marta you’re not going to like.” 

She was another cruiser, wallowing like a pig in mud beyond the wreckage of the Horme and the  hulk of the Bilbao, where a smattering of data indicated localized generators cranking up to manage life support and comm. As the Bilbao began to call for help, the Santa Marta swung around in weird slow motion to present her starboard cannons, and again Vidal swore bitterly.

“Don’t waste your breath,” Rusch advised. “That’s Colonel Vanessa Fourneau … she’ll fight to the last drop of her crew’s blood. This one traces her ancestry right back to some tallship captain at Trafalgar.”

“And you have a clear shot, Mick,” Hubler said harshly.

“Don’t waste it,” Marin whispered more to himself than to Vidal.

Vidal had no intention of wasting the opportunity. The vidfeed overloaded with sun-bright tracer as railguns and chain guns scythed through the cruiser’s Arago fields. Fourneau fed so much power to the Aragos that her engines went dark and cannons were inoperable – anything to hold off the broadside. 

“Shit,” Hubler muttered, “shitshit, you seein’ what I’m seein’?”

The Kiev’s port side railguns were starting to show overheat warnings. Vidal had noticed this in the same moment as Hubler. His face was taut as he touched his combug. “Carrier pilot, acknowledge.”

The voice belonged to a woman, not a young woman, and thick with the accent of Lushiar. Marin grinned wolfishly at Travers as he imagined a tiny Lushi woman, smaller than Bill Grant or Tonio Teniko, and older than both of them combined, with the power of the super-carrier under her bare hands. “I hear you, Mick.”

So Vidal knew her – Marin was not surprised. “Roll her over, Bernice,” he said tersely. “Fast as you can, bring the starboard guns to bear.”

“Doing it right now.” A certain glee stitched through the pilot’s voice.

“Bernice Fong,” Rusch said quietly. “One of the best in the business. Hold on, now.”

Collision alarms shouted through the ship, but it was a matter of regulation. The Kiev rolled like a porpoise, and with the exception of a momentary weird sensation in the pit of his belly, a certain conviction of his inner ear that the deck had fallen out from under his feet, Marin felt nothing much. The big ship stabilized, and as fresh guns came to bear Vidal’s fingers dove back for the triggers.

Just as he hit them, the comm began to scream. “Kiev Ops, Kiev Ops, hold your fire! Kiev Ops, this is Santa Marta – cease fire. This is the Santa Marta, standing down.” The signal was so distorted, it was impossible to tell if a man or woman was speaking.

“Who is that?” Vidal angled a hard look at Rusch. “Not Fourneau?”

“No. It could be her XO, Roy Griffiths.”

“Colonial?” Vidal wondered.

“From Jagreth.” Rusch touched her combug. “Is this Major Griffiths?”

A blast of static white noise, then: “Yes.  Is – is that Colonel Rusch? You’re alive, you’re back? Is it a mutiny on the Kiev? Just hold your fire!”

“This is Rusch,” she told him as comm interference settled down. “Where’s Colonel Fourneau?”

“At gunpoint.” Griffiths’s voice broke. “Is it mutiny on the Kiev, ma’am? We’re under your guns – we have sublight, but not enough power to run, and if we show you our tail, you’ll put a bloody missile in our sterntubes and we’re dog meat. The Santa Marta is stood down. Repeat, the Santa Marta has powered down.”

“Well, good for you,” Vidal said into the loop. “Put your colonel somewhere safe, and pull the plug on your Weimanns. Stay right where you are. Acknowledge.”

“Copy that,” Griffiths said breathlessly. “The Santa Marta is under my command. Are we – is this a fleet-wide mutiny?”

“Hold your position, Major,” Rusch said firmly. “You’ll be briefed regarding the situation earliest possible, like every other commander.”

Marin’s eyes were cutting broad swathes through the navtank, making sense of the chaos of information. Markers had been pinned to the ship icons, denoting which were dead in space, which were wreckage – which, like the Santa Marta, had changed their colors. Phaeton, Elpis, Durban, Livorno, Bilbao, Horme, Tabriz, the Santa Marta herself, were all tagged as inactive. 

Just two remained unaccounted for, and Marin had already seen them. Travers moved around for a better view into the tank, and made a bass sound of scorn. “It’s a couple of frigates – the Arke and the Circe ... with just enough sublight capability to limp away.”

“They’ll be scrambling to get Weimanns online,” Hubler warned. “They’re holding a vector across the system, and they’re dead slow. Five minutes, minimum, before they reach the Weimann exclusion limit.”

“If they wait that long.” Vidal flexed his hands. “Do we know who’s in command on those ships?” His brows arched at Rusch.

He was asking, might hardline and furious Confederate officers seize an opportunity to punish the Kiev and even Omaru itself with the noxious fallout from a Weimann ignition, inside the safe distance limit. The shower of hard radiation was potentially lethal to all life. Marin knew enough about it to make his blood run cold – the breakdown of DNA, cancers, cellular mutation. The Weimann drive made an evil weapon. In the two centuries of its development history, it had not yet been used to crush or punish an enemy, but inevitably there must be a first time. And there was no more likely time and place for it to happen, he thought with an icy sense of foreboding, than in the Deep Sky and at the endgame of a battle which the Confederacy was losing. Had lost.

“Carrier pilot,” Vidal called softly.

“Yo.” Bernice Fong must have been waiting for this.

“Plot me a vector to cut them off,” Vidal said in an ominously quiet tone. “Roark, standby tractors.”

The Kiev had power reserves comparable to the Wastrel, and Marin knew what Vidal was up to. Rusch and Shapiro stood back, content to merely observe as the carrier drove away in the wake of the fleeing frigates.

The AI had edited the battle group data into one brief, coherent bottom line, and Travers’s mouth compressed as he read it. The cruiser Livorno and the frigate Phaeton were signaling surrender, and in both cases it was a junior officer calling frantically over the comm with pleas for the Kiev to cease fire, garbled accounts of officers at gunpoint. Those ships were critically disabled, with AIs begging to be towed to dock facilities. A lieutenant on the Livorno was swearing by several gods from Earth’s subcontinent that his crew would be glad to jettison the cruiser’s main gun batteries, if the Kiev did not trust their oath of surrender. 

Alexis Rusch wore a weary, relieved expression as she fielded the call. “Who is this?”

“Lieutenant Takagi.” He paused to find his breath. “I’m just the head of the Arago team ma’am, the command corps is under arrest – don’t fire on us. No one on this ship wanted to attack the Kiev.”

“Who’s your senior officer not in custody, Lieutenant?” She was leaning on the side of the tank, studying the plot of crippled and drifting ships. 

“That would be Captain of Engineers Dreyfuss – but she’s trying to bring one of the reactors online, ma’am. There’s no power, the storage cells melted down. We’ve got life support for a few hours, but it’s already getting cold in here. Engineer Dreyfuss is asking for a tow to the Fleet docks, soonest possible.”

The dockyards orbited high above the pole of Omaru, and since the engagement began the crew there had been shouting for information. The facility was only lightly armed and armored since it depended on the battle group for defense. By now, every man and woman there knew they were under the guns of mutineers, and Marin realized they must be terrified for their very lives.

“The docks can’t handle this load,” Shapiro said quietly. “They’re already working on the Aldgate and several smaller ships.”

“You expected this.” Travers’s brow creased as he looked up through the mauve threedee haze at Shapiro.

“Of course.” Shapiro adjusted his combug. “Wastrel, this is … Sark. Wastrel, do you copy?”

Richard Vaurien’s voice was like balm on raw nerves. Marin found himself turning to the sound like a plant to the light. “Sark, we’re ten minutes from Bahrain and monitoring your comm. You’ve got several ships in a bad way. Space is full of escape pods and we’re hearing a lot of distress calls. Do you want us to assist?”

“Commander Wastrel … go ahead.” Shapiro took a long breath. His eyes closed for a moment, and when they opened they were clear, calm. “Catch the escape pods and vector them to the Sark. Take the crews off the vessels that are in immediate danger, and transfer them to our simulation deck. Push the worst of the wreckage into orbit around Barhrain … assess the viable hulls, and tow the most salvageable two of them to the polar docks. Park anything else salvageable by Rashid.”

“Understood,” Vaurien responded. “Sark, do you want us to take care of those runaways for you? On the vector they’re holding, they’re going to pass close to us.”

For a moment Shapiro seemed to consider it, and then said, “No, Wastrel, we’ll take them. Standby the distressed ships – give priority to them and the escape pods.”

“Will comply,” Vaurien said easily. “Neil, Curtis, are you online?”

Travers touched his combug. “Right here, Richard.”

“We estimate up to a thousand survivors for transfer to your belly deck,” Vaurien warned. “You’re going to need security.”

“We’re on it.” Travers was already moving. 

The same thought had been on Marin’s mind for days, since the consequences of fighting here were examined, and this predicament had featured prominently in Shapiro’s preparation. “God only knows who and what we’re taking aboard,” he said softly to Shapiro and Rusch. “And we’re not a hundred percent sure of the Sark’s own complement at this time. We’ll set up to wrangle security, with your authorization. Your own people have enough to do.”

“Do it,” Rusch said without hesitation, though her eyes were still fixed on the display where the frigates Arke and Circe had formed up together, as if for safety in numbers, and
by now were a few scant seconds short of tractor range. “And while you’re doing it, I’ll transmit the defection deal. These people need to know the score.”

The statement had been crafted days before, she had only to drop a cube into a data socket and send it. The message whispered in Marin’s ears as he and Travers turned their attention to security, and it would be received right across the blockade by any ship that still had the power to receive. 

The workstation monitoring onboard security was well back from the navtank, flanked by the life support and tech displays. Travers laid his palm on the screen and keyed in his ID code, and the AI recognized him at once. Marin stood back now, letting Neil take this – nobody was more familiar with a super-carrier’s belly decks than one who had come up through the ranks and served years as a master sergeant, though Marin knew what Travers was doing. 

Memories of Holdfast, Malteppe were so pungent in his mind, he could literally smell the reek of the mud again as he watched Travers configuring the biggest of the  simulation tanks to accommodate a large body of people in a degree of comfort. Temperature, pressure, humidity, air quality, all were set to the carrier’s normal, and every reserve autochef would be rolled in from the storage bunkers. Handling drones had already come online in the forward hold, but as they went to work Travers began to break the gundrones out of the bays where they were housed until flocks of them were activated for some battlefield sim.

These drones fired live ammunition, and they were as deadly as the machines fielded against the Zunshu insurgents at Fridjof Prime. Marin recalled them all too clearly, and frowned at the vidfeed from the simulation tank. The lights were bright, the deck was dry, servitor drones trundled to and fro with enough ’chefs to keep detainees reasonably at ease, but forty gundrones hovered up by the ceiling bulkheads, and no one in the tank would be under any illusion.

“They’re going to assume they’re prisoners,” Hubler growled.

“They’ll be right.” Travers was done, and stepped back. “Until we know who they are, and where they stand … you want Confederate loyalists free to assault the Sark from the inside?”

In a running battle from deck to deck? Marin dismissed the idea. “We know we’re bound to have a handful of loyalists who’ll say anything to hang onto their liberty. Leave the colonials to deal with them, if or when they make a move. If they’re stupid enough to incite violence, they’ll pay the price.”

“Sabotage can hurt us,” Rodman said bitterly.

“Which is why everyone leaving that tank will be chipped and AI monitored.” Rusch sighed. “And I fully realize we’ll be chipping fifty innocents in order to control the potential saboteur.”

“But that’s the way it is, and every colonial knows it,” Vidal said harshly. He paused only for a moment, and then, “Commander Circe, Commander Arke, power down your weapons and return to Bahrain.” He repeated the command twice, and Marin was unsurprised to hear no response. Vidal stood back from the tank. “Do it, Roark.”

The tractor power was so comparable to the Wastrel’s, the frigates’ commanders must have known they had little chance to slip away. Hubler seized them both and, fully expecting both ships to open fire, he ramped up the Arago fields protecting the bow and belly of the Sark. Sure enough, guns began to blaze, but he had them like puppets now. With the tractors he rolled the frigates over to put the Circe between the Sark and the Arke, like a shield.

The Arke stopped firing, but the Circe continued to pump everything its guns could produce into the Arago fields meshed over the Sark’s forward belly section. Vidal swore beneath his breath as he configured the chain guns. Marin was watching the vidfeed, and his eyes narrowed against the glare as several thousand rounds cut steadily through the frigate’s modest Arago fields and tore open the engine deck of the Circe as if she were a can. Engines and reactors scrammed immediately; blastdoors would surely have slammed, locked, to save the rest of this vessel before the Arago fields yielded, and the tech crew –

Now Marin held his breath until he saw three escape pods blow out of the flanks of the engine deck. “They’re out.”

“They had the sense to head for the pods as soon as the Aragos started to overcook.” Travers pulled both hands over his face. “If they’d followed orders –”

“They’d be dead,” Vidal said bitterly. “The only people crazy enough to invite a super-carrier to cut them to rags are the kind of Confederate officers who’ll probably be doing life in Jackson for war crimes in any case!” The side of his fist hammered into the workstation. “Commander Circe! Who the hell is that – is it Norman Hollows? What’s the matter with you, Hollows, are you insane?”

The comm sheeted out with the interference from ruptured machinery, and several seconds passed before a light young voice called, “Kiev, cease fire – just stop firing. We’re finished.”

“That’s not Hollows,” Rusch said sharply.

Vidal rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger. “Major Hollows, respond.”

A hiss through the comm distortion: “He’s dead, sir.”

“Who is this?” Vidal demanded as he and Rusch shared a dark look.

“I’m Lieutenant Yu – I’m just the comm officer. The major pulled a freakin’ gun right here in the Ops room … there was a fight, sir. He, uh, he’s dead.”

“Any other casualties?” Vidal wanted to know. 

“Just the escape pods from the engine deck, and they’re answering … at least, they were before we lost power. Shit, sir, everything went down – I’m calling out on a handy.”

For a moment Vidal glared at the displays, and then he rasped, “Organize your techs, Yu – get your power back online. Stay right where you are. A salvage tug is on its way to you.” He touched the bug in his right ear. “Wastrel, are you hearing any of this?”

The voice answering belonged to Jazinsky. “We’re hearing all of it, Mick. It’s going to take an hour, absolute minimum, before we can get to them – could be closer to two. It’s a mess out here.”

“Do what you can, Wastrel,” Shapiro said grimly. “Alexis?”

The defection deal had been broadcast five minutes before, and Marin could well imagine the furore exploding across the battle group. Seven ships were merely disabled. With the services of the Fleet dock, tech gangs and drones could have them viable in a few days, and most of those vessels had suffered few casualties, if any. Vidal’s targeting had been too accurate, too fast and much too sudden to permit real resistance. As reliable data came in, Marin saw that only the ships where a reckless Confederate commander had used a frigate to assault the super-carrier were badly damaged. Two were beyond repair, but for the officers and crew aboard the remainder, the resentment and anger that had been simmering for years among draftees on the lower decks had surged up to flashpoint. 

The comm crackled and a woman’s voice called anxiously from the second runaway. “Kiev, Kiev, this is Arke standing down. Is anyone hearing this? Guns are powered down, engines are going cold. Kiev, stop firing – just stop your goddamn’ firing.”

In fact, Vidal’s guns had not fired in minutes, since he did enough damage to the Circe to disable her pending dock work. “All right, Arke,” he said tiredly. “You heard the deal – you’ve had the same offer as every other ship on the blockade.”

“We heard.” The woman skipped a beat, then: “This is Major Deborah Caddy. Gods help me, I’m the bloody CMO of this poor bucket of bolts – the command corps is locked in the forward drone bunker and I’ve got two wounded, including that prize bloody idiot, Major Hushovt, who’s supposed to be in command. He’ll live … if I can keep this crew away from him. The last I heard, they were drawing lots for who was going to wring his damn’ fool neck.” She paused. “No chance of talking to your CO, I suppose? Whose side are we on after this little mutiny? Is the Kiev going privateer, are we headed for Freespace, did we just hoist the flag of Omaru, or – what in the festerin’ hell is going on here?”

“Do we know her?” Travers asked quietly.

“Very senior Fleet surgeon, close to retirement,” Shapiro told him. “From Lithgow, originally – got on the wrong side of Fleet Quadrant Command back in the Middle Heavens over a case not unlike Robert Chandra Liang’s son, and was assigned here for her sins.” 

Vidal was fading now, and Marin was not surprised. Mick sagged into a chair and beckoned Rusch, and she was glad to take the comm from him. “Let me negotiate, Michael. I’ve known her for years … Deborah, this is Alexis Rusch. I’m very glad to hear your voice. The flag you just hoisted belongs to the Nine Worlds Commonwealth.”

“Alexis?” Caddy’s voice rose sharply. “My information was, you’re dead or dying in a sanatorium or a hospice somewhere on Velcastra. Not that I’m not glad to hear you, Lex, because I am, damn’ glad.”

“Reports of my death,” Rusch said with arid humor, “will turn out to have been just slightly exaggerated. Welcome to the Nine Worlds Commonwealth – unless you prefer internment and a shuttle back to the DeepSky Fleet, and assignment to another warship.”  

“I thought it’d be something like this.” Caddy sounded ruefully amused. “We’ve been hearing about this Commonwealth of yours since the battles at Ulrand and Velcastra. We get the news, even here. We’ve been wondering who’d be next. Is this it?”

“Not quite,” Rusch said carefully. “This is just the end of the blockade. The Battle of Omaru will be fought when the DeepSky Fleet sends another battle group here.”

“Fought by us?” Caddy snorted. “I don’t think so, Lex. I’m looking at a lot of scared faces. This is not a crew that’ll do a one-eighty and go up against the London or the Avenger for you. Not after what happened to the Shanghai, the Chicago, the Intrepid – trust me, I’m a doctor.”

“You’re feeling a little insecure?” Rusch paused to take a coffee from one of her officers. “And no, Deborah, throwing the Arke in against a Fleet battle group was never part of any deal. The question is, will you, can you, trust me?”

Caddy did not answer for several moments. “You just disabled the whole goddamn’ battle group. If we don’t trust you, what’s the alternative?”

“We’ll disable you too, and hold your crew in custody till you see the reality of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth and decide where you want to stand,” Rusch said with bald honesty. “But the Arke is still mobile, viable, and you could be useful. You can assist the Circe and several others. Let’s get this mess cleared up, then we’ll negotiate terms … surrender, defection, affiliation, repatriation.”

“We could do that. Hold on.” Caddy paused again and the open comm carried a murmur of many voices, too far from the audio pickup to be distinct. She was back only a moment later. “Seems we’re in business, Colonel.” 

“Very good.” Rusch looked up at Hubler. “Release tractors.”

His hand hovered over the control surface. “You sure? Be sure.”

“I’m quite certain.” She gave him a gesture to proceed. “You’re free to maneuver, Arke. You have a civilian salvage tug working the region, coordinate with Captain Richard Vaurien. He’s wrangling the clean up, and I’m about to launch our gunships to assist.”

“Copy that, and thank you, Kiev,” Caddy said crisply.

“Sark,” Rusch corrected. 

“What, now?” Caddy stopped, just short of breaking comm.

“This ship,” Rusch told her with obvious satisfaction, “is the Sark.”

“Well, now.” Caddy actually chuckled. “I suppose that means we’ll get to rename this bucket of bolts too. Arke. Now, there’s a dumb name. What in the world is Arke supposed to mean anyway?”

It was Mick Vidal who said tiredly, “In Greek mythology, Arke was the winged goddess who betrayed the Olympians and became the messenger for the Titans.”

“True?” Caddy was surprised. 

“True,” Vidal assured her. “You have a lot to do, Major.” The CMO had signed off when he looked over at Travers and added, “I just didn’t tell her how after the Olympians won that particular war, they sent Arke to hell with the rest of the Titans, with her wings cut off.”

“Keep that part to yourself,” Shapiro said aridly. “Not that we’ll be losing this war.”

The comm was a blizzard of callsigns now, and Marin had stopped trying to follow any of them. Crews and individual units from the blockade ships were defecting en masse, with reports of Confederate loyalists being arrested, unless they fought. Some were foolish enough to draw weapons; most of those were injured and a few were killed. Even the dockyard was on the air with a garbled story about shooting in the maintenance bays, a minor depressurization, two officers duct-taped to the furniture. 

The action was over but the talking would go on for days. Marin was happy to take the combug out of his ear. When Travers steered Vidal to the shadowed corner of the Ops room with the autochef and several vacant seats, he retired with them. 

The energy that had propelled Vidal through the engagement was spent now. He sank into a chair and his eyes closed. His face was colorless save for his lips and eyelids, which were an unhealthy shade close to mauve. Marin laid a hand on his forehead and found him cold, waxen. “He needs a medic, Neil,” he whispered.

“He needs a double tequila, coffee, a blanket, and sleep,” Vidal argued, though his eyes remained closed. “I’ll settle for the coffee.”

“Infirmary,” Travers argued.

“Sod that.” But Vidal’s voice was almost soundless with exhaustion and he did not have the strength to fend Travers off.

“Neil, tell Shapiro we’re out of here.” Marin slid the combug back into his ear. “Wastrel Ops. Wastrel Ops, do you read?” Only Etienne answered, testimony to the work the tug was doing. “Etienne, get me Bill Grant,” Marin said shortly, and waited for the AI to comply as Travers spoke briefly with Shapiro. Returning from the tank, he fetched a mug from the ’chef and deliberately searched for Vidal’s radial pulse.

“Infirmary,” Grant said tersely. “Jesus bloody Christ, I’ve been afraid of this – it’s Mick, isn’t it? It has to be. The freakin’ maniac’s knocked himself flat on his ass, hasn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Travers said softly, “I think he has. He doesn’t look good, Bill. Weak, pale, blue about the lips, pulse is faint, rapid, irregular, and I don’t like his breathing.”

“Shit,” Grant swore passionately. “Get him back here, Neil, asap.”

“Will do.” Travers straightened. “Perlman, you there?”

The pilot responded at once, as Marin had expected. “I heard everything. We’re on ignition procedures, Neil.”

“Wastrel Ops is expecting you,” Grant added. “Bring him straight to the Infirmary, Neil – I’ll send a couple of meddrones to the Trofeo hangar, and I’m setting up to receive you.”

“Thanks. On our way.” Travers was frowning into Vidal’s face. “Mick? Mick, can you walk as far as the hangar? Mick!”

But Marin had already seen the truth. Vidal was unconscious.


 

 
Chapter Six

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Omaru system


 
He was lily pale and not a muscle twitched as Grant fed him through a full-body scanner. Travers and Marin stood back to watch, and when Ernst Rabelais appeared, looking for news, Travers could only shrug. “I told him,” Rabelais muttered. “I told him. Design the whole thing in simulation, I said, and then let some other silly bugger go out and do it.”

“You knew he’d never go for that.” Travers was watching the steady flow of data to one of Grant’s monitors, but it was so much gibberish. 

“I … knew he’d never go for it,” Rabelais sighed. “I watched the whole show. Neat and tidy. They’re talking about maybe twenty, thirty wounded and seven or eight dead. Which is as close to bloodless as any coup’s likely to get.”

And all the fatalities barring one were Terran Confederacy people down to their bone marrow. An engine tech had been killed in a fireball when gas ignited on the Horme, but Travers was fatalistic about it. Soldiers had always believed that when a trooper’s number was called, one’s life was forfeit – and not one moment before. The Daku in Vidal would see it the same way.

The scanner chugged into silence and Grant grumbled over the display. Travers thrust both hands into his pockets and shared a glance with Marin, but Grant took his time with the analysis. At last he turned back from the machine, and his face was not so bleak as it had been.

“Stress hormones are in orbit. His adrenal glands are like lace curtains and the nano holding his kidneys together failed, about four hours ahead of the routine maintenance shots. He’s toxic, and he’s exhausted.”

“But he’ll mend,” Marin said quietly.

“No thanks to him!” But Grant was already heading for the lab, where he kept a steady resupply of Vidal’s medical nano, custom designed for him and ‘cooked’ by the batch. He grumbled as he prepared the shot; he grumbled again as he fired it into the thin pad of flesh on Vidal’s shoulder. “I’ll keep him here overnight. Again. Damnit, you’d think he was trying to put himself in a hole in the ground!”

“Trying to do his job,” Travers protested.

“His job? He ought to be invalided right out of the service!” Grant tossed the hypogun onto a tray with a clatter. “Lights – dim.” Obediently, the Infirmary plunged into semi-dimness, and Grant drew a blanket over Vidal’s still form. “Well, he’ll sleep now. When he wakes I’ll get some food into him, and we’ll start again.”

He was angry. Perhaps in an attempt to mollify, Travers said, “He did very good work. There’s a lot of conscripts right across the blockade who’ll live to see tomorrow because he and Hubler and Rodman were so fast, so accurate.”

“And I suppose nobody else could have done the job?” Grant demanded brashly.

“They could.” Vidal’s voice was a mere croak. “But it was my job, Bill.” He was awake by a slender thread, one eye open a crack, dark with dilation as he watched Grant lean over him.

“And you were going to do this job, supposing it killed you.” The Australian accent was thick as Grant’s temper peaked. 

“But it didn’t.” Vidal’s eyes cracked open. “Coffee.”

“No.” Grant was adamant. “No stimulants. Not for two or three days at least. You thirsty? I’ll get you some water. Just water, till the nano in your kidneys get their act into gear.”

The chrono over the door showed 19:45 as he went to fetch a glass from the ’chef, and Travers found himself somewhere between tired and wired. His body was fatigued by stress while his mind was racing. Grant held the glass to Vidal’s parched lips, and Mick drank a little. 

“Get out of here, the lot of you,” Bill said curtly. “He needs to sleep, let the fresh nano repair some of this damage, and he won’t sleep with the three of you standing around like a bunch of expectant fathers!”

“We’re gone,” Travers swore. “Hey, Mick.” Vidal made some semi-lucid sound. “We’ll stop by later,” Travers told him. 

The blue eyes opened to slits. “I’m not going to die, Neil.”

“Despite his best bloody efforts!” Grant was still furious. “What am I, a fucking magician?” Then he relented and held up both hands as if Travers and Marin had levelled a gun on him. “All right, I know, he did good, it was his job, he’s the best, and this was history. Understood. Now, clear off and let me do my own job, all right?”

“You see what I’ve got to put up with?” Vidal’s eyes were closed again. “Later, okay?”

They were outside a moment later, and while Marin and Rabelais shared trivia about the transfer of power on the blockade, Travers listened to the loop. Perlman and Fargo had taken the Trofeo right back to the Kiev – to the Sark, he reminded himself for the tenth time – as soon as the drones had offloaded Vidal. Twenty minutes later they were leaving the carrier yet again, and Fargo’s call to Wastrel Ops reported Hubler and Rodman aboard.

“All over, barring the shouting,” Marin observed.

“Leave it to Rusch and Shapiro.” Travers was unconcerned. “I asked him yesterday who’ll command the Sark after Rusch officially signs out. It might have been Mick, if he’d been up to it, and if he hadn’t been aboard the Lai’a expedition.”

“But since he’s with us,” Marin mused, “they could promote Pat Haugen. She’s been holding it together since Alexis came to Alshie’nya.”

“Classified, isn’t it?” Rabelais made a face. “All this cloak and dagger crap makes my teeth ache.” He stirred, rubbing his palms together with a shrewd look. “You want to take a look?”

“A look?” Travers echoed. “Your project?”

“Hangar 5.” Rabelais was heading for the nearest service lift. “Lex worked the kinks out of it – she’s got the smarts to put numbers to stuff Jo and me just do by the seat of the pants.” 

Travers lifted a brow at Marin, and Curtis shrugged. “Why not? The ship’s way too busy for dinner to be formal tonight, and even if it was, I’ve got no appetite. It’ll be at least another hour before the Wastrel’s done pushing wreckage around and sending escape pods to the Sark.”

“And a lot longer,” Travers added, “before Shapiro and Rusch are through. They could be talking all night.”

“Rather them than me,” Rabelais said tartly. “Come on down, come see what we’ve been working on, Jo and Mick and me.”

The lift opened – a battered techs’ car smelling of drones and machine parts – and Rabelais stepped in.  “You got the adjustments right.” Marin kept hands and clothes well away from walls that were less than spotless. 

“It’s …” Rabelais’s blue eyes – so like Vidal’s own – seemed to haze over. “It’s the ride of your life.”

“An accurate simulation of transspace?” Travers was doubtful. 

“As accurate as it can be,” Rabelais allowed. “Good enough, anyway. Mick and Jo have flown it a dozen times. I’ve flown it a few times with Jo. I don’t have Mick’s edge. Remember, he actually flew the Orpheus in, and he flew the hybrid out of that graveyard. I basically cruised the Odyssey in on her own momentum, and I was tanked on the way out.”

“Which is the only reason you’re back on your feet so soon,” Marin said pointedly. “Don’t knock it.”

“I don’t.” Rabelais paused as the doors opened, and as a waft of cooler air swept into the lift he called, “Hey, Jo – he’s going to be okay. Bill’s pumped him full of fresh nano. He’s sleeping now.”

She was working on the simulator even then, and Travers took a moment to glance over the product of weeks of labor and a lifetime’s worth of ingenuity. From the outside it looked like a freight container, just a crate; but it was mounted on pitch jacks, and the near side of it was fitted with the boarding hatch from something like the Capricorn. Queneau had been working underneath it, on a rollerboard, and Travers saw an open service port dribbling a spaghetti of cables which snaked away to the power and data conduits in the nearest bulkhead.

Wiping the gray and white muck of insulating gel off her hands, Queneau came to her feet. She was still slender to the point of thinness, but her hair had begun to grow back. She wore gold hoop earrings, and the effect was piratical. The small hangar was comfortably warm, so the black coveralls were shoved down around her hips. Travers saw a hard, thin body in a khaki teeshirt with the sleeves ripped out to display a lot of old unit and service tattoos on deceptively frail arms where veins and tendons roped.  

“I was in the Ops room, saw the whole thing,” she said, throwing away the rag. “I was impressed. Gotta tell you, Travers, I’d had my doubts. A whole battle group? Shit, I was ready to see carnage.”

“So was Shapiro,” Marin said shrewdly, “and he was quite ready to file the whole thing under ‘collateral damage’ and weather the storm later. You know the incident would have been investigated after the war. Families who lost kids here under so-called friendly fire would have demanded somebody’s blood to pay for it.”

“So Mick did everybody a favor,” Rabelais said with a definite smugness. “That’s my boy.”

“Your nephew?” Travers discovered a smile. 

“Through about six generations, going sideways through the Vaughans, the Liangs, the Rusches, the Elstroms, the Shackletons.” Rabelais gave him a mocking grin. “I looked up the genealogy. You have any idea how the first families are inbred? I don’t think they have any idea, but I found a whole bunch of this last generation, like Trick and Ying Shackleton, and they all go back to just two couples … and one of those couples was my eldest son, Roger, and his second wife, Christy Elstrom.” His expression darkened. “They’ve been gone for a long time now.” He sighed. “Just as well, I suppose. I’d have been an intruder. I’d have just come back to make a mess of the inheritance, the legacy, even the goddamned breeding book, or however they organize their bloodlines. Damnit, Neil, they’re inbred as racehorses.”

Travers chuckled richly. “Have you told Mick? Obviously you looked at his lineage, to see where he comes from.”

“Oh, sure, I looked.” Rabelais snaked an arm around Queneau’s waist and frowned at the simulator. “Mick’s a Vidal on one side and a Rusch on the other; the Rusches are Shackletons on the side. The Shackletons are Elstroms on the distaff side, and as for the Elstroms –” He snorted. “They’re Rabelais, all the way back to Roger and Christy in a straight line. Now, the Vidals go back in two generations to the Vaughans, who were Deuels on the distaff side; the Deuels were Shackletons on the other side, just one generation back, and who should be showing up in their charts but bloody Edson.”

“Edson?” Marin asked, as amused as Travers.

“My half-brother. We share the same father, but Edson was already twelve when I was born. My father was married three times. Me? I was the last chick on the nest, the one nobody wanted to pick up the college fees for.” He leaned over and pecked Queneau’s cheek with a kiss. “So I made my own way in the world. These days they drone on about the Voyage of the Odyssey as if it was this great mission, undertaken with the blessing of the Deep Sky, for the good of all mankind, and I shipped out with a tickertape parade and eight-gun salutes across Velcastra.”

“And the truth?” Travers asked, though he could guess.

“The truth is,” Rabelais said with deep, dark self-satisfaction, “I put the funding together for the prep work, I found the ship and had her modified, and then I tendered for the job, which was posted by the Merchant Astra. They wanted some maniac who’d go out there for eighteen months on a tight-fisted budget, lay down a thousand beacons, break trail for their freighters, find a way to get around the Drift, even through it, if a passage could be charted that avoided the gravity storms…

“Which is how I got myself caught in one,” he admitted with a pragmatism Travers envied. “I thought I might’ve found a passage right through. Turns out I was wrong, but not by much. The route the big cargo haulers fly today, to cut a week off the flight through to Omaru, is damn’ close to the passage I was exploring. I was just on the wrong side of the Bronowski Reef, and I got caught.” He shook himself. “I was four lousy months short of being done, finished, and heading home to pick up the paycheck.

“I’d have been set for life. More money than I could have spent in the rest of my days – me not being a total chowder-head with money like Patrick and Mei Ying.” He shrugged expansively. “You know, I made discreet inquiries, to see if my fee was still payable.”

“No joy?” Marin guessed.

“It was paid in full to Irene, my late wife. She lived well, sent Roger and Allie and Pam to the best schools, bought a mansion in Greensward … fair enough. They had good lives. I got nothing to be guilty about there – and the Merchant Astra Commission would have looked out for them, anyway. The name of Rabelais would’ve taken them far, even though the name itself died out after Roger’s grandson, Charles, had three daughters.” He grinned broadly. “I scored six grandchildren and over twenty great-grandchildren. The name of Rabelais opened doors, took ’em all into high society. They married well … Rusch, Shackleton, Deuel, Elstrom, and all the rest. Vidal.” He nodded slowly, satisfied. “Good for them.”

“And what about you?” Travers wondered. “I mean, the calendar says you’re so old, you ought to have been a citation on a memory wall fifty years ago, but check the mirror, Ernst. You’re starting to get your health back, and you look … what are you, seven or eight years older than Curtis and myself? If you’re not going back to Velcastra – notice, I didn’t say home! – what are you going to do?” 

Rabelais’s face was a study in bemusement. “I’m forty, or maybe forty-one. I’m not actually sure … can’t be certain how long I spent drifting in that graveyard of dead ships, or if time was running slow for me, and if it was, what any of this esoteric shit means. But I do know I’ve got my life in front of me, and I don’t want to go back there and turn into some living fossil like Mick’s father – and you bloody know they’d do it to me, if I showed my face around Elstrom or StarCity!”

“So, onward and upward,” Marin guessed.

“Yeah.” Rabelais stirred with a will. “There’s a universe beyond the frontier – Freespace. There’s transspace, the other side of the galaxy, and the new Resalq worlds in the Mare Aenestra. Don’t you love the sound of the words? They’re like music. Damn, space is a bigger place than I remember.” He gestured at the simulator. “Speaking of which, you want to give her a shot?”

“Before dinner?” Marin asked doubtfully.

But Queneau was adamant. “That’s the best time. Ground rule number one: do not fly this contraption after you eat. It’s going to give
your middle ear a heavy workout, and you can heave the lot. It’d make a far bigger mess than you’re thinking – you fly her from tanks, remember? You haven’t seen a transspace simulator yet.” She lifted a brow at them. “Interested?”

In fact, Travers had been fascinated for days. He gave Marin a look, and Curtis nodded. The hazel eyes were almost green in the harsh illumination of the worklights, and wide with intrigue. Travers himself could fly several different craft, but Marin was more widely qualified. The Dendra Shemiji work had demanded odd skills, and as assignments necessitated it, Mark Sherratt made the training available.

It was Marin who led the way to the open hatch and peered inside. Over his shoulder, Travers saw a velvet dark interior with the dove-gray shells of two cryogen tanks and hanks of cabling, a makeshift data conduit – perhaps fifty color-coded cables, each labeled and all taped together into a two-meter python connecting the tanks. The gullwinged canopy was up on one of the tanks and inside he saw a veeree hookup, identical to any of those found in the citybottom dens, with a top-of-the-range, full-head veeree visor complete with outsized earpads to deaden all external sound.

Piece by piece, Travers recognized every item inside the crate, but the sum of their parts gave him a shiver, made his hackles rise. “It works?”

“It works a damned sight better now we have two tanks – well enough to give you the best feel for transspace you’re ever going to get without actually going into transspace,” Queneau growled. “I fixed the data coupling – again, Ernst. It was getting a static jolt off the powerlines, every time the system got good and hot.” She gave Travers and Marin a shrewd glance. “The sim would jerk, like a vid skipping frames. Your middle ear’s already struggling, and it was enough to shove you over the edge. Seasick, or something … not that I ever rode on a boat. I might like to, after the war.”

“Fixed?” Rabelais hazarded.

“Oh, sure. I had half an idea of what it’d be even before I saw the scorch marks on the data couplers. I’ve put in a kevlex separator spar and packed the whole cavity with insulating gel. That one’s cured.”

“So she’s good to go.” Rabelais gave Travers and Marin a look of intense speculation. “We just got her set her up with the two tanks – both the pilot and navigator work at optimum in total immersion. The tanks
were gutted, which didn’t please Bill, going into a potential bloodbath. Still, we got what we wanted so we’re happy.

“The entry level sim is a routine flight, into the jaws of the event. The AI’s pre-loaded, it’ll come online with real visuals cobbled together from a bunch of actual Class 5 and 6 events. Let the AI talk you through the first couple of flights, till you get a feel for flying straight down the throat of something you spent your whole life running away from. On the threshold … the place where the conventional Weimann drive never operated; where the hyper-Weimann kicks in … you switch over from edited vids to full veeree. 

“Then you’re in transspace.” Rabelais swallowed once, twice, and his eyes darkened. “You want to know about this, talk to Mick. Me? Like I told you before, I was a passenger, along for an accidental ride. On the Orpheus, Jo was navigating for him, which is a big enough job, and I’m sweating on catching up with them.” He drew a breath to the bottom of his lungs. “One day we’ll be able to generate a hyper-Weimann field, we won’t need to use the big Hellgate storms to get into transspace. Could take thirty years, or fifty, but the inkling of the idea is there in Jazinsky’s work. She showed it to me.” His face was alight with some dreamlike quality. “One day, you’ll transition from Weimann jump to transspace jump, no need to play tag with Hellgate storms that’re trying their best to fry you. Till then –

“Well, we’ll use what we got. Even now it’s the way the Zunshu do it, how they’ve been doing it for a thousand years we know of, and maybe another thousand we don’t.”

Marin reached into the tank and toyed with the veeree visor and earpads. “You have to wonder about The Zunshu. You just predicted how human engineers, maybe even Jazinsky herself, are going to develop a way to slide into transspace without using a place like Hellgate, and they’ll do it in another few decades. The Zunshu have been using the big storms as their gateways for millennia. What is this, a case of arrested technological development?”

The question had troubled Travers for some time. “Dario Sherratt was saying the same thing. He’s spent his whole life taking apart Zunshu tech, and from everything he’s seen, and everything in the Resalq database, the Zunshu tech hasn’t changed by so much as a rivet since the days when they were snuffing the Resalq homeworlds.”

“Who knows?” Queneau said restlessly. “I’m not a historian. I don’t really give a shit. If I tell you the truth, all I want to do is snuff the Zunshu and come home, back to the real world. Shapiro can talk about negotiating with them, arranging a ceasefire, a truce, whatever. You really think bastards like the Zunshu are going to buy into some political crap? You want to lay bets, Travers?” She made a grim face. “The Zunshu are going to see us coming, and you know they’ll try to blow us the hell out of their skies.”

“Lai’a,” Marin said softly. “They’ll attack Lai’a. But it’s armed and armored with derivatives of their own tech. They have nothing we’ve seen the size or power of it. They do have devices like the ‘Borushek bomb,’ but we recognize those now. They can’t pull that trick again, not against Lai’a.” His brows arched at Queneau. “Do I want to lay bets – on who’ll walk away from this one?”

“No, not that.” Queneau met Rabelais’s eyes and they shared a dark look which spoke volumes to Travers. They had talked this over before; Vidal had likely been part of the discussion. “Give me odds,” she invited, “of the Zunshu listening to the voice of sweet reason and coming over all peaceable.”

“Zip,” Rabelais said in a hoarse whisper. “Nada.”

And Travers had to agree. “Zero – but it’s not ours to worry about.” He leaned over, closer to Marin, and looked into the simulator. “Let Shapiro lose sleep over this one.”

“So.” Rabelais rubbed his palms together in something very like glee. “You guys fancy a joyride?”

For a moment Travers hesitated, but he had heard the challenge in Rabelais’s voice, almost a dare. Marin was fascinated and Neil had known for days, they would have to fly this simulator sooner or later, as would Perlman and Fargo, Hubler and Rodman. Shapiro and Rusch had taken Vidal in complete seriousness: Lai’a was one machine, one pilot, and no matter how extraordinary it was, the expedition could not fly confidently without backup. 

“All right,” Marin said guardedly. He shrugged out of his jacket,
threw it over the nearest chair. “So, who flies, who navigates?”

“Depends.” Rabelais took Travers’s jacket from him and hung it over the back of the same chair. “You both fly crates like the Capricorn, the Trofeo, gunships … is either of you qualified on fighters?”

“Yeah.” Marin was rolling up his sleeves. “I took the ticket.”

“Makes you the pilot,” Queneau said at once. “Doesn’t mean the navigator’s job is any easier, Travers. In fact, it might be tougher than just flying the bird – and in any case, you’ll have to trade off, cross-train. Something happens to one of you, the other needs to be able to slide into either role and pick up the pieces with another partner.”

Travers had plucked the combug from his ear. “Two tanks … are they the same, or did you rig them individually, pilot, navigator …? Where do you want me?”

Moving in beside him, Rabelais thumbed a remote and the second tank’s curved upper surface lifted in a smooth gullwing. “The tanks are pretty much the same but the one in the back is slightly better prepped for navigation – because it’s the one we started with. The new one, this baby in the front, is a little better suited to the pilot.”

“How?” Marin wondered. “I heard what Mick was saying about how it’s easier to fly transspace from a tank, but I’ll confess, I can’t get a handle on what he meant. I’m not arguing the point, just wondering.”

For a moment Queneau and Rabelais blinked at each other, hunting for a way to frame what they knew and felt in words.  “Easier to show than tell,” Queneau said at last. “Take her for a spin. You’ll see.”

“Boots off,” Rabelais added. “Climb right on in, I’ll configure the tanks for the both of you.” He was aiming a handy at Travers first, frowning over the display. “Height, weight, body temperature.”

“Hunh?” Travers paused, heeling off his boots.

“The tanks,” Queneau told him, “are going to simulate zero gee, neutral temperature, no light, no sound, no … nothing. This is how it works, kiddo. Mick and me, we did it the hard way, nearly killed ourselves a dozen times. Then, while we were drifting around in hell, we had the time to think the whole thing through, mentally take it apart and put it back together. Scratch-paper designs. We figured out how it ought to work best.” She gestured at the simulator. “If you don’t trust me, trust
Mick. It was Vidal who came up with the idea of flying her from a sensory deprivation tank, and he was dead right.”

“O…kay,” Travers allowed. “I’ll try anything once.”

It was odd to climb into the tank. He had been through cryogen storage and retrieval in training, as a rookie in the first six months of his conscription hitch, but the exercise was also designed to prepare field medics for the real thing. He had lain on a gurney, ostensibly terminally injured, and was fed into the tank by two small Arago bots which lifted him up, dropped him in without a jolt.

He remembered claustrophobia as the tank’s gullwing closed down, and the sensation was the same now, though this tank was illuminated softly from within and Queneau’s voice was in his ears. “Just relax, Travers,” she was saying. “There’s a veeree headset on your right. Put it on, and put the visor down.” 

Moving in the cramped space was difficult. The tank’s bed was a thick pad of smartfoam which molded to his shape; he had just enough freedom to move his arms, if he did not move them too far. The combugs settled in his ears, the earpads were comfortable enough and Queneau’s voice said, so clearly that she could have been standing right behind him, 

“Relax your arms at your sides, both of you. You’re going to feel the mesh gloves right there … extend your hands into them. They’re part of a sensor net. Your head’s lying on a bunch more sensors, and these bugs you’re listening to aren’t just combugs. They’re part of the same sensor net.”

“Reading brainwaves?” Travers felt for the gloves and worked his fingers into them. He flexed his hands, felt the fine tracery of wires form up about his fingers, palms, wrists, forearms. Several mosquito bites took him by surprise as hair-fine needles threaded into key points. “Whoa.”

“Problem?” Rabelais asked.

“No. Just strange. Curtis, you feel this?” Travers took a breath, held it as the gravity dwindled to nothing; and as he adjusted to weightlessness the soft light dimmed into utter darkness. 

“I feel it,” Marin said softly. “It’s just a little weird, Ernst.”

“Did I say strange?” Travers was moving his fingers a little, aware of what felt like light, tiny feathers fluttering over the skin of his arms, shoulders, neck, scalp. “Understatement. Curt?”

And Marin’s voice, intimate in his ears: “I have the veeree set on … am listening to the AI. The sim just came online.”

In Travers’s own veeree visor a deep threedee image had come alive, and he knew they were seeing the same display. “Got it. Hellgate. A storm. Big one.” Data streamed in the bottom of the image, giving the strength and size of the event. “It’s a Class Six monster.”

“There’s your gateway,” Rabelais said very quietly. “I’m going to start the sim rolling. Listen to the AI. It’ll talk you through this time, and a dozen more times if you need it. Don’t fight it, let it hold your hand. You’ll need it for a while.”

“Christ, will you look at this beast … running diagnostics on flight systems,” Marin murmured. “I don’t know much about hyper-Weimann tech, but we look good to go. What’s the mission profile?”

Before Travers’s eyes, the threedee encompassed his entire field of vision. He had seen the big Hellgate events before, but always framed by a screen or the finite surrounds of a navigation tank. Here, he seemed to be disembodied, floating in space itself, as if there were nothing, no veneer of armor or hull or Arago field, between him and the yawning maw of the beast. He remembered what Vidal had said about flying transspace with the living mind, the living body, as if there were no hull, no engine, no computers –

What he felt now was vertigo, as if he hovered, poised at a great height, looking down into an abyss and if he fell, he would keep falling forever. He heard Marin’s voice as if from a vast distance as Curtis confirmed flight readiness and asked for the mission profile – and then the data streamed through both the threedee and the combugs, synched and harmonized until for a surreal moment he could not tell which feed was which. 

The mission was a simple reconnaissance flight. They would enter the Orpheus Gate, take a navigation fix on Naiobe, go out by the Pleiades Drift, loop around an artificial beacon tagged as Taurus 894, and return to their gate riding the Kronos Tide. 

“Uh … roger that,” Marin responded. “Be aware, I have no idea of most of those locations – not what they are, nor where.”

“You don’t need to know,” Rabelais’s voice whispered. “You have a navigator, you’ll get his feed in realtime. You go where he points you – and if you think it sounds easy, you’ve a thing or two to learn.”

To learn about transspace? Travers was listening to his own heartbeat as Marin eased his hands in the sensor-mesh gloves, felt out the flight controls, fed power to the virtual sublight engines –

 And the simulated craft they were flying raced forward. Dead ahead was the event, like a slash carved into space itself, flaring blue-white about the margins, seething red and green and gold in the heart with energy storms like surf crashing onto a beach, and right in the center of the event, a single  calm, clear passage. The eye of the storm, Travers thought, the narrow corridor of freefall through which craft like the Orpheus, the Odyssey and Lai’a itself might plummet through the jaws into somewhere, somewhen, beyond even e-space.

Travers’s heart quickened again as the event raced toward him. The illusion of the tank disembodied him – he felt nothing, heard only the simulated feed, saw only the all-encompassing deep image which overwhelmed his senses. His hands and forearms tingled, and as he flexed them he caught his breath sharply.

Each wriggle of each finger shifted the display, changed the angle of view, the depth of field, brought up a graphical overlay of the vista ahead and changed the color coding of the plot to reflect different information. He blinked hard, made himself look, and recognize the blizzard of data. Plot, distance, vector, time, velocity, shearing forces, gravities – and extra channels in shades of blue and green and red not normally seen in navigation sims –

He saw time flux, represented by the Resalq helical symbol, Urs. He saw mass density. Correlation coefficients calculated in realtime and shifting with blinding speed. Mathematic matrixes projected through x,y,z plus the super-square vector represented by the triangular Resalq ‘air’ symbol, Shu, shifting and oscillating faster than his physical human eyes could follow. His eyeballs spasmed and he squeezed the lids shut.

And it was then that he realized he was getting feedback along his neural pathways from both the handsets and the headset. Feedback was common in veeree simulations, but every commercial rig he had experienced employed it to supply the sensory input that made games so real, the
physical body was fooled. Pilots on the asteroid miners used similar rigs to take massive ships through impossible places, and he began to appreciate their work. 

Here, where normal space had given way to e-space which in turn was about to merge into Elarne, the mathematics describing transspace were translated into a dizzying graphical environment. Travers perceived mass, distance, time, in rainbows of color streaming and cascading over and through a threedee image. He groaned as he glimpsed the truth. Human eyes could not actually see beyond the third dimension, but the brain could imagine and infer higher dimensions. 

The cascades and rivers and rainbow arcs of false color exploded through the threedee image, expanding it in directions his physical brain struggled to comprehend. He did not realize he was holding his breath until his lungs began to burn, but he was aware of the hammer of his pulse. Sweat coursed off him as he stretched for comprehension, orientation, grasping for the furthest reaches his mind could perceive. For an instant he thought he had it, but it slithered through his clenched hands like water. He forced in a breath to ease his lungs and reached again.

In his ears, as if from a thousand miles away, Marin said, “Over the threshold. Jesus God … it’s …” 

The AI was a tenuous, thready murmur, so subtle, its words could almost have been thoughts unfolding in Travers’s own brain. Turn left-down, 338/44. Naiobe. Record positioning data, reference: zero point, benchmark: Orpheus Gate. 

This was Naiobe? In Travers’s memory the black hole was a swirling lightstorm of massive and still growing accretion disk, glaring through the mist and haze of the nebula on which it was feeding. Naiobe was small on the galactic scale of black holes, but it would gradually devour Hellgate, stars and all, and become a monster. Travers was ready for all that, but this –

His middle ear spasmed and his belly turned over as he looked into a void which extended forever, like a crater without any bottom. Gravity well, he thought – he was not seeing the real-space black hole with mortal human eyes; he was sensing the immense cavity of its gravity well, which plowed through normal space, punched into e-space, and clean through it.

Energy currents fetched up around its shores, broke like waves around it, and his lungs were burning again as he felt the ripped lines of gravity tides streaking away into infinity. In his perceptions of the transspace continuum they were crackling green and paralleling them, meshing around them, were other streams of fiery blue, sparkling with diamond-like coruscations. The flashes were visibly slower where they lapped against the gravity lines, much faster where they sheared away, and he knew instinctually what they were.

“Time currents,” he whispered hoarsely. “They’re temporal currents.”

Turn right-up, 56/311. Locate Pleiades Drift.

He swallowed hard on the wave of motion sickness and listened as the AI repeated the directive, and again, with the ultimate patience of a machine. His first task was to find the Pleiades Drift which would take them to the beacon, Taurus 894. It had already given him the heading – 56/311 – and he realized the AI had not given it to Marin.

In his ears, Marin’s voice was thin, ethereal. “You okay, Neil? I need a heading. Getting the hang of the rig, but … gods help me, I’m lost. I have no bloody idea where I am – like ‘blue orb syndrome,’ but worse.”

“Let me …” Travers swallowed his nausea. “Gotta figure this through.” Control was all in the neural nets into which his hands and arms had thrust, and now he must learn to play them like an instrument. 

Delicate, cautious, he moved his fingers, flexed his wrists, felt his way through the labyrinth until he had it. Like searching all over the keyboard in order to pick out a simple tune, but once the notes had been found, they were known forever.

“Got it,” he whispered hoarsely. As his right fingers moved, the visual display wheeled around, ranging data flew. He oversteered, corrected, walked it back in increments and centered on a writhing, twisting maelstrom of blue-green which tore his breath away. 

Pleiades Drift. Locate Taurus 894.

“Object database,” Travers rasped.

The AI responded with another graphical overlay – a threedee grid in shimmering white-gold. Scores of objects were charted on it, and Travers was momentarily overwhelmed. Vector potential, magnetic flux density,
gravity potential, temporal flux –

He squeezed his eyes shut, reopened them and swam in the graphical continuum where colors, shapes, sensations, sounds, made tangible sense of the almost incoherent babble of the raw data. It was as if he could smell color, see sound … as if the nebula were sweet with a scent like honey and lilac and the stars chimed like bells, each with its own unique voice, and Naiobe roared like a cathedral organ beneath them all –

“I see the beacon. Standby.” 

Navigational data flowed through the veeree rig as if from his mind directly to Marin’s, and Marin, immersed in an almost identical tank, could only be feeling the same sensation of disembodied transfer.

“Got it,” Curtis whispered hoarsely. “Omigod … here we go.”

Enter Pleiades Drift. Caution: gravity shearing at 44/117. Caution: temporal flux at –

Travers stopped listening and took a moment to catch his breath as Marin’s half of the battle began. The veeree hookup was feeding him the same wheeling, racing visual which caused the middle ear to protest and the belly to rebel, but his voice was even, calm – Travers knew he was handling it. His task was to hold them in the Pleiades Drift, maintain a heading on the beacon, Taurus 894 … keep them out of the crushing gravity tides which ripped around the e-space roots of the giant stars of Hellgate and beyond. And he must also avoid both the zones where the temporal streams slowed to a fraction of normal time, and those where time raced so fast, the ship would be utterly uncontrollable.

The AI continued to whisper in half-familiar terms which Travers grasped without wondering how he understood them. A flurry of warnings and cautions – a whispered profanity from Marin, and Travers flexed his right hand. The display zoomed from global to local. He no longer saw the beacon, far off, or the gravity express they were riding like a monstrous, lethal maglev rail. He saw the immediate area, with storming gravity tides and temporal flux like jetstreams arcing and flaring in red and gold. 

“No way I can hold this,” Marin panted. “I’m going to lose it. Neil, a little help here, for godsakes.”

“I’m on it.” By now Travers had forgotten this was a simulation. His
whole world was a hurricane of magnificent vistas, mountain ranges and abyssal canyons molded from pure energy and sculpted by the gravity wells of black holes and supergiant stars. He heard the stars, they seemed to sing with bell-like voices, and as he and Marin raced from peak to trough to peak along the gravity express, he began to feel a terrible, wonderful sense of power, as if he had never known the exaltation of true freedom before. He could get used to this – he could come to crave it. Could a man be addicted? He gave a thought to Vidal, and then was too busy to think of anything beyond the thrill of what seemed to be living flight through a cosmic fantasia.

He flexed his fingers and felt for the way through the labyrinth of tangled time and gravity streams. It was like threading a shuttle through a vast loom on which the weft and weave were crackling rivers of energy, any one of which would have burned the fragile driftship like a mote of dust in the path of a solar prominence. 

Together, he and Marin soared and dove around, through, between, beyond the mountain ranges of blue fire, while exhaustion began to snap at their heels. Travers was blinking sweat out of his eyes when he heard Marin’s hiss of dread, and the AI whispered a litany of warnings.

“Too fast,” Travers shouted. Was that his own voice? High and sharp. “Brake, brake – gotta lose some speed.”

“Can’t,” Marin growled. “The gravity tide’s got us – see that well, like a crater – I’m trying to cut across it, surf on it.”

Warning: engine temperature critical. Shutdown in thirty seconds.

“I’m burning us up to stay out of it,” Marin sobbed. 

“Shut it down, let it cool,” Travers suggested. “I’m trying to find us a vector out of here.”

“If I shut it down, we’ll fall right in.” Marin was panting as if he had run for miles.

Warning: engine coolant pressure falling. Generator underrun, 88%.

“Shit,” Travers said, no more than a rasping gasp. “Can’t find us a way out.” 


  

Warning: main engine shutdown in ten. Nine. Eight.

Marin surrendered and hit the main system cutoff. In Travers’s display all ship data zeroed, and his heart hammered in his throat as he watched the space-time fissure of the bottomless gravity well of a black planet yawn open ahead of them. 

The ship spun, turned nose down, rolled over on her back, and the darkness washed up over his head. He heard Marin cry out as his own senses spun in a storm of dizzy reaction. He could barely breathe and his body had begun to fight. His belly was dry heaving when the simulation phased out and the tank’s soft illumination came on. 

Dislocation left him floating in a stunned, gasping silence in which he heard Marin’s rhythmic groaning, as if Curtis were in pain. He cleared his throat, found his tongue strange and swollen in the alien space of his own mouth.

“Curtis? Curt, you okay?”

“No.” Marin took a breath, audible over the comm. “Christ. We’re dead, Neil. We’re gone. We just dropped her into a bloody black hole.”

Both tanks cracked open with a hiss of equalizing pressures, and the canopies lifted. Travers sat up, still swallowing on the nausea. The simulator was open, letting in a spill of dimmed hangar lights, but even so his eyes protested as he lifted the veeree visor, took off the headset.

“You still with us?” Rabelais’s voice.

“We hung it up,” Travers croaked.

“I’m guessing everybody does the first time,” Rabelais told him. “Damn, you almost had it. For a minute there, I thought you were going to do it! And nobody should be able to do it, first time out.”

“Mick Vidal did.” Marin was sitting. He lifted off the veeree set and massaged his temples. “And he didn’t do it in simulation. He took the Orpheus into transspace, and he … he did it, for real. First time. No second chances.”

“Yeah,” Queneau said, amused, “but he’s Mick Vidal. That’s what his brain is wired for. You, me – we gotta learn this.”

“You guys are going to be good.” Rabelais was serious. “I was impressed. The first time I tried to fly this, with Jo, we were toast in about two minutes flat.”

“What time did we make?” Marin rolled up to his knees, held his head in both hands for a moment and then got his feet under him. As he stepped down out of the crate his balance was off, and Rabelais caught him before he could stumble.

“Total elapsed sim time, 32 minutes, 14 seconds,” Rabelais read off a handy. “I told you, you did good. You were within striking distance of the Taurus beacon.”

“Half an hour? That can’t be right. It felt more like ten minutes.” Travers lifted himself out, felt the real world slip off kilter and slither sideways. He grabbed for the folded-up gullwing of the pilot’s tank to steady himself and pulled several breaths to the bottom of his lungs. “God, I feel …”

“Bad,” Marin finished. 

Every muscle was shaking and Travers discovered himself drenched in sweat. His hair and clothes were sodden, and when he blinked at Marin he saw the same. 

“I’m hungry. I’m thirsty. And I need a shower,” Marin said thickly. He was still holding his head as if it throbbed, and his eyelids were heavy.  They looked puffy. “Sorry … I haven’t had my balance screw up this way since I was a rookie in flight school.”

Rabelais was unsurprised. “You’re not going to believe this right now, but you guys were impressive. I really thought you were going to do it – next time, you will.”

“Next time?” Travers echoed. At this moment he could not imagine going back into the sim.

“Or the time after,” Queneau said easily. “It gets easier. Trust me.”

He looked at her out of eyes that still refused to focus properly. “You’ve made this work?”

“Yeah.” She frowned at the simulator she had helped to design. “I’ve made it work, navigating with Mick, and flying with Ernst. Perlman and Fargo are coming in here tomorrow to take it for a spin, and then Roark and Asako later.”

With an effort Travers pushed himself away from the pilot’s tank and stepped down onto the deck. “I guess we’ll be back,” he said hoarsely.

“Like she said, it does get easier,” Rabelais told him, “but only if you keep doing it. You’ve got a lot of potential.”

“Thanks.” Marin pulled his spine straight, worked his neck around. He picked up his jacket. “We’ll catch up with you later.”

They were out the hangar then, and Travers pushed one foot in front of the other until the door slid over on their quarters. He was stripping out of the wet, disgusting clothes as he made his way into the bathroom, and the cascade of scalding water was sheer relief. Marin leaned against the tiles with him, letting it unclench his muscles while it reddened his skin. 

“Mick’s been doing this?” Travers demanded. “In his condition?”

“Like Queneau said, his brain’s wired for it.” Marin massaged his scalp with all ten fingertips and shook out his wet hair. “He gets this look in his eyes, like he wants to go back there.” 

The memories were haunting, and despite the hot water Travers shivered. “I think I caught one glimpse of what he sees, or feels. It was power. Freedom. For a minute there, I thought I could get hooked on it. Like veeree addiction, I suppose – the game addiction you were supposed to have, the first time we did business on the Kiev. I felt … more than just freedom.”

“With sudden death everywhere you turn,” Marin added. “There’s quite a few games a little like this – they’re banned, with good reason.”

Travers remembered the handful of contraband datacubes Marin had procured from the blackmarketeer, Vance Botero, a lifetime ago. On that assignment Marin had played the part of a pilot so addicted to his own adrenaline, the rush of excitement, he could no longer handle the comedown back to reality.

“You reckon Mick’s addicted?” Travers wondered. “I know it’s not a game, but the thrill is the same. You remember that idiot, Frank Berglun?”

“Oh, I remember.” Marin turned to let the water scald his back. “And it’s quite possible Mick’s got himself a little bit hooked. Turn around.” He had swiped up a bottle of liquid soap, and as Travers turned he felt strong hands begin to knead him from shoulders to buttocks. “How the hell did you manage the navigation?”

“It’s in your fingers,” Travers said vaguely. “You have to do it, you can’t explain it. I don’t like my chances of handling the piloting. I was never a fighter jockey, and nothing about this is like flying gunships.” 

“You won’t know till you try.” Marin let the water sluice away the froth of suds and absently soaped his own chest and belly. “Damnit, Neil – I’m just not used to screwing up! At least I didn’t throw up.”

A chuckle rumbled in Travers’s chest. “I came close a few times. You all right, now? Could you handle dinner?”

“I think so.” Marin hit the tap to kill the water and flood the shower stall with a hurricane of hot air. 

A tall glass of water, and Travers began to feel more like a living human being. He caught Marin by the hips as Curtis was rummaging through the closet, and held him tightly. Marin turned into his arms, and his lips traced a path from Travers’s left ear to his mouth. The kiss was fleeting; the next was not. If Travers had not been so hungry, he might have hit the bed and invited Curtis to do unspeakable things to him, but his belly was insistent.

“Later,” Marin promised, as if he had read Travers’s thoughts.

“Later?”

“You can do me,” Marin decided.  “I have a hankering to be done. Comprehensively, if you can manage it.”

“Oh, I imagine I’ll find a way to cope.” Travers’s arms went around him, held him to a kiss that fetched a faint iron tang of blood. He pressed Marin back against the bulkhead, left a transient bite brand on the base of his neck, low enough for his collar to cover it. His hands spanned the lean, hard planes of Marin’s chest, and he gave a bass growl as Curtis’s hands clenched into his buttocks. 

“Comprehensively,” Marin repeated, eyes closed, head tipped back against the wall. “You can do me till I can’t remember my own name or what the hell we’re in this system for. Chase the thinking out of my brain for a while.” The hazel eyes opened to luminous slits and his lips quirked. “You have your assignment.”

“Assignment?” Travers echoed. He retrieved one hand and sketched a salute. “Yessir, Colonel, sir.”

“I’ll give you yessir,” Marin grumbled good naturedly, and gave him a push. 

For a moment Travers resisted, refusing to be pushed. He knew full well, Marin could use any one of twenty Aramshem
techniques and have him flat on the bed, overpowered, almost at whim. But Curtis was not in that kind of mood, and relaxed back into the wall with a sultry look. “I thought you were hungry.”

“I am.” Travers’s hands explored what they could reach, making Marin purr like a big cat. “Or did you mean for food?”

Marin indulged himself in a rumbling laugh. “Both, I suppose. Dinner? Then – mark it up on your busy schedule, Colonel. You and me. Back here … with the bottle of green goo you found in Supply.”

“The stuff that smells like fresh mint and makes your nerve endings crackle?” It was Travers’s turn to laugh. “I thought you didn’t like it.”

“Not every time.” Marin stretched easily. “It’s too intense for every time, but I feel like it tonight. It might just stop me thinking, you know?” He looked up at Travers from beneath lowered lids. “Objections?”

“From me?” Travers relented and stepped back. “You’re joking, right?” Marin gave him a dark look over one shoulder as he turned to inspect the closet. “Dinner,” Travers concluded. 

“And a lot of it.” Marin leaned back, flicked his mouth with a last kiss and began to rummage for fresh clothes.

The crew lounge was quiet. The Ops room was still busy and the aromas of coffee and food issued from the ’chef there. Vaurien, Jazinsky, Ingersol, Hubler and Rodman, and to Travers’s surprise, Tonio Teniko himself were still wrangling the cleanup after the altercation at Rashid. The flatscreens in the lounge streamed constantly with mission data, and as Travers ate he took in the bottom line numbers.

Six people had been killed; the last died of his injuries only minutes before and had been tanked while the brain was still viable, pending cloned organs. Fifteen more were injured, two of them so severely, they were also in cryogen. Seven officers were in custody, not including the pair from the Kiev’s command corps who had been shipped out under Quarantine conditions. Of the original ten blockade ships, only three were viable now, with sublight and Weimann capability restored after comprehensive diagnostics and a careful reboot. Three ships were rated unsalvageable and drones would break them up for their components and scrap materials. Two vessels had already been delivered to the docks over the pole of Omaru for swift repairs. Five more were parked on station keeping, waiting for service.

The general estimate was a three-week cleanup procedure, and Richard Vaurien was satisfied enough with this to sign off on the assignment. The report was already in Harrison Shapiro’s hands, and the greater issue, now, was the disposition of the crew.

Over nine hundred men and women were in the simulation tank in the belly of the Sark, still under the surveillance of the flight of gundrones Travers has brought online, but almost all of them had voluntarily accepted security chipping. The few who refused identified themselves as Confederate loyalists, and a troop transport was on standby to ferry them to a facility on Omaru before midnight, Wastrel time. 

The food and wine were excellent but Travers tasted little of either. He watched Marin for the pleasure of just looking at him, noticing the little things, like the way his hair curled as it dried, and the green highlights raised in the hazel eyes by the muted glowbots docked to the ceiling. Marin divided his attention between his plate, his partner and the screen, and Travers had lost the thread of the data when he said,

“There’s a plane on approach.”

“Coming up to the Wastrel?” Travers twisted to look back at the screen. He saw an IFF which was unfamiliar, though Etienne had already let it through without posting any security alert. “Now, where did she come from … and who the hell is it?”

“It has to be a classified IFF,” Marin mused. “I guess it was on the old need to know basis, and we didn’t need to know. Look at the vector.”

The spaceplane had not come up from Omaru. The flightplan listed Ceduna as the point of departure – the small, rocky world in the outer system, bearing a century-old mining installation which had been shut down since Goldman-Pataki found richer lodes elsewhere. All Travers knew about Ceduna was that it was frozen, lifeless, with a wispy atmosphere of gases liberated from its rocks and left over from at least one cometary impact, all but the heaviest of which had bled away to space a billion years before. 

“What the hell would anybody be doing out there?” he wondered, “especially in a plane this size.”

The incoming craft was in the same class as the Capricorn, unsuitable for long flights or extended layovers. 

“There was plenty happening on Ceduna before the blockade,” Marin mused. “I read the file when Shapiro assigned us here the first time. Goldman-Pataki spent about eighty years ripping the planet to shreds. They gouged out vast undergrounds – a lot of Omaru’s toxic industry was installed there, to keep the rot out of the homeworld itself. Mind you, Fleet hasn’t kept up surveillance on it since the blockade was set up. They just chased the human crew the hell out, deactivated the drones, shut down the AI and left Ceduna to rot. And even if Fleet should have been watching it …” He gestured at the screen, where docking information was displayed now. “If this plane’s classified, and if she’s come straight to the Wastrel, Rusch would have called off the dogs, let her hide there.”

“So she could have been hiding there for some time,” Travers mused. 

He broke off as Vaurien stepped out of the Ops room, headed aft to the service elevators. Richard paused for a moment and looked into the crew lounge. “You might want to come along.”

“Someone we know?” Marin drained the last of his Riesling and got moving.

“We all do.” Vaurien smiled wryly. “We’re coming full circle, Curtis. It’s been a long haul.” 

Jazinsky appeared behind him, dragging a pick-style comb through the mass of white-blonde hair. She had changed, showered; the hair was still damp and she was in pale denims and a tunic of Resalq designs, burgundy, green, gold. 

“You know who’s just come aboard,” Travers guessed as he pushed up to his feet.

“Oh, yeah.” Jazinsky shoved the comb into her hip pocket. “Endgame, Neil. This whole thing started when Bobby Liang’s kid was killed. Murdered. What was the name of that ratshit sergeant?”

“Neville.” Even now Travers could not speak the man’s name without a rush of distaste. “Roy Neville.”

“He’s the one.” Jazinsky drew her fingers through her hair, fanning it, encouraging it to dry. “You smuggled the data off the Intrepid, brought it to us. We took it to Chandra Liang, he went right to Dendra Shemiji. Curtis took the assignment – which, incidentally, Mark would have told him to leave alone! Good thing for us all he didn’t confer with Mark.”

The elevator had opened as she spoke, and was going down and aft to the hangar as she fell silent. “We should have known,” Vaurien said tersely. “Mark’s ships were out there for years. The Aenestra surveyed as far as Orion 359, hunting for traces of Zunshu activity beyond Hellgate – we should have known, if he hired time on independent computers, Fleet would catch up with us.”

“Not necessarily,” Jazinsky argued. “Research institutes do it all the time – and the overload of data, the Resalq encryption, weren’t the only things that brought Harrison to Saraine, Mark’s house, that day.” She gave Marin an amused look. “You had no way of knowing the access codes you used to set up the hit on Neville came from one of Sondra Deuel’s spies, but the flags went up instantly in Harrison’s office, soon as you used them to log in.” She snapped her fingers. “The truth is, he had us right there even before you went aboard the Intrepid. And speaking of Sond and Bobby, you know they’re handfasting?”

“Again?” Vaurien did not look surprised. “They handfasted before. They were married for fifteen years.”

“And estranged, and divorced, and reunited by the death of their kid, and now they’re thick as thieves.” She nodded slowly. “I like it.”

Vaurien shot a sidelong glance at her as the lift stopped and Travers and Marin stepped out. “Was that a broad hint?”

“You mean, did I just propose to you?” Jazinsky laughed, a deep sound of genuine humor. “God knows, Richard. We’ve been partners a long, long time. Wouldn’t make any difference, would it, if we handfasted.”

“It might,” Vaurien said darkly as he followed Travers and Marin, “get Teniko off my case. Permanently.”

“He’s bugging you?” Travers was surprised. “You came down on him like a load of bricks, and I haven’t seen you say two words to him since you let him come back aboard after Riga.”

“That’s because I haven’t said two words.” Vaurien had come to rest at the hangar’s inner lock, where the monitor showed pressure and temperature levels. The incoming ship was shutting down engines and the hangar had just begun to cycle. “But he … watches me.”

“I’ve watched him watching,” Marin said without amusement. “He eats you alive with his eyes. And it bugs you. If it wouldn’t make any difference if you and Barb didn’t handfast, it wouldn’t make any difference if you did.”

For just a moment Vaurien frowned at Travers, and Neil asked softly, “What, you need my blessing? What for? You and me … it was a lifetime ago, Richard. We don’t even live in that same universe now.”

Vaurien’s brows rose and he exhaled a long sigh. “All very true.” He favored Marin with a rueful smile and then slid one arm around Jazinsky, though he spoke to Travers. “We filed the documentation for the full, legal business partnership. Anything happens to me on the Lai’a expedition, Barb inherits the lot. The ships, everything.”

“Don’t even say it,” Jazinsky growled. 

“Superstitious?” Vaurien leaned back to look at her.

“Not especially. But I’m not in the habit of taking risks.” She reached up, splayed one hand over the red hair which was bound in its customary tail, but before she could speak again the green bars winked on in the monitor and the hangar door slid open.

The air was chill, breezy, sharp with the acid chemistry of hot engines. The ship was one of the big Marshalls, Travers did not know the model. The ramp was extended, and as he walked out across the ringing black steel deck the passengers headed down. Marin murmured as he recognized them, and General Kristyn Bauer waved in greeting. 

A pace behind was her husband, Mike Quinn, and two tall, leggy blond youths lagged back, hesitant. They were half Pakrani, taller than Bauer already, though Travers guessed they would be no more the mid-teens, and Kris Bauer was a tall woman. They looked much more like Quinn, and if Travers was any judge they would grow up good-looking. Bauer was in dress grays, elegantly coiffured, though the rest of the family were in sweats and teeshirts; and the look on Quinn’s handsome face was far from approving.

“Captain Vaurien, Doctor Jazinsky, how nice to see you again.” She offered her hand, and they shook it. “It’s been a long time.”

“And now we’re counting every hour,” Vaurien said ruefully. 

Bauer wore a smile as she offered the same hand to Travers and Marin. “Colonel Travers, Colonel Marin … Harrison told me the news. Michael Vidal was recovered from Hellgate. I’d already left Velcastra when you visited, just before the Chicago, and the battle.”

“What brings you here?” Marin was asking in a shrewd tone that told Travers he could guess.

She gestured over her shoulder, in the rough direction of Bahrain. “Harrison has asked me to take command of the Sark, in these interim weeks. When the war is done, and won, I’m out of the service and going home. Santorini, Pakrenne.” She gave Jazinsky an almost impish look. “I’ve come to long for peace and quiet, blue skies and green seas. But until we settle with the Terran Confederation I’ll be on the Sark with Patricia Haugen.”

“You’ll be safe there, all of you,” Vaurien assured her – he was looking at Quinn, too. “It’s over here, Mr. Quinn. When a battle group arrives to punish Omaru, they’ll fly into the same weapon that destroyed them at Velcastra. You’ve nothing to fear, and your family will be comfortable on the Sark.”

The man’s voice was deep, rich with the accent of Pakrenne, faint overtones of the ancestral Scandinavian coming through the pleasant slur of the contemporary Slingo. “I know, Captain, and I’m grateful for your concern. You’ll forgive me if I say I wish I was elsewhere, but the fact remains, this is the safest place outside Velcastra.”

“And I wanted them to go to Elstrom City and stay there,” Bauer said sharply. 

“No.” Quinn made dismissive gestures. “Not while Shapiro is putting you on the front lines.”

“Front lines? Hardly, Mike,” she remonstrated. “As Captain Vaurien said, it’s over here. I’ll be quite safe.”

“Then so will we be,” Quinn said smoothly, with irrefutable logic.

She turned back to Vaurien’s group and spread her hands. “They’ve got me there. We’re on our way to the Sark directly. I came to the Wastrel first to meet Colonel Tarrant … President Tarrant.”

“He’s not president yet.” Jazinsky gestured toward the lock, and the lift. “Omaru will be declaring its sovereignty soon enough.”

“Come this way, General. Have you eaten? We set a good table,” Vaurien offered. “Colonel Tarrant has been told you’re aboard. He’ll join you shortly.”

“Excellent.” Bauer gave her husband an apologetic look. “I’ve a duty to do this, but you don’t. There must be far better things you can do on a ship like the Wastrel than sit listening to me talk politics for an hour.”

“That long?” Quinn’s lips compressed.

“You want me to be rude to the man?” Bauer dropped her voice. “Jesus, Michael, when the DeepSky Fleet switches gears and wakes up tomorrow as the Nine Worlds Commonwealth Fleet, Harrison and I’ll be taking our orders from a congress of civilian heads of government. Tarrant will be sitting at Robert Chandra Liang’s left hand while that idiot Prendergast from Jagreth will be on his right! Discourtesies won’t be forgotten.”

“But you said one minute ago,” Quinn argued – and it was clearly another round in an argument they had been having for some time – “you’re out of the service, you’re coming home.”

“After the handover,” Bauer’s tone was clipped. “You’re quite well aware Alexis is stepping down to do covert work and the Executive Officer on the Kiev – pardon me, the Sark – doesn’t quite have enough experience for us to dump a super-carrier into her lap and leave her to it. There’s a paucity of ranking officers with the experience and the nerve to step up to the plate. You want me to walk away?”

For a moment Quinn said nothing, and the answer was all too obvious – yes, I do. But at length he said, tautly and not giving any grant of approval to anything she had said, “You’ll do what you have to do, Kris, as usual. Captain Vaurien, I’m sure Colonel Tarrant will want some polite privacy to discuss sensitive matters. Perhaps the three of us can be somewhere else?”

“Of course,” Vaurien said smoothly. “Would you like to play a little? We have most of the new games. I’ll have dinner brought to you.” He glanced at the boys, saw their interest. “Ah! Compromise. It’s an art form. Come this way, Mr. Quinn.”

“I should get back to Ops.” Jazinsky was looking at her chrono. “There’s a bunch of work to finish, if we’re ever going to get out of here.” She gave Bauer a smile. “I’ll drop in for a snifter after dinner.”

“Please do.” Bauer produced a smile, though it was thin.

Vaurien was already moving. “This way, Mr. Quinn, and you boys, too … Neil, Curtis, if you’d be so kind…?”

In fact, Travers wanted only to check in on Vidal and then steer Marin back to their own quarters for a session of sheer sensual indulgence and a lot of sleep, but he pasted on a gracious expression, and Bauer was pleased to follow them back to the crew elevators. Vaurien led the others away aft, to the lounge fitted out by and for the tech gangs. It was not quite as elegant as the lounges ‘upstairs,’ but Ingersol’s people were inveterate players, and the veeree hookups were state of the art.

The lift had closed over when Bauer permitted herself a soft curse. “I’m sorry about that, gentlemen. Family politics.”

“Perfectly understandable,” Travers said smoothly. “Your husband has his perspective, and it’s a valid one. They want to go home as much as you do.”

“It won’t be long now,” Marin added as the lift rose swiftly. “Just a few months, surely.”

Her head tipped back and she worked her neck around as if the muscles there were tight. “I know it. So does he, but …” She hissed a sigh. “It’s been difficult for them, since the arrest warrant was issued for Harrison. Every close associate of his was under surveillance so tight, you could scarcely breathe. I knew it was only a matter of time before I was picked up, and the penalty for treason in time of war is a military firing squad.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “After Vidal’s memorial we took the opportunity to slither away. Vanish. President Liang helped with a ship, the resources to disappear. Harrison asked me if I would take the Kiev for the duration, and obviously I agreed. What else would I tell him? Going right home to Pakrenne at this moment would be stupid beyond belief. We’d be there a day before I’d be picked up, and I might not even live long enough to come to trial! The same bullet is waiting for Harrison, if they can get their claws into him.”

“He knows.” Marin jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the Sark as the lift opened and Travers stepped out ahead of them. “He and Alexis are negotiating terms with the officers from across the blockade. There was mutiny on several vessels,” he added. “We’ll be transporting a few high ranking prisoners back to the Mercury. They can sit out the war in a place that’s so far off the map, no one even knows it exists.”

Her eyes were gimlet sharp. “You people are up to something. It’s so obvious, the hair stands up on the back of my neck, but I can’t get a word out of anyone, not even Harrison.” She looked from Marin to Travers and back, hoping.

But Travers only shook his head. “Sorry, General. It’s so classified, you need oxygen just to breathe on these levels.”

“But you two have the clearance,” she said sharply.

“We’re on the same assignment,” Marin said softly, “and that, General Bauer, is all we can say. Nobody understands security better than yourself. You wrangled Fleet Internal Affairs out here in the Deep Sky for – how long?”

“Far too long.” She took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. “I have a few enemies aboard the Kiev, you know. I was the officer in charge of the investigation after the incident.”

The explosion in the data core, where sixteen men and women were killed and many more injured. Travers’s pulse quickened as Roy Neville’s face swam out of his memory. Neville had been the pet of Lorenzo Falk, the Kiev’s commander; he was implicated in the explosion – he might even have set the charges himself, and both he and Falk were sent to hell, or at least to Hellgate. The Intrepid. Save that Lorenzo Falk lived like a prince on the upper decks and Roy Neville was in his natural environment, terrorizing first-year rookies on the crewdeck. 

“Ancient history, General,” Marin said easily as they strode along to the crew lounge where the table was laid for dinner and the aromas of several ethnic cuisines wafted from the ’chefs. “An ocean has passed under the bridge since then – and all of us are on the Confederacy’s most-wanted list! Only two of the old Kiev command corps declined the invitation to defect and keep their commissions in the service of the Commonwealth.”

“Which puts us all,” Travers added, “on the same page.” He was thinking of Resa Carson, Patricia Haugen, Brett Morrison. They were all perched precariously on the same limb.

Similar thoughts must have been haunting Bauer. She halted a few meters short of the lounge where Alec Tarrant had a glass of brandy in one hand, a cigar in the other, standing by the long armorglass ports with a magnificent view of Bahrain, the half-globe of Omaru, the tiny disk of Rashid in the distance and, further yet, the bright lamp of Shikoku, which was on the other side of Omaru’s warm yellow star.

“The last Fleet intelligence I was able to winkle out of the system before any access code I could beg, borrow or steal went dead as fried fish,” Bauer said softly, “was about the Avenger. The next generation super-carrier, the last great hope of the Terran Confederacy.” She looked from Marin to Travers and back. “She launched on time, did her shakedown between Mars and Darwin’s World. All the political pundits thought she’d be kept in reserve to defend the homeworlds –”

“Defend the homeworlds against what?” Marin demanded.

Her face was bleak. “Against us, Curtis. We won decisively at Ulrand and again at Velcastra. Word of the Battle of Velcastra has reached the homeworlds by Fleet courier … they know we have some ultimate weapon – not a doomsday weapon, because it’s directable, it doesn’t come right back and bite our heads off too. But we have it, and they know we have it.”

“But if we took the Shanghai,” Travers mused, “what intelligence does the government of Earth have that we couldn’t also take the Avenger?”

“It was Lai’a that took the Shanghai,” Marin said in a harsh whisper.

“But they don’t know the details.” Bauer sighed. “They don’t even know, yet, that the Chicago actually defected rather than being destroyed. At this moment she’s being referred to as the Elstrom, and she’s hidden in the radiation belts of Velcastra’s big blue gas giant, what’s it called?”

“Guanyu,” Travers supplied. 

“My information,” Bauer went on very quietly, as if she feared she was overheard though the Wastrel was arguably the safest territory in the Deep Sky, “is that the Velcastran Secret Service is pegging Confederate agents trying to sneak out of the system. They’ve caught – or more likely shot to pieces – at least twenty in as many days, but the security curtain remains intact. The government of Earth can only believe the Chicago vanished along with its battle group, which is the reason those political pundits logicked their way to the assumption the Avenger would be held in the homeworlds, for the defense of Jupiter, Mars … Earth itself.”

Both Travers and Marin skipped a beat, and then Marin said, “They’ve deployed her, haven’t they?”

Bauer’s smartly coiffured head nodded slowly. “The last time any of my access codes actually worked, the Avenger was in the Middle Heavens and there was a thread of data – I stress, this was never confirmed before I lost my connections! – suggesting she was headed for Borushek.”

“Christ.” Travers’s eyes closed. “Did you get any inkling of when?” 

“No.” Bauer rubbed her palms together, as if to force her mind into gear. “If it were just a case of distance and speed, she could be in the sky over the city of Sark in seven or ten days, barring mechanical problems. But it’s a safe bet she’ll hold off and observe the London battle group. She’s the last great hope of the Terran Confederation, as I said. If the London goes down –”

“It will. The last time Harrison called a briefing, the timing of Jagreth’s declaration of sovereignty was set for –” Marin glanced down at his chrono. “It should be just under 72 hours from now.” He gestured in some vague direction – like Travers, he had no real idea of where Jagreth lay in relation to this ship, this deck.  “The London either backs off when the battle group plows into Jagreth’s minefields, or she’s history. And incidentally, please gods she should back off.”

“Unlikely.” Bauer drew herself up to her full height – a tall woman for unengineered human stock, Marin’s height, and a touch more since she was walking on elegant heels. “The command corps was replaced three days before the London was assigned to the Deep Sky.”

An odd chill rushed through Travers. “Did you get names?”

Her eyes were filled with shadows. “Colonel Tomas Carnairo de Carvalho. He’s not too far from retirement – well into his seventies – from a political family based in Lisbon and Brasilia. He has a son and a daughter in government, three grandchildren highly ranked in Fleet, and a massive fortune invested in construction contracts. My sources swear he personally received more than two billion credits from the construction of the Avenger, and the Carvalho family has gone from wealth to obscenity on Fleet construction, since Jardine Mayhew’s day.”

The ‘Strong Fleet Policy’ speech whispered in the back of Travers’s mind as Marin said bitterly, “He’s not going to back off. He’s come to the Deep Sky to punish either Borushek or Jagreth, and the only thing that’ll stop him is a sudden … cessation in his own existence.”

“Nice way of putting it.” Bauer shrugged expansively. “He’ll take four thousand souls with him, because you can expect security to be so tight on the London, there’s zero chance of a mutiny such as you saw on several of the blockade ships, or a clean defection, such as we saw on the Chicago and the Kiev.”

“It’s going to be bloody.” A mild throb pulsed through Travers’s eyeballs and the bridge of his nose, and of a sudden he longed for fresh air, a blue sky, a cool breeze rustling in the limbs of a forest. Unbidden, images of the Three Rivers area of Darwin’s world rushed out of his memory – fall, when the aspen and maple, all genetically engineered for the terraforming process centuries before, were gold, russet, red, and the black spruce marched across the hills like dark chessmen, and the air began to smell crisp with the promise of winter. Absurdly, he felt a rush of something very like homesickness, but he knew it was a time he longed for rather than a place. He yearned for the simple days, before conscription, before reenlistment – before Harrison Shapiro’s gunship appeared on the lawns outside Mark Sherratt’s house. With an effort of will he set the past back into its place and made himself listen.

“Then, it’ll have to be bloody,” Kristyn Bauer said sadly. “They don’t call this a war for nothing, Neil. True, most of the fighting so far has been here at Omaru, but both sides took losses in the Battle of Ulrand. I read the casualty list. Fleet lost that one, but the Freespacers and the Ulrish themselves took a nasty beating. Liberty,” she added in a bleak tone, “never comes cheap.”

Marin stirred deliberately. “We’re grateful for the briefing, General. You’ll be wanting to bring President Tarrant up to speed on the same issues.”

“And Harrison, as soon as I can get my feet aboard the Sark.” She produced a faint, crooked smile. “I like the name.”

“And Colonel … President Tarrant is waiting for you.” Travers nodded toward the crew lounge, where Alec Tarrant had seen them now, and had poured himself a second brandy.

“I’ll catch up with you later, Neil, Curtis,” she told them. “If I don’t see you before the Wastrel leaves – good luck on this mission that’s so classified, even I can’t get a hint of what it’s all about!” She gave them a nod, a smile, and walked on to meet Tarrant. 

“Kristyn, it’s nice to see you again.” He set aside glass and cigar and took her hand. “It’s good of you to do this. I’ll get you and your family onto the Sark as soon as possible. I’ll be back on Omaru myself in a couple of hours. Damn, but it feels odd, doesn’t it? For years, we’ve lived in absolute bloody dread of the Kiev, and now – she goes where the Commonwealth sends her, and it’s up to you and me to make the right calls. Will you take a brandy?”

And before Tarrant touched down at some private field outside the still-smoking ruins of Hydralis, the Wastrel would be gone, Travers thought. He and Marin remained in the passage. The politics of command were not their concern, for which Neil was profoundly grateful. Bauer and Tarrant did not even notice when they made a discreet exit, heading aft.

“You want to look in on Mick?” Marin wondered.

“You don’t mind?” Travers thumbed for the elevator.

“After the mess he made of himself?” Marin stepped into the car and leaned against the brushed steel wall. “He’s either a maniac or a hero, and I can’t quite decide which.”

“Both.” Travers leaned on the wall beside him as the elevator went up, and aft. “You know the old saying.”

“You don’t have to be mad to be a hero –”

“But it helps,” Travers finished. “They say that on Jagreth?” 

“I’ll show you a little of Jagreth, if we get the chance.” Marin tapped his chrono. “We should have been gone by now.”

“From Omaru?” He was right, but Travers only shrugged. “Things got complicated. They always do. There’s time. Even after the proclamation of sovereignty – 72 hours from now, is it? – there’ll still be a day, maybe two, before the battle group drops out at Jagreth … signal lag will buy us the time. Also, the London could be headed for Borushek. She’ll have to change course.”

The words inspired a peculiar sensation which Travers set aside with an effort. Marin obviously felt it too. His cheeks picked up the slightest hint of color for a moment before it was gone again, and Neil reminded himself that this time the battle would be fought out in the space of home. Marin could deny that Jagreth was his home, but he had grown up there and the associations would always be strong. 

The car opened opposite the Infirmary, where the lights were low. With only one occupant in residence the threedee was on, delivering a companionable buzz of news streamed by CityNet. Mick Vidal was sitting up, clad in a pale linen gown, nursing a plate of food he obviously did not want and watching the broadcast from Omaru with a cynical expression. Of Bill Grant there was no sign.

“Hey.” Travers came to a halt at the bedside as Vidal looked away from the threedee.

“Hey.” Vidal pushed the food away across the tray-table. 

“You stuck in here?” Travers caught a line or two of voiceover from CityNet and grimaced. “Hydralis is acting like the war’s over!”

“Let the poor sods party,” Vidal said easily. “They’ve been under the gun for so long, just knowing there’s a carrier out here to protect them instead of hammering them is magic. And yeah, I’m stuck in here at least till tomorrow.” He paused. “But I did good.”

“Yes, you did.” Travers permitted a smile. “You ought to be certified bloody insane, but you did very good. Kristyn Bauer just came aboard. She’s in talks with Tarrant … you know she’s taking the Sark?”

“Bill told me. He heard the news from Jon Kim. Now, how ’bout that?” Vidal lifted the glass of juice he had pushed away. “It might have been my command.”

“Except you’re foaming at the mouth to get back into transspace,” Marin observed. “Speaking of which, we flew your simulator.”

“I know.” The blue eyes narrowed. “Ernst and Jo swung by a while ago to nag me some more.”

“We crashed it,” Travers chuckled.

“You almost didn’t.” Vidal was nodding slowly. “You guys’ll be brilliant. I knew you would. Part of it’s being a good pilot to start with, but there’s more. You have to have a … a rapport with your partner. Jo and I fly well together. She also flies well with Ernst. He’s starting to catch up. You guys? You can be the best.”

But Marin’s head was shaking. “Not in the same league with you. You didn’t fly a simulator, Mick. You flew the Orpheus. One shot, for real. One mistake, and you were gone. You did it.”

The thin face first twisted in memory and then remolded itself into a smile which looked a little like the Michael Vidal of old. “Yeah, I did, didn’t I? Damn, I’m good.”

“Modest, too.” Travers shoved the plate of white fish, steamed vegetables and sauce back toward him. “Eat.”

“Not hungry.”

“Doesn’t matter if you’re hungry or not.” Travers looked into the threedee, where wide shots were unfolding of the street party in Hydralis. People were dancing, banners streamed, music blared, strangers embraced in a camaraderie that might never be seen again. “They have to know the battle itself is still coming,” he whispered.

“They do.” Vidal picked up his fork, skewered a piece of fish and examined it as if it were a curious, alien specimen. “They’ve also been promised the system is defended. A new super-weapon. They believe. They’ve had the news from Velcastra, and in a week they’ll get the news from Jagreth too.” He popped the fish into his mouth and chewed mechanically. “We’re headed there, before we swing back to Alshie’nya. Harrison needs to confer with Prendergast, shit that’s way too sensitive to transmit, even if the signal lag wasn’t a week, which it is … and the London battle group is only a few days away. Damnit, she could strike Jagreth within hours of Prendergast announcing sovereignty.”

“She will,” Marin said quietly. “She’ll pounce like a raven on a rabbit.” He thrust his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “And please gods the battle group commanders should have the brains to back off.”

Vidal looked up hauntedly at him.  “You know they won’t.”

“We all know.” Marin closed his eyes. “Harrison and Barb ran the whole thing through the computers in simulation. We can expect the carrier to be damaged if not destroyed, and the battle group...” He shrugged. “You’re the smart one, Mick. If you can figure out a way to turn them back, you tell me.”

“Me? Smart?” Vidal choked off a mocking chuckle. “According to Bill Grant I’ve got a pail of oatmeal where my brains ought to be.” He was tiring fast, and heaved a yawn as he spoke.

“You need to sleep.” Travers laid one arm over Marin’s shoulders. “We’re just getting in the way – Bill catches us, he’ll take a bite out of us.”

“Tomorrow.” Vidal muted the threedee, ignored the food and put his head back. “I’ll be out of here. I want Roark to get a feel for the simulator.”

“It’s a wild ride,” Marin admitted. 

“Roark’s a wild animal.” Vidal’s voice was slurring. 

The sound made Travers tug Marin out of the Infirmary, and minutes later they were in their own quarters. Wastrel data scrolled endlessly through the threedee but Travers ignored it utterly. “Jagreth,” he mused. 

“Not my home,” Marin said easily as he hung up his jacket and shrugged out of the shirt. “Just the place where I grew up.” He gave Travers a smoldering smile as he stepped into the bathroom, before the door closed over. 

“I have my assignment,” Travers said to himself, dumping his clothes randomly at the bedside. “You, me, and that bottle of weird green goo … now, where did I put it?”

A long time later, he lifted his head from the pillow of Marin’s belly when they both felt the telltale shimmy through the whole massive airframe as the Wastrel’s engines ramped up. They were en route to Jagreth, but just then Travers had much better things to think about. 


 

 
Chapter Seven

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Jagreth system


 
The realtime clock in the corner of the display showed shiptime. Marin flicked a glance at it as Mick Vidal adjusted the feedback between the transspace simulator and the monitors, and spoke in a murmur. “We’re late.”

“The colonial mutiny’s not going to run away on you,” Vidal muttered, preoccupied with his instruments.

The Wastrel had dropped out of e-space minutes before, but from what Marin recalled of his youth in the Jagreth system, the ship would spend long enough negotiating with the authorities to secure entry rights for Richard Vaurien to begin to simmer. Jagreth was more obsessed with detail than Borushek, more fanatical about documentation than Velcastra, and more likely to turn a ship away than either world. It happened rarely to major commercial vessels but Harrison Shapiro’s files would be verified according to strict procedure before the tug would be granted an approach vector. Even then, if she strayed from the assigned flightpath she would be escorted by an ATC Police gunship launching from a platform in high orbit, and fines would be levied.

The Wastrel had flown here many times, Marin knew, but never as a cargo hauler. She had brought a celebrity yacht home after a catastrophe on the run to Velcastra; she had hauled in a clipper when the Aurora Trans-Colonial flight from Lithgow suffered a Weimann malfunction. The service was enough for the Jagreth ATC AI to know her; permits were a formality. 

And if they were problematical, Marin thought amusedly, Shapiro would call the office of the president. They were expected. Rob Prendergast could not have been aware of exactly when the ship would arrive here, but he would have been waiting for her, for some time.

The transspace simulator had been running for three minutes and the external monitor was filled with the visual of a Class Six monster, already huge and still growing. Marin frowned at it, acknowledged a shiver and listened to Roark Hubler. His voice was a rasp over the comm, talking steadily as he took the virtual driftship in on approach. Rodman was almost silent. She would be far too busy to talk. It was not merely four-dimensional space she must learn to interpret, but also an interface she must master. Marin’s own time as a navigator would come, and he was apprehensive.

The maw of the Hellgate event ballooned to swallow the virtual camera and Hubler said, “We’re in. Hyper-Weimann drive is operational … across the threshold.”

The threshold was the transition zone where e-space crossed some fundamental line into transspace – a domain where the hyper-Weimann drive would function, and where the driftship entered its natural environment.

“Jesus freakin’ Christ,” Rodman rasped. “Give me a minute, Roark. I never saw anything like this before, it’s – it’s enough to drive you right out of your skull. Lemme catch up with you.”

“Take your time,” Hubler growled. He must be similarly bemused. Like any Fleet pilot, his only experience with Hellgate was one of dread.

Already the AI was whispering – Turn left-down, 338/44. Naiobe. Record positioning data, reference: zero point, benchmark: Orpheus Gate – but it would continue to repeat with ultimate patience until the humans were ready to take the next step. For the moment, both Hubler and Rodman were overwhelmed. Most of their voice log was a steady stream of profanity, as they struggled to get their bearings. 

The mission profile was simple enough, but the first time was beyond anything an ordinary pilot had ever faced. Vidal was watching the monitor, waiting for Rodman to make sense of the interface. She was cussing fluently, and still sufficiently aware of the fact this was a simulation for her to yell,

“Mick, for godsakes, you couldn’t have come up with an easier bloody interface than this? I never played a musical instrument!”

“Yeah, and maybe you’ll learn after this,” Vidal snorted. “Get used to it, Asako. That’s the easiest fourdee interface we were ever able to design. You don’t like it, talk to Jo and Ernst, see if you can dream up something better!”

“I’m getting it,” she muttered. “O…kay, Roark. You got Naiobe?”

“I got a chute straight to the ass-end of hell, and I’m guessing it’s Naiobe.” Hubler’s voice was taut. “Position is fixed – zero point. All right, like the fuckin’ AI keeps saying, find me the goddamn’ Pleiades Drift!”

Travers ouched and turned his back on the display. He gave Vidal a rueful shake of the head. “They’ll figure it out. Seriously, Mick, this is the simplest interface?”

“For humans.” Vidal looked tired but he was back on his feet and eating steadily. The dark blue smudges around his eyes had begun to fade and his lips were a healthy color. In the hangar’s comparative chill he was bundled into a tech gang hoodie and his hands were wrapped around a hot mug as he watched the display. “An AI can technically wrangle both sides of the job and do it a hell of a lot faster, but only in simulation when it’s fed a finite set of pre-calculated data to work with. 

“In the real deal, in transspace itself, the AIs seem to try to calculate eight or ten dimensions in nearly infinite space-time, and they go buggo while you count to ten. Even the modern Resalq don’t have the math to properly wrangle ten dimensions plus temporal flux, much less do it in realtime. The Ancestrals did – the Ebrezjim flew the course about a thousand years ago! But the science was lost, and you can thank the Zunshu for that one. Our own AI guidance cores can’t sort out what to ignore and what’s critical – and I’m not saying a human pilot can work it out, either. 

“But a human pilot can stop the positive-feedback, deliberately ignore the morass and just get on with the job. Right now, the Sherratts and Barb are trying to design an AI pilot that can selectively tune out its own sensor data. But it takes instinct, intuition. Those are qualities you can’t program.”

“And Lai’a?” Travers wondered.

“According to what we’re seeing, Lai’a can handle it,” Vidal admitted, “and I’ll be glad to let it fly. As long as it can.”

And if or when it failed he would be standing by to pick up the pieces. Marin frowned at him, watching him closely. During the two-day crossing from Omaru he had gotten a grip on the scruff of his own neck, shaken himself, but he was not sleeping and nor would he take drugs to knock him out. 

As if he felt Marin’s eyes on him, Vidal angled a sidelong glance in Curtis’s direction. “Sorry,” Marin said bluffly. “I worry about you.”

“We both do,” Travers added. “What is it, the dreams?”

“Dreams. Memories. I wish I believed they were just dreams.” For a moment Vidal popped the bug out of his ear and rubbed his eyes. “I’ve done some reading. Research. Turns out, we store memories of memories – did you know that? Every time you remember something, you store the memory of the memory, and the brain keeps old memories in random locations. Eventually some ugly kind of crap you can’t stop thinking about is stored all over your brain, hundreds or thousands of copies of the same nightmare, till you can’t get away from it. It’s there, everywhere you turn.” He glared at the steel spars in the ceiling right overhead. “I was a prisoner. You know this much. 

“I was shot down over Hydralis, a nasty cell of the Omaru militia had me for weeks. Maybe months. You lose track of time when you’re living in a hole in the ground, never see daylight, or any light at all, till they open up the hole and pull you out for another session. Naked and cold; filthy – they’d hose me down. Guess I reeked like a hog. And then bang! It’d be another shot of something … maybe chimera, but a big dose, close to the edge of what a guy of my weight can tolerate. Makes you … imagine things. But it’d wear off and I’d find my fingers broken. Or missing. A bunch of times, somebody was on me, using me, when I was half-conscious. I never knew who. Several guys, I think; some were rougher than others.”

He wound down into silence and Marin drew a deep, raw breath. It was Travers who said, “Damnit, Mick, you’ve got to forget this stuff. If you don’t stop thinking about it, it’s going to drive you right out of your gourd.”

“Oh, I know.” Vidal visibly grasped hold of himself again, gave himself the visible shaking Marin had observed several times. The blue eyes opened wide, glittering in the worklights. “Soon as we get back to Alshie’nya, I got a date with Mark Sherratt.” He hugged himself. “And I am not looking forward to it. Like getting teeth pulled.”

“Not quite,” Marin mused. “If you’re worried about offending Mark with the things you’ve done, said, seen – don’t. Mark’s so old, there’s nothing you ever did or saw that’d even surprise him. And remind yourself, he’s not human either. One of his pastimes is observing human behaviour, the way our zoologists observe primates. The few taboos we have left are curiosities to any Resalq, much less one as old as Mark.”

“Well, now,” Vidal said softly, “that does change the color of the issue.” He gestured vaguely toward the upper decks, where the lights were bright and the music upbeat. “I suppose I’ve been starting to feel like the little twerp.”

“You mean Tonio Teniko?” Travers sounded surprised.

“He went through hell for real.” Vidal’s mouth compressed. “I remember hell, but Teniko lived in it. He came out of there a little nuts. Sound familiar?”

“Not the same,” Travers said emphatically. “Mark made him the offer of forgetting. He also offered to teach him Aramshem, the martial art. I know a little of it myself – let me tell you, Tonio could use it to toss me all over this hangar, if I made a pass at him he didn’t like! He threw the deal back in Mark’s face. He’d rather live with the nightmares, dope himself to the gills and reengineer his entire body – and for what? In the fond hope he can get on top of Richard Vaurien? He might not be able to see it, but he’s creeping Richard out.”

“It’s so … weird,” Vidal said darkly, “watching him turn into something else, day by day, and be totally skulled while he does it.”

“Besides which,” Marin added, “Tonio never went through one tenth of what you did ... or at least, what you remember. I know it never actually happened in our history stream, but you remember every minute of it, as if it did. Sure, Tonio was an unwilling crewdeck boytoy. Nasty, but it happens. It’s not legal, in or out of Fleet, and a bunch of officers should have been up on charges.”

“There’s twenty years in Jackson waiting for anybody convicted of that crapola,” Travers added darkly, “except it almost never comes to trial.” 

“And it should.” Marin physically shut out the memories of the Intrepid – Roy Neville and Holdfast, Malteppe and Hellgate itself. “There’s always been bottom-deck predators. There probably always will be. Remember, Robert Chandra Liang hired Dendra Shemiji – me! – to get a shred of justice for his kid.” He shook his head slowly. “People like Tonio … they have to find a way to get past it, get over it. If they don’t –”

“It’ll bury you,” Vidal finished. “I know. I live with this.” Deliberately, he slid the combug back into his ear to monitor the simulation. “Tell me something I don’t know, Curtis … I’m trying, every bloody day. Bill has a whole suite of my organs cloning in vitro – me? I just want to be rid of this frigging nano. Makes you feverish, dizzy, off, all the damn’ time. Bill’s setting up to transfer my organs and Roark’s legs over to Lai’a. Who knows how long we’ll be in transspace? Five months, and Roark can get his new legs under him. Real, living legs. And I can tell you, he’s as sick of those rubbish prostheses as I am of the nano that’s holding me together. Now, either shush or get lost, I gotta listen to this.”

The simulation was displaying in realtime in the monitor, and Marin watched as the virtual ship connected with the Pleiades Drift and began to ride it. The beacon, Taurus 894, was still so distant, it showed only as a locator tag while Hubler jockeyed the temporo-gravity tide with something like the skill Marin had expected. 

And just as Marin had held control for a time and then lost it, so it escaped from Hubler. Rodman switched from long- to short-range sensors to assist, exactly as Travers had, but it was already too late. The ship was beyond the boundaries of control. Hubler was overrunning every system he had to hang on and the AI began to whisper too-familiar cautions –

Warning: engine temperature critical. Shutdown in thirty seconds.

“Not bad,” Vidal said quietly. “They made 24 minutes.” He looked up at Travers. “Not as good as you guys. Told you.”

And they were about to crash the simulator. Hubler was still fighting with every trick he knew, but it was no use. The gravity well had them, and both he and Rodman would be punchy, disoriented, queasy with middle ears in revolt.

Even now Roark Hubler would not quit until the engines actually scrammed before they melted down. He was still fighting with every trick in the unwritten book when a chime cut across the comm and Etienne’s voice said,

“Colonel Travers, Colonel Marin, to Hangar 4.”

“We’re on.” Travers dropped a hand on Vidal’s shoulder. “You’re sure you don’t want to come on down? The ride’s waiting for you.”

They were on call to fly Shapiro and Kim to the surface, and their scheduled destination was as good as a secure facility: Chesterfield House, the former residence of the Colonial Governor in the city of Westminster. There, they would liaise with the President’s own security detail and elements of the Jagreth Secret Service. As of 3:30am, Westminster time, it was the residence of the President of the new federal republic, though the official proclamation of sovereignty had not yet been made. 

According to Shapiro’s information, the handover was so subtle, even the flags had not yet been changed. Personnel rosters had been adjusted so that a handful of Confederate loyalists would be in custody this afternoon. Ten hours had passed since the handover, and by midnight all of Jagreth would know about it. The proclamation of sovereignty was a mere formality and the excuse for a party which would span the globe as the Commonwealth flags were raised for the first time.

The details were labyrinthine, but they had been hammered out over the space of months. It was not in Shapiro’s nature to leave any element to chance. He would settle into private conference with Rob Prendergast and his assembly, meetings consuming most of a day, which left Travers and Marin with a little precious time on their hands. 

But the planet and the layover were not Vidal’s concern. Chesterfield House was the residence of the President and First Lady. Elaine Osman would certainly be there, and his mouth had compressed. “I’m sure. I’m in enough trouble as it is, Neil – you think I want to be arrested for matricide? I imagine they have laws about things like that, even this far out in the sticks … and especially when it’s the President’s new wife who’d be on ice, waiting for the state funeral.”

“Out in the sticks?” Marin echoed. 

“Hey, it’s your call,” Travers said cynically as he and Marin headed out of the hangar. “But damnit, she’s your mother. Last chance to change your mind.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.” Vidal was intent on the combug, the sim, and gave them a wave.  “Catch you later, guys. I’m busy here.”

Hangar 4 was on the same deck level, fifty meters aft. As Marin and Travers stepped out of the pocket-sized compartment Vidal had commandeered for the work, they saw Shapiro and Kim in the passage, still making their way to the Capricorn. Over the loop, Gillian Perlman was talking to Ops, reporting the plane as flight ready, and Westminster ATC had just sent the flightpath. 

“The local airspace is so congested,” Marin warned, “they actually tell you where to fly, and when, and how fast. It’s worse than Velcastra.”

“Why?” Travers wanted to know. “Westminster’s nowhere near as big as Elstrom.”

“But like Mick said, it’s a little way out in the sticks.” Marin greeted Jon Kim with a soft word while Shapiro was intent on his combug. “The surface to orbit shuttle service is lousy – too small, too infrequent, and unless they’ve improved their game lately, way too prone to delays and accidents. Most people prefer to fly themselves, so there’s a lot of commuter traffic, commercial as well as private.”

“Sanmarco,” Travers observed. “The orbital city.”

“It’s the other half of Westminster. Population of almost two million, last time I checked.” Marin paused as Perlman appeared from the hangar. 

She slapped palms in passing. “You’re good to go. Your flightpath’s already logged and you got a military escort coming over from the Commonwealth docks ... was the Fleet dock yesterday. Damn, they just changed the signs tacked up beside the doors! It was quick, like Velcastra.”

“A military escort?” Marin shot a frown at Travers. “Well, now. This means they expect trouble. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

Travers’s mouth tightened. “Same as Velcastra – they’ve got a problem with Confederate agents. Unlike Velcastra they know about it, so we’re not going to get jumped halfway down. You know anything about this, Gill?”

But she was making negative noises as she left them. “Don’t know nuthin’ about the deal. All they told me was, you’re assigned an armed escort. And if it was me, I’d be bloody glad to have it. You don’t want a replay of last time!”

“Because we,” Marin muttered as she walked back toward the lifts, “are starting to stretch our luck.” 

As he spoke, Shapiro clicked off the combug and indulged himself in a grimace of frustration. “Petty bureaucracy.”

“Is a pain in the ass,” Kim finished.

“They’re still counting beans?” Marin wondered. “I’m sad to say it’s typical of Jagreth. There isn’t much of a local economy, but the colony was designed around extravagance. They like to behave as if they’re equal to Velcastra or Borushek – they put on a good show but it’s done on a budget so tight, those beans have got to be counted.”

“You seem to know the place,” Kim began, and then, “yes, I remember. You were born here.”

“And this is the first time I’ve been back,” Marin confessed.

“Since –?” Kim’s brows arched.

“Since he got his conscription notice,” Travers said acerbically. “Nothing to come back for, I guess.”

“Right. What’s this about an armed escort?” Marin was looking at Shapiro. “Trouble?”

“There’s always trouble.” Shapiro turned into the hangar with Kim on his heels. “I was conferring with President Prendergast’s security … in the last four days they’ve been arresting Terran agents by the bushel. They have seventeen in custody and a number have been killed. Give them any warning, and these agents either fight or run, and it’s come to violence several times. There’s a security cordon around Westminster, and especially around Chesterfield House, but they’re sure no agents have made it out.”

“How sure?” Travers asked shrewdly. “If the news of the handover gets out of this system ahead of time, the London can be on us like that.” He snapped his fingers.

Halfway to the Capricorn, in the hot, slightly acrid draft from the engines, Shapiro turned back. “They know it as surely as we do.” His expression was dark, but not bleak. “Since midnight last they’ve had the system’s highband jammed so comprehensively, even CNS has gone intermittent. CityNet is picking up the slack with stories of solar prominences crippling any comm above certain frequencies. According to Prendergast’s security captain, they’ve known for years who the Terran agents are, and where they’ve been. They only had to round them up, or else run them down if they were spooked.”

“You trust Prendergast’s people?” Marin stepped away toward the Capricorn’s ramp.

“To a point,” Shapiro said cautiously. “Still, I’d like you two to verify their logs.”

Travers gave Marin a wry, crooked smile. “They won’t like that.”

“They don’t have to like it.” Shapiro headed up the ramp. “They do have to comply with a clear directive to share data.”

At the bottom of the ramp Marin touched his combug to bring up the Wastrel’s loop. Voices whispered from Ops, the flightdeck, the engine deck, and Etienne said smoothly, 

“Military flight JS-10 is holding off the port bow. Lieutenant Cameron Yip commanding.”

 “Go.” Shapiro was running up the harness, in the seat right behind the pilot seats. 

The engines were still hot and Marin had only to flick the igniters to bring them to life. Every flight system was online, and as Travers took the seat beside him he called, 

“Ops, this is Wastrel 101, ready to depart.”

The spinners and sirens had begun to wail across the hangar as Vaurien’s voice said, so close that he might have been standing at Marin’s shoulder, “We just took a major data transfer from Westminster. They know where the London is, down to the last few hours’ e-space time.”

“So they told me,” Shapiro agreed. “The last time they took a reliable fix on her, she was only about twelve hours, Weimann time, from here, holding position between Jagreth and Borushek.”

The hangar doors grumbled open in the deck as Vaurien said acidly, “Close enough to give you a shiver, if you didn’t know the minefields were in place.”

Marin glanced over his left shoulder at Shapiro. “And we do know that, don’t we?” 

“Relax.” Vaurien sounded unconcerned. “Sergei van Donne checked in, as soon as we got insystem. The Mako is docked at Sanmarco, as you’d expect. They finished with the minefields about twenty hours ago – van Donne and Byrne and Ramon are drinking champagne, eating sushi and playing a little folgen at the casino.”

“And they know their business.” Marin lifted the Capricorn and nosed out into the bright, noisy space between the Wastrel, the docks and the vast disc shape of the Sanmarco SpaceCity itself. 

From this vantage point they were seeing it from slightly below, and it resembled a glittering crown of thorns, a million lights of every hue, thousands of docking booms of every size and, below, the spines and hackles of the comm arrays. It drifted like a fantasy against the cloud-fleeced face of Jagreth, but if one looked closer the intense traffic congestion became apparent, while the radio sky was noisy with so many competing civilian comm bands, it was difficult to find space to punch a message through.  

“Damn,” Marin murmured, “I’d forgotten how obnoxious this place can be.”

The face of the planet was blue-green, brilliant – as beautiful as he remembered. Jagreth might not be his home, but Travers was right, a profusion of childhood and adolescent memories rushed around him as he took the spaceplane up and around the shoulder of the Wastrel to meet their escort. He had no family here since his parents had left, more than a decade before, but he knew Mark Sherratt kept an apartment in the city; and any bank in Westminster would have recognized his ID, given him access to his accounts. With a small frisson of pleasure he remembered the same banks would recognize Travers too, and grant him access without question.

A gunship was holding position two thousand meters off the tug’s blunt nose, and Neil had already hailed it. “Lieutenant Yip, this is Wastrel 101, destination Chesterfield secure landing zone.”

A hailstorm of interference cut across the comms, and then: “Wastrel 101, this is JS-10. We will escort you groundside.” Yip’s voice was light, young. “Please stay on the flightpath and follow us in.”

“Will do, JS-10,” Travers assured him. “Wastrel Ops, we’re on our way. Anything we ought to know?”

And Vaurien: “Nothing we’re aware of.” The interference was wicked. “Westminster is calm, no sign of civil unrest … and you can hear the comm distortion. They’ve got the whole system blanketed with jamming. We’re pumping power into this signal, or you wouldn’t get word one. If you can feel your brain starting to sizzle, you know why.”

“Copy that,” Travers acknowledged. “Save it, Richard. Keep a track on us if you can … Wastrel 101 out.”

The gunship was refurbished Fleet salvage. Marin would have recognized it anywhere, and could have flown it in his sleep. This unit was probably smuggled, blackmarket, from a retrieval job in the Drift, and it was far from impossible the Wastrel itself had supplied it. The Bronowski reef claimed victims every year. This ship was ghost gray with fresh markings, its flanks displaying the blue and white Nine Worlds Commonwealth flag and the familiar crest of the colony of Jagreth, the star, three crescent moons and laurel wreath, in silver and gold. 

The flightpath was a long spiral and Marin went hands-off at once though, on a whim, he flicked on the air search lidar. He saw the gunship, an outbound shuttle, eight passenger aircraft making their way to cities across the planet, and flocks of civilian craft smaller then the Capricorn, many of which were making their way up to Sanmarco. 

A landing signal had been transmitting for some time, and since the AI was holding the same course as the gunship, the human pilot was a mere formality. He sat back, listened to the noisy, distorted comm, and as the Capricorn began to buck slightly through an easy re-entry he swiveled the seat around toward Travers.

Neil had slid green glasses onto his nose and was gazing through the long side canopy, taking in the vista. Jagreth’s sphere-in-the void expanded swiftly into a broad horizon with the misty fluff of the atmospheric blanket and the russet, ochre and dark green of continental masses. High clouds looked like wind-whipped frosting and cast purple shadows over the ocean. 

“It’s a lot like Darwin’s,” Travers said easily. “Gentler than Borushek.”

“Smaller than Velcastra,” Marin added, “with a sun that’s a little brighter and hotter – more like Omaru’s star, in fact. It orbits a fraction further out, which gives it the 388 day year, and the planet spins a tad faster, so it has a slightly shorter day. They tell me, if you spend more than a few years here, you stop even noticing the differences.  You’ll find the gravity comparable – about five percent light, which puts a spring in your step till your body compensates by losing a bunch of muscle strength. Smaller planet, less-dense core, lighter gravity, right? The seasons are a shade different from Velcastra … summer’s longer and inclined to be dryer, but nothing like Ulrand. There’s plenty of liquid water here, just not as much as on Velcastra.”

“And this shorter day of yours?”

“Theirs,” Marin corrected ruefully. “The day’s about fifteen minutes under 23 hours, but they’ve fudged it –”

“Fudged it?” Travers echoed.

“Morning is twelve full hours long; you might notice the sun enough to see how clock-noon is actually 37 minutes after noon proper, but it doesn’t make any more difference to your perceptions than daylight saving systems. They still do that on Darwin’s? Here, the day tapers off toward midnight, clicks over to tomorrow 75 minutes early. Unless you just got here from a world with a longer day, and you were awake, maybe out on the town, it isn’t even noticeable.” Marin gave the view a nostalgic smile. “The First Fleet colonists organized it this way – most of them were just out from Earth, so I guess it made them comfortable. Ten generations later, the people born here wouldn’t have bothered jiggling the clock to suit another world, but when you’ve got a whole population of Earthers …” He chuckled softly.

“I read the brochure,” Travers admitted. “It’s 194 years since the terraformer fleet, and 182 years since the First Fleet arrived. Sleeper ships – they did it the hard way.”

But Marin only shrugged. “It was the way things were done, way back when. People accepted it – they’d head out into the boonies in a ship with the Auriga drive. The technology was so delicate, if you built one as a science project today, you’d never get a license to light it up.”

“Spirit of the pioneers,” Travers said with acid humor. “When did we turn into a bunch of wusses?” He was looking out over a landscape of forested hills and high mountains now, as the Capricorn spiraled in toward Westminster, which had been built on a western seaboard at 43o north. “So, how much terraforming did she take?”

“Not so much.” Marin glanced over the instruments and left the AI pilot to its business. “It was mostly about eliminating a few species of flying bugs that were way beyond lethal, engineering some staple food crops, bringing in familiar trees and plants.” He watched the surface features gradually begin to take shape with proximity, and began to recognize the lie of the land. “You know what humans are like. We take home with us. Wherever we go, we plant pine and spruce, oak and aspen. Give ’em fifty years, they look the same as the forests of Earth, but they’re different enough to be called Quercus
Jagrethi and so on. Darwin’s?”

“The same.” Travers wore an introverted look, and Marin knew he was thinking back on his childhood. 

Just being here was enough to bring Marin’s own youth back so close to the surface, he could almost taste it. “Some work was done on the soil structure of the big continent before the colony fleet arrived,” he said to divert himself from the flood of memories. “Survey ships came out, and the drone terraformer fleet was here twenty years before the colony ships arrived … something about planting a compatible species that decomposed into the soil and bumped up the levels of vitamins and minerals humans need.” He stretched his shoulders. “They taught it in grade school history, but I don’t remember the details. You get your heritage drilled into you, in school, but who was paying that much attention?”

“Not me,” Travers confessed with a self-mocking chuckle. “Every time Barb and Mark say something about science, I start to wonder how many classes I actually cut. It’s got to be more than I remember ducking.” But now he had begun to listen to the comm, and a frown tugged his brows.

The jamming was dense, and growing worse as they approached the city of Westminster. His brow creased and he began to fiddle, trying to cut through it. He shunted power to the signal and called loudly, 

“Wastrel, do you read?”

The AI responded at once: “Strength 6. Boost your transmission.”

“We’re already maxed right out,” Travers murmured to Marin.

“Leave it.” Marin was watching the gunship. “We’re not coming in naked, the way we did on Velcastra.”

“But they wouldn’t have sent an armed escort,” Travers added, “if there wasn’t a chance of trouble.” He leaned over toward Marin for a better angle on the air search display, and frowned. 

“Perfectly natural paranoia,” Marin told him. “There’s nothing, Neil, and even if there was … gunship. Relax.”

Westminster sprawled from horizon to horizon. It had grown since the last time Marin had seen it, and he whistled at the extent of the urban sprawl. The government was letting the city limits creep away like an amoeba to the north and east. West was the Samaral Ocean, blue-green and glittering, busy with the fishtail wakes of massive industrial ships. They were working the aquaculture installations in the nutrient-rich Cailenne Current, which began as an upwelling from great volcanic vents on the equator and cut a line direct for the pole, bypassing the west coast, and Westminster, on its way. 

The names might have sounded exotic to Neil but they were as familiar to Marin as the streets and malls of his childhood. Travers had sounded them out, from the map in the brochure. They were Resalq names, like Jagreth itself, all of them drawn from the story in which Jagreth was a great hero, like Jason, and Cailenne was the timeless beauty for whom he risked all, and Samaral was the child born out of one of the greatest romances of an era now cloaked in myth.

“Wastrel 101, this is JS-10.” Yip’s voice crackled and broke up with the highband jamming. “Turn right, 047o and cut speed. Do you have the landing signal?”

“We have it.” Marin turned his attention back to the flight systems. “Thanks for your escort, JS-10.”

“Don’t mention it,” Yip said. “If you’re wanting to see the best of Westminster in the next –”

He was about to offer them a shortlist of the area’s highlights, but a clamor of cockpit alarms from both the Capricorn and the gunship cut him off, and in the same instant the comm came alive with the storm of crude language one expected when instruments had just flashed up a warning. 

The gunship was lidar painted – comprehensively target-marked on the starboard flank, and even the Capricorn’s merely-adequate instruments registered the heat bloom of missiles from the city below. Without a word Marin took the Capricorn off automatics and cleared the guns. She was only lightly armed and armored, but beggars could not be choosers and Marin’s hands were busy with the flight harness.

“Strap down,” Travers shouted into the back, where Shapiro and Kim had been luxuriating in a few minutes of free time. “This could get rough.” He snapped the buckles of his own harness as he spoke.

The gunship was wallowing around to present its thickest armor to three missiles which came chasing up out of the city. Marin’s first instinct was to get behind it, use the military armor to protect the Capricorn at the same time as putting a little healthy distance between them. When the missiles hit, the gunship would lurch and the spectacle of a midair collision burned brightly in the frontal lobes of his brain.

The comm jamming ramped up again and Travers snatched the bug out of his ear as the white noise began to hurt. Marin tapped his own several times to tune the volume almost to zero. “Yip’s people are trying to jam the missile target acquisition,” he guessed grimly. “That ever work for you?”

“Nope.” Travers’s hands splayed lightly across the weapons control surfaces, just as the gunship staggered in the air under the weight of two hits. 

The belly armor absorbed them. The ghost-gray hull was enveloped for several seconds in a ball of pink-orange fire as the third missile overshot. It streaked away into the sky, leaving a glaring white trail. 

“Dangerous,” Marin whispered. “That thing comes down in the city, and people are going to die.” He spun the Capricorn to bring the nose-mounted guns to bear and spared Travers a glance. “Can you get a target lock?”

“Sure – it’s got a big, bright tail.” Travers knocked the safeties off the triggers. “The problem is the range – I’m not going to hit it from here. These cannons are a little bit flimsy.”

“And the gunship’s busy – looks like they pinpointed the shooters. Hold on.” Marin opened the throttles. “Let me see if we can close some of this range down … JS-10, JS-10, we’re chasing your maverick. Standby us if you can.”

Only another blast of static white noise answered as the Capricorn’s engines began to roar, and he took a moment to look at instruments. The groundscan was alive, and he swore softly. “The shooters are firing out of a big building, could be a school or a factory.”

“And JS-10’s got ’em,” Travers rasped. 

“You got a shot?” Marin was looking at the range counters.

“Not yet. Can you get us closer?”

But the missile was turning, and it was Marin’s turn to curse beneath his breath. “It’s smart. Now, where did these shooters get smart weapons?”

From the back, Harrison Shapiro called, “How smart?  Shrike, Tomahawk, Comanche?”

“Something like a Comanche,” Travers guessed. “And it’s turning right into us.”

“Fleet hardware,” Marin said sourly. “Who the hell is shooting?” He cut back speed as the missile picked them up. “You’re going to get one shot, Neil.”

“I know.” Travers was intent on the fire control systems. “You expect this crap in Omaru, not here – I didn’t know there was fighting on Jagreth.”

“There isn’t – wasn’t, before,” Marin corrected. “Never. Nine seconds. Eight. Seven. Neil!”

“Flimsy guns … one shot, remember.” Travers waited, and waited again, and then stroked the triggers softly.

The shot was clean. The missile ignited in a ball of pink fire through which the Capricorn shot too fast even for its paintwork to scorch. Marin braked hard, dropped the port wing and described a wide arc to bring them back onto the assigned flightpath. The comm distortion cleared for a moment and they heard Yip on the air, a moment before rotary cannons opened up, spitting tracer which the gunship rode on its belly plates. 

“They’re on the roof of the Masterson building,” Yip was shouting. A crackle, spattering static, and then, “No! Tactical, stay the hell out of the way. Leave this one to us, they’ll carve a Tac flyer into confetti!”

A woman’s voice bawled into the audio chaos, “There’s two hundred people in that building, goddamn it! You fire on it, JS-10, and I’ll make fucking sure it’s your funeral!”

Intent on the groundscan now, Travers muttered, “I can see the shooters. Three figures, flak jackets, helmets, equipment cases, one rotary cannon, and the way they’re hosing off, they’re going to be out of ammo very soon. Come on Yip, take the bastards, not the building.”

The sidescan was busy with hundreds of civilian marks which Marin had ignored, save for avoiding them, but the Capricorn’s simple AI beeped a warning as a trio of ‘heavies’ came in from the south. “Tactical,” he said quietly. “Three squaddies … armed. They should be able to take the shooters.”

“Unless those shooters have reloads for the rotary, in which case Tac flyers will go down like skeets. JS-10 won’t let ’em get close enough to try it.” Travers screwed the combug back into his ear. “Lieutenant Yip, do you read?” Nothing. “Shit,” Neil hissed, and reconfigured the weapons systems. “How close can you get us?”

“Depends.” Marin was already closing on the gunship once more, deliberately keeping it between the Capricorn and the rooftop. “They could fire on us, if we give them the opportunity.”

“Missiles? I don’t think so.” Travers had zoomed the vidfeed to its grainy maximum. “Equipment cases. Count ’em up.”

Marin glanced at the feed for just a moment. “Good call. Damned good call. Hold on.”

They both knew the dimensions of the Comanche weapons system, and the mass. Marin saw three figures on the rooftop, one Arago sled and only two cases. Each case carried two missiles, or one missile plus the launcher. Three people using stealth to move military grade weapons through a city could only carry so much. The launcher was abandoned on the stained plascrete between the building’s big shell-shaped a/c vents, and if three missiles had been fired –

“JS-10’s transmitting.” Travers was frowning over the comm. “It’s gibberish, loads of encryption. What in Christ’s name are they waiting for?”

“Authorization,” Marin said bitterly. “They need clearance before they can fire on anything even vaguely like a civilian target, and – what is this, a school, a research center? Two hundred people in there, Neil. You’re thinking like Fleet – think like Tactical. You’re on a city paycheck, your boss is in civvy street … and we need to be closer, if you’re going to take the shooters, not the whole goddamn’ roof.”

At a parapet below, the figures were starting to run as they saw the Capricorn swing wide around the gunship. Rather than reloading the rotary cannon they had ditched it, which could only mean they were out of ammunition. The Capricorn’s armor was just heavy enough to tolerate the rotary, but Marin was grateful not to have to put it to the test.  Travers’s fingers were dancing over the fire controls, already targeting each figure individually, and Marin opened the throttle. The Capricorn dove fast enough to squeeze the eyeballs in his head, fetching ‘shock diamonds’ shimmering in his vision – but it was fast enough, close enough.

The two chain guns mounted under the nose moaned as Travers touched the triggers again, and the three figures seemed to wrench apart in a welter of red. “Done,” Travers said with a moment’s smug satisfaction. 

They might have expected JS-10 to protest, but Yip’s voice whooped over the comm. “Good shooting, Wastrel 101! Muchas
gracias. Turn right and follow us to Chesterfield LZ.”

The roars of disapproval issued from the Tactical lead flyer, and Marin glanced back at Shapiro. “Seems they’re not happy with us. Do you want to respond?”

But Shapiro’s head was shaking. “Turn them off. This is a local squabble, it doesn’t involve us. ”

The shouting silenced as Travers switched up to the Wastrel’s own band, and he heard a thread of comm, every second word missing. It was Vidal, repeating the request for information over and over.

“We’re all right, Mick. It’s done – local shooters. I say again –” Travers repeated the message twice. 

“Who?” Vidal demanded. “Who’s shooting? We were not warned about combat conditions in Westminster!”

“We weren’t expecting to fly into a strike on Velcastra either,” Travers said with acid humor. “We’ve no information yet, Mick – we’ll update you, soon as we know more ourselves.”

There might not be any formal notices posted of aggression in the Westminster city limits, Marin thought, but he saw plenty of evidence for it. Three buildings were still smoking; a fire had burned out several acres in the Kostroma sector, and the city’s two private landing fields were loud with beacons warning civilian traffic away.

 Shapiro and Kim were unstrapped and leaning on the backs of the pilot seats. Shapiro had slipped a combug into his right ear and was listening to the Chesterfield security channel, but Kim was surveying the city with an appalled expression. 

“What is this? Jagreth fighting itself?” He set a hand on Shapiro’s arm. “You want to bug out, Harrison?”

“I think this round’s over.” Shapiro clasped Kim’s hand for a moment. “Chesterfield just gave the area a healthy security rating.”

“Means maybe one chance in five of getting shot at,” Travers said pointedly. “In all seriousness – like Jon said, do you want to bug right out? We should have been warned, if there’s fighting in Westminster.”

“And who,” Marin added in a rasp, “is fighting? This place was always safe. It was so stultifying, Fleet didn’t have to round up the draftees when the conscription notices were posted – kids of seventeen were so bored, they were ready to go, just to break up the monotony!”

The Capricorn was at four hundred meters now and the city stretched away beyond every horizon. He had lost sight of the blue-green ocean but ahead and below was a forty-hectare swatch of green, bordered by dense forest, checkerboarded by landscape gardens laid down in a time when Euclidian geometry was the vogue. At the heart of it all was a golden stone mansion which sprawled in a vast, elongated H-pattern, four storeys tall, with deep, shadowed courtyards at front and rear.

Local time was 16:50 as the Capricorn crossed the threshold into Chesterfield’s restricted airspace. The gunship shadowed them in every meter of the way, and Marin passed back to the automatics as they saw woodland, lawns, gardens, expanding below. The private landing field was at the rear of the mansion, recessed into a corner of the grounds and bordered on two sides by immense, dark stands of Jupiter spruce. 

“Chesterfield Control, this is JS-10,” Yip was saying as the gunship began to drop on a hot bluster of repulsion. “Wastrel 101 is secure … we have minor damage to avionics and engines. We’re not going to make orbit without service. Request a tender, asap.”

“Roger that, JS-10. Standby for an engineer’s tractor. And incidentally, Cameron, that was very nice shooting.”

“Not me,” Yip said blithely. “I was still pratting around, waiting for Oversight to authorize me to clear the triggers. General Shapiro’s people took the shooters … Colonel Briggs is pissed as all hell.”

“Briggs?” Travers echoed as the Capricorn settled on her struts and the engines began to cycle down.

“Tactical,” Marin guessed. Right ahead of the cockpit’s molded canopy surrounds, the gunship was opening up. As three armed and armored troopers hustled down the ramp he sat back. “Looks like they have Chesterfield security under control.” He gave Shapiro an amused look. “There’s not much for us to do here.”

“If they had it under control,” Shapiro said with a surprising depth of cynicism, “we wouldn’t have been dodging missiles.”

Travers had shrugged out of the harness and was on his feet. “You want us to sweep the place?”

“I’d say yes…” Shapiro was frowning out at the guard Chesterfield had assigned “…if I thought they’d allow it.”

“You have the authority,” Marin began.

“Do I?” Shapiro folded his arms over his chest. “I’m not so sure. On Velcastra or Omaru, yes, because President Liang and Colonel Tarrant worked in absolute cooperation with us. On Borushek – of course, because it was my own turf. Here?” He shook his head slowly. “They have this circus micro-organized.”

“And they still blew it,” Travers observed. “There’s been fighting in the city. You saw the smoking evidence.”

“I did.” Shapiro’s brows rose as he brushed down his blue-gray jacket and tugged his cuffs. “And I’ll dig for whatever information Chesterfield Control can provide! In the meantime, I don’t think they’ll give us much opportunity to organize our own security.”

He was on his way to the side hatch, moving past Marin and Travers, with Jon Kim right behind him. “So, where do you want us?” Marin wondered. “We’re a little … redundant here.”

At the top of the ramp Shapiro turned back with a wry smile. “Why don’t you take a few hours? I know this is your home, Curtis – or was. I imagine you’d like a chance to look up old friends, or visit places you haven’t seen in ten years or more.”

“Call, if you need us.” Travers tapped the bug in his left ear. “Our comm is busted up, we might not get a word you’re saying, but we’ll hear if you call. We won’t be far away.”

 “I’ll do that.” Then Shapiro was heading down the ramp, and Jon Kim hesitated just long enough to give Travers and Marin a rueful look. “You, uh, trust Chesterfield Control?”

They shared a glance, and Marin shrugged. “I don’t know them. Look, stick close to him, Jon. Give us a chance to check out the local security without getting anybody mad enough to spit, and if there’s a problem we’ll call you.”

“Thanks.” Kim pulled his fingers through his hair, rearranging it. “Wish us luck.”

“Break a leg,” Travers said with a trace of grim humor.

A car was waiting for Shapiro, and Marin’s lips compressed as he watched it pull away – sleek, smooth, electric blue, so heavy with armor, it wallowed on its repulsion. Whether he and Travers trusted Chesterfield or not, they were out of jurisdiction here. The local security force was not about to give them any space to maneuver. 

The draft from the gunship’s engines was acrid, hot, and something was not right. The lift motors smelt off, with a pungent scent of burning lubricants. Travers beckoned, headed away from it, and Marin was pleased to put thirty meters of close-cropped lawn between them and the gunship. Those lubricants were mildly toxic. When they carbonized, they were intensely carcinogenic. Rookie techs on the flightline learned every safety protocol by heart before they ever got their hands on a wrench.

Footsteps shushed across the grass behind them and Travers turned back, right hand going instinctively to his jacket, to the Chiyoda machine pistol holstered there. But he and Marin relaxed a moment later as they saw a blue uniformed figure, the crests of Jagreth and Chesterfield on the shoulders and breast of a flightsuit. The name on his chest read YIP, TC.

He awarded them a smart salute, though he was laughing as he approached – a tall young man in his early twenties, with a rangy physique, clear skin, good features without being particularly handsome. A pair of gelemerald earrings winked in his lobes. “Hey guys, that’s one we owe you.” He thrust his hand at Travers first, and shook. 

“For taking out the shooters?” Travers chuckled aridly. “You’d have taken them yourselves.”

“If Oversight ever gave us the authorization before the three of them just up and skedaddled.” Yip made negative noises. “Oversight’s a bunch of city council moms and pops, elected to organize pavement and sewerage, and suddenly they’re deciding who can shoot, and when, and where!” He sighed. “It’s  not their fault, but it’s turned into a frigging disaster, and this whole show’s going to be over before we can get enough rules of engagement laid down to play the game properly. The bastards you nixed –? Chances are it’s the exact same shooters me and my crew’ve been trying to nab, right across the city. Every time, they duck out of sight before we get clearance to fire. They dive into the middle of a bunch of civvies, maybe an aeroball crowd, a mall, a school, so we got no chance of taking ’em.”

“Damn.” Marin thrust both hands into his pockets, looking out over the park, with its manicured lawns, astonishing topiary, marble and bronze statuary. “Well, you’re welcome, Lieutenant. We just jumped the gun –”

“Because we don’t have to answer to your bosses,” Travers finished. “We didn’t know there was fighting on Jagreth.”

“There isn’t.” Yip gave a cynical chuckle. “Officially. It’s just a bunch of Terran agents. We’ve always known we had a corps of them in the colony – every colony has ’em. They’ve been trying to get out, since we made the first moves in the changeover of power.”

Marin lifted his face to the sky, with its fleece of clouds and the brazen blue of late afternoon. The smell of the world was so familiar, a thousand memories he had not recalled since his teens came rushing back. “The handover to the colonial government hasn’t been as smooth here as it was on Velcastra.”

The lieutenant fell into step with them, toward the blind side of the mansion on the other side of lawns vast enough for a tournament.  “It’s been smooth enough, but the fact is … we blew it right at the start. Governor Pasco took his staff out peacefully – right now there’s twenty of them, secretaries, aides, valets, at the Santorini Hotel, just waiting for a shuttle back to Lithgow or Haven, and a clipper from there back to the homeworlds. It was absolutely covert, in the wee, small hours of the morning, all smiles and handshakes. But somebody, somewhere tipped off the Confederate agents and suddenly we were blanketing the whole system with so much comm jamming, you can barely hear yourself think. The Earthers have been scrambling to get out – we’ve stopped the bastards at the spaceport and almost all the private fields in the colony. Every single time it explodes into a fucking shooting party. People,” he finished bleakly, “are getting killed, not just the Earthers, but us.”

“You said you blew it at the start,” Marin mused.

The young man’s shoulders lifted in an expressive shrug. “Somebody on Pasco’s staff called out, and damned if we know how. Maybe they just told a friend, or posted something dumb to CityNet. But even if they hadn’t, the Confederate agents were always going to give us grief. We thought we had the buggers pegged, but we missed a bunch of them right here in Westminster. We’ve been playing tag ever since, and they don’t hesitate to shoot, no matter who or what’s in the way. I think you just took ’em down.”

They had crossed the lawn into the shade of century-old trees. Travers opened his jacket in the afternoon warmth. “Nobody’s made it out of the system, right? You’re sure?”

Now Yip hesitated. “As sure as you can be. We think the Confederates are covered down to the last four, and the last time I was briefed we had them tracked to an industrial zone in the south. They’re under tight surveillance – they’re not going anywhere. We’ll give ’em the chance to quit and walk away with their lives. They can accept arrest and repatriation after the war, if they’re smart. If they’re not, they’re headed for the crematorium up in Juanliu.”

“Good enough,” Marin judged. 

“Hey, you want coffee?” Yip offered. 

But Travers was looking out across the hills to the south, where the forest had just begun to change color with the onset of fall. “Later, maybe. Any chance we can take a car?”

“You want to do the tourist thing?” The lieutenant made a face. “This is the most boring ball of mud in the universe.”

“I could name some worse,” Marin said, amused. “I was born here. I know a few places, if you want sand between your toes and the wind in your hair.”

The suggestion inspired a pained look, as if Yip could imagine nothing more tedious, but he pointed them to the garages at the rear of the mansion. “Sign out the Grassetto.  It’s bulletproof … just in case.” He looked them up and down. “You, uh, armed?”

“Always.” Travers regarded the mansion with a deep frown. “I’m assuming your security is tight?”

“As a hustler’s corsets,” Yip assured him. “Nothing gets past this squad, not on our home turf. We laid on full security protocols, soon as the Confederate agents started sniping.”

“Targets?” 

“Anything headed into or out of the mansion,” Yip said grimly, “especially an executive plane like your Capricorn, and especially if it’s under escort, meaning it has to have somebody high up aboard, with any luck General Shapiro himself. The Earthers’d just love to put him in a bodybag.”

“So Shapiro was the target,” Marin mused. 

“Makes sense, doesn’t it?” Travers turned away toward the garages. “Signal lag between Omaru and here means the Confederate agents on Jagreth  couldn’t have any firm intel, but it’s a safe bet the master puppeteer would show up here right ahead of the proclamation. They had location and approximate time, they just had to stake out a shoothole and wait.” He looked at his chrono, and then up at Marin. “We probably don’t have a lot of time.”

“We’ll catch up with you, Lieutenant,” Marin promised.  “The Grassetto, you said?”

“Yeah. The big black Rand.” Yip waved and went on toward the mansion, where white umbrellas nodded over bistro tables in a red-paved courtyard under a display of prolific glory vines just beginning to redden as autumn came on.

The garages were cool, dim, a mass of silver-gray plascrete with a green and white boomgate and full AI surveillance. Marin saw two blue-uniformed guards and three youths apparently whiling away the afternoon hand-polishing several ranks of luxury cars for politicians and celebrities. He regarded the vehicles impartially, but Travers was scathing about wealth, privilege and ‘seat polishers,’ albeit in a growl even Marin barely heard. 

A polite security drone ID’d and palm-printed them before it released the Grassetto, and Marin was not very surprised when the AI knew them. Chesterfield Control had already logged them in, along with Shapiro and Kim. 

The senior guard was an older woman, thickset, with gnarled hands and too much makeup, who looked entirely comfortable in the uniform. “You guys come down groundside wi’ the General’s party?” The accent was provincial, even for Jagreth, which was far from the bright lights of Velcastra, Borushek, Omaru. She looked up at them through the haze of the threedee. “You gotta be feelin’ like a coupla spare wheels wi’ flat tires.”

“The boss gave us a few hours,” Travers said easily as he accepted the keycoder. “Downtime. Don’t knock it.”

“Enjoy.” The woman gave the threedee a cursory wave, and the boom rose.


 

 
Chapter Eight

Westminster region, Jagreth


 
Local time ticked over to 17:30 as the car buoyed up on a storm of repulsion. Travers took it out to the broad rear courtyard in a well of blue shadow before hitting the igniters. Well-tuned lifters roared to life and he ran them up to full thrust in test. Marin took the opportunity to sit back and relish the moment of idleness as the Rand rose high over the comm arrays on the mansion’s red shingled roof and angled away into the south.

“So.” Travers spun the car slowly in its own length to take in the full three-sixty. “Where?”

Most cities were much alike, and Marin had little desire to revisit parks and monuments which were variations on the themes of those in Sark, Elstrom, Hydralis, before the war reduced it to rubble – even Marak City on Ulrand. The fastest way out of town was south, down the coast. He pointed Travers in the general direction and lounged in the passenger’s seat, taking as much pleasure in watching Neil handle the car as in the view.

The Samaral Ocean was bright as the sun westered. Jagreth’s warm yellow star had begun to settle into a bed of cumulus and stratocumulus, and the forecast would not be so good for Westminster tomorrow. Marin smiled, remembering how the region’s weather always changed from the northwest. When one had grown up here, murk on the horizon, a subtle rise in humidity, a welcome fall in the heat of a summer or autumn afternoon, gave the subliminal warnings of squalls before dawn, perhaps a rumble of thunder in the small hours of the morning. The Cailenne Current cut a long rip, north-south and three shades darker than the rest of the ocean, almost on the horizon as the car headed south down the coast, following the antlines of the traffic lanes.

Below, Westminster was a mass of golden stone and armorglass reflecting the lowering sun, and the dancing colors of the myriad flickering commercials which competed for attention along the rooftops. Marin spared it one long glance, saw little different from Sark and Elstrom, and turned his attention back to the ocean.

Minutes later Travers dropped out of the traffic lines and the car settled toward a small gravel parking lot. The area was deserted at this time of day, and mid-week. The signage read ‘Beluga Cove,’ and he was surprised. “You have belugas here? The Earth species, or something local that just reminded some xenobiologist of a beluga?”

“Neither, actually.” The engine whined down, the gullwings lifted, and Marin took a deep breath of fresh salt air. The sun was low now and he used a hand to shield his eyes. “The Beluga was a research vessel, scouting locations for the mid-ocean fish farms. She went down 20 K’s offshore in a monster storm about 150 years ago. You can still dive on the wreck – another touristy thing to do, but you need the noonday light. She’s in about 30 meters, and it quickly gets dark, down deep. You can carry lights, but they’re a nuisance.”

“You’ve dived it.” Travers was watching the gulls squabbling along a pebble beach where someone had recently cleaned a catch. 

They were indigenous, very different from the gulls of Earth – silver-green, with wax-glossy scales and double-folded wings; but they filled the same niche and sounded exactly like the gulls that had been introduced to Velcastra and Borushek from Earth. Jagreth’s biosphere was close enough to Earth’s to be almost liveable without modification, yet different enough for Earth-native species to struggle without some reengineering. Domestic animals were tweaked for the colony, and few wild species were dangerous enough to be culled. Indigenous forms continued to flourish and three generations on, no one noticed how ‘gulls,’ ‘crows’ and ‘pigeons’ shone with gorgeous iridescent scales rather then feathers, and folded their wings in two places. 

Marin had grown up with these, and was transfixed by the feathered birds brought out from Earth. Genuine birds were common in colonies where terraforming was so comprehensive, native species were obliterated in the wild to make space for burgeoning human populations. Terraforming usually resulted in worlds where native creatures perished and were replaced by reengineered types from Earth and from environmentally compatible colonies. Indigenous life hung on only in vast, domed ‘parks’ where the virgin environment was carefully preserved as a scientific record. Marin had always mourned the near-annihilation of native life to accommodate humans. 

“I dove on the Beluga three or four times when I was about fifteen,” he told Travers. “I had a skiff, used to tie up at the mooring on the point there. Don’t know what happened to the boat. It was still in the shed when my conscription notice was posted, but my parents were long gone from this planet by the time I was free to walk away from Fleet.” He heard the dark, introspective tone in his own voice. “I suppose they sold it along with the furniture.”

The ocean glittered as the northwest wind wafted coolness through the car, sharp with the tang of the incoming tide. He forced himself back to the present, discovered Travers frowning at him and hunted for a smile. “You want to get sand between your toes?”

But Travers’s dark head shook. “We can do that anywhere. It’s pretty, but a beach is a beach. We’ll come back when we have a few days, and maybe rent a boat, dive that wreck.” He dropped the gullwings and hit the igniters again. The hot engines lifted the car swiftly, and he turned the nose on south, leaving the city behind and heading into ‘clear air’ – traffic zones where the load was too sparse for antlines to form up, and drivers could cut their own paths.

Fifty kilometers over Westminster’s horizon lay the delta of the Murchison River, and there Travers turned inland, east, following the course of the river from the broad, swampy meander close to the coast to the jagged depths of Glen Rowan Gorge, where ancient glacial torrents had carved a chasm hundreds of meters deep. The southbound Kanagawa Highway soared over the gorge on the great wings of a road- and rail-bridge, a structure woven of seemingly gossamer filaments, spun kevlex-titanium riding grav-resist fields. 

“Now, that’s pretty.” Impressed, Neil braked the car to a hover, five hundred meters westward.

“Three monster generators are buried in the bedrock below, there’s a permanent gang of drones maintaining it,” Marin told him. “It has its own AI – and you’re seeing it at the best time of the day, with the sun low in the west.”

The structure gleamed, with the northbound freight express headed like a bullet for Westminster on the maglev rail and flights of snow-white condors wheeling below on the early evening thermals, fanning out in search of carrion – supper. In the distance the landscape darkened with the endless carpet of the Itaruma Forest, dense, original old-growth tracts of native hardwoods – big enough, old and tough enough to withstand an environment skewed by the modest terraforming. 

“Swing around, follow the highway.” Marin pointed ahead to the arrow-straight line of plascrete cutting an arc into the northeast, where the hills rose steadily toward mountains still over the horizon. “It’s only early autumn here, so there’s enough daylight.”

“Enough light for what?” Travers took the car under the bridge rather than over, where the upward press of the grav-resist field gave a rollercoaster sensation for a moment.


  

“A place called Taylor’s Creek ... since we’re in the area, at this time of year.” Marin leaned forward, bringing the GPS online and scrolling till he found what he wanted. 

A wood of maple, aspen and birch, built from reengineered trees. The result was a designer landscape – nothing about it was natural to Jagreth, but it had the look and feel and smell of the Hudson River area of Darwin’s World, and several parts of the northern latitudes of Earth’s Americas. For more than a century Jagreth had celebrated the First Fleet’s origins in the Near Sky, and specifically Darwin’s, Mars and Earth itself. Many landscapes around Westminster were built by the terraformer fleet to make the first generations comfortable. They were as artificial as their trees and wildlife were real and alive; and they were as beautiful as any place in the homeworlds.

The colors of the season were already beginning to show, and the low sun cast a golden blaze across a birch hillside. Westminster sprawled away to the sea, busy, self-possessed, handsome with a certain quaintness which had been cast off decades before by more affluent and populous cities of other worlds. 

Travers set the car down on the cracked old plascrete of a lookout, and as the canopies whirred up Marin swung out, stretched his back and took a long breath. The air was quite still here, two thousand meters above the coast, cooler, and rich with the scents of soil, decay, humus. The year was swinging quickly toward winter; fall here was short and damp after the extended summer months. Drifted fallen leaves crackled underfoot as he made his way to the half-strange, half-familiar gazebo-style shelter, thirty yards back from the lookout. 

The wood was the same; the knife-carved graffiti had worn with time but the table was very new. Birch and aspen clustered around and the undergrowth grew much more thickly than he remembered, but nothing could change the smell of the place, and it triggered a thousand memories. The view over Westminster to the sea was dramatic with the harsh shadows of early evening; smoke from the few fires still smoldering cast a haze over the city, but if Marin closed his eyes, seventeen years seemed to fall away from his bones like a snakeskin.

“Nice place,” Travers said cautiously. “I know a few like it on Darwin’s and Velcastra.”

Every world had them – scores of them. Hundreds. Marin chuckled softly. “It’s not a place. It’s the place.”

Travers hopped up to sit on the table, feet on the bench, listening, perhaps guessing.

“I was sixteen,” Marin told him. “He was about a year older, but his conscription notice hadn’t been posted yet. It was about this time of year … still warm, humid. Clear skies, great stars except in the east where the spaceport lights always make it too bright for stars … about an hour off midnight, which is not as late as it sounds. The day’s a tad shorter here, remember?”

A smile had ambushed Travers. “I remember. You lost your virginity here.”

“Yes, I did.” Marin indulged himself in a rich chuckle. “He had a car, he’d already graduated … Chris. Nice kid, all long limbs and yellow hair and brown skin. Smooth as a girl, at that age. Ready for plucking and desperate to be plucked, if only the right partner would come along. You know the type.”

“I’ve met a few.” Travers beckoned and when Marin went to him, laced his fingers at Curtis’s nape. “You’d have fallen into the same category yourself … damn, I’ll just bet you were a beauty. It was good?”

“It was interesting,” Marin allowed. “Not a complete disaster.” He leaned his forehead on Neil’s and closed his eyes, the better to perceive the sprit of the place. “Nothing really changes here except the people. They come and go, but Jagreth seems to drowse, so far from the bright lights of Velcastra, Omaru, Borushek – and if you ask the people who’ve spent a lifetime here they’ll tell you, they like it that way.”

“So do it. It’s nice.” Travers feathered a kiss around his cheek, flicked his lips with a warm tonguetip. “The Three Rivers region of Darwin’s is a lot like this. The pace of life is slow enough that you can actually see the seasons changing around you instead of running, running, the way we’ve spent the last couple of years.”

“I’ve been running for a lot longer.” Marin leaned back to look into his face. “Dendra Shemiji. One day I’ll tell you a few of those stories.” Then he looked over Travers’s head into the woodland shadows, where rabbits and deer would soon be creeping out to forage in the twilight. Not the same animals Earth knew as rabbits and deer, but creatures that filled the same niches in the environment, and were close enough to be called by the same names. 

For a moment the memories were sharp enough to be almost painful. Inside Marin, disturbingly close beneath the skin, was the callow, confused youth, longing for adventure, dreading his five-year hitch yet relishing the challenge of opting for officer selection at the end of the rookie year, studying for an eventual place in the command corps. Perhaps even a command of his own. He might have done it, if he had not watched the murder of a friend. One night changed everything, and there was no way back.

He shook the memories away with an enormous effort and focused on Travers, who was just watching him, waiting for him to return to the present. Loving him a great deal just then, Marin stooped and kissed him soundly before he said against Neil’s lips, “You getting hungry?”

“Starving,” Travers confessed. “I was starting to wonder if you wanted to duck into the woods for a quickie –”

“If we were seventeen, I’d take you up on the offer,” Marin said, amused. “I’m old enough to want a firm mattress and a tube of something cool and sweet, if I’m going to get humped!” He traced the lines of Travers’s brow, nose, jaw. “Beside which, you’re hungry.”

“You know any good restaurants?” Travers pressed a last kiss to his palm and let him go. 

“A few, but we don’t have a booking.” Marin stepped away, though he held onto Travers’s hands and pulled him to his feet. “How fancy do you want to get?”

“I don’t care about ‘fancy’ – feed me,” Neil said plaintively.

“In that case, let me drive now.”

Sunset flooded east through the sky in shades of blood, purple, gold, green, as the car lifted. Lights danced across the rooftops of Westminster and for a moment Marin held the car on a static hover while he cast around for his bearings, not quite ready to take the easy way out and opt for the GPS. 

Travers snorted with ribald humor. “You do know where you’re going?”

“Hey, it’s been a long time,” Marin protested.

And then the car spun, dove down the forest-dark face of the Wichita Hills and entered the city traffic lines over the Bremen sector. Downtown was already bright, glittering with animated signage and a million lights, crisscrossed by the traffic lanes while the flaretails of orbital shuttles arced high above, heading up from the spaceport to Sanmarco and the clipper terminal at Westminster High Dock. 

He threaded into ‘Watsonia Street,’ the busy east-west express lane at 700 meters altitude, and followed it to a familiar pair of red and white banners dancing in laser light over the apex of the South Cambrai parking garage. When he saw the green ‘space available’ sign, he handed the car over to the building’s AI pilot.

The Grassetto touched down like a feather, and as the canopies lifted he took a breath of the city night air – sharp, metallic with the reek of hot engines, rich with the smells of plum pork, lemon chicken, frying onions, sizzling fish, issuing from the stalls on the north parapet. Forty levels up, they heard only a faint growl of street traffic, but the air overhead was thick with cars, jangling with music from the food vendors’ stands, and Marin shouted to hear his own voice.

“This way – stay with me.” 

The parking AI issued a chit for the car, and as they headed for the elevators the massive red lobster claws picked up the Grassetto, swung it vertically in an Arago cradle and shunted it into the first available slot in the building’s cubic-concentration storage.

Two minutes later they were on the street and Marin was the first to admit, downtown Westminster was almost indistinguishable from Sark or Elstrom or even Santorini. He had never visited Venice, on Darwin’s World, but it could be little different. Travers was impartial, content to follow as Marin took him a hundred meters north, thirty east; and then he whistled as he saw the illuminated fountains outside the Jagreth Colonial Museum.

The fountains were the one unique feature the city possessed, and they appeared in every brochure. Even now a gaggle of tourists posed in front of the leaping-dolphin arcs of spun lexan about which the water performed an intricate ballet of rainbow-hued jets. The display was lit from below the surface by animated lights in complex patterns of color. Travers watched, impressed, and then gave Marin a hopeful look.

“You said something about food?”

In fact, Marin could already smell it and followed his nose. The museum fronted onto Shackleton Strand with a broad, red-paved forecourt and vast armorglass windows displaying an original terraformer drone – forty meters long, fifteen high, twenty wide, painted the garish red and yellow that made these machines instantly visible in the forest. This one had its handler arms extended as if it were taking apart a hillside, and was surrounded by a regiment of its worker bots. Opposite the windows, a line of kiosks marched away toward the art gallery, the opera house, the Santorini Hotel. Between the kiosks and the monstrous, dormant terraformer machine, a bevy of blue and white parasols perched over numerous café tables.

Most tables were occupied, but one in the back was free. Marin claimed it by sitting there while Travers strolled off to explore the kiosks and indulge himself. Curtis was content to watch, enjoying the opportunity to sit and be still, until the big threedee on the south side of the courtyard flickered to life. Moments later the CNS feed began. 

His nerves prickled. If CNS was back on the air, it could only mean the system-wide comm jamming had stopped. On a whim he took the combug from his pocket, slipped it in and gave it a tap. At once he heard Wastrel Ops, and he said quietly,

“This is Wastrel 101 … no more jamming?”

The voice answering belonged to Tully Ingersol. “Hey, Curtis, you notice that. They just quit the comm blanket,” he affirmed, “and you gotta know what that means.”

“It means it doesn’t matter any longer if the news of the takeover gets out,” Marin mused. “They’re ready to proclaim sovereignty, right now – ready for the London battle group.  It can happen any time.”

“And it will,” Ingersol said darkly. “Uh, where are you guys?”

“Downtown Westminster,” Marin told him. “Shackleton Strand, ten minutes from transportation. Where do you want us?”

“You’re fine where you are, just don’t go far.” Ingersol paused, more than likely to monitor another channel. “Chesterfield Control just buzzed the whole system with the news … the official proclamation’s going to be broadcast to the cosmos at midnight, your time, from the … the Madeleine Chen Theater. You got any idea what that is?”

“The opera house – about four hundred meters south of where I’m sitting. I can almost see it from here.” Marin was watching Travers threading his way back between the tables. “Gives us a shade under two hours to kill. Where’s Shapiro?”

“Still at Chesterfield House with the President. According to the security feed, they’re moving to the theater soon. If you’re looking to hook up with them there, you better let Jon Kim know you’re coming in, so he can liaise with their goon squad. They’re artillery right up to the eyeballs, with a rep for being bloody trigger happy – mind you, full marks to Prendergast’s people. They’ve had this whole thing buckled down tight.”

“Except for the small fact we ran into Terran agents with missiles before we even saw the LZ,” Marin added tartly. “Good thing we were in the right place at the right time.”

“You and Neil,” Ingersol said dryly, “always were the two luckiest pups I ever knew.”

Travers had just set down an armful of food and drink, and Marin said to the combug, “I’ll talk to you later, Tully. 101 out.” He gestured at the threedee, off to his left. “CNS just came back up. The big statement’s being made from the opera house – that Greco-Roman monstrosity on the other side of the art gallery – midnight. Speaking of which – hang on.” He clicked the combug down to the Chesterfield Security band. “Wastrel 101 looking for Jon Kim.”

He called three times before Kim answered in a bored tone. “Curtis, where are you? You’re coming back to the house?”

“We’re downtown.” Marin took a cup of almond chicken and noodles from Travers, and dug in a fork. “We just heard the news –”

“Opera house, midnight, they’re making a big production number of it.” Kim heaved a sigh. “The whole security caravan picks up and moves in an hour. Less. They’ve been sweeping the theater all day for any sign of Confederate agents. We’re on pace … and then, please gods, we can get out of here.”

“Bored?” Travers was listening in. 

“Out of my tiny gourd,” Kim said acidly. “Aides are not permitted in the hallowed presence. It’s just been Harrison and President Prendergast, since we got here. My eyeballs are floating in tea. Still, I just sent for food and I’m going to kill some time with CityNet, now it’s back online.”

“We’ll join you at the theater,” Marin told him. “Give Chesterfield Security a heads up, or we’ll be bounced before we even get close to the door.”

“They’ll be looking for you,” Kim promised. “I’ll see you there, Curtis.”

Travers was eating an eccentric mix of Chinese, Italian and Moroccan over a bed of flashed sweet potatoes. With his back to the street he was studying the ancient terraformer machine, behind its armorglass. As he patted his lips with a napkin he said,

“You know, I never saw one of these before. I mean, actually saw one in reality. The terraforming at home was so long ago, the hardware was all shipped off-planet centuries ago. They’re bigger than they look on the vids.”

“Bigger and nastier.” Marin twisted in the white wrought kevlex chair to frown at the exhibit. “These things have torn entire ecologies to pieces – not here, but on other worlds – razed them down to bare dirt and then rebuilt them with engineered species that suit us. Humans.”

“You don’t have much regard for terraforming,” Travers observed.

But Marin only shrugged. “There was a need for it, centuries ago. These days we just keep on surveying till we find better-suited planets, but back then the engine technology wasn’t up to it. It was easier to take a planet with potential and rework it.”

“Thirty or forty billion humans,” Travers said thoughtfully, “where are you going to put them?” 

“Exactly.” Marin frowned critically at the machine. “So you find a world with the right gravity, the right star, good atmosphere, geologically stable, enough liquid water, nothing nasty in the local stellar neighbourhood, no sign of intelligent life, and what are you going to do?”

“Stake a claim, survey it, modify it.” Travers chewed methodically, still focused on the terraformer drone. “Darwin’s was one of the lucky ones. It didn’t take much terraforming. Less than twenty years, to change the nature of the soil in areas that were designated agricultural, change the paths of a couple of rivers, eradicate some lethal species of swarming bugs. They chucked in a bunch of ice asteroids to raise sea level by a few meters – nothing too big and bad. Some engineered forests, like Jupiter spruce and a lot of acacias and eucalypts that’ll grow anywhere, desert or snow, they don’t care. Two decades to cook while the sleeper ships chugged their way out there on the earliest Auriga engines – today we wouldn’t trust ’em as far as you could throw one – and she was done.” He patted his lips with a paper napkin. “At the last census there were four billion people living on Darwin’s.”

“And immigration out to the Middle Heavens and the Deep Sky has been a major industry for about a century and a half.” Marin glanced sidelong at the museum. “You already know we were settled from the homeworlds and Darwin’s. Terraforming was quick, they didn’t have to do much, so the environment is still fairly liveable for the native species.”

“I noticed.” Travers gestured with a loaded fork. “Rabbits in the woods back there – until you take a close look. ‘Rabbits’ with frill necks, not ears, long tails and three claws as long as your thumb on every foot.”

“You noticed.” Marin half-drained a cup of iced green tea with lime and mint. “They’re harmless. Good pets, if you keep the claws trimmed. I had one myself when I was a kid. The frill necks angle around, collecting sound for six tiny little audio channels in the base of the skull, and they’re also like snake tongues, chemical receptors, tasting the air. These rabbits are enough like rabbits to be warm, soft; they make thrumming noises when they’re fed, content.” He smiled at the memory. “I haven’t remembered him in ten years. Longer. Not that him is the right word. They’re single gender, marsupial.”

“There’s a few native species left on Darwin’s,” Travers said thoughtfully, “but they’ve been driven way out by the cities and the domestic stock from Earth. You’re more likely to see horses, cattle, sheep, than any of the wild deer and goats. The indigenous wolves and big cats are virtually extinct in the wild, just a few left in the high mountains in the south.”

“It’s the same here.” Marin nodded vaguely into the south. “There’s a preserve, about a million square kilometers of native environment and a thousand drones creeping about, keeping it pristine perfect. Nothing’s actually extinct … but nothing’s wild anymore.” He frowned at the street, the throngs of people moving back and forth between the malls and civic buildings. “Too many people. That’s always been the problem.”

“Crowding and hunger are what brought humans out from the homeworlds in the first place.” Travers was in a philosophical mood. “If we’d been like the Resalq, never let overpopulation get into gear, we’d have taken another thousand years to escape the solar system.”

He was right, but Marin was far from convinced it would have been a bad thing. Scores of planets would have survived in their natural forms, rather than being hammered into pseudo-Earths. Done eating, he piled the debris into a bag. “You want to take a look at the museum? We don’t need to be at the opera house for an hour and a half.”

“Sure.” Travers was still eating. “They have anything Resalq here? I know the whole colony was named for the hero in a story – Jagreth.”

“They keep several standing displays.” Marin was watching the threedee. “Even before the terraforming, the surveyor ships found the ruins of a Resalq city. It’d been abandoned so long before, it was decayed, half buried, like the Eternal City on Saraine, but…”

He stopped there to listen as the CNS display turned to grainy longshots of Fleet ships and graphical representations of worlds like Haven, Lithgow, Louverne, even Pakrenne. He had been deliberately tuning out the voiceover, but now gave it his full attention.

“Hijackings, mutinies, mass desertions,” a woman’s voice was saying in the slow, measured paces of the news narrator. “The story is the same across the Middle Heavens and on into the Deep Sky, where shocking scenes of violence have been reported on Borushek. The city of Sark, always one of the most peaceful centers in the colonies, exploded in riot and armed protest last week when the news from Velcastra and Ulrand was published to CityNet, following the defeat of suppression orders from Confederate news agencies.

“Widely referred to as the ‘Colonial Wars,’ the recent uprisings on both the civilian street and the decks of lesser Fleet vessels have prompted a clamp-down by military and civil authorities. For the first time, a dusk to dawn curfew has been enforced in Sark. Citizens abroad after 9:00pm and before 5:00am without valid passes and permits are being arrested, charged and shipped out to penal facilities on Borushek’s third moon, where they face sentences of up to six months.  

“On Louverne, public, Tactical and Fleet security personnel clashed in Herschel Mall, in Colombo. A battle ensued, with more than two hundred people killed or injured, and more than three thousand arrested. These arrestees, along with eight thousand others taken into custody in similar confrontations across Louverne, have been detained in a makeshift camp in the Elizabeth Islands. Primitive conditions, inadequate sewerage and poor medical facilities raise grave concerns for the health of detainees, none of whom have yet been formally charged. 

“Aboard the Fleet cruiser Eugene and the frigates Ajax and Europa, violence turned to bloody mayhem when the crewdecks mutinied and the command corps made the mistake of taking up arms in an attempt to quell the insurrection.” Stock shots of ships of the same class flashed up into the threedee; they were all too familiar from the action on the Omaru blockade. 

“The death toll across the three ships, which were seized at the Fleet dockyards in the Haven system, has officially been set at 22, with 60 more officers and personnel wounded, some tanked in cryogen, waiting for cloned body parts without which they would surely die. Confederate loyalists were set down at the bauxite mines on Hephaestus, in Haven’s asteroid belt, where inadequate life support facilities caused panic. A rescue flight was made by the tender Strauss, and all hands were recovered, but the cruiser and frigates were long gone. Transmissions received before they quit the system reported them headed for Velcastra, where the stated intention of the mutineers is to pledge the vessels to the service of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth.”

Now, wide shots of the mines and dockyards were replaced by an animation of the Commonwealth flag – blue-white and beautiful, with the nine stars representing the nine sovereign territories signatory to the fledgling alliance. “Fleet vessels,” the newsreader went on in the same deliberately paced tones, “are regrouping at Haven, and though neither Quadrant Command nor Fleet itself has responded to media petitions for information, it is believed they are waiting for support from the Near Sky. 

“The newly-launched super-carrier Avenger is believed to be cruising a route in the Middle Heavens, and military analysts speculate she will be held in reserve, for the defense of the homeworlds themselves. Meanwhile, the super-carrier London and her battle group were last recorded heading into the space between Borushek and Jagreth. Nothing further is known about their position or assignment, but with the Nine Worlds Commonwealth flag flying this morning over the sovereign state of Velcastra, it can only be a matter of time before independence is declared on Jagreth and Borushek. 

“Rumor is rife in every city, on every ship, that military scientists in the Deep Sky colonies have developed a new ‘super-weapon’ which is more than a match for the ships of the Terran Confederacy’s DeepSky Fleet. No firm data is available but analysts agree, the existence of such a weapon will be proved out when the next colony declares its secession from the Confederacy. 

“Which colony will it be? Military and political analysts are arguing between Borushek, Jagreth and even Omaru, where news to hand suggests there has been an interruption in comm and data traffic with the ships of the Fleet blockade.”

There was more, but Marin stopped listening and turned his back on the threedee. “It’s starting … and it’s a mess.”

“It was always going to be a mess.” Finished eating now, Travers had crammed his debris into the same bag as Marin’s. “It’s going to get worse before it gets better … but you have to believe it will get better.” He frowned into the threedee. “Spontaneous mutinies on Fleet vessels? Conscript crews aren’t stupid. And the more ships pare themselves away from Fleet, the less chance Fleet has of cracking the whip out here. With the super-carriers as good as gone –”

“The London,” Marin said bleakly, “could be dropping out in this system, right over our heads, any time this brand new, hardline commander of theirs cares to make the commitment. And you’ve seen Jagreth by now. It’s just a backwater, it has to look like the proverbial pushover.” 

“Colonel Tomas Carnairo de Carvalho.” Travers’s lips compressed. “A pushover? The man’s about to get a bloody nasty surprise.”

Marin pushed back the chair and glanced over his shoulder at the threedee, where the local time was displayed in the bottom-right. “If you want to take a look at the Resalq exhibits, now’s your chance. In half an hour Chesterfield Security will be bringing the President to the theater, and then – game on.”

The words inspired a shiver. An odd chill, deep as the bone marrow, took him by surprise as he watched Travers drop the refuse of their meal into a service chute. On the street, people were gathering together in little knots and groups to watch CNS on a public screen here, a handy there. All heads in the café were turned toward the threedee and faces were pale, grim, as Marin headed away toward the wide, white marble foyer of the museum.

Many of the smaller exhibits were new but the big, permanent features had been in place since he was a child. Management habitually rearranged the dust and each year or three the signage would be freshened, but the displays seemed perpetual. Travers wanted to look around the terraformer drone, which filled almost a third of the ground floor. Marin stood back, watching a documentary on paleoclimatology until he was done. Research into the remote past of Jagreth would continue for centuries – the ice ages, ancient vulcanology, the irony of a fossil record of creatures that had spent a hundred million years evolving into forms now relegated to a ‘native environment preserve’ and reclassified as ‘alien,’ their part in the evolution of their own world finished.

The upper floors were devoted to colonial history, technology, geology, zoology, but Travers wanted the Resalq displays, and they had always been in the basement. They were too massive to be moved. Almost half an acre of the original buildings lifted cleanly on industrial Arago fields, out of the excavation site beyond the mountains, and specialists spent a year reconstructing it here with a care to detail Marin appreciated. 

Millennium-old walls, floors, blind windows, sliding doors in the Resalq design, so familiar from Saraine, were sealed behind armorglass and lit as if by the morning sun. A street ambled along the glass facade, courtyards stretched back, fountains seemed to be waiting only for the water to be restored. A commentary looped endlessly in the quiet basement, and Marin was amused to find it was the same recording he had heard as a child.

To Travers it was new and he stood, hands in pockets, as he watched the condensed, dumbed-down presentation of Resalq culture playing in a little threedee in the forefront of the standing display.  According to current wisdom, the ruined city was once known as Aliman, which apparently translated out into the common colonial tongue as “Good Times.” 

Marin’s knowledge of the living language was far more profound than anything the local archaeologists possessed, and he smiled at the casual liberties they took with the translation. They derived the short form of ‘Aliman’ from ne’Aelim
anha, which meant ‘from the Fine Times,’ referring to the years before the Car’am
anha, the Dying Time, when the Zunshu came. That part of the story, he thought darkly, would come out long after the war, when the Resalq grew confident enough of Deep Sky politics to show themselves.

But much of the presentation was interesting. As far as the Jagrethean researchers had been able to discern, the city of Aliman was not ruined, it was simply abandoned. At the height of a technological civilization leaving buildings filled with power lines, servomotors, cybernetics, air conditioning ducts, trunking for comm and data cables and tiny generators the size of coffee cups, one year they packed everything movable and walked away. Why? Where had they gone?

The first time Marin heard all this, he was eight years old. At that age he was inspired by the epiphany that humanity was not the only intelligent and technological species in the universe – aliens were a reality; or at least they had once existed, and were artistic, brilliant, before they vanished utterly. 

The exodus hypothesis had not changed. The commentary still set out the most likely cause for the abandonment of Aliman as a new disease, almost certainly a virus, causing the unaffected population to evacuate while they could. One of their destinations was known to be the Eternal City on Saraine, where human archaeologists had worked for decades, supported by a wealthy eccentric who lived nearby in a mansion of ancient Resalq design; a man so obsessed with the dead culture that he spent his life translating texts which were occasionally discovered in the ruins. Mark Sherratt would have enjoyed a chuckle. The archaeologists never knew their most cherished artifacts were seeded into Saraine’s ruins ahead of them, just as the local researchers never suspected the text of the saga of Jagreth was carefully stashed in Aliman for them to stumble over.

But after Saraine, where did the Resalq go? There, the commentary descended into sheer speculation about climate change, unexpected solar events, and carriers taking the virus with them unwittingly, world to world, until the species eventually perished. Travers gave Marin a cynical look.

“The truth’ll come out soon enough.” Marin joined him at the threedee. “Give the Resalq a chance to be sure enough of the Commonwealth. If they show themselves too early and it goes wrong, it could be bad. The elders won’t risk a mistake, not after generations were reengineered to walk among humans unnoticed – and if Emil Kulich’s right, they traded their culture and identity for survival.”

“And they’re wise to wait. It’s not as if the local archaeologists have any idea about the Zunshu,” Travers added.

Marin’s brows arched. “That’s not … quite true. The local specialists just have no clue yet about what they’re looking at.”

“The Zunshu have been here?” Travers was astonished. “When? They didn’t cripple the planet.”

“The Resalq had shut everything down, the whole world was running dark, silent, cold – like Saraine, right now – by the time Zunshu scouts made it this far. You know how they hunt. Zunshu key on the noise and muck of industry, tech. They don’t waste time and warheads on squirrels! Come on.” Marin beckoned him to the wide, pink marble stairs and up two flights to the technology exhibits. 

The lighting was dim up here and the building was too warm, making the skin prickle with sweat inside the thin, flexible layers of kevlex-titanium body armor they both wore. The air was dry, sterile as a tomb, and at this hour the halls were deserted. He knew what he was looking for, but the displays had been rearranged in recent years and he had to search for it. The scale model and panoramic images were pushed away into a corner now, half-hidden by the genuine skeleton of an extinct marsupial badger the size of a rhinoceros.

He said nothing, but let Travers make what he would of the exhibit. Neil read the signage, and when the presentation came online, tripped by motion sensors, he listened with outraged fascination. 

The thing was in the south, on the biggest island in the chain stretching away in a crescent-shaped archipelago from the tip of the southern continent. It was difficult to get to, impossible to stumble over by accident, very easy to miss. The colonial surveyors had missed it entirely and the terraformer fleet never had any business in the islands, so the thing remained intact until the First Fleet arrived, and only then bared its fangs. Very little was known about the event; there were no survivors on the outside, only a number of charred craters blasted into solid rock. Intense explosions had destroyed objects which left nothing, no smallest part of themselves, to suggest what they had been. The thing itself closed back up and remained closed … inert, silent, dormant, impervious to research.

“Jesus,” Travers whispered. “There’s a stasis chamber here, like the one on Kjorin.”

“More like the one on Ulrand,” Marin corrected. “The one on Kjorin was still functional, still scanning the region for signs of industry and calling home on the Zunshu comm band. The stasis chamber on Ulrand was like this one – as close to dead as it can be, and not actually be dead.” He frowned at the scale model, which showed a partially denuded hemisphere, just a wedge of it visible where it had weathered out of a mudstone bank. “It was buried by a flood, gigaliters of mud,” Marin mused. “It would have been buried when the surveyor ships were here, and in a remote area. Scans missed it; they never knew it existed. Thirty years later, the colony ship arrives, and … all we know is, there was one hell of a fight.”

“Automata,” Travers said, chilled. “Someone took them on, but there were no survivors. The chamber almost certainly called out on the Zunshu band, but for some reason there was never any response.” 

“No weapon like the Borushek device ever dropped out of e-space here,” Marin said quietly. “We can only make a guess at why not.”

“Hellgate,” Travers speculated. “Blind luck. At the critical moment a major Hellgate storm just sheeted out the whole area with high-level radiation, the transmission never got through. Somebody, somehow, stopped the stasis chamber blowing itself to hell and taking half the planet with it –”

“The way the Kulich brothers shut one down.” Marin took a long breath. “They fought the same kind of action to let the Raishenne get away from Kjorin. Like Midani and Emil, the heroes who closed down this device paid the price for it. They were almost certainly trapped inside. For all we know, the only way to control a stasis chamber, deactivate it, might be from inside. Whoever draws the short straw is going to stay in there.” 

“Damn.” Travers shook his head slowly. “If that’s the case, they’re definitely still inside, like Midani and Emil Kulich. So then – what? The colony engineers slapped a quarantine zone around the site?”

“A plascrete dome, the same containment you’d use for extreme biohazard. They labeled the stasis chamber ‘unknown Resalq tech, very dangerous, keep out.’” Marin smiled grimly. “Fast forward about 160 years, and here we are. That thing,” he added with a nod at the scale model, “will have to be resolved sooner or later. It can’t just stay there. I’m guessing Dario and Tor and Mark can probably open it, disable it, get rid of the threat. It may be dormant, but it still has at least a resisidual potential to implode half of this planet and tear the atmosphere off the rest.” He glanced into the threedee, at the chrono there. “Time, Neil. We’re expected at the theater.”

Strategically positioned as one left the museum was the store – visitors walked through it to reach the exit, between racks of colourful products, most designed for children. Art caught Marin’s eye and he smiled at the fanciful cover of an actual, physical book. Books of any kind were a rarity, hardcover graphic works even more so, and it begged to be picked up, opened.

It was a visual fantasy on The Sovereign Voyage of Jagreth, printed on plastex sheets, heavy and sumptuous in the hands. The Slingo text lay side by side with the original Resalq, and Marin was fascinated. This was the first complete Resalq text ever discovered – a large enough sample for proper analysis. The work was introduced by the linguist who had used the text to break the language more than a century and a half ago, and
after-words by both the Jagrethean archaeologist who uncovered the text in the ruins at Aliman, and the illustrator. The artist was credited as Ian McGuire. Marin had met McGuire at an art dealers’ soiree on Saraine, but it was doubtful the Westminster University Press had any idea their illustrator was a centuries-old Resalq, native to Riga, Borushek, whose name was Eyen Meguar. 

On a whim he handed the book to the attendant along with a wad of blue and green Velcastran dollars, which were accepted almost anywhere on Jagreth. He passed the bag to Travers with a wink. 

“Picture books?” Neil asked fatuously. “I haven’t quite forgotten how to read.” But he slipped the parcel into his right inside pocket, opposite the holstered Chiyoda.

“There’s a little more to it than pictures,” Marin promised, headed out onto the street.

The evening was spending itself fast. He had become so accustomed to the longer days on worlds and ships keeping time closer to Earth-normal, he felt almost caught short as they left the museum. Velcastra and Omaru enjoyed a slightly longer day, like Darwin’s World itself; Borushek and Saraine were within thirty minutes of each other, their days a little longer than Earth’s. The Wastrel kept the traditional 24-hour clock. Richard Vaurien was born on Earth itself; his biorhythms were not merely human, they were Earther. One could grow accustomed to anything, Marin thought; but home should be the one place where a man was at ease.

A lively, cooler breeze rushed down Shackleton Strand, tossing the foliage on eucalypts and native pines. The weather was changing, as he had known it would since seeing cumulus over the sea. He turned his face to the wind, enjoying it, until they strolled into the paved courtyards at the side of the opera house. 

Chesterfield Security had formed a cordon around the Madeleine Chen Theater. The red carpet was still in place but the presidential party had already gone inside. The limousine had lifted out of the street, up to the air park on the roof. Travers was listening to Chesterfield’s comm, not intruding but getting a grasp on their protocols, and he stopped Marin with a hand on his arm, well short of the cordon of armed, armored guards.

The security personnel were intent on the strand, as if a column of Terran agents might burst out from behind the metroshuttle stops. Marin was not about to challenge them, and was about to call into the loop, looking for Jon Kim, when he heard Kim’s voice.

“Curtis, Neil – I can see you. Stay right there, I’ll send an escort for you. This place is apeshit paranoid – I thought they were going to frisk me on the way in! They’re so suspicious, they’re dangerous. Hey, look up.”

A movement at a second floor window caught Marin’s eye and he saw Kim there, framed by heavy blue curtains, right hand waving. “We’ll be here,” he said simply. And then, “Neil, those security guys are scanning us.”

“And we’re armed,” Travers added. “Stand still – don’t give them a reason.” He held his hands well out from his jacket, and as two Chesterfield goons approached – faceless, anonymous in the full-visor helmets – he turned his head to display the military style combug in his ear. “Colonel Neil Travers, Colonel Curtis Marin, with General Shapiro’s party.” 

Two cocked and primed service pistols remained leveled on them, but an authorization call went through at once and a moment later both squaddies performed a crisp salute. “Go right through, Colonel Travers.” The voice was as anonymous as the face; only the sergeant’s chevrons distinguished the speaker from any other trooper on this street. “Take the side door, the private elevator. The General’s aide is waiting for you in the Blue Room.”

Three steps led up to an ornamental door flanked by potted palms. A waft of chill air greeted them ahead of another naked pistol, and a young uniformed officer scanned them from head to foot before she would let them pass. Marin and Travers shared a glance and Marin asked, 

“You expecting trouble, Lieutenant?”

“We always expect trouble.” But she set aside the handy and gestured them toward the lift. “You’re just in time.”

“For what?” Travers wondered.

“Proclamation.” The short-cropped blonde head nodded toward the body of the theater. “It’s happening, Colonel. You have no idea what it means to us. I’ve got a kid brother who’s waiting for his conscription notice. Now he won’t have to go.” Her face darkened. “I’ve also got an older sister still in Fleet, and they won’t even tell us what ship she’s on. She could be on the London for all we know.”

“Reality hits you in the face like a brick,” Marin said quietly. “My partner, here, has young siblings who’ll be rookies about now. Who knows where they are?” He stirred forcibly. “General Shapiro’s aide is waiting for us – the Blue Room. Where…?”

She pointed. “Elevator, up one floor turn right. The Blue Room is a press room just off the circle balcony. The President’s party will be seated in the prestige spot, with a security cordon. The President himself will be escorted to the stage directly, and then up to the center-circle, right on the balcony. There’s a concert following Proclamation.”

And the party would begin across Westminster and most of the planet, Marin thought as he and Travers stepped into an elegant, mock-antique elevator. A smooth, fast ride later, it opened onto a bronze-carpeted salon with multiple double-doors to the body of the theater on their left and a bar in front, already serving a small crowd. The Blue Room was ten meters on their right – guarded, with two uniforms either side of the door and four plain clothed secret service people inside.

They saw Jon Kim at once as he came to meet them with a look of intense gratitude. His jacket hung over a chair behind him, and he was finishing a coffee. “At last, a sane face! These people are freakin’ nuts.”

“They know they have Terran agents loose on the planet somewhere,” Travers amended quietly. “Heads, probably their own, would roll if the new President was assassinated on his way to the Proclamation speech, or during it.”

“And you know how badly they want Harrison’s head on a silver platter,” Marin added.

Kim’s face was grim, gray. “I know. They’ve been sweeping the place constantly, looking for agents or weapons. You’re, uh, armed?”

“Of course.” Marin lifted the left side of his jacket to display the Chiyoda machine pistol. “Relax, Jon. These people might be a little nuts, but they’re taking the job so seriously, a cockroach couldn’t scuttle through this security screen. You’re almost as safe here as on the Wastrel. To take Harrison or President Prendergast, Confederate agents would need to have rigged this venue days ago, before they even knew where the show would take place, and they’d need to have managed it in some way no scan in the book can detect.” 

“Prendergast could just as easily have broadcast the Proclamation from Chesterfield House. In fact,” Travers said shrewdly, “it’s a safe bet the rogue agents expected him to, and focused what resources they could scrape together on the mansion. We were shot at on the way in, remember.”

“Like I’ll forget in a hurry.” Kim’s face warmed with an embarrassed blush. “Sorry. You might not believe this, what with the war and all, but that’s the first time in my life I’ve ever actually been shot at. Look at all this – this opulence. It’s fantastic. But dead is just plain dead, even here.”

Behind Kim was a backdrop of rich blue drapes, a sea green carpet, long mahogany tables set up to accommodate a gathering of journalists and an imaging team. Between the windows, opposite the door, was a life sized portrait of a striking red-haired woman in a white ball gown. 

“This would be Madeleine Chen,” Travers guessed.

“A freak soprano,” Kim affirmed as he set down the mug and snatched up his jacket. “She had such a vocal range, it’s not even supposed to be physically possible … native to Jagreth, married a colonial governor – an Earther, no less. She actually did a tour on Earth, but audiences and critics wouldn’t accept her. Seems the press tagged her, and her voice, as a mutation, some genetic accident that happened out here due to pure Earth bloodstock being exposed to this mean, nasty colonial swamp we live in. So she came right back to Jagreth.”

“And the husband, the governor?” Travers wondered.

“Came back with her,” Marin told him as ancient memories stirred, “but twenty, thirty years later they divorced and he went home. To Mars, as I recall,” he added as Kim tugged his jacket straight.  

A chime rang softly through the salon and Kim looked nervously at his chrono. “That’s the ten minute warning. Follow me.”

The theater must have held two thousand, Marin thought, and almost every seat was full. The circle balcony itself would accommodate at least seven hundred, and of the few empty chairs, most were reserved from the President’s retinue. The stage was massive, far below, with redwood boards, five-meter ruby drapes and glowbots flitting where they were needed. During a performance the stage could rotate on a repulsion cushion – he saw the locking clamps for the platform, artfully concealed as gilt cornucopias – and up above were multiple different gantries which would be configured a specific show. 

Tonight the stage held only a rostrum and tiers of fresh flowers, blue and white and yellow. The Daku colors. No seats were set up behind the rostrum, so there would be only one speaker. Security people patrolled the wings and a knot of operatives had gathered at stage right, which gave the most direct access to the stage door. The whole theater was a quiet rush of subdued conversation.

“You ever been inside this place before?” Travers wondered as he took a seat with Kim and six assorted members of the President’s entourage. More blue-suited secret service operatives prowled behind them, half-seen in the shadows.

“Never,” Marin confessed. “I’ve seen it on vids, of course, but …” He chuckled quietly. “I was seventeen when I shipped out, right to Fleet. I didn’t have much interest in anything they’d have been performing here, even if I could’ve afforded the ticket.”

“Which you couldn’t.” Travers shared his amusement. “The money came later ... along with the risk.”

“You got that right.” A rustle, the soft shush of doors, drew Marin’s attention to the side, and back, and he turned toward it. “Here they come.” Along with Kim, he and Travers stood.

So this was Elaine Osman, till lately the wife of Charles Vidal, and the woman Michael Vidal passionately disliked, though she was his mother. She was more than sixty years now old, Marin knew, but the athlete’s body was still svelte, sleek, supple. The Pakrani hair was as platinum blonde as Jazinsky’s, with copper and emerald highlights, and her skin was still like flawless porcelain. She had dressed in black for the occasion, with a lot of gelemerald jewelry, and she looked every inch colonial royalty. The years of being married to Vidal had given her a polish to match the gems. She had forged her reputation on the aeroball court, but she was quite ready to be the First Lady of the Republic of Jagreth. Elaine Osman looked, Marin thought, smug, with a kind of self-righteous conceit stemming from the knowledge she was far more beautiful and more privileged than any other individual in the colony with the possible exception of her husband. And he could imagine the sotto voce harangue they would have heard if Mick Vidal were here.

A step behind her was Harrison Shapiro – bored, Marin observed, tired, perhaps even a little annoyed, though he was too artful a diplomat to ever let any hint of it slip through the polite face he wore like a mask. He was handsome in the dress grays, not as tall as Osman, just a few years younger, and poised with professional elegance. 

Behind him came an entourage of secretaries, attendants and at least two bodyguards Marin could identify. Discreetly, Jon Kim joined the aides and Marin waited for some officer to specify where he and Travers were wanted. Before he could ask, Shapiro spoke quietly to one of the personal guards, and gestured toward them. Travers whispered,

“Looks like we’re back on duty.”

“We always are.” Marin gave a subtle nod to the more senior of the bodyguards, and they moved up one level, to the seats directly behind Shapiro and Osman. 

“All right, let’s do this properly.” From a pocket Travers produced a small handy and, before he sat, turned a full three-sixty with the unit. “We’re clean.”

“We’d better be,” Marin breathed. “The way Chesterfield Security’s been sweeping the place – if they’ve missed something, it’ll be buried so deep, we’re going to go up in a blast that’ll take half the city.”

Travers snapped the handy closed, thrust it back into his pocket and gave his combug a tap. “Wastrel 101 to Ops.”

“Wastrel Ops.” Richard Vaurien’s voice had never been more welcome. “Chesterfield updated us one minute ago. It’s happening right now. CNS just picked up the broadcast – I’m looking at a stage full of flowers and glowbots.”

“We’re seeing the same thing. We’re at ground zero,” Marin told him. “You’re deep-scanning the system?”

“Constantly. We popped forty drones into a data conduit, back out as far as the asteroids.” Vaurien paused. “Nothing moving, Curtis. All quiet. You’re having second thoughts? You want me to launch Bravo?”

For a moment Marin and Travers shared a look before Travers said, “No reason to. Just keep your ears open, Richard.”

“You mean, take nothing for granted?” Vaurien made almost amused noises. “Two hours ago we recalled Sergei and his boys from Sanmarco. I’ve got the Mako flying a racetrack pattern around the main shipping roads, triple-checking the minefields they seeded while we were at Omaru. Sergei’s not happy. Seems he’s nursing a hangover, and apparently we hauled the three of them out of bed … we promised them bonuses. Relax, Neil. You’re covered.”

“Thanks.” Travers mocked himself with a crooked grin. “With any luck we might be out of here in an hour. Leave your comm open.”

“Will do,” Vaurien acknowledged.

As he fell silent the sound system whispered, issued a bass note, and Marin heard the opening strains of the national song, soon to be the anthem of Jagreth. O citadel among the stars, the bastion of the free; / How fair the skies and seas of home, how sweet our liberty. / On this home soil shall ne’er be heard the knell of spoil or death – / The jewel of all the northern stars, our motherland, Jagreth.


The stage lighting dimmed; the house lights went down and the muted noise from the body of the theater dropped away to polite, expectant silence. The tall ruby curtains swished open two measured meters; glowbots pooled gold light on the redwood boards as the familiar figure of Rob Prendergast stepped out.

The last time they had seen him was at Vidal’s memorial on Elstrom StarCity. Marin leaned toward Travers for a better view as the man stepped up between the banks of flowers to the rostrum, and then he glanced down at Elaine Osman. Smug was an understatement. The First Lady was gracious – self-centered, elegant, arrogant, radiant, superficial. She had written herself into history, and she knew it.

Center stage, Rob Prendergast looked up toward the balcony; his silver-shot head lifted in her direction and he gave her a faint smile, a nod, as he rested both hands on the rostrum. The glowbots clustered around, casting an even, pearly glow around him, and the audience held its collective breath. Most people here tonight were senators, counsellors, educators, public representatives, senior officers from Tactical, Fire Control, Medevac. They would have been on a two-hour alert for months now, Marin thought; and they were reveling in the showmanship. The President had walked out onto the stage with one minute to spare before midnight, so the words would be spoken – live, before the cosmos – as midnight struck.

By contrast, the declaration of sovereignty on Velcastra was subdued. It was made via CNS and CityNet, with a modest vid Robert Chandra Liang had recorded in his study at home, just a few hours before. None of which was good enough for Prendergast. He took center stage like a veteran actor, spread his arms wide, and in the rich, round tones of a Jagrethean accent which seemed a little exaggerated tonight he said,

“Ladies and gentleman, it is my honor and my privilege, on behalf of the government and the people of this star system, to proclaim the sovereignty of the Celestial Territory of Jagreth, and to transmit this Proclamation without delay or ambiguity to the Deep Sky, and to the homeworlds of the Terran Confederation. Effective immediately, the former Colony of Jagreth shall be recognized as the Federal Republic of Jagreth, a charter member system of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth of the Deep Sky.”

An ovation erupted. Two thousand people were on their feet, shouting and cheering like the most unruly supporters at an aeroball grand final. “And it’s official,” Travers said under the din. “Break out the champagne.”

The party would be starting within minutes, and even Marin could not resist a feeling of satisfaction. Technically it had all been said as midnight clicked over into the new day, but they might have known Prendergast would hold onto the stage as long as he could. He held up both hands for order, and the speech began. Marin sighed and settled more deeply into the chair to listen.

He spoke well, the speech was quite inspirational, and he had committed enough of it to memory to get through with only a few references to the prompter. Most of it was rhetoric; a lot more was self-aggrandisement, as if Prendergast himself had singlehandedly steered Jagreth to liberty, and this colony was leading the whole Deep Sky into freedom from the ‘overbearing tyranny of a mother world too distant and too preoccupied with wealth and genetic purity to heed the cries for help of daughter worlds which, long-since grown to maturity, are themselves in need of succor.’

“Ouch,” Travers whispered. “That’s…”

“Florid,” Marin agreed. “Verbose. Accurate enough, I suppose.” He frowned as Prendergast went on, speaking next of The Weapon. 

What he could disclose here was little; in fact, what Prendergast knew of the Zunshu tech was only the fragment Harrison Shapiro had given him. Clever scriptwriting wove it into a statement about the colony’s security, of people who had ‘no cause for a moment of fear, since Jagreth is defended as completely, as diligently, as Velcastra.’

Eventually even Rob Prendergast ran out of steam. The speech ended with another ovation and as he returned backstage, through scarlet curtains which swished around him, the glowbots scattered themselves for the concert. The curtains reopened on a choir; the anthem was sung again; divas took the stage with a medley of local music, all more or less patriotic. With attention on the performance, Prendergast was able to join his entourage in the balcony without incident. 

After forty interminable minutes the company took an intermission. With a gracious smile Shapiro went out to the salon. Prendergast and Osman followed, security personnel surrounding them. Travers and Marin stalked on the fringe of the squad, and Marin was listening to comm from the Wastrel now. 

“We must be leaving,” Shapiro said for the third time as champagne was pressed into his hand. “There’s no more I can do here, Mr. President, and I’m sure the festivities will continue for a week.”

“Or until the London battle group drops out,” Travers muttered archly.

Madame Osman made regretful faces. “Oh, General, must you go so soon? There’s so much you could see of this world.”

“Another time, ma’am,” he promised. “It’ll be a great pleasure to return here in a year or two, as a free man visiting a free world for no better reason than a vacation.”

She touched his arm. “See that you do, General.” 

“You’ll be our guest,” Prendergast added. “Elaine and I can show you a Jagreth the tourists don’t even know exists.”

“I look forward to it.” Shapiro took one sip of the champagne and passed the flute to a waiter. “For the moment, you’ll have to forgive me. The sovereignty of Jagreth is one of the concerns of the Deep Sky. As you said yourself, Mr. President, you’re well defended, you’ve nothing to fear … and I remain a soldier on assignment.”

Travers leaned closer to Marin and dropped his voice. “Sounds like the official appeal to be rescued.”

“So rescue us,” Jon Kim said grimly.

“Wastrel Ops.” Marin touched his combug. “We’re coming back up. Can you groundscan the area?”

And Mick Vidal himself: “We’re too far out, Curtis, but we’re getting the feed from Chesterfield. Unless they’re a pack of rank amateurs – which they’re not – you’re clear.”

Both Travers and Kim had heard. They materialized at Shapiro’s side and Marin watched as Kim whispered, close to Shapiro’s left ear. Whatever he murmured, Marin never knew, but the general dropped a crisp half bow before Osman and Prendergast and said,

“And now, I really must leave you.” He offered his hand. “Until we meet again, Mr. President … madame.”

Prendergast took his hand formally while Kim signaled the security detail. They formed up smartly, an escort of six blue-suits which swept the way to a private elevator, and an executive space on the roof’s air park. Two Kotaro-Fuente executive aircraft – big, armored, lightly armed – had transported the president’s party; one was returning to Chesterfield House now while the other stood under guard in a ring of floodlighting, beneath a sky that was rapidly lowering, promising rain. 

As he slid into the seat behind the pilot Marin dug for the parking chit for the Grassetto, and presented it to the copilot. “That’s your car – the black Rand. We signed it out this afternoon.” He ran up the harness as Shapiro and Kim settled into seats directly behind; Travers was last in, before the side hatch rumbled shut and locked.

Lift engines thundered, but in the cab all he felt was a slight vibration as the plane fell upward into the night sky. Behind Shapiro and Kim, Travers and a Jagreth Secret Service agent talked quietly while the others were silent, listening to the Wastrel. The flight back to the old colonial governor’s residence was a matter of minutes. The mansion stood in a lake of light; the party had spilled out onto the lawns, and the Capricorn was already remote-starting as Etienne took control of it. 

A gunship beat up from Chesterfield LZ and hovered over the gardens, low enough to thrash the trees with the downdraft of powerful repulsion, while Shapiro and Kim transferred to the Capricorn. The cabin lights had already dimmed in preparation for launch as Travers slid into the pilot seat. Etienne passed control to him and he skimmed the instruments as harness buckles rasped. 

The first rain began to spatter the canopies as the side hatch slammed. At last, Shapiro issued an eloquent groan.  “Thank gods we’re out of there. Rob Prendergast could talk the hind-end off a mule.”

“So long as he can hold the system together.” Marin took a cursory glance over the instruments. “Jagretheans do like their rhetoric – and Prendergast’s the kind of gas-bag who puts on a good show. Hatches to flight mode, armed and checked. Any time, Neil.”

The Capricorn lifted with a subtle Arago storm and a muted roar of engines as Shapiro sank back into the same seat he had taken on the flight down. He shrugged out of the dress jacket before running up the harness. “When did I turn into some bloody politician? Thirty-odd years, I was a career officer, an old Hellgate hand.”

“You still are.” Kim buckled down and handed him a water bottle. “It’s the reason the likes of Prendergast get under your skin like glass powder. Trust me, Harry, I know politicians, and you’re not one. Don’t let them turn you into one.” 

Shapiro took a long drink. “I’m sorry. I’ve talked myself hoarse. I tried everything I knew to get us out of there without me having to show my face at the theater, but the President wouldn’t hear a word of it. Apparently, archival footage was being recorded. It’s all a matter of posterity. At one point he offered to animate a digitoid of me, to add me to the scene, if I declined to be there in person. Well, I’d rather be in charge of how I smile, and when, and who at, if this footage will be dug out of the archives in a thousand years’ time!”

“Like it or not, you’d been cast in Prendergast’s extravaganza,” Marin said with wry humor. “Wastrel 101 to JS-flight.”

“101, this is Jagreth Security 25.” A woman’s voice, clipped and terse. “We will escort you to orbit. A departure flightpath has been transmitted. Please confirm.”

“We have it,” Travers acknowledged. “We’re on your wing, JS-25.”

The gunship turned its blunt nose up and the engines began to hammer. The Capricorn lifted with it, no more than fifty meters from the blunt, stubby starboard wing, and Marin settled back to watch the lidar. A yawn ambushed him, and he looked sidelong at Travers.

“Tired?” Travers did not sound surprised. “The rigmarole at the opera house was better than a handful of tranks.”

“Tired enough,” Marin said easily. “They didn’t need us down here. Chesterfield Control had a stranglehold on the whole thing.”

“Occasionally it’s nice to not be needed.” Travers handed the Capricorn to the automatics. “Wastrel tracking just picked us up.” He swiveled the seat toward Marin and stretched out his legs. “I like this place.”

“Boring,” Marin said doubtfully.

But Travers only shrugged. “There’s times when you can use a little boring. I could live here.”

“After.” Marin gestured vaguely. 

“After,” Travers agreed. “It won’t be long before it’s all history. Timing, isn’t it? The London should be neutralized right here. Soon. Two days from now, Alec Tarrant makes the big declaration speech on Omaru … and if Fleet can scrape together some kind of a ragtag battle group to launch a punitive mission on Omaru, good luck to them.”

Shapiro’s head shook slowly. “Even Fleet wouldn’t risk sending a group scratched together from odds and sods into Omaru. Not after the loss at Jagreth.”

“Which hasn’t happened yet,” Kim said sharply. 

Marin turned his seat to look back into the body of the plane. “You have doubts?” He lifted a brow at Travers and adjusted his combug. “Wastrel Ops – Etienne, give me a patch to the Mako.”

“Hold,” the AI responded. “The Mako is close to the orbit of Nysos. Signal lag is three seconds.”

And then Sergei van Donne: “Who is this, Curtis Marin?”

“On our way back to the Wastrel … Sergei, confirm status of the weapon.”

The signal lag dragged before van Donne demanded, “You want to know if the mines are where they ought to be, doing what they’re supposed to do? What is it with you people? Jazinsky just had us run a full remote diagnostic on the whole swarm – suddenly you don’t trust them? Or is it me and the boys you don’t trust? I’m wounded. I could be in a four-posted bed in Sanmarco, with the best cognac on ice and enough caviar to take a bath in.”

“I’ll take that as a confirmation,” Travers said acerbically.  

“Take it any way you want,” van Donne growled. “It’s too fucking late to turn back, if you’re starting to get the willies.”

And Vidal, from the Wastrel: “Ignore him, Neil. He’s hungover as all get out. The weapon is fine. The proclamation transmission went out, clear as a bell … and Elaine Osman made sure she was on camera, every time the President wasn’t. I was watching.”

“Osman?” van Donne echoed. “You mean the big Pak beauty, the First Lady? So she was on camera, what’s it to you? You don’t like aeroball?”

“It depends,” Vidal said darkly, “who’s playing.” If van Donne was unaware of his connection to Osman, Mick was not about the mention it. Instead he deflected the issue neatly. “Neil, you’re coming up fast on our position. You want to hand over to Etienne?”

JS-25 had just broken away and was heading back to the surface while the Wastrel loomed up ahead, a shadow against the stars. Below, the night side of the world was a carpet of indigo ocean and gold lights, the traceries of highways, the hotspots of the towns and cities following the coast. For once Travers let the AI take the Capricorn, and like Marin ignored the banter between Vidal and van Donne. 

He and Travers were listening to CNS as the plane rose back into Hangar 4. The party was at full throttle, booze flowing freely. Not even Westminster ATC would have noticed as the Wastrel broke orbit and headed for the anonymity of Nysos, the third of Jagreth’s moons – distant enough to be little more than a spark in Westminster’s night sky. She would tuck in there, hidden in the sensor blind of the minor planet. And then they would wait.

As the tug left orbit Marin took the combug from his ear and tossed it onto the dashboard above the flight surfaces. Neil was already on his feet, stretching his back. The hatch was open, admitting bitter hangar air and the sounds of a maintenance crew. 

The status board at the armordoors showed the Wastrel already on approach to Nysos, with a party in the techs’ crew lounge. Several of Ingersol’s people, who were local to Jagreth, had just come back up with several crates of local champagne and beer. 

“You want to party, Harry?” Jon Kim asked doubtfully as the service lift took them up from the hangar.

“For five minutes, and only if you must.” Shapiro had his jacket folded over one arm and was rolling up his sleeves. “For the first time in six months, I’ve no work waiting for me.” He gave Marin and Travers a rueful glance. “Jagreth was the last assignment I’m in any position to coordinate. The Battle of Omaru will be fought after Lai’a is gone – if it’s fought at all, and please gods the Fleet officer commanding should have more brains, after Velcastra and Jagreth. I imagine you’ve been briefed regarding the London?”

The lift had opened, and Travers stepped out. “The change in the command corps? We were told Fleet took Andrew Grimes and his officers off her just before she shipped out of the Middle Heavens and installed a whole new corps, rushed out from the homeworlds by courier. Some hardline moron called Carvalho.” 

“According to General Bauer,” Marin mused, “Colonel Grimes himself was old school enough to be a pain in the ass, but I’m guessing he has a few too many gray cells to throw the London into the same hot water they saw at Velcastra.”

Shapiro breathed a long sigh. “I’ve met Grimes once or twice, though not socially, I admit. He’s an Earther, but highly intelligent. He has no truck with colonial mutiny, but at the same time he’d say the welfare of his crew was paramount. His crewdecks may be populated by ‘colonial trash,’ but they’re still human souls. I’d have tipped Grimes for putting a toe in the water at Jagreth, seeing how one or two of his ships – a couple of frigates, perhaps – fared as they drove in through the system with armed weapons. When they vanished, as they would, my prediction was that Andrew Grimes would back off, way off, and make a report back to Quadrant Command: the rumors about the Deep Sky possessing The Weapon are quite true. 

“It was,” he added, “vaguely possible that after such a strategic withdrawal we might have dragged a company of Terran ambassadors to the negotiating table. Robert Chandra Liang has been in talks with Tarrant, Prendergast and Joyce Cardwell – the senior Daku representative on Borushek. If Earth could have been forced to the table, those four were prepared to spend months, years, talking their way to a peaceful solution in the Deep Sky.”

“It won’t be happening that way,” Kim sighed, “not with Colonel Tomas Carnairo de Carvalho in command. A billionaire from Lisbon and Brasilia, with grandchildren ranking in the homeworlds Starfleet? Oh he’s intelligent enough but – dogmatic. Likely to be blinded by doctrine. Committed, loyal, unquestioning to the point of utter insanity.”

“Yes.” Shapiro glared at the deck ahead of him. “I have no doubt he’ll throw colonials against colonials – pitch his battle group at Jagreth, and who cares how many ships are deleted from the face of the universe? The crews are only ‘trash’ from Lithgow and Haven and Kuchinbai.” 

Shadows settled on Shapiro’s face, making him look older. He was mortally tired, Marin saw. Worse, he had reached the end of any contribution he could make to a colonial victory. “General … Harrison. Let it be,” Marin said quietly, and when Shapiro looked up at him he added, “There’s something the Resalq say. The same downpour plumps up the apples and floods the cellar.”

At last Shapiro smiled faintly. “Meaning?”

“Meaning … all you can do is prepare the ground,” Marin said with a deep sense of fatalism. “You can’t go out and fill every shirt on both teams. It’s up to them to actually play the damn’ game, win, lose or draw.”

“What he said, Harry,” Kim muttered.

“Indeed.” Shapiro stretched his shoulders and gave his partner an apologetic look. “Go and party, if you like, Jon. I think I’ll pass.”

“Better things to do?” Travers guessed,

“Nothing at all to do,” Shapiro said self-mockingly, “which hasn’t happened in so long, I don’t quite know what I’ll do with myself.”

“I have a few ideas,” Jon Kim offered.

Shapiro actually chuckled. “I imagine you have.” He gave Marin and Travers a wry look. “Good night, gentlemen.”

Alone in the passageway between the staterooms, Marin cocked his head at Travers. “Party, Ops room, a lot of booze and kip grass…?”

“Soft bed, sweet wine, sex?” Travers argued. “You want to flip a coin?”

“Only,” Marin breathed, “if it was double-headed.” And he turned in the direction of their quarters as he spoke. 

He did not make it through the door before Travers pounced on him, and no part of Marin was inclined to argue. The lights were dim as big arms went around him from behind. Neil’s hands were inside his shirt, palming the contours of his chest – he felt the hard, hot press against his hip, speaking to him more eloquently than anything Travers could have said.

The mattress bounced under their combined weight and he felt it conform around him as he rolled over and scissored both legs around Neil’s hips. His shirt was open, and Neil put his head down, teeth busy, nipping and tugging gently on tender nipples till Marin hissed. Travers relented and knelt up. His jacket landed on the deck at the bedside, and the smart gray slacks followed a moment later. 

“What happened to the sweet wine?” Marin asked breathlessly as Neil’s hands tackled his belt.

“I’ll drink your health in it,” Travers promised, “after.”

“After the war?” Marin arched his back to let the slacks slide off. 

Travers palmed the whole shaft of him, worked him with exquisite pressure against his own belly. “If you want to wait that long.” He leaned down over Marin, hunted for his mouth. 

The kiss was deep, restless, searching. Marin opened to it, wondering what was on Neil’s mind. His hands cradled Travers’s skull, holding him to the kiss until the bigger, stronger body arched up again. Travers sat on his heels, reaching over into the drawer by the pillow, and Marin lifted a brow at him.

He would have liked to start at Neil’s mouth and work his way down over every sensitive part, and back, but like the wine it would have to wait. Travers was – inspired, Marin decided. That was the word. He had no idea what bug had gotten into Neil, but he was not about to complain. He had only to lie back and watch as the pale blue gel slicked him from root to crown, and then Neil lifted himself up and over. The big muscles in his thighs stretched as he settled carefully, found the place, and just the right angle. 

Raw pleasure stormed through Marin, chasing every lucid thought out of his head. It seemed nothing was left but pure feeling, emotion unsullied by rationale or apology. He took a ragged breath, held it, and brought his heart, lungs and gonads back under control with iron willpower. An old mantra of calm whispered through his mind while Travers gave a bass moan and wriggled his hips to comfort. 

Hands butterflying up and down the big arms, from sinewy wrists to round, hard-worked biceps, Curtis watched the self-absorbed clench of Travers’s face as he came to rest. Time might have stopped; the universe consisted of the two of them. The future, Lai’a, transspace – none of it existed for Marin. 

A groan rumbled from Travers’s chest as fingertips slid over the wide slabs of his pectorals, the nubs of rucked nipples, and on down. Then Neil’s eyes closed, his head tipped back as he savored every sensation. Still, Curtis made him wait, teased him until he swore fluently. Sweat shone on him, outlining every muscle Neil had sculpted in the gym until Marin could not imagine an uptown Companion or an Elstrom StarCity showpony who could compare.

In Marin’s rookie year in Fleet, the ‘old men’ of the crewdeck – over twenty and infinitely experienced in matters military and sensual – would often say they could only turn on to veterans, and especially those who had just returned from the zone, the places where action turned to combat, even to blood. Everything else was ‘chicken,’ and often despised. Marin himself had soon learned to admire, envy and desire the veterans, the sergeants and company lieutenants who had been there, seen it, done it, knew it. By comparison, rookies were so insignificant, they might have been worthless, even though he was one of them. Or especially so.

And here was Neil Travers. Everything Marin had ever admired was wrapped up in the neat parcel of him, and as Travers began to work hard, Curtis wished he had the words to tell him. Words had vanished like mist on a summer’s morning. He found a rasped endearment as Travers bent over him to have his mouth again. Then even this moment of lucidity was gone, and Marin surrendered to a blind hunt for pleasure that would have been little different when mankind dwelt in caves.


 

 
Chapter Nine

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Nysos, Jagreth system


 
They slept long enough for Travers to lose track of the time, and a chime from the threedee woke him. He stumbled into the bathroom, drank a glass of water and focused properly on the display as Marin rolled over and heaved a yawn. The bed was a tangle of bronze sheets and discarded pillows, and a trio of amber bars had appeared in the threedee.

“What time is it?” Marin was knuckling his eyes. He sounded half conscious, and cleared his throat. 

Travers could still taste the wine, and went to the ’chef for more water. “Shiptime, just after 02:00.” 

“I heard a chime.” Marin grabbed a black silk kimono and shuffled over to sit on the foot of the bed. “We’ve been asleep about four hours.”

“What’s that?” Still drinking, Travers glared at the threedee.

“Don’t know, but I can –” Marin was surely about to say he could call the Ops room and find out, but as he spoke one of the amber bars turned red. “We just went to full alert,” he said quietly. “They’re not reporting any immediate danger to the ship, but something’s wrong.”

“Or maybe something’s right,” Travers countered as he tossed the beaker into the chute and went in search of fresh clothes. 

He could have wished for time to find his wits, but no ship-wide alert in his memory had ever waited on convenience, much less breakfast. In Westminster it would be around 9:00am on a warm, overcast, drizzly day when most people would be nursing spectacular hangovers. On the Wastrel it was the early hours of the morning, and Operations had just powered up as he and Marin stepped in.

Vaurien was in old white denims and a black silk shirt loose about a frame that had lately become spare to the point of thinness, his chest bare, brown, hard. He had clasped his hair and taken a mug of coffee, and was watching one of the big flatscreens. Tully Ingersol did not seem to have gone to bed yet; he was still wide awake and had been immersed in some project until Etienne called the alert. Jazinsky was absent, but Piotr Cassals’s voice was a whisper over the comm from the flightdeck. As Travers tried to get a grasp on the situation, Alexis Rusch and Ernst Rabelais appeared together. Like Ingersol, they had not yet retired. 

A second amber bar turned to red in the status board, and while Rabelais went for coffee, Rusch yanked a chair up to a workstation opposite the navtank. “Richard, what goes on?”

“Deep scan reports ships coming in,” Vaurien told her. “It’s our own data from our own sensor network – we seeded a chain of drones on the way in. Civilian ATC won’t see any damned thing for another hour.”

“Have the ships identified?” Rabelais asked pointedly.

“No, and we haven’t asked.” Vaurien frowned over the tracking data. “In any case, it’s not our place to hail them – we’re just observers here. But I can tell you this: whatever they are, they’re unscheduled, they’re big, and they’re moving in convoy.”

“A clipper flight, maybe, or a bulk cargo fleet,” Travers mused. “Civvy? Freespacers?”

“No way to tell yet.” Vaurien took a long swig of coffee. “It’s fifteen big, fat marks, coming in on the central shipping road … one’s as big as an ore-hauler. You have to know what it looks like.”

“Oh, Christ.” Rusch rubbed her eyes. “Already? It’s too soon.”

“Not if the Jagreth Secret Service was just one iota less efficient than they think they were,” Vaurien said darkly. “They missed a Confederate agent, didn’t they? A ship got out. A small one, perhaps, small enough to slither out of the system sometime early yesterday with intelligence. The handover took place almost a full day before the official Proclamation, which brings the battle group to their doorstep.”

“Well, shit,” Rabelais whispered. “I guess it’s time. I thought we had the chance to…”

“To do what?” Rusch demanded. “There’s nothing left to do, Ernst. Today, tomorrow, what’s it matter?”

“Showtime. Etienne, get me the Mako.” Vaurien held out his empty mug. “Neil, would you, please? With honey and a shot of cream.”

“Sure. Anyone else?” Travers offered.

“I’ll take one. Thanks.” Marin leaned on the back of Rusch’s chair, frowning over the data. “One behemoth of a track, fourteen assorted smaller marks. The usual assemblage of cruisers and frigates, is it?”

“Plus a full-size Fleet tender, and the last mark is more than likely a hospital ship.” Rusch looked up and back at Vaurien. “And here they come – just like Velcastra.”

Enough like Velcastra for Travers’s belly to crawl. He handed the mugs to Curtis and Richard as they waited for the Mako to respond. Etienne had raised the AI at once, but van Donne’s people had clearly left the ship on automatics, and when a human voice answered at last, it was Ramon.

“Hey, Richard, que pasa?”

“Sending you data,” Vaurien said tersely. “Drag the boss out of bed, Ramon. You better get tucked in behind Nysos, and do it quick.”

The data was coming up on the Mako’s screens now, and Ramon swore lividly. “Santo mierda.” And then, bellowing: “Sergei! Sergei, venir
aquí, rápido!”

They heard van Donne’s voice, gruff, muffled with distance between him and the audio pickup: “Fuckit, Ramon, this better be good.”

“We’re on, man. It’s now,” Ramon barked. “Están
aquí.”

“They bloody can’t be,” van Donne shouted.

“They bloody can be,” Ramon said just as loudly, “and we’re visible – we’re out in open goddamn’ space.”

A pause while van Donne digested the data, and his voice was a bass growl. “Shit, Vaurien, where’d the bastards come from? This fast?”

“Security leak. Had to be.” Vaurien sent the system plot over from the flatscreen to the navtank. “You might want to get out of sight.”

And van Donne: “You don’t say. Doing it now. Engines online … Ramon, get your butt back there and drag Rafe outta the sack.”

“Doing that,” Ramon snarled. “Rafe! Move it!”

A third amber bar turned red. It was Ingersol’s cue, and he was on his feet. “Okay, I see it. I’m going. Give me half a minute to call a tech gang to the engine deck, and then – you want us the hell out of here, Richard?”

But Vaurien shook his head. “We’re safe enough where we are, and I want to see this. Piotr?” 

From the flightdeck, the tug pilot responded at once. “Right here. Yuval’s on his way up.”

“Plot a Weimann solution for Alshie’nya and stand by.” Vaurien glanced away from the tank at Ingersol, who had stopped between the open armordoors. “Tully, bring the Weimanns on standby.”

Travers shared a dark look with Marin. “You want me to take tactical?” 

“Oh, no.” Vaurien was emphatic. “We’re not fighting here. The weapon will defend Jagreth. If for any reason it doesn’t, all we can do – one ship against the whole battle group, carrier and all – is get the guts blasted out of the Wastrel, and the lot of us detained pending summary execution. We can’t go there. We have a date with Lai’a, remember.” He glanced at Travers and Marin over the rim of his cup. “You better call Harrison. He’s going to want to be here.”

As he spoke Jazinsky stepped in, and a pace behind her was Vidal. From the look on her face, she had already seen the data. Tight mouthed, Vidal joined Rusch. One hand on her shoulder, he skimmed the specifics swiftly, and swore. “Well, now. I guess rampaging paranoia’s no guarantee against missing one.”

“And one’s all it takes.” Marin leaned both palms on the side of the tank. “Etienne, how long before the intruders are in range of the mines?”

“Given unaltered speed and vector,” the AI said coolly, “in forty minutes the intruders will encounter Swarm 4.”

The Mako was a red icon hustling into the sensor blind of the moon, and there she went dark, engines, active scan, even her comm shutting down. The Wastrel was similarly tucked in. Only mild residual heat from the engines would give away her position, but would not identify her. Active sensors were powered down, though Etienne was receiving the constant datastream from the drones deployed on entry to the system. 

In the navtank, the minefields were marked as discrete areas of dull mauve which would brighten to red as they came alive. Six fields – or swarms, as they were swiftly coming to be known, since they were little like inert minefields – guarded Jagreth, one for each charted shipping road into the inner worlds. The fields were loud with exclusion beacons warning civilian and commercial craft to stay away; and the eyes and ears of the swarms were comm drones – semi-intelligent in their own right, quite smart enough to recognize the profile and IFF of Fleet warships.

“So a Confederate ship made it out.” Jazinsky yawned as she joined Vaurien at the tank. “The London showed up early, what’s it matter?” She slid an arm around his waist. “They get here today, tomorrow – it’s all the same. I could have wished they’d saved it for morning. That was the first sound sleep I’ve had in a week.”

Heavy, stomping footsteps from the passage stretching back to the labs announced Hubler, and Rodman was not far behind, still dragging both hands through the pillow-tousle of her hair.  The loop was as busy as if the tug were on assignment. Marin was talking to Judith Fargo – where were the elements of Bravo who had shipped with Shapiro? Bill Grant wanted to know if the Infirmary should be cranked up; Vaurien told him no. Yuval Greenstein was with Cassals on the flightdeck by now, and though the drive remained cold, Ingersol was fine-tuning, tinkering.  

“Thirty minutes,” Etienne said with the surreal smoothness of an AI. “IFF is recognized: DeepSky Fleet London.”

“What a surprise,” Travers said bitterly. 

“Harrison.” Vaurien was on his feet as Shapiro and Kim walked up from the lifts. “You want to call President Prendergast?”

Shapiro did not look rested, as if he had been jerked awake after insufficient sleep, but as long as Marin had known him, his mind had never failed to drop into gear, no matter the time or situation. “Do I want to? Not particularly,” he admitted, and then asked shrewdly, “how long till Jagreth’s own deep scan network sees the intruders?”

“Guessing …” Vaurien stroked his chin. “Forty or fifty more minutes before civilian systems get hold of this. And you’re about to ask, how long till the battle group runs face-first into the mines? Under thirty minutes unless they cut speed and change course. Etienne?”

“No change of speed or vector,” the AI told him. “Minefield 4 is coming online.”

Master control drones in the swarm had recognized the super-carrier’s IFF and the whole field was activating. Travers felt a peculiar shiver. In the tank, the mauve cloud marking its position shifted to a subtle red, brightened, and he could have sworn it was moving. Swarming. Each mine was only the size of a melon, and its temperature was ambient with the profound cold of deep space. The scan platform of a science ship, specifically configured, would be able to see them, but warship sensors were calibrated to pick out objects the size of ships, or at the very least missiles. They ignored the flotsam and jetsam of discarded hardware which soon cluttered any system.

Discreet, cautious, Shapiro slipped a combug into his ear and withdrew to a workstation well away from the tank. “Etienne, call Chesterfield Control. Get me President Prendergast. The code is jour de l'indépendance.”

“You want the government to evacuate?” Rusch asked quietly as they waited for Prendergast.

But Shapiro’s head was shaking. “This is merely a courtesy call. The man has a right to know the battle for this system is happening … the planet doesn’t need to know one damn’ thing till it’s over. Remember Velcastra?”

As if Travers would ever forget. He and Marin had no active role to play here. They drew aside with Vidal and Rabelais, Hubler and Rodman, and moments later Jo Queneau appeared. Like Jazinsky she had already seen the data, and she cut a direct line for the autochef, and coffee. 

She had a bleak look for Rabelais. “Damnit, Ernst, you should have bloody woken me.”

“You were sound asleep, kiddo,” he argued. “You think I was about to wake you to watch a lot of poor conscript bastards get snuffed? It’s not a spectator event.” He nodded at the tank. “Jesus, look at the mines … they’re swarming. Like hornets. Surreal. Like they’re alive.”

“In a limited sense, you could say they are,” Jazinsky mused, watching the same display. “They can’t make copies of themselves, and they don’t need to forage for food, but they have the awareness of a cockroach and a keen sense of their purpose. They might not scavenge or hunt prey, but you could say they forage for gravity fields, and they’re sensitive to incredibly minute ones. They can easily surf on the micro-gravities created by a mass the size of an ore-hauler. Or a super-carrier.” 

“They sleep, listen – wake,” Rabelais said grimly. “They know the IFF of Fleet ships … they swarm, sniff out gravity fields, and implode. Like warrior ants defending the nest.”

“Twenty-five minutes,” Etienne warned. “Beacon 4 is transmitting.”

Beacon 4 was the comm drone parked on station keeping at the head of Swarm 4, and Travers knew what it was broadcasting. Warning: you are entering the restricted space of the Federal Republic of Jagreth. Turn back immediately. Warning: you are entering a protected zone, you will be destroyed. Turn back immediately. The message looped endlessly, from the moment it was triggered to the time the intruders either cleared the zone or were neutralized.

Now all eyes were on the navtank, waiting, watching, while Shapiro spoke in sporadic murmurs to Prendergast. Jagreth’s own ATC would know nothing for another half hour – civilian systems were too insubstantial, and the swarms of tiny Zunshu weapons were far outside the domestic traffic lanes which wove a tangle around the planet itself.

“Twenty minutes,” Etienne announced. “No change of speed or vector. Standby.” 

At ten minutes, the battle group would be almost on top of the ‘protected zone.’ The swarm would begin to lock onto them – soon enough, each individual mine would acquire the micro-gravities of the London itself.

“They’re running out of time,” Rusch whispered.

“I don’t think Colonel Carvalho would be inclined to see it that way.” Jazinsky was massaging the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefingers. “He’s not going to turn back.”

Marin was glaring into the tank. “How good is this data?”

“You mean, given the signal lag?” Vaurien pulled the clasp from his hair and massaged his scalp with both hands. “Even with cutting-edge Resalq signal boosting, this data is about ten minutes old. It’s the best we can do.”

“And the battle group is – was! – forming up,” Travers added. “The London’s dropping astern. We bloody knew Carvalho would fall back on the typical old Fleet strategy, it’s the whole reason the Confederacy put him on that poor ship.” He looked bleakly at Shapiro. “You tipped the bastard for throwing colonials at colonials, and if they’re erased, what does it matter? Looks like you were right. He’s going to do it.”

Framed in the blue-black void of the tank, the fat red icon flagging the super-carrier had cut speed; a cruiser and a frigate were forging ahead and the Zunshu devices had begun to swarm in great numbers. Travers swallowed hard, reminding himself forcibly, all this happened ten long minutes ago. Signal lag was a bitch. The Battle of Jagreth could already be over – no matter the outcome, the data would arrive according to the immutable laws of physics.

“Beacon 4 has been eliminated,” Etienne reported calmly.

Shapiro’s head came up. “Carvalho’s response to the clear, explicit warning of a protected zone was to shoot the messenger?” He held the combug to his ear, listened, and then, “Yes, Mr. President, that is correct. Colonel Carvalho has fired the first shot. The beacon has been destroyed … yes, sir, the weapon has acquired multiple targets … we don’t know that yet – remember the distances involved. Signal delay is inevitable. Please standby.” He plucked the bug from his ear, palmed it to shut off its audio pickup and muttered, “Goddamned civilians, did they learn nothing in school? He wants data now.” 

“He can’t have it,” Rusch rasped.

“He could get it a little sooner,” Vaurien mused, “but not in realtime.” He lifted a brow at Shapiro. “Tully, are Weimanns on standby?”

And Ingersol, from the engine deck: “Of course. We’re still running dark, but the igniters are online. We’re at ‘go’ minus ten seconds, just like we set it up.” 

“This ship goes anywhere near some freakin’ battlefield,” Rabelais said softly, “and she’ll be up on her toes, ready to run. We’re not a warship. Thank gods we’re not a warship.”

“From Nysos we can be out at the Weimann exclusion limit in 108 seconds,” Vaurien said levelly to Shapiro, “and we can jump to Swarm 4 in a matter of seconds. Get fresher data, jump right back. Prendergast can have his data five minutes early, if it matters so badly.”

But Shapiro was making negative gestures. “I’m not going to ask the Wastrel to go anywhere near any battlefield, and I’d expect you to decline, if I was witless enough to ask it. She’s the second most valuable ship that ever existed in the Deep Sky – the first being Lai’a itself.” His lips compressed. “Prendergast can learn some patience … not to mention a little elementary physics.” He slipped the bug back into his ear and grimaced. “Yes, Mr. President … yes, I’m watching the datastream right now … no, sir, I can’t relay it to you. Unless you have a threedee configured for celestial navigation the information will be unintelligible.”

“And you don’t find too many navtanks in presidential offices,” Vidal said in a harsh whisper.

“Active swarm encounter,” Etienne announced.

It was still speaking when the arrowhead icons marking the positions of the cruiser and frigate winked out. Around the Ops room, lungs that had been burning spasmed in a communal breath of reaction. A thousand lives had just ended, snuffed into nothingness. 

“Turn around,” Travers growled. “For godsakes, you madman, turn the carrier back!”

For some moments he thought Carvalho might actually do it. The icon marking the position of the London slowed as the ship cut speed again, but two cruisers were already moving up ahead. Yellow sparks flashed on around them in the graphical display and Etienne said unnecessarily,

“Cruisers have opened fire.”

“Firing on what?” Vidal demanded. “They’ve seen the swarm?”

“I didn’t think seeing it was possible,” Queneau began. “I used to work on Fleet scanning and imaging systems – they can’t see a scatter of stuff the size of bits of rubbish, at the background temperature of deep space!”

“They’re firing at random.” Vidal was intent on the tank, not even blinking. “Etienne, close on 24x162, zoom it up … there. The bastard’s just hosing ordnance in the direction where he lost the ships, as if he figures there’s got to be something out there, probably a stealthed gun platform, certainly big, solid and stationary enough to hit with a railgun.”

“Logical. Worth a try,” Rusch said bitterly. She gave Vaurien and Shapiro an apologetic look. “In Carvalho’s place, I’d be thinking along the same lines. In the interests of saving my ships, I’d lay down speculative fire on the most promising coordinates.”

“I would hope you’d pull the goddamn’ battle group right out of there, Lex,” Rabelais remonstrated, “since you’ve got a few more viable brain cells than this bloody imbecile, Carvalho.”

“Of course I would,” she began, and then stopped as the icons marking the two cruisers winked out of existence. “Jesus, I don’t believe this.”

“It’s as if they learned nothing at Velcastra.” Travers heard the stress in his own voice and seemed to swallow his heart. 

“Mr. President, I stress again,” Shapiro was saying for at least the third time, “this data is ten minutes old due to the signal delay caused by extreme distances. We wouldn’t be receiving it at all if the Wastrel hadn’t laid her own chain of sensor drones as we entered the system. There is no way to contact Colonel Carvalho directly in realtime, even with signal boosting technology. We’re already boosted to the maximum possible to drop the signal lag from forty minutes to ten … yes, sir, that is correct. Colonel Carvalho was warned repeatedly and unambiguously … yes, Mr. President, his response was to destroy the beacon.”

“And deploy warships.” Travers turned his back on the tank. “Then fire almost at random, in an attempt to destroy a hypothetical target.” He looked over at Marin and Vaurien. “These Fleet tactics were old when Carvalho was a cadet.”

“I learned them when I was a rookie,” Marin said bitterly.  

“We all did.” Rusch was acerbic with disgust.

By now, a pair of markers had fallen well astern of the carrier. “Those two will be the tender and the hospital ship,” Jazinsky mused, “and you can bet your pension, Harrison, they’re loaded with Confederate observers.” 

“Those ships are non-combatant,” Vidal added. “Carvalho won’t expect them to be fired on. The plan will be for them to stay well back, out of danger, and then run – get out with the intelligence if everything goes pear-shaped for Fleet.”

“But they will be ‘fired on,’ and I know it’s the wrong term.” Marin looked across at Jazinsky, who nodded silently. “Carvalho can’t know it, but a Zunshu swarm doesn’t make any differentiation between a hospital ship and a warship.”

“Can the commanders be warned?” Jon Kim asked pointedly. “Should they be?”

“They had the same warning as the whole battle group.” Rusch sounded tired, sad. “Colonel Carvalho is coming blasting in, expecting the non-combatants to be spared by human commanders on conventional ships. The question is, how long before even he realizes he’s up against something else?”

“Apparently, not soon enough. Look.” Vidal gestured into the tank.

Travers forced himself to watch, though Marin’s back was turned to the display. Four frigates and a cruiser were moving to the front in a spearhead formation, the classic attack pattern. Their chain guns were overlapping fire, sweeping space around them like a vast broom, and Rabelais asked softly, 

“Can they hit the mines this way? I mean, I know they can’t see them, but can they hit them?”

“Oh, sure.” Jazinsky had moved closer to Vaurien. She leaned back into his chest and seemed to be sharing his body heat, as if she were chilled. “If they hit the mines by accident, the devices will trigger themselves – implode. The resulting gravity spike gives the rest of the swarm more surfing power. They just get faster. Also, the closer together you squeeze a bunch of ships, like this model attack formation Carvalho’s ordered, the higher their collective mass, which makes them a bigger gravity target. What you see here is going to draw the swarm like wriggling live bait.”

The analogy was stinging. Travers watched, fascinated, horrified, as the spearhead drove into the midst of a swarm it could not even see. He counted seconds as the ships plowed on, and then the first was gone; and the second. His belly turned over and he stopped counting. 

“Swarm 4 has acquired the super-carrier,” Etienne reported. 

“Any change in the London’s vector?” Travers watched Vidal fumble for a pack of Mountain Mists, which he was not supposed to be smoking. A lighter flicked several times before the sweet scents of kip grass and roses wafted on the too-warm, too-still air of the Ops room. When Mick offered Marin the pack and lighter, he accepted them. Like Travers he rarely smoked, but kip grass had its time and place. Marin took a deep drag on a cigarette and passed pack and lighter on to Travers.

The navtank was looking sparse. Only a handful of marker icons remained. Two cruisers, a frigate, the London itself, plus the two non-combatants. The medical and engineering vessels were well back now, falling deliberately further astern as the displays refreshed, relaying data pulses across a distance comparable to the spaces between planetary orbits. And those ships had to be loaded with Confederate observers, Travers thought as the kip grass dulled his raw nerve endings. Perhaps even a senator from Earth would be aboard, like Charleston Aimes Rutherford, expecting to witness a glorious victory, a punitive strike against a colony world. 

“Etienne, does the swarm have target lock on the non-combatants?” Jazinsky wondered.

“Negative,” the AI said calmly. “They remain out of range.”

“Did we want a hospital and a workshop imploded?” Jon Kim’s voice was hoarse. Travers passed him the Mountain Mist, and he lit one with a grimace of gratitude.

“Of course we don’t want non-combatants destroyed,” Rusch told him. “In fact, it’s very much to our service if they make a survival run and carry the intelligence back to the Middle Heavens.” 

“They’ll form up with the Avenger, without any doubt,” Shapiro went on. “Someone like Colonel Carvalho – or like Andrew Grimes, if we’re incredibly lucky – will dissect the data. Based on the analysis, the Avenger should be recalled to the homeworlds, for their defense.”

“Just in case,” Vidal finished sourly, “we decide to go assault Mars and Earth with a weapon they can’t see, can’t shoot out of the sky, and sure as hell can’t understand.”

“Oh, they can understand it,” Jazinsky argued. “They’re wicked, not stupid. Military scientists will know a gravity weapon when they see one. They’re going to run the visual and gravimetric data backwards and sideways, they’ll see implosions, not explosions. They’ll assume we stumbled over something Resalq and reverse-engineered it.”

“They’re only a little wrong.” Vaurien rubbed his palms together, still intent on the tank. “Not Resalq. Zunshu. But then again, the Confederacy never believed the Zunshu exist. They were just the bogeyman a lot of spineless, avaricious colonials tried to use to scare the Earthers out of the Deep Sky –”

“And in the end it may actually work.” Travers plumed dragon’s breath from both nostrils. “It’s Zunshu tech they ought to be running away from right now.”

“They … might be,” Vidal said slowly. “At least, the tender just vamoosed.”

A blue exclamation point tagged with time and positional coordinates had replaced the red marker icon. It was the label for the site of a Weimann jump, and Marin lifted a brow at Rusch. 

“Any chance what’s left of the battle group might bug out, now they’ve been hurt badly?”

But Vaurien’s head was shaking slowly. “Ten to one, that was just the messenger boys making their run. The carrier’s not coming about. Carvalho’s going to push it. What a surprise.” 

“They’re splitting up,” Vidal added sharply.

The remaining vessels, including the London itself, had spread apart. The medical ship was holding well back while the small ships dropped under the super-carrier to protect her belly. The next data pulse inspired flocks of gold and blue sparkles around the tank’s icons as the London opened up with every chain gun and railgun she possessed. 

The power of a super-carrier was overwhelming, appalling, exhilarating, unspeakable. It was all too obvious what Carvalho was doing. Like any old Fleet warhorse, he assumed a knowable, human enemy was skulking in the shadows, sniping like a coward; and he would punish that coward. 

“They’re in the swarm.” Jazinsky’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

“Are their gunners hitting anything?” Queneau asked. “Do we know if they’re taking out any of the mines?”

“I’m seeing gravity spikes here and there.” Vidal dove a hand through the threedee haze, calling fresh data to the display. “I’d estimate they’ve hit eight, maybe ten, by random chance.”

“How many mines in the swarm?” Rabelais asked tersely.

“You mean, are there enough left to stop the London?” Jazinsky dragged her shoulders square. “Plenty. Here at Jagreth, we had the Mako lay down about 700 in each field. Back at Velcastra, we seeded about half that many, and we saw a number of duds. Mines that never woke up, some that came online but failed to acquire a target. They’re delicate little bastards. We learned from what we saw at Velcastra – we don’t want to take unnecessary chances, so we bulked up the number here to compensate for the predictable duds.”

The red arrowhead marking the position of the cruiser winked off. Marin took a sharp breath but before he could speak the marker belonging to the frigate was gone. The London was still firing, but the last frigate had stopped. 

Travers came closer, leaning on the tank. “This one’s quit.”

“Disabled,” Marin guessed. “Say, a near miss. They nailed a mine too close to their own hull for comfort, it implodes too far off to take the ship in one bite … they’re drifting, waiting for a couple more to latch onto them.” Shadows gathered in his face. “It just delays the inevitable, gives the poor sods one more minute of useless, paralyzing fear.” 

His eyes closed and Travers saw him physically wrestle with some old Resalq discipline which might banish his personal goblins. Neil took a step closer, set a hand on his arm, though he said nothing. 

“They could call the tender back,” Queneau whispered.

“They could, but if the tender skipper’s got a shred of sense, he or she won’t make a move.” With a sweep of his hand, Vidal indicated the swarm. “To reach whatever’s left of the frigate, they’d have to fly clean through the minefield. They’d never even get close.”

And a moment later the question was academic. The frigate’s marker icon winked off, leaving the London completely alone. A whisper in the background, Shapiro gave Prendergast a terse update while Marin forcibly dragged himself back to the present. He looked up at Travers with a minute nod: I’m all right. Travers lifted a skeptical brow at him before they both returned to the tank. 

“The President would like to know,” Shapiro asked, “if the London is quitting Jagreth space.”

“She’s certainly changing vector,” Vidal said shrewdly. “It’s starting to look like Carvalho wants to cut across the system, come in again from another shipping road.”

“Can he do that?” Rabelais looked from Jazinsky to Vidal and back.

“He can try. If he does, he’ll fly right into another swarm.” She was running numbers in a handy, analyzing the apparent flightpath. 

Vidal made bitter, cynical noises. “He’s not going to get the chance. He’s in this swarm – he’s been in it for almost three minutes now, he just doesn’t know it.”

“But surely he should be gone,” Jon Kim muttered. “Why isn’t the London gone, if it’s in the swarm?”

“A super-carrier has the most powerful Arago fields in the business.” Marin glanced across at him through the mauve haze of the display. “They’re just overdriven repulsion fields, the exact opposite of tractor function. Carvalho was expecting to be physically fired on, so he’s had his Aragos at max. The smaller ships would also be Arago shielded, but they don’t have the sheer brute force of a carrier.”

“Weaker Aragos won’t do the job,” Travers said quietly. “We didn’t see any ship actually get into the swarm at Velcastra, because the Chicago stayed well out of the fight; her battle group made its own decision to self-destruct. The Chicago was the only ship with the power to hold off the swarm for a while. Mick?”

“Right,” Vidal agreed. “You’re Ulrish, Jon. You didn’t serve a Fleet hitch, so you missed all this fun stuff. Missiles and shells get thrown away by shearing forces off the fields. The London has energy to waste – from what I’m seeing, she’s running Arago fields six layers deep.” 

“Like the Wastrel,” Jazinsky added, “when we go knocking on the door of a big Hellgate storm. The fields are holding the mines off the London, the way they’d block an incoming flight of missiles. The trouble is, those mines are on her like fleas. There’s no way to shake them off.”

They were around her like gnats, Travers thought, surfing on the micro-gravities of her immense mass, while no sensor the London possessed was calibrated to detect objects under a meter in diameter. Even if Carvalho’s technicians glimpsed some hint of the truth and were able to adjust their equipment to register the swarm, they were powerless to get out of it now.

“Complex Aragos,” Shapiro was saying thoughtfully, “might hold off the mines, but eventually Colonel Carvalho will throttle the generators back when the ship is assumed to be safe. They consume so much energy at maximum, even a super-carrier can’t sustain maximum cover for long.”

“And Arago generators scram,” Travers added with a sudden chill, “before the Weimann drive activates.”

 Jazinsky’s face could have been carved from granite. “They’re mutually exclusive. The flux off competing Arago fields causes distortion in the e-space conduit before it can form properly. Ships get ripped open like tin cans. The London’s already dead, Jon, even though Carvalho has no way to know the swarm’s got him.” 

“But the mines can be deactivated,” Kim reasoned. “At Velcastra the Mako ran a patrol to make sure they’d gone dormant after the battle, and if any hadn’t, Captain van Donne had a deactivation code to shut them down. If the London surrendered, the swarm could be deactivated, couldn’t it?”

“You’re up against the signal lag.” Vaurien looked speculatively at Shapiro. “Comm couldn’t reach him in time from here. If you want to do this Harrison, we need to jump the Wastrel out there, fast, warn him again … and pray he doesn’t shoot the messenger a second time. We can be in a slugging match before we know it.”

“No law says we have to stand and fight,” Rusch said pointedly.

Shapiro’s voice was grim indeed. “If Colonel Carvalho makes it away from Jagreth,we’ll only fight him again, and again, till somehow it’s over. Let him go today, and he’ll be back here, or he’ll try his luck at Borushek with another battle group, and another. The death toll will be horrifying before he’s done. This kind of carnage was never part of any plan.”

“But the London techs might know about the swarm by now,” Jazinsky mused. “If they’re smart enough, someone on that ship should be configuring sensors right now, if they haven’t done it already. Even Carvalho might be forced to listen to reason, if he knew the score.”

“Four thousand souls at stake,” Vidal added in a whisper.

Marin’s head came up. “We can do this. Give Carvalho the warning. At least give him the option – surrender, and we deactivate the mines. Yes?”

Vaurien’s tonguetip traced his lips as he looked at Shapiro. Travers held his breath, and a moment later Shapiro nodded. Neil took an involuntary step closer to Marin as Richard said, “All right. Just remember the signal delay. What we’re seeing now happened ten minutes ago. We don’t actually know where the London is at this moment. Tully?”

“Yo. I been listening,” Ingersol assured him. “Sublight’s cranking up right now – Weimann ignition in 108 seconds.”

“Yuval, plot a micro-jump solution,” Vaurien said levelly. “Just be bloody sure you put us out of range of the London’s guns.” He gave Jazinsky a dark glance. “The instant we drop out, confirm our IFF is transmitting, and the swarm is recognizing and ignoring us. We pick up any of those mines, and we’re history, same as them.”

“Oh, I know it. They were my pet science project, remember?” She had pulled a chair up to the nearest workstation and her right hand flew over a keypad.

The ship was driving hard even then. The deck thrummed with a heavy vibration suggesting Ingersol had taken the sublight engines out to a ten percent overrun factor, which was safe for a short, calculated period. A clock in the navtank was counting down to the jump. 

The AI’s voice was the only constant in the Ops room. “The London is turning to assume system exit vector.” 

“Christ,” Travers murmured, “he’s trying to leave. The swarm’s still on him, Mick?”

“Like soldier ants all over your boots. I’m sure Carvalho doesn’t know they’re there. If he did, he’d be firing, trying to hit targets that’re so small, a super-carrier doesn’t own a gun that’ll do the job.”

“He’ll know soon enough.” Jazinsky gestured vaguely. “If he drops his Aragos for a Weimann transition, it’s all over.”

And no way existed under the laws of anyone’s physics, Travers thought feverishly, even for boosted comm to reach the London in time – even supposing Colonel Carvalho believed a word of the warning. More than likely he would assume an elaborate hoax and drive on out of the Jagreth system as his Weimanns cycled up to ignition.

Ponderously, with three-second data refreshes, the London’s scarlet icon had turned, in company with the medical ship. Travers held his breath and hissed it through his teeth as the familiar blue exclamation point marked the exit of the small, cruiser-sized hospital. 

“The medical ship’s out.” Marin turned away from the tank. “That was a clean Weimann transition.”

“They were just dead lucky.” Rusch’s face was haunted, almost gaunt, but she could not look away from the tank. “She was right on the fringe of the swarm, the mines didn’t get a lock on her.”

And Ingersol: “Micro-jump in ten seconds. Standby … four. Three. Two. One.”

The Wastrel gave an uncharacteristic lurch, seemed to pivot in freefall for several elongated moments and then lurched again. The plot in the navtank wheeled around and stabilized, displaying the new location, and Travers swallowed on a moment of nausea as Jazinsky said,

“Our IFF is screaming … and we’re well out of range of the swarm, Richard.”

“Be sure,” he insisted. “Be very, very sure.”

“I am, goddamn it.” Her fists clenched on the workspace. “I see the little bastards, and they’re ignoring us. I also see the London. She – she’s wallowing like a hulk. Christ, Richard, it looks like she’s taken some major damage already. I’m reading some weird-ass energy signatures off her. Half of what I’m seeing makes no sense.”

Vidal was working with the tank, and as Travers watched the threedee display switched from the familiar graphical representation to a compilation of long-range vid feeds. He was looking at the ship itself and Jazinsky was right, she was wallowing. If she was under power, Travers saw no evidence of it. Their view of her was from far astern and a little above, and her sterntubes were almost dark, just a hint of dull red still glowing deep within.

Even now her guns were quiet. It was Roark Hubler who said, “If I was on that bucket, and I knew there was a bunch of ticks on me, shit, Mick, I’d be scratching hard enough to take my skin off.”

“So would I.” Vidal looked back at Rusch and Shapiro. “They either don’t know about the swarm yet, or they don’t have enough power to run both Aragos and guns.” 

“And they’re pumping so much power into their fields, the generators must be close to melting down. They know they’re in deep bloody trouble, even if they don’t know what kind,” Jazinsky said tersely.

As she spoke the energy signatures resonating off the London shifted, fluttered, and Vidal took a fresh set of readings. His voice was a hoarse whisper. “Shit, Richard – keep your distance. You saw that?” 

“The fields are going intermittent,” Jazinsky warned. 


  

“They’ve let at least one mine get too close,” Vidal added. “The generators’ll start to scram soon.” 

“Yuval,” Vaurien called into the loop, “safe distancing.” He turned toward Shapiro. “All yours, Harrison.”

Shapiro was ready for it. “Commander London, this is General Harrison Shapiro. Commander London, acknowledge.”

He called again and again, but the London did not respond. She was listing, drifting, and as she tumbled in space she turned enough to present a clear view of her starboard bow quarter. Travers felt his mouth fall open. There was no starboard bow quarter.

“Mother of God,” Vidal murmured. “At least one mine got through the fields.”

“One would do the job,” Jazinsky said gravely.

“They probably had a field generator go on the fritz,” Ingersol said into the loop. “They’ll do that to you, if you run ’em too hard, too hot, for too long.”

The implosion had erased a large part of the ship, and as Travers began to make sense of the confusion of data he saw that most of her was open to space. She was twisted along the spine, and the highband comm arrays had collapsed when the hull and frame rippled like the surface of a pond with the unspeakable forces of the implosion. The engine deck was intact but the drive was shut down. If any survivors were left aboard, they were quarantined in the high and aft decks, running the Arago generators at dangerous levels. Radiation levels were lethally high across most of the vessel and still rising.

“Barb, deactivate the mines,” Vaurien said simply. “We’re looking at a hulk full of the dead. Etienne, scan for escape pods.”

Jazinsky’s hand extended, touched a single key, and in numerous displays one of the three red status bars returned to amber. “Survivors?” She looked up and back at Vaurien. “It’s hot as hell in there, but somebody could have gotten into armor.”

The AI said in its infuriatingly calm tone, “No escape pods are in sensor range. Swarm  4 is returning to dormancy.” 

“The crew didn’t have time to punch out,” Travers guessed. He was cold, right through to his bone marrow, just short of shivering. “It would’ve been like trying to get off the Intrepid, when the Echo gunship ... no time.” He could say no more.

“Etienne,” Vaurien said tiredly, “launch a gang of survey drones. I want a vid feed of the interior, as soon as the Arago fields collapse.”

“Commander London,” Shapiro was saying gravely, “the weapon has been deactivated. You may shut down your Arago generators at will.”

No response. Travers had expected none. Marin’s face was white in the backwash from the navtank and Neil laid an arm across his shoulders, pulled him closer as Etienne reported,

“Drones deployed. Monitoring Arago shielding. Standby.”

The energy patterns issuing from the London fluttered wildly as Jazinsky got to her feet. She shoved the chair away. “There goes a generator … and another.”

“If anyone’s alive in there, they’re not receiving comm.” Marin forced his tongue around the words. “The Aragos were probably left on automatic … the core AI would have scrammed, and it didn’t reboot.”

It was a safe bet. Travers’s limbs felt leaden and he leaned on the side of the tank, merely listening as Etienne reported, “Arago activity has ceased. Survey drones are inserting. Standby for internal vidfeed.”

“Send it to the tank.” Vaurien’s face had settled into a mask through which no expression showed. He beckoned Travers closer. “Neil, Mick … nobody knows the inside of a super-carrier better than you do. Wrangle these drones. If there’s survivors, find them.”

The Ops room settled to a bleak quiet into which the loop whispered sporadically. Ingersol had the Weimanns cycled back up to readiness and the tug pilots were merely waiting for orders. Travers and Vidal watched the feed from a gang of ten drones which streamed in through rents in the crumpled hull. The images were harsh, grainy, sheeted out by the distortion of dangerous radiation levels. The dead were everywhere; Travers saw nothing alive.

Alexis Rusch swore softly, the first time Travers had heard an expletive from her. “Time,” she murmured, eyes closed, “to make an end. Please gods, tell me there was nothing we could do for them.”

“Nothing.” Shapiro set a hand on her shoulder. “Colonel Carvalho signed the death warrant for this ship. We knew he would. And even if we could have discouraged him here, she’d have flown into another swarm at Borushek or at Omaru, or right back here at Jagreth in a week or a month. I don’t believe Carvalho would ever have accepted the alternative – strategic withdrawal, cease fire, negotiation. His bone-headedness was the reason the Confederacy sent him here. Andrew Grimes would have backed off after the first couple of casualties and run home with reports of a terror weapon. Carvalho? In his mind no such weapon existed, Alexis, just as the Zunshu are a fraud and we colonials are a rabble of inbred, craven mutineers who deserve punishment.”

One screen was still displaying battlefield tactical data from the perspective of the Wastrel. Alone in it, swamped by the vastness of it, the icon marking the position of the London extinguished.  

“Intruders neutralized,” Etienne said unnecessarily and without a hint of emotion. 

Shapiro passed a hand over his eyes. He turned toward Vaurien and Jazinsky with a hard, bitter expression. “Have the Mako replace the mines that were destroyed.”

“Sergei is already under contract,” Vaurien assured him. “Pay him enough and you can trust him.”

“And who’s paying him now?” Vidal wondered.

“President Prendergast is picking up this particular bill,” Shapiro said wearily. “It might be the first time Captain van Donne has performed legitimate work for legitimate pay.” 

The vid feed rolled on, and on, ten images from ten drones hunting through the wreck for any sign of a sealed compartment, a figure in armor, a distress call, even a flashlight in the gloom of the dead hulk. There was nothing, and the longer the drones searched, the less Travers expected to see any sign of life. 

From the bow quarter the drones were working their way steadily aft to the engine deck, and with every minute the radiation levels climbed until they were too high even for man-portable armor to protect living tissue. Few compartments were even worth searching; most were collapsed, depressurized, so sizzling hot, human life would have been extinguished long before. The drones were still working, but one by one they were becoming more unpredictable as Travers watched, until two went offline altogether. Two more began to stutter.

“Rick, we lost the survey drones,” Ingersol warned.  “They’re way too hot to bring them back home now. It’s not even worth trying to decontaminate ’em.”

“Bill me,” Shapiro whispered.

“Bill Prendergast.” Vidal turned his back on the tank and rubbed his eyes hard enough to leave them bloodshot. 

“Are we done?” Vaurien looked up from the handy where he was running routine Wastrel data.

“We’re done.” Travers could not look at the vid feed any longer.

“Then, we’re leaving,” Richard said in a tone brooking no argument.

“If we’re not heading back in to Jagreth, give me two minutes,” Shapiro said with an uncharacteristic grimace. “Fortunately, the signal lag here is too long to chat – I’ll message Prendergast: engagement over, London destroyed, no escape pods, no survivors. She might have been attempting a Weimann jump when she was overtaken by the weapon.” He drew a long deep breath, held it, exhaled it as a sigh. “This could have been better.”

“You hoped to save the carrier?” Marin was surprised. 

“Perhaps I hoped to salvage some … human souls.” Shapiro looked away. “It’s a crass waste of life, and it shouldn’t be happening.”

An odd numbness had overtaken Travers, as if he had smoked the whole pack of Mountain Mists two at a time, in the space of a few minutes. He blinked at the tank, which was empty now save for the markers denoting the civilian comm beacons, an emergency refuge platform, an infectious diseases lab parked on station keeping in the middle of a billion square kilometers of empty space. 

Silence settled over the Ops room, punctuated by the AI, the chatter of the techs’ loop, the whisper of cooling fans on countless machines. Travers’s mind seemed to resist any attempt to function properly and his eyes were hot, sore, as he looked into the void of the navtank. If there was supposed to be some sense of elation in the victory, he felt none of it. He might have been hollow inside and was grateful for Marin’s arm, which slung heavily across his back.

At last it was Tully Ingersol who said from the engine deck, “We’re still primed for Weimann ignition, Rick. Can we, uh, get out of here?”

And Vaurien stirred with a supreme effort. “Yeah.” He glanced at Shapiro, who answered with a mute nod. “Yuval, Tully … take us to Alshie’nya.”


 

 
Chapter Ten

Alshie’nya


 
If Travers did not know better, he would have assumed the Carellan Djerun was being gutted as if she were on her way to a ship breaker’s yard. Nothing could be further from the truth, but five of her labs were stripped bare to the bulkheads and four of her staterooms were so empty, they might never have been occupied. 

Equipment and personal effects were trundling away on innumerable Arago sleds, headed aft to the cargo hatches from which a squadron of freight handling drones made the short crossing between the Carellan and Lai’a. They would shuttle back and forth until the Resalq were done and the habitation module aboard Lai’a was loaded; and from everything Travers was seeing as he and Marin made their way through the science vessel, Lai’a must be close to loaded already.

An odd shiver rushed through him. The Mercury would be in the same last-minute frenzy of preparations, and the moment the Wastrel had left the Jagreth system, Jazinsky began to pull the equipment out of her labs, ready for transport. By now the stateroom she and Vaurien shared was reduced to a pile of cases, and freight drones began their shuttle service within minutes of the Wastrel and the Carellan docking. Travers had never seen either ship in such disarray. He and Marin still needed to pack, but a mention of this to Curtis inspired only a shrug. Like Vidal, Rabelais, Queneau, even Tonio Teniko, they possessed too little for packing to be a challenge.

In fact, the Resalq ships were already on standby to leave. Etienne had synched itself with the core AIs aboard the Carellan and the Mercury, and it had touched base with Lai’a minutes before the Wastrel’s drive engines shut down. A query from Marin, and Etienne briefed them without drama. The Sherratts were passing command of Mark’s ships to trustees from Riga and Saraine, just as the Wastrel would be under Tully Ingersol until Lai’a returned. One of the Resalq vessels was assigned to stand by the Freyana, which Emil Kulich had taken out as a colony ship, while the Carellan herself maintained a subtle, whisper-quiet surveillance on Saraine. Like the Wastrel, their priority was to keep themselves out of trouble. 

And Lai’a, Travers realized, was waiting. It was keeping no explicit countdown to launch – if such a countdown was in progress, the status boards on the Wastrel would have shown it – but the habitation module was finished, fitted, and a squadron of freight drones never paused. The hull of the old, wrecked Fleet cruiser Apollo was fully cocooned in Zunshu armor, snug against the belly of the big ship; a web of Arago fields would spin about it, guarding it against the appalling gravities of the passage through a Hellgate event, and also from the hot, acid fallout of its own engines. A glimpse of the naked, seething hyper-Weimann drive made Travers’s skin crawl. For every skerrick of respect he felt for the work done by Mark Sherratt, Jazinsky and Teniko, he acknowledged another skerrick of healthy dread.

“Everything’s disappearing,” Marin said quietly as they stepped aside, flattened out against a bulkhead to let another Arago sled go by, laden with equipment torn out of someone’s lab. 

Probably Dario’s lab, Travers thought, since several of the code-sealed cases looked shock proof, blast proof, as close to indestructible as a machine case could be while still wearing arrays of stickers proclaiming it fragile. The contents would be half-dismembered Zunshu tech, the last segment in a lifetime’s work. Lai’a was shipping out before the Sherratts were finished. And Marin was right. Everything Travers knew seemed to be in the process of being dismantled, sent away, and it was small comfort to know it would all be reassembled aboard Lai’a.

“If you want to know the truth, it sets my teeth on edge. It …reminds me.” Mark Sherratt’s voice was sharp with a little humor, but it was a rueful sound. 

“Reminds you?” Travers wondered as the sled went by and he and Marin unpeeled themselves from the bulkhead. 

“Of the time when every Resalq ship was an overstuffed chaos,” Curtis said thoughtfully, “always running, never a chance to stop long enough in one place to unpack before you had to bug out and vanish.”

“Yes.” Mark was standing in a doorway, six meters further forward, arms folded on the breast of a familiar burgundy and green shirt, the lion’s mane of dark gold hair loose around his shoulders. “This is very like the years we spent as fugitives. Save that these ships are in excellent repair!” He gave Marin a thoughtful look. “A very young Resalq, not yet twenty years old, recently asked me, during the years of the Car’am
anha, why did we ‘ancients’ not just load up a ship and head out across the unexplored vastness of the galaxy, far beyond the reach of the Zunshu, and simply found a new homeworld.”

“It’s a good question,” Travers allowed. In fact, the same had occurred to him.

“And if we’d been able to do it, we would have,” Mark told him – the same answer he would have given the child. “But our ships were close to broken, Neil. The big ones were destroyed. Anything the size of the Wastrel or the super-carriers soon went the way of the London, prey to the same breed of gravity weapon. What we had left were civilian vessels that didn’t possess the range, and exactly five freighters which would certainly have made a long-haul voyage, if they were set up as colony ships … and this was actually the plan, for many years.” He shook his head over the memory. “Much of the work we did in those early days – prospecting, mining, taking on water, food, raw materials – was invested in the idea of heading out. 

“Needless to say, we lost the freighters one by one. The Zunshu took two of them; another was crippled by structural failure beyond our ability to repair without a dockyard, especially since we were on the run. She was abandoned. The fourth was contaminated, every part of her, in an industrial accident aboard. She was refining fuel to keep the rest of us flying. Her machinery was overworked and under-serviced; the inevitable happened, and a lot of technicians perished, taking with them vital skills and experience. The fifth ship was the Raishenne, of course, and she’s still out there. Emil Kulich hopes to find her, and I hope he does, though I’m afraid he’ll find an epitaph written in wreckage.”

“The story you just heard sounds simple,” Marin said fatalistically, “but it spans many decades. It doesn’t make pretty reading.”

“We couldn’t do the long hauls, but we could hop from system to system, trying to outfit a colony ship as we went.” The memories were haunting. To Mark, Travers realized, with the phenomenal memory which was a product of the different brain structure, once he accessed these memories, the Car’am
anha must seem like yesterday. “We did actually limp our way out of the most dangerous space,” he said at last, “which is the reason enough of us survived to keep the gene pool viable, and also to let the Deep Sky settle down into the absolute quiet that made the Zunshu lose interest in it for long enough for humans to colonize these worlds. But as for having the resources left, or the skills, to launch a colony ship?” He favored Travers and Marin with a rare smile. “If our ships had been bigger, better, we’d have been long gone when humans arrived in these worlds. Your people would have been alone in the Deep Sky.”

But the Zunshu would still be striking, Travers thought, and without benefit of the elder technology, humans would have gone scuttling back to the Middle Heavens, telling of a demon who lived in the dark near Hellgate. Mark knew this as well as anyone, there was no need to say it.

He had been looking tired for some time, careworn, Travers thought, but at least he seemed relaxed this evening, as if he had enjoyed ten hours of sound sleep. A few of the shadows had left his face and he was smiling as he embraced Marin, kissed his cheek in passing.  

“Are we late?” Marin was asking.

“I don’t think you could be late,” Mark said easily. “There’s no schedule to be kept now – not for me, anyway. I’m done.”

“Done?” Marin looked up at him. “Meaning…?”

“Nothing left to do.” Mark stepped aside, beckoning them into the compartment he had opened up – an unoccupied cabin. “My labs are all in crates, my data is transferred, my AI has been installed aboard Lai’a. My kids are still working their tails off to shove their whole lives into boxes, but I finished two hours ago. A few experiments are still running, a lot of data is cooking, but as for me? A loaf of bread, a jug of wine...”

“A book of verse and thou beside me, singing in the wilderness,” Marin said enigmatically as he stepped into the compartment, which was dim, lit by a dozen fat, smokeless candles and smelt sweet, woody, with the incense the Resalq liked best.

The reference was too obscure for Travers. He lifted a brow at Marin, but Curtis only smiled. “Only a poem … not quite a soldier’s poem.” He glanced around the room with appreciation. “Nice, Mark.”

“Best I can do at short notice. Even these ought to be packed.” Mark was fingering a candlestick, very old, very precious, hand-worked in some clay that fired black and bright as obsidian. It was a Resalq figure, naked, arms uplifted to hold the candle.

“I’ll help you get it all together,” Marin promised, “afterward … speaking of which, we’re missing someone. He decided to postpone?”

“Or just not do it at all?” Travers examined the rich embroidery on the cushions strewn on the two couches in the candlelight. A carpet was unrolled between them. On a little antique table stood an incense burner, heavy, bronze – a dragon pluming smoke through both elaborate nostrils; and that smoke had begun to buzz in Travers’s head. “What is this stuff?”

“Charab,” Marin told him. He had taken one long look at the contents of the table, and then deliberately turned away as if too many memories pressed in on him, too close for comfort. “A Resalq ‘spice’ – and mild by comparison with the crap you’ll breathe in any danceshop, much less a sexshop. But it’ll get to you. It’s very old, and fortunately it affects the human brain too.”

“Hallucinogen?” Travers asked with all due caution.

“Oh, it’ll inspire dreams,” Mark allowed. “It’s a soporific, actually; most people need something to make them relax, unwind, before they’re capable of even admitting they have some kind of psychosis, much less being able to grapple with it, wrestle it down.”

“How’d you like to be phobic about big hairy spiders,” Travers said thoughtfully, “and then be asked to cosy up with a bunch of them.”

“Exactly.” Mark adjusted the candles, trimming this one, that one, lighting another, and tripped an audio track.

Travers might have been expecting some kind of ambient music but at first he heard nothing at all. Then he felt it, a vibration through his bones. Big, bass speakers were issuing sub-etherics; together with the charab, they would shift brainwave patterns. He could feel it himself, a ‘drifty’ sensation, the inability to focus on any specific thought while memories he had not recalled in years came swimming back.

A green glass bottle and several tiny cups stood by the censer; and behind them, a hypogun, several phials, a few items so unrecognizable, they could only be Resalq. Behind the table stood a little handling drone very similar to those in any Infirmary. It was active, waiting to be summoned, and as far as Travers could see, it had a single instrument which might have been a surgical probe, though Neil had seen nothing like it before. 

On the back of the table was a delicate apparatus he did not recognize, though parts of it were familiar. The numerous gold filaments were very like the neural connectors Vidal had used in the transspace simulator, to link pilot and navigator so closely, they might have been sharing the same skin. These were coupled to a pair of large handies, and Mark was fiddling with the rig as he said,

“He’ll be here shortly. I’ve never known Michael to refuse a challenge, and this is something he needs … though the concept might scare the daylights out of him.” He frowned at Marin over the pair of synched handies. “Give us an hour, Curtis. Two, at the longest.”

“I’ll take care of our packing.” Marin gave Travers a speculative glance. “Is there anything you want, specifically?”

“Just the stuff we brought from the apartment in Sark … clothes, and the Chiyodas. I’ve gotten used to them.” Travers slid his hands into his pockets. “How long, Mark? Till we’re hunting a major storm?”

“Richard tells me we’re tracking several promising events even now,” Mark said quietly, with a gesture in the direction of Lai’a. “You saw for yourself, on the way in – we’re loading. Every scrap of data we’ve been able to glean is already invested in Lai’a. Dario and I spent hours comparing information from the Orpheus-Odyssey with any shred of original records we could find from our own past as well as the Aenestra expedition to Orion 359. As you know, the Orpheus-Odyssey is a hybrid … in fact, it’s a complete mongrel, but we know beyond doubt, those engines are the drive component from the Ebrezjim. We knew they had to be – there’s no other transspace engine technology in our history or yours. Dario stumbled over a set of archival records, little more than an account of service work performed on an unspecified ship; but these records reference fuels, fields, temperatures, radiation parameters – they’re describing a transspace drive, and as far as anyone is aware, only one was ever built. Better yet, the service report is specific about the engine configuration.”

“And it matches the salvaged drive Mick flew out of the graveyard.” Travers gave a low, soft whistle. “This tells us a few things.”

“It does.” Mark set down the handies. “We know, fact, the Ebrezjim fetched up in the freefall graveyard where Michael and Jo met Ernst. So, whatever befell the ship and crew at the hands of the Zunshu, at least some of them made it away. They almost made it home, in fact. Dario, Tor and I want to get aboard. Lai’a knows the region. It says there should be no difficulty in getting into the stable lagoon, and it’s more than worth the effort of trying to find the Ebrezjim. Dario has spent four decades taking to pieces the most ancient computer systems, relics, remnants, scattered across the frontier. If the AI core is viable, we might be able to reactivate it. Midani Kulich knows this technology at firsthand.”

“You want to run the logs,” Marin guessed. 

Mark nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “The more we know about the Zunshu before we run headlong into their space, the better I’ll like it. Every extra scrap of information we possess increases our chances of coming back out of there.” One corner of his mouth quirked in something like wry humor. “You’ll forgive me if I find myself with a somewhat stronger reason to survive, lately.”

“Your people are heading out – again,” Travers said pragmatically. “A new Resalq world, a whole new virgin colony.”

“Yes.” Mark’s brows rose. “A Resalq world, Neil – not a Resalq enclave on a human world, or a Resalq community hidden in plain sight. Saraine and Riga are our homes, of course, and several more like them are scattered across the Deep Sky, but …” The gold eyes were luminous with inspiration. “A Resalq world. Now, there’s a fantasy for you.”

“A fantasy?” Marin echoed. “Not if Emil Kulich has anything to do with it! Speaking of whom – the Freyana?”

“Shipped out of the Saraine system two weeks ago.” Mark stirred with an obvious effort. “The whole system is running cold and dark. The only people there now are the team of archeologists, perhaps twenty men and women fossicking through the ruins of the Eternal City, literally within sight of my house. A few power cells, a single transmitter, a small ship with engines shut down. From what we know, it’s not enough to alert a Zunshu scout.” He stopped, took a deep breath, exhaled it as a sigh. “I could say I just want to go home, and it wouldn’t be a lie.”

“It wouldn’t be the whole truth, either.” Marin set a hand on his arm. “I know you too well, Mark. You can’t stand a mystery! What became of the Ebrezjim? What the hell did those ancestors of yours do to rub the Zunshu so far the wrong way that a thousand years later they’re still destroying anything that moves out here?”

“And how,” Travers added bleakly, “can they be stopped?” 

“We’ll know soon enough.” Mark laced his fingers at his own nape and leaned his head back into them as if he were weary, though he was wide awake. “We had comm from the Freyana just before the Wastrel arrived back. Emil Kulich is an arrogant bastard, but he’s exactly what those people need. According to Midani, he could pilot a ship the size and generation of the Raishenne, so the Freyana presents no challenge; and he has that damned arrogant way about him that seems to appeal to the elitists among the Resalq … the cultural purists who scorn the physical modifications the rest of us optioned, in the interests of survival.” He gave Marin a darkly amused look. “There’s a few more of them than you might have guessed.”

“Enough of a gene pool to breed a healthy generation of – well, of pure Resalq?” Marin wondered. 

“Ancestrals?” Travers looked from Mark to Curtis and back. “They can do that – bring back the pure racial type?”

“Oh, yes. Thorough records were kept, and any engineering that was done to make us appear more human can be reversed, the same as we’re watching Tonio Teniko change, day by day, into something rather odd. He was never intended to be a Pakrani, and I don’t know how well the body morphology is going to suit him, but … could I, myself, be reengineered to resemble my forefathers? Of course.” He held up his hands. “I could even regrow the thumbs that were removed.”

“Damn,” Marin whispered. “I didn’t – that is, I never thought of this. You, uh, you’ll be doing this, Mark?” For an instant he seemed disturbed, and then swiftly masked the reaction.

One large hand palmed Curtis’s cheek and Mark said quietly, with surprising gentleness, “I’ve worn this body almost five times longer than you’ve been alive, and my children are even more humanlike even than I am. I’m almost reluctant to admit, the ancestrals seem alien, even to me, and I know it’s an appalling thing to say when they are the true Resalq, while we … what are we? What have we become?”

“You are Resalq.” Marin’s tone was emphatic. “There’s just two different kinds of Resalq, the old and the new. Among humans, it’s the same. We don’t think any less of Barb for being Pakrani, or of Bill Grant for being Lushi, but they’re as different from the old conventional Earther as you and Dario and Tor are different from Midani and Emil Kulich. Nobody’s asking any of us to be anything other than what we are.”

“Except Teniko,” Travers said acidly, “and I’m not even sure what dimension he’s living in most of the time.”

“Quite.” Mark was listening in the direction of the door and said to Marin, “If you want to get your packing done, here’s your chance.”

Curtis was already moving as Mick Vidal appeared. He was in a kimono of dark green silk which flowed about his thin frame, but he was moving better, Travers thought. There was a grace about him, a wiry strength returning one day at a time, and his face had just begun to recover some of its curves. It might never return to the almost voluptuous youth Neil remembered, but Vidal had gained an angular, smoldering intensity which offset anything he had lost. 

The blue eyes were more than a little skittish as he swept one glance around the paraphernalia of ritual and arcane technology. “Neil … thanks.”

“For being here?” Travers made dismissive gestures. “I don’t know how much I can do, but –”

“Moral support,” Marin said, and gave Travers his hand for a moment before he stepped out. “I’m just leaving, Mick.” He studied Travers with a deeply thoughtful look, and then met Vidal’s eyes frankly. “If I can help, Mick … call. I’m going back to the Wastrel. Later, Neil, Mark.”

He was gone then, and the door closed over behind him. The compartment was like a cocoon, dim, warm, fragrant with the charab, thrumming with the sub-etherics. Travers felt a weird thrill through the pit of his own belly and watched Vidal closely. He was shivering, though he was trying not to show it. Gooseflesh prickled along his arms and neck, and those arms were hugged about his chest.

“Michael, you don’t have to do this.” Mark’s voice was soft as crushed velvet. 

But Vidal seemed to drag his shoulders back. “I do. I’m dreaming more – it’s not getting better with time. My subconscious mind must be a mess, and it’s getting worse. I close my eyes and it’s all right there, as if it was real.”

“I’m afraid it was real,” Mark said regretfully, “in parallel pasts or futures into which, thank gods, none of us must live. Which makes this no easier for you to bear.” He frowned over Vidal’s head at Travers. “Understand, Neil. These dreams are not the product of imagination.”

“I know.” Travers rubbed his palms together, trying to hold his thoughts in focus as the charab and sub-etherics began to affect him. “For godsakes, Mick, I know you well enough by now to know you’d be the last guy to get off on fantasies about … all that.” He gestured uncomfortably. “You’ve told me enough.”

“I haven’t told you a tenth of it,” Vidal muttered, “and that’s the whole point.” He drew a ragged breath. “I want it out, Mark. Out of my head. Gone.”

A sigh whispered over Mark’s lips. “I probably can’t expunge it completely, Michael. These memories go so deep, to tear them out by the roots I’d have to tear part of you away, too. You’d forget things you don’t want to forget. Things,” he added, “you need to remember. Say, your love for your father, the animosity you feel toward your mother – the first time you met Neil, your promotion to major and appointment to lead a Carrier Air Taskforce, your lifelong association with Robert Chandra Liang, your Daku beliefs. These memories are the building bricks from which you’re made, Michael. You can’t afford to jettison them.”

“I thought you could get the rest of it out,” Vidal rasped. “You did, for Curtis.”

“No.” Travers took a long breath of the charab. It was getting into his head and producing the oddest sensations. Chimera or gryphon made a man so high, he literally could not tell the phantasms of his imagination from reality. By contrast, the Resalq ‘spice’ relaxed every muscle in his body and at the same time seemed to sharpen his mind. Even his vision was in acute focus. He saw every detail down to the individual threads in the embroidered cushions – the very faint tarnish on the bronze of the incense burner, the slight patina on the table, which was hand-carved in the flowing lines of the Resalq tradition, and might have been a thousand years old. “Curtis remembers it all,” he said – as if each syllable was as long as a sentence, and imbued with as much nuance. “He can tell you everything that happened on the Argos, and in the hospital. Go back before that, and he remembers the night his best friend was murdered, and when he made his first Dendra Shemiji kill, for revenge.”

The charab was just starting to reach Vidal now. He relaxed visibly and his eyes darkened to rims of blue around vast pupils; his voice calmed as his mind drew back into focus. “Then, what’s the point, Mark, in all … this?”

“It’s the way you remember,” Mark told him. “Ask Curtis, and he’ll tell you it’s as if the rough edges have been sanded away. The memories slide by like quicksilver on glass, and seldom hurt. If you don’t dwell on them, if you avoid situations that forcibly remind you, you won’t even recall these nightmares from one year to the next. And if the memories do come back, don’t grasp at them – open your hands, let them go, they’ll slip through your fingers like warm oil, and you’ll just forget again.”

Vidal’s eyes closed. “Yes.” He mocked himself with a rueful grimace. “I’m being a pussy, Neil.”

“Most people would,” Travers guessed. “Uh, where do you want me, Mark? Curtis might have known what to do, but I didn’t want to ask too closely.”

“Very wise.” Mark gestured at the nearer of the two couches. “Michael, be comfortable.”

“You want me to lie down?” For a moment Vidal sounded skittish. 

“Just sit. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Michael!” With a sound of sheer exasperation Mark took him in an embrace, held the shorn head against his shoulder. “If you don’t trust me –”

“I do trust you.” Vidal held him with obvious gratitude, and then pushed free and sat gingerly on the couch, peering at the apparatus. “This isn’t just some hypnotic ritual, then?”

The gold filaments were fine as threads, bleeding through Mark’s hands as he lifted them, set a hank of them carefully on Vidal’s shoulders, on the dark green silk of the robe. “Not just. How much do you know about the creation of memories, and their physical storage?”

“Not much,” Vidal admitted. “It’s something to do with synapses … not that I know what a synapse is, come to think of it.”

“Synapses are the connections between nerves in your brain,” Mark said thoughtfully. “The average human brain has a couple of trillion of these connections – a Resalq brain, about twice as many because our brains are structured a little differently and also tend to be somewhat larger, if only because we tend to be generally larger than humans. The synapses pass information between nerves; this is where the physical process of thought takes place. These nerves and synapses are not thoughts – though for around a century, early in the history of human research into consciousness and brain function, scientists convinced themselves that mind and brain were one and the same, and that electrochemical processes were thoughts! It sounds bizarre now; the truth is so much more complex. However, modification in the shape or form of the synapses is what enables information to be retained and retrieved … memory. And here’s where it gets interesting.

“The synapses have a malleable quality. This synaptic plasticity means the neural connections change over time – they can be strengthened … they also weaken, almost like muscles which atrophy if they’re neglected. And it’s this plasticity that gives us the little elbow room we need for memory suppression. 

“What I’m going to do, Michael, is simply to find the exact location of the memories you want to be dulled, blurred, half-forgotten. When I’ve located them using a network of sensors which are right out of a Resalq lab, I’ll apply a tiny counter-charge to the synapse cluster ... not enough to destroy it, by any means, but enough to use its own plasticity to slightly morph it – blur it. Afterwards, the memories will be soft-edged –”

“As if you’re remembering something you saw in a movie ten years ago,” Travers added. “This is how Curtis describes it. He recalls everything that happened to him, but if he doesn’t concentrate on the memories, they’re no more painful than something he was told or read about, a long time ago.”

Vidal had taken every syllable up osmotically. He licked dry lips to moisten them and rubbed his arms, an unconscious display of stress. “All right. What, uh, do I do?”

“Try to relax,” Mark was busy with the equipment. “I’m going to induce a mildly hypnotic state, similar to a trance. You won’t be unconscious, and you won’t lose any fraction of your will. If you cared to, you could get up and walk away at any moment. The tranced state will be induced with a small shot of a drug called 34-Triphenac-A. You might have heard of it.”

If Vidal had not, Travers had. “They used to call it Babble-on. In heavy doses, it’s a truth serum. Also toxic as all hell.”

“Quite true.” Mark was checking the hypogun. “Lethal levels are reached long before the drug forces a stubborn subject into compliance, so an interrogation is always a tricky business involving enormous doses of the drug interspersed with shots of the blocker, which itself is toxic. The usual result is hepatic and renal failure within a few hours; obstinate subjects frequently die unless they get medical nano and cloned organs.”

“And you’re going to shoot me with this shit?” Vidal demanded, though he did not get to his feet.

“With a minute amount of it, as a psychotropic,” Mark corrected, “and remembering to take into account your current weight, as well as your doubtful health. And yes, I conferred with Doctor Grant before I prepared this shot, and yes, he calculated the safe dosage.” He gestured with the gun. “Check it, if you want to.”

“I wouldn’t know what I was looking at,” Vidal admitted, and settled again. Relaxation was profound as the charab and sub-etherics worked their way into him. The Triphenac would be only the last rime of hoarfrost on his thoughts, little more than a gossamer web which would divorce him from reality. He leaned back into the cushions, eyes closed. “Do it.”

The gun thudded softly against his shoulder, not enough to inspire a grunt of discomfort. Travers watched closely as he subsided a little further; breathing becoming as deep and regular as that of a sleeper. Mark waited a few moments before he sorted the gold filaments and said quietly,

“Watch the handies, will you, Neil? You’ll see a pulse as I connect each of these.”

The screens were swimming in every shade of cerulean, white, teal, silver. As each of the filaments threaded into a point on Vidal’s scalp or temples or nape, the display shifted into other hues – warm, gold, smoke – and as each filament began to relay impulses the colors began to coalesce into blurred, distorted images. 

Done with Vidal for the moment, Mark began to connect the companion filaments – fully half as many of them as Vidal wore, tagged into his own scalp, temples and nape. Half linked him to Vidal; the remainder connected him to the surgical drone which stood waiting for instruction. 

A groan issued from the depths of Vidal’s chest. “I feel … so weird.” His voice was a bass rumble.

“It’s probably the first time in months you’ve actually relaxed,” Mark said softly as he sat beside him. His lids closed heavily over dark gold irises. “Neil, you see the handies. One of them is mine, the other is Michael’s. I want you to monitor them. Mine … what do you see?”

The screen swirled with colors; an image came halfway into focus and was gone again so fast, Travers almost had to guess what he had glimpsed. “Was it a cat? A white cat, a fireplace, a red rug.”

“Mmm. An old, old memory. And now?”

Again, the swirl of color, an image tantalizingly indistinct, more a kaleidoscope of shapes which suggested to Travers an image of soaring wings. “It’s an impression, but I think I’m seeing an eagle. Blue sky, white mountain range. Damn, is it Riga Valley?”

“Yes. One morning, a month ago. Good enough. Michael, picture a tree,” Mark said softly, in the mellifluous tone of a mesmerist. “Neil?”

The handy displaying discrete pulses direct from Vidal’s visual cortex, in the back of his brain, swam into shades of green which drew together into a soft impression of boughs, trunk, bright sky beyond, a shadowed area beneath and before. “Got it, Mark,” Travers murmured. 

“Michael … a dolphin,” Mark crooned. “A porpoise … they’re flourishing on Velcastra now, I’ve seen them there …”

And the colors brightened into blues and silvers, extruding into the abstract shape of a dolphin arcing out of the waves. “We’re good,” Travers murmured. He pulled the second couch closer with a soft sound of timber feet on rug. “Mark?”

But Mark was already immersed in the process – eyes closed, concentrating so completely on the direct feed via the fine gold lines which were tagged directly into his scalp that he might not have heard Travers. He leaned so close to Vidal, their heads were almost touching, and spoke in a murmur, a low monotone. 

“Can you hear me, Michael?”

“Of course.” Vidal was absolutely calm.

“I’m going to ask you some questions,” Mark told him. “You must answer absolutely honestly, because only a truthful answer will let me pinpoint the physical locations of stored memories. I’m afraid you’ll have to re-experience each memory one final time, but when I’ve located the synapse clusters where the memories are stored the rest is comparatively simple. First, I must calibrate the apparatus specifically for you. The initial questions will arouse very old memories. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Vidal took a deep breath of the charab. “Go ahead.”

“Neil, watch the handies,” Mark whispered. “If you see red, it’s an indication of stress. If the red shifts through to purple, tell me … if it shifts through to black, tell me immediately.”

“Understood.” Travers balanced the handies in his lap, dividing his attention between them and Vidal as Mark began.

“As a child you fell down, hurt your knee. Which knee?”

Anyone, human or Resalq, would have responded instinctively to the question. Vidal said, “Someone tripped me. I never knew who – I skinned my right knee, halfway bare to the bone. I was six.”

“You had a dog?” Mark asked.

“I had several.”

“The first?”

“Rusty. A little New Ireland terrier. I was eight.”

“Can you tell me how he died?”

The handy monitoring Vidal’s brain flared into orange-reds with remembered pain. Travers frowned over it, and him. Now it began, the gradual paring away of a man’s masks, layer by layer, until he was stripped naked, as Marin described it. 

“He was hit by a car,” Vidal said softly. “A big groundcar came roaring through the neighborhood. I’d biked over to Aunt Lex’s place. Elstrom city – uptown. Lex and Uncle Barry backed onto the woods, they had squirrels … Rusty loved to chase them. He chased this one big red squirrel into the street, and the groundie was coming, way too fast. Clipped him. He died instantly, right in front of me. I don’t think he was hurt, just killed outright. Don’t suppose he even had the chance to be surprised, just … gone.”

Reds flared, spiked, cooled back into greens and blues, and Travers watched a vague shape coalesce in the handy – a face with big, dark eyes, soft ears, a lolling pink tongue. For a split second he was sure he actually saw a little dog who had been dead for almost thirty years, and then, again, he was gone.

“Who was your first passion,” Mark prompted.

“Chris,” Vidal said simply. “Christian Brock.”

“How old were you?”

“Thirteen. He was fourteen. We played high school aeroball together.”

“Did you make love?”

“Of course we did.” 

“The first time?”

“After a game … we’d won, we were at his house on StarCity. He had the keys to his parents’ booze cabinet and they had scotch, gin, vodka, the works. Also a nice stash of fizz and chimera.  Chris and I got a little silly and the next thing you knew, we were having sex.”

“Were you discovered?” Mark murmured.

“Not that time.”

“Later?”

“Oh, yeah. Chris’s father’s valet walked right in on us. Talk about being caught red faced!”

“Did he tell your parents, or Christian’s?”

“Not if we paid him off,” Vidal said grimly.

“You paid bribes? For how long?”

“Well over a year. We were fifteen, sixteen, by then.” Vidal worked his neck to and fro, and the handy flared red. “It got bloody expensive. In the end, I just fronted up to my father and told him the truth.”

“What did you tell him that day?”

“That I turn on to guys, and I’d been shagging my best friend since we were so young, it wasn’t even legal, that I’d brought Chris into the Vidal family castle more than once and we’d fucked our brains out there. And one time we’d been caught at his house – we’d been paying hush-money ever since, because we figured the parents’d be mad enough to spit about kids doing the scotch and fizz, as well as the sex.”

“And how did your father react?” Mark asked in the same soft monotone as he concentrated on the direct neural feed, constantly reconfiguring, fine-tuning, until he dared begin to meddle.

“My Dad … Charles Vidal, the industrial magnate who was fleeced by the aeroball superstar? The old buzzard looked me square in the face and he said, ‘Top or bottom?’ I told him, both. He told me, in his father’s day I’d have been taken upstairs and leathered till I didn’t sit down for a week. But since I was already a hand’s span taller than him with my mother’s bloody Pakrani genes, and at least as strong, because I was already a college aeroball player – and since I’d paid the hush-money out of my allowance, well, I’d been comprehensively fined, hadn’t I? He asked, had I learned any lesson from the financial penance for my sins? I said, sure I had. ‘What lesson?’ he wanted to know. I told him, I’d learned how to lock a bloody door.”

A chuckle rumbled in Travers’s chest. Even now, even here, Mick Vidal knew how to make light of his misfortunes, though the handy spiked right into purple for a moment and Neil knew the color marked the line where pain and fury brushed shoulders. The purple was gone almost at once, though the deliberate humor was short lived. A moment later Mark said,

“Your first love?”

Now the handy blazed red and purple, and Vidal hesitated. “Andre, in college after I finished my conscription hitch. Tall and dark and gorgeous, planetology student, and he left me. Walked right out on me to go to school in the homeworlds, and I got so bloody blind drunk, I didn’t know what year it was, never mind what day. Took out a car that wasn’t mine, almost killed myself on a lunatic mix of bourbon and gryphon and drag racing ... did hammer the shit out of the car, though it wasn’t a total write-off, and I paid to fix it.”

“You were arrested?” Mark whispered.

“No. I still can’t believe it, but I got away with it, free and clear, and I’ll never know how I didn’t either kill myself or someone else. Or spend about five years looking at a lot of bars from the wrong side,” he confessed. “Three days after I got the mess straightened out I went right back to Fleet, though my father was so furious with me for reenlisting, he threatened to disinherit me. Write me out of the will and put Trick and Ying in? Yeah, like that was ever going to happen. So I finished my formal education on a super-carrier, with good ol’ Aunt Lex. And when I made major, and CAT, he was proud enough to forgive me for it. And for being Daku,” he added quietly. 

The handy had flared fast into islands of wickedly inky black, and Travers said, “Mark –”

“I know. All right, Michael … the calibrations are tight enough. Can you go on?”

Vidal’s hand reached out blindly. Travers took it and watched Mark beckon the little handling drone, which was armed with the curious object Neil had never seen before, in or out of an Infirmary. It had to be a Resalq device, like a short wand with a recessed control panel in the haft and a tip glowing dully in reds and mauves. In the delicate claw hands of the drone it would be handled with surgical precision, and the drone was taking its instruction direct from Mark’s own brain. It moved into place behind the couch as Vidal shifted around as if trying to get comfortable. 

“I’m good,” he muttered.

“He’s not,” Travers warned. 

“I will be,” Vidal insisted. “Just – just get it done, for chrissakes. One more time. I can handle one more time.”

“Omaru,” Mark said in the familiar low monotone. “The blockade. You’re flying against the militia, over Hydralis.”

“Flew right into a brace of missiles.” Vidal’s voice was a bare croak; his face clenched in memory. “Engines flamed out … wingman went up in a fireball. Roark died right there, just enough time to scream, then silence, and I … I put the plane down. Somehow. Fields of rubble down below – outside Hydralis, where a car factory had been before the war. The plane crumpled but she didn’t burn. I was knocked out cold. I woke – later, sometime. People were cutting me out of the cockpit. Plasma torches scorched my eyes, and … busted ribs, couldn’t take a breath without pain, but no blood in my mouth. Lungs were okay. I passed out when they lifted me out of the cockpit.”

“And when you recovered consciousness?”  

The handy was red now, swirling with it, the colors of blood and fire. Travers’s mouth was dry as he glimpsed blurred, indistinct images, little more than suggestions of events which spoke to the dark places in the roots of his own mind. A grimacing face; a clenched fist; the inside of a locked door; a hood coming toward him, about to drop over his head; a bright light; a cane cutting downward toward him; another body – male, naked, rampant; a trapdoor slamming low over his head; blood. 

“Darkness,” Vidal murmured. “Pain … ribs, first. Then the questions. Being beaten. Needles in my neck, my ass – antibiotic, for all I knew, or something like the Triphenac, or blockers, or all of ’em. Questions, more questions. Couldn’t answer. Wouldn’t. Some stuff, I never even knew.”

“But they kept asking, whether you knew or not.”

And like an inquisitor, so did Mark. The handy blazed with red, flooded into purple as the memories seized Vidal tightly enough to choke him. The display spiked into black as he felt again the fury that had kept him alive through scenes he described, now, in disjointed words, often barely coherent. The tumble of lurid adjectives was filled with such fear, fury, hate, Travers’s own mouth was dry, his heart thudding heavily.

 It took less time than Vidal would have believed. Mark had fine-tuned the apparatus till he could follow every memory to source, and when he found the synapse clusters the drone would focus on them with the incredible precision of a Resalq instrument. The tip of the wand traced patterns over Vidal’s skull, but Mick did not seem to feel anything physical, and certainly not pain. By far, the worst of the process was forcing him to focus on the very memories that had tortured him for months. Speaking them aloud, concentrating on them strongly enough for hazy images to flash up into the handy, was as painful as the cane that stripped the skin off him, wire clippers that took off his fingers, pliers that pulled his teeth. His days were a dark haze of gryphon and abuse, physical, mental, sexual, until he lost track of time and death seemed the most viable alternative. 

There were other memories, just as vivid, though less personal. The death of the super-carrier, when a drone freighter, generators on overload, rammed the engine deck; the loss of the Delta Dragons in an ambush where they flew into the geocannon from an asteroid miner which had been mounted in the guts of a disused Goldman-Pataki smelter. Memory by memory, Mark winkled out the rot and the drone patiently, methodically tracked back and forth across Vidal’s skull until Mick was hoarse from talking and tears, and the handy flooded into dense shades of purple and on into black.

“Mark,” Travers said urgently. “Mark, you better look at this.”

But Mark was done. He sat up, plucking the filaments away with deft fingers, both from Vidal’s scalp and his own. The drone returned to its place by the table; the handies reverted to the standby hues, blues and greens. Travers set them down and dragged both hands over his own face, not surprised to find himself trembling. Vidal was barely strong enough to withstand this procedure, and Neil was rolling a combug between his fingers. “Should I give Bill a call?”

“I think you’d better,” Mark began.

“No.” Vidal was blind, barely half aware. He turned toward Mark’s voice and Mark caught him, held him like a child while he shook and wept in reaction. 

“It’s done now, Michael … let it go, eleen
becahl, shures. Just open your hands, let it run through your fingers like water. Don’t grasp, don’t try to hang on, let it fade away.” He murmured in the old language, soft sounds almost like the wind in the trees, and little by little Vidal calmed. 

At last Travers realized he was asleep, and he set down the combug. Mark moved slowly, carefully, let Vidal subside onto the couch, where he did not stir even to rearrange his limbs. Deliberately Mark snuffed the candles and the charab, turned off the sub-etherics, and beckoned Travers out of the room.

The door closed over and Neil leaned against the bulkhead, dragging fresh air into his lungs. He was shaking, sweated, and gave Mark a rueful look. “You do this often?”

“Thank gods, very seldom,” Mark said quietly. “I did it for Jai Serrano, twenty years ago. Any agent is vulnerable, and the longer he does something like Dendra Shemiji work, the greater the chance he’ll be caught. Jai was, and his suffering was not very different from Michael’s. We repaired his teeth, his eyes, kidneys and … so on. You can guess the rest. It was an assignment gone disastrously wrong. When you’ve infiltrated a corporation to reach an individual, and your cover is torn apart, the consequences are always going to be dire. Curtis knew this when he joined us, and every risk he took was calculated – even, or especially, the Roy Neville sanction. Though I’ll be honest, if he’d conferred with me about that one, I’d never have authorized it. The risk factor was too high. But like Jai, Curtis was a free agent. They decide for themselves which assignments they’ll take. Training is no guarantee against error.”

Travers had not even recalled the name of Jai Serrano in six months. He was the Resalq agent whom Jo Queneau had shot down on Saraine, not very far from Mark’s house. Serrano was bringing intelligence out of Boden Zwerner’s fortress on Ulrand, at a time when Queneau had no idea who she was involved with. And Serrano, Travers remembered, was still in cryogen, waiting for a whole suite of cloned organs to be ready for transplant.

“He’s on this ship,” Mark said, as if he had heard everything Travers had not said. “The tank’s in the Infirmary, along with all the canopic vessels.”

“The what?” Travers echoed.

“Look it up.” Mark reached over, brushed his cheek with the backs of his knuckles as he forcibly stirred. “I performed this strange ritual for Curtis, too, and I imagine I’ll do it again – a long time in the future, I hope. Are you all right, Neil?”

“Yeah.” Travers shook himself hard.

“No, you’re not. You need a stiff drink,” Mark suggested, “and help that partner of yours finish packing.” 

“Packing. Lai’a. Damn.” Travers pressed one hand to his eyes for a moment. “We’re waiting for the boarding call.”

“It’ll be very soon.” Mark looked around the familiar passageway which led forward to the Ops room and back to the engine compartments. “I’m going to miss this ship, these people. The Carellan has been like a home to me, as much as Saraine and Riga ever were. I know it’s a strange thing to say. Resalq of my generation were accustomed to … we used to call it ‘falling between the stars.’ Nowhere to go back to, no idea where we’d be next. A ship soon became home – and I’ll miss this one.”

“You say that as if part of you believes you’re not coming back.” Travers licked his lips. “Please gods, tell me you’re not having the proverbial bad feelings about the Lai’a expedition.”

“No,” Mark admitted. “I’m not prescient at all, Neil, and I like to think I can tell the difference between genuine foreboding and old fashioned fear and paranoia! The truth? We know enough about the Zunshu from their technology, right now, to give ourselves a very good chance of coming back. We’ve learned a lot recently. At this time, I’d put our odds at an even fifty-fifty. And those odds will get better if we can get aboard the Ebrezjim, get a line into the core AI, find out exactly what happened to my ancestors. The mistake they made … and the way they escaped,” he added. “This is our first priority, as soon as we’ve made a safe insertion through the Orpheus Gate.” He gestured Travers away. “Go on, get your things together – you don’t have long.”

“I’ll catch up with you later,” Travers promised. “And Mick. He’s just sleeping now, isn’t he?”

“Yes. He’s exhausted. I’ll let him sleep for a couple of hours,” Mark mused, “and then wake him before he begins to dehydrate. It’s not a pleasant process, but ask Curtis. It does work. Michael will have enough peace of mind to put the past back into its place and concentrate on the project he’s undertaken.”

“Transspace, the simulator, pilot training,” Travers said thoughtfully. “He ought to be on R&R, just recovering. He still looks like a ghost.”

“Work is better for him,” Mark judged. “I know Michael well enough to know leisure time is almost the last thing he needs.” He glanced at his chrono and clasped Travers’s shoulder. “I must give my own crew a little time. I’m handing over command this evening.”

“And I’m out of here.” Travers forced his feet to work. “Give me a buzz if Mick’s not well. Bill Grant’s probably on Lai’a by now, setting up the Infirmary. I can take Mick right there, if he needs it.”

“I think he’ll be all right when he wakes,” Mark said shrewdly, “but yes, I’ll call you if he’s not.”

The way back to the Wastrel took Travers past the rank of empty labs. The mounds of equipment cases that had blocked their doorways when he and Marin had made their way in were gone now. The Carellan Djerun felt empty and Travers found his hackles rising, his skin prickling. The Wastrel was much larger, with a vastly larger crew, so she felt much less hollow, but even there Neil was aware of a restless sense of movement, change. Nothing was the same. He found himself yearning for the old days of familiarity, stability. Safety?

He wondered what emotions were on his face as he stepped into the stateroom he and Marin had called home for so long. Four cases lay stacked by the door; two more were open on the bed. The closet was wide open and half empty, and Marin’s voice called from the bathroom,

“I wasn’t sure about the last things … check the closet.” His head appeared around the open door. A towel hung around his neck and his hair was still damp; he was barefoot, though he was in pale charcoal slacks. “Mick?”

“Sleeping,” Travers told him. He leaned on the bulkhead by the bathroom, watching as Marin splashed face, throat, chest, with the aftershave he liked. He was waiting for Neil to speak – more than likely guessing how difficult it would be to find words. Travers gestured mutely back toward the Carellan, still hunting for any way to phrase what he felt when Marin said softly,

“It was that bad?”

“Bad enough,” Travers allowed. “The crap that was in his head, it’s a wonder he’s been sane.”

“And who says he’s been sane?” Marin threw the towel into the chute and came to slide his arms around Travers. “Mick’s been holding it together as long as he was wide awake. But the moment he closed his eyes – well, I’ve been there, Neil. Your own mind turns into alien territory. Pray you never have to go there.”

Travers’s arms went around him, held him tight enough for Marin to grunt as the air was forced out of his lungs. “Gives you a new respect for Mick, doesn’t it?”

“Oh, I’ve always known what he was up against.” Marin breathed a kiss into Travers’s left ear. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. No.” Travers permitted himself a groan. “Just let me forget about it now.”

“Mark didn’t tell you the remedy? Double scotch, hold the ice,” Marin said perceptively. “Or a couple of Mountain Mists. Or both.”

“He told me. And I’ll take the booze,” Travers decided. He let Curtis go far enough to look into his face. “I guess I expected some kind of arcane ritual, a lot of mumbo jumbo and muttering in the ancient Resalq language.”

“You mean hypnosis, the power of suggestion? That’s part of it. The charab, the sub-etherics, the 34-Triphenac-A, all have a synergistic effect. The brain settles down into patterns like deep sleep. The mind becomes enormously responsive to instructions. Trust me – I know this. Mark would have asked a lot of questions about Mick’s childhood and youth, yes? Specifically, about various traumatic events … the death of a loved one, a spat with parents, the virgin’s first time, getting dumped by a lover or arrested for some dumb ‘crime of stupidity,’ the kind kids commit so casually. Mick answered?”

“It didn’t occur to him to hold anything back or answer in single syllables.” Travers’s mouth compressed. “Mark never pumped him for the juicy details. Didn’t have to, they just tumbled out. Which is why we used to call the stuff ‘Babble-on.’”

“Not really.” Marin frowned, obviously thinking back to his own passage through this rite. “The shot of Triphenac is actually much too small to make you say something you don’t want to. But when you’re full of charab and the sub-audio vibrations are in every bone in your body, you just open right up. You strip yourself naked and gut yourself with a small, blunt knife. And that,” he sighed, “is the only way to align the apparatus so tightly, the bad memories can be fogged over without dulling the good times we want to remember, and the critical things we have to remember. How’d you like to forget being beat up, and at the same time also forget the time you won big on the roulette wheel and spent a whole night with one of StarCity’s patented palomino Companions?”

“Damn.” Travers’s hands cupped Marin’s face, where the cheeks were so soft, just shaved. “A lot of hocus pocus would have been easier.”

“If it worked. Alas, magic rarely does. I could wish it did!” Marin leaned over to kiss, a fleeting brush of lips which deepened swiftly and clung for a long time. 

They might have shoved the open cases off the bed and locked the door, but a chime from the threedee intruded and Travers glanced into the display, astonished to realize how he had lost track of time. 

Etienne said quietly, “Colonel Marin, Colonel Travers to Ops.”

“Is this it?” Travers’s heart performed an odd double-thud. A few items of clothing he wanted still hung in the closet, and he was up off the bed and sliding them off the hangars as Marin reached for a tunic.

“Maybe – probably.” Curtis dropped the indigo silk over his head, shoved the sleeves up above his elbows. “Are you done here?”

“I think so.” Travers dumped an armful of Borushek linen and synthetics into the nearest case and dropped the lid on it. “Anything else you want?”

“Just this.” Marin leaned back into the bathroom for the aftershave and wedged it in the corner of the last case, between a handy and the black leather box containing chrono, cufflinks, the earrings he rarely wore, the platinum bracelet and arctic jade rings Travers had bought for him in a tiny craft store in Dominguez – how long ago?

The cases locked down. Curtis loaded them on the top of the stack and gave Neil a curious look. “You’re wondering if it’s not too late to cut and run.”

“Too late to even think about it now,” Travers said dolefully. He smoothed the collar of the tunic around Marin’s shoulder, where the sheer fabric felt like skin and had already picked up his body heat. 

They were about to step out when Marin stopped on an impulse. “Have you sent any messages?”

“Messages – who to?” Travers was taking a last glance around the cabin, looking for anything he had missed.

“You have siblings,” Marin said quietly. “A sister and two brothers, isn’t it? There’s an even chance this could be the last outing for us. I thought you might like to leave something formal … perhaps a letter for an attorney regarding certain bank accounts on Jagreth.”

The thought had never even crossed Travers’s mind, and he did give it due consideration while Marin found a pair of Tai Chi shoes and worked his feet into them. “Then again,” he said reasonably, “you have parents somewhere out there. You’ve lost track of them, same as I’ve lost track of the kids – Allan, Ewan, Sibyl. If Fleet got its hooks into them fast enough, Allan and Sibyl are already in uniform. Ewan should be way back on Darwin’s. He’ll be sixteen soon, probably bugged out of his uncle’s home to live with his mates.” Neil’s head shook slowly. “There’d be no way to get a message to them, even if I wanted to, since the war … and the truth is, those kids wouldn’t thank me for contacting them, not just to make some half-assed farewell.”

“But I doubt they’d turn their noses up at the money,” Marin guessed. “Nor would my parents! I just have no idea where they are. I’ve been thinking for a while, I should leave a message with my old attorney in Westminster, pending Lai’a returning. If we come back in a month or a year – or ten! – the message is automatically deleted. If we don’t come back in that amount of time, the attorney tracks my parents down, right back to Earth itself, if necessary. They’re blood of my blood … for all I know, I could have siblings I know nothing about, especially if my parents broke up, found someone new, started new families. A few Dendra Shemiji dollars might change the color of the future for them.”

He made a strong argument. Travers indulged himself in a sigh.  “Sentimentalities, practicalities? I’ll go along with the second. I fought with those kids – when they were just bratty little kids – too long and hard to have any sentimentality about ’em.”

“And my parents just vanished,” Marin added with rueful humor. He gave his hand to Travers, and when Neil took it, placed a deliberate kiss on the knuckles. “All the family I need is either right here, or heading across to Lai’a on the next shuttle. And if it’s ‘goodnight, sweetheart,’” he added cuttingly, “it looks like we’re all going to go out together. Which is the point, Neil. Mark is our sole beneficiary, but he’s on Lai’a too. If we all go out together, and if we don’t leave documentation, in seven years the government of Jagreth will seize the money … and I worked too hard, ran too many risks to earn it, just to let some politician have it! So –?”

“All right.” Travers decided.  “We better take care of it soon. They want us in Ops. If there’s time, I can draft something for your attorney right there.”

“Time?” Marin was looking over Neil’s shoulder, where a drone sled had just appeared. Handling arms were already extending toward the baggage; the humans were simply in the way. “Time,” Curtis said darkly, “is something we don’t have.” 

The crew lounge adjacent to Operations was busy. The scents of food, coffee, rare liquors, wafted from the ’chefs and the bar, and Travers realized how long it was since he had eaten. The Ops room itself was idling, with Etienne monitoring ship functions, Lai’a, the Mercury, the Carellan, and Hellgate itself. Travers glanced into the big threedee and saw the familiar amber status bars: the crews of all vessels had been called to standby.

Between the wide, open armordoors Richard Vaurien and Tully Ingersol were talking softly. Travers caught snippets of routine ship business, references to the Cerberus, the mining operation on the Bronowski Reef, shipments of raw materials coming in to feed the fabrication bays, shipments going over to the still-outfitting Esprit de Liberté, a courier which had just arrived from Velcastra, and multiple messages from the Lai’a complement queued to be transmitted when the ship left. Two more would soon be added, directed to an attorney’s office in South Westminster.

At last Richard held up both hands. “Enough. You don’t need me to second guess you and hold your hand, Tully. You can mind the store – I don’t doubt it. If I did, I wouldn’t be passing command to you.” He dropped a hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “Just keep us out of trouble. She’s all yours.”

“Hey, Rick.” Ingersol’s face was uncharacteristically grave. “This ship’s home. I never lived anywhere else since I walked away from Fleet.”

“Since I recruited you.” Vaurien’s face creased pleasantly in a reminiscent smile. “I haven’t forgotten. You were the best Weimann specialist who couldn’t get a contract with any Deep Sky company for love or money.”

“Because my family were Freespacers,” Ingersol said fatalistically.  “They still are. They didn’t stay in the Deep Sky for long – just long enough for me to get my freakin’ conscription notice, and if I’d cut and run, I’d have been wanted as a deserter – which means a military firing squad, if the bastards catch you! I didn’t go to a regular school, didn’t have a fixed address, didn’t even have a bank account till Fleet set one up for me, so they could pay me that pittance they have the nerve to call a salary.”

And life was fine for him, so long as he served on the Fleet tender Livingstone, Travers knew; but as soon as he was back in civvy street, prospective employers looked into his background and saw nothing they trusted. The day Vaurien called him, Tully Ingersol was bunking in a small hotel on the rink in the Port of Marak. And he had been seriously considering reenlistment as the alternative to a return to a Freespace colony where the air was thin, the gravity high, the sun small and dim, and where he was out of luck if he wanted more than work on the heavy machinery in the silicate dust of open-pit mines which had ripped open half a continent. Ingersol did not know it at the time, but his luck had actually turned. He already knew the name of Richard Vaurien from so many Freespace ports, including Marak and Halfway itself; he returned the man’s call.

“I’ll keep us out of trouble,” he said dutifully. “We’re going to be friggin’ busy, Rick. There’s still a hell of a lot of work left on the Esprit.”

“And don’t,” Vaurien said emphatically, “let Chandra Liang, or Tarrant, or Prendergast, press this ship into anything that smells even vaguely like a military assignment!”

“Four,” Ingersol said thoughtfully.

“Four what?” Vaurien demanded.

“Four times you’ve said that.” Ingersol gave him a look of mock reproach. “They can ask. But I’m not dumb enough to go along with their kind of monkey shit. Beside, they got plenty to play with. The Chicago and the Kiev – the Elstrom and the Sark, I guess – plus most of the battle group from Omaru blockade, and God knows how many ships coming in from the Middle Heavens after the mutinies. Have you seen CNS lately?”

For what might have been the first time since recruitment, Vaurien formally offered his hand, and Ingersol shook it. “I don’t know when we’ll be back,” Richard said honestly. “I don’t suppose the Zunshu are going to keep any kind of schedule that’s convenient to us. It could turn into months, Tully.”

“It could be years,” Ingersol said baldly, “we all know the truth. And the worst of it is, you probably won’t be able to call home. We’ll muddle through, Rick. You … just be bloody damn’ careful,” he added bluffly.

“That, we can do.” Vaurien turned away, surveyed Travers and Marin with a wry look. “You’d better be ready to ship out.”

Travers jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “A drone came for the baggage. Game on?”

“We’re just waiting for the shuttle.” Vaurien’s brows arched. “Barb already went aboard. Bill’s been there for a few hours. Where’s Mick?”

“Still on the Carellan,” Marin told him. “He’ll shuttle over with the Resalq party.” No need to say that he was very likely still asleep, and would be shaky in the aftermath of a procedure Vaurien probably could not even imagine.

“I was talking to Mark not half an hour ago,” Travers added. “Their labs are in transit.”

“It’s happening.” Vaurien shuddered animatedly. “I’m fine, so long as I don’t think about what we’re doing. And the sound you just heard,” he rasped, “is the shuttle docking.” 

A dull bellchime had rung through the ship’s airframe, and a pulse sped in Travers’s temple. “Where’s Harrison?”

“Last I heard, he was still on the Mercury, handing over command to Yvette Lansdown. She’s been his XO and comm officer for long enough, he trusts her the way I trust Tully. He and Jon should be transferring to Lai’a with a few of Bravo Company – about now, in fact. Roark and Asako are already aboard, getting the Harlequin hangared and rigged to transport. Harry,” he added, “delayed long enough to go over intelligence that just got in on a drone courier out of Velcastra.”

“Any surprises?” Marin wondered.

But Vaurien made negative noises. “You know Chandra Liang has Daku sources in Haven and Lithgow. His people there place the Avenger in the Middle Heavens – the Confederacy isn’t even game to deploy her to the Deep Sky, which tells you the truth loud and clear. The government of Earth is running scared, even before they get the news from Jagreth. The reports they’re about to receive about the London should send the Avenger scurrying right back to the homeworlds. You know how their minds work. They’ll see her as their last line of defense between Earth, Mars, the Jupiter system, Titan … and us. As if we’re quite likely to show up, gunning for them, as soon as we’ve secured our own backyard.”

“If we did,” Travers said grimly, “there’s not one damn’ thing the homeworlds could do about it. We could take the Avenger like that.” He snapped his fingers. “And they bloody know we could.”

“At this moment they suspect,” Vaurien mused. “When they’ve seen the London data, yes, then they’ll know. The balance of power has shifted. A year ago, with the super-carrier battle groups they owned the Deep Sky and everything, everyone in it. Now? Well, if the Commonwealth was as evil as we’re being painted, we’d be cruising into the Sol system with a Freespacer fleet of drone asteroid miners like the Cerberus, armed with Zunshu weapons. We’d slap the shackles on them, the way they’ve had us in chains for decades.”

“Thank any god you care to mention,” Marin said bleakly, “the powers behind the Nine Worlds Commonwealth don’t think that way.”

Vaurien was nodding, though his face had set into grim lines. “But the Confederate government will certainly use the media to convince the public we do. Dread of reprisal will hold the homeworlds and the Near Sky in an iron grip. Which the Earthers need,” he added, “since it looks like they’re already starting to lose control of the outer systems of the Middle Heavens. Have you seen the news lately?” 

Everyone had. It was compulsive viewing. Across twenty worlds, CNS was covering seething riots, mutinies, every manner of ‘civil disobedience’ – a colonial governor had been assassinated; a frigate was destroyed at Fleet Lithgow, still berthed at a security dock, and took half the tokomak with it, and two hundred technicians. 

“It’s bad,” Vaurien said bleakly, “and it’s going to get worse before it gets better. And we,” he added gravely, “are ultimately going to take the blame, though we had nothing to do with the scenes on Lithgow, Haven, Pakrenne, Mazjene.”  

“We stirred it up, touched off the blaze,” Travers admitted. “If it hadn’t been for what we’ve done –”

“If not for us, the Deep Sky colonies would have sat there, big, fat, noisy with comm traffic, dirty with industry, till the Zunshu destroyed them all, the way Albeniz died.” Marin stirred deliberately. “Not our problem to solve, Neil. Future historians will have to hammer this out when the truth is declassified in ten years, or fifty.”

A sweet ringing tone issued from the threedee and Etienne called, “Captain Vaurien to Hangar 4. The shuttle is waiting.”

“Then tell it to bloody wait,” Vaurien growled, though he turned toward the executive elevator. “Tully … we’re on our way,” he called into the quiet Ops room.

The new captain lifted a hand in farewell. “Mind how you go, Rick. I’ll be waiting with a bottle of something good, when you get back.”

“Good luck,” Vaurien told him, before he seemed to force his feet to move. “Etienne, where’s Colonel Rusch?”

“In Hangar 2, with Captains Rabelais and Queneau.”

“Rigging the transspace simulator for transfer,” Travers guessed. 

He and Marin had flown it more than twenty times, on the way back from Jagreth. Five times, they had not crashed it and he had just begun to glimpse how to handle a driftship properly. They would fly the simulator another hundred times, like Queneau and Rabelais, Rodman and Hubler, Perlman and Fargo. Eventually they would consistently keep it viable, though if Travers had known how to pray, he would have prayed for the skills never to be needed. 

“A file from Robert Chandra Liang came through with the courier,” Vaurien was saying as they stepped into the elevator for the short ride down and aft.  His voice was hoarse; he seemed to be talking to distract himself. Travers could imagine what it cost him to leave this ship, no matter how safe she was, in theory. “The senior Daku representatives from Borushek are on StarCity at this moment. They’re going over the choreography for the smooth transfer of power in Sark. 

“It’s been scheduled – 12 days from now, 72 hours after the proclamation at Omaru. And Borushek doesn’t have to worry about a battle group hovering at its backdoor! The shadow president is a Daku called Joyce Cardwell – the name means nothing to me, but ask Mick. She’s waiting to hoist the Commonwealth flag and walk right into the office of the colonial governor; and as for Governor Petrakis, you can count on him to stroll away with a smile. He’s been a toothless, clawless puppet, like the rest of Borushek’s government.”

“Sark has always been a military town,” Travers said as the elevator opened onto the colder, dimmer hangar level. “The civilian sector might never have liked to admit it, but any time anything actually happened, the decisions came from Fleet Quadrant Command. Meaning Harrison Shapiro’s office.”

“And Governor Petrakis was wise enough to just do as he was told.” Vaurien was out of the lift, turning right toward the hangar. “Exactly as he’s doing right now – going through the motions. Sovereignty at Borushek will be a formality.”

“Then, it’s almost over.” The chill, acid air of the hangar parched Travers’s eyeballs and lips.

“At least as far as the Deep Sky is concerned,” Vaurien mused. “Louverne, Pakrenne, Lushiar – they’ll declare sovereignty in their own good time. They’ll certainly require Commonwealth protection, and Chandra Liang, Tarrant, Prendergast and Cardwell will make sure they get it. Sergei van Donne’s people are more than capable of seeding the Zunshu swarms wherever they need to be.”

And the Wastrel could remain safe at Alshie’nya, manufacturing the mines by the thousands. Tully Ingersol would supply them on demand, and the Mako would shuttle between the Drift and the new republics of the Deep Sky on the most lucrative contract van Donne had ever enjoyed. The most ironic thing was, it was entirely legitimate; van Donne must be bemused, Travers thought.

“There’ll be a ripple effect back through the Middle Heavens,” Marin speculated. “A lot of worlds are going to want to join the Commonwealth to get out from under the conscription levy and the taxation.”

“It can’t be our problem.” A few paces into the hangar Vaurien paused, almost as if he had just remembered some forgotten duty. Travers waited, but Richard seemed to collect himself and pushed on toward the heat-shimmering Capricorn, which was flying shuttle service. He did not look back. “As soon as the swarms are seeded and the proclamations of sovereignty made, the rest is just politics. I’m no more a politician than Harrison is – and I don’t care to be dragged into their circus! Speaking of politics, the courier brought news from Earth. You can watch the whole vid, if you like.”

“Or you can give us the short version,” Travers prompted.

Vaurien slipped a combug into his ear, already busy with the business of the crew aboard Lai’a, and traded waves with Gillian Perlman, who sat up in the cockpit of the Capricorn. “Oh, we’re angels of death, all four of the Horsemen. We’re Satan incarnate – a pack of barbarians, savages,” he said acidly. “We’ve deliberately killed thousands of Fleet servicemen … no mention is ever made of the fact the battle groups that brought them were assigned to punitive strikes, with predictions of colonial casualties numbering in tens of millions.”

“We expected the coverage,” Marin said dismissively. “The essential thing is, it’ll keep Fleet out of the Deep Sky for ten years. Longer.”

“Perhaps.” Halfway up the incline of the Capricorn’s ramp, Vaurien turned back.  “You should know, Chandra Liang is about to invite the Confederacy to send an ambassador. It’s time to talk: negotiation as an alternative to more bloodshed. Who’s arguing? If he can bring them to the table fast enough, he might be able to stop carnage in the Middle Heavens. It all depends if the Earthers want to play nice, or if they demand to make the rules and then enforce them.”

“If they’re pulling the Avenger back to the homeworlds and trying to convince whole populations we’re about to come gunning for them, they better play very nice,” Travers said sharply. “Did Chandra Liang say where the talks will take place? Neutral territory?” He and Marin shared a glance.

“I’ve no idea. That’s one for Chandra Liang to hash out with some bean counter back on Darwin’s, possibly even on Earth.” Vaurien headed on up the ramp. “They talk, they don’t talk – it’s Earth’s business, or Commonwealth business. For myself, when we get back from Zunshu space, I might take a year off and lie on a beach somewhere. See if I can remember how to use a tube of sunblock and a snorkel. Or I might take the Wastrel and head out, way out, see what’s on the other side of Freespace. Maybe see if we can’t find another jewel like Velcastra, with no political affiliation.”

And start again? Travers felt the tug of fascination. A world that was not being fought over, never likely to be a target, nor have its skies darkened by industry like the raddled old colonies of the Middle Heavens.  He nursed the idea as he and Marin ran up the harness in the seats behind Perlman. 

The Capricorn was loaded. Jim Fujioka and Tim Inosanto were already in the back, and squeezed into a corner, hugging himself and appearing some shade between gray and blue, was Tonio Teniko. 

“What’s his problem?” Marin asked so quietly, Teniko would not have heard over the whine of the hatch closing and the braying coughs of the igniters as the engines refired. Curtis had slid a combug into his ear to listen to the loop between the Wastrel and Lai’a, and Perlman heard him.

“Cap Vaurien flushed his stash,” she said, and indulged in an arid chuckle. “The little twerp was trying to smuggle a bunch of no-no nose candy, which is dead against the rules the skipper laid down on day one.”

“Because he’ll get no chance to lay in another stash in transspace.” Travers glanced back at Teniko. 

He was coming down into a deep mauve funk. Until his next shots of Ibrepal he would barely be functional, and even after those shots he would need two hours to come down off the high before his judgment was trustworthy. 

But he was growing. He was around Marin’s height now – with wider shoulders, big knees, elbows, hands, feet. He looked nothing short of bizarre; even his face was distorting, with a heavier brow and jaw which seemed to make his nose and eyes too small. The process was not a smooth transition from Lushi to Pakrani, any more than an eight year old child possessed the same body geometry as the adult who had finished growing. Pain lines were etching themselves into Teniko’s face, too. He had deep ‘railroad tracks’ between his brows and grooves around his mouth, telltale of suffering.

Was it worth it? Travers would have said not, but every man was welcome to his own opinion, and Teniko obviously counted the cost well worth paying – so long as he could be doped to the eyeballs eighteen hours out of every day. 

The Capricorn lifted as Travers turned away from the figure scrunched into the rear corner, and over the loop Perlman was saying, “Lai’a Flight, this is Shuttle Two on our way back to you.”

And from the hangar aboard the hulk of the Apollo, which had become physically part of Lai’a, Judith Fargo’s voice: “Set up and ready for you, Gill. Be aware, the Trofeo’s tucked into the left side of the hangar – the General and Jon Kim came over twenty minutes ago, with the last of their stuff. Roo and Tim are setting up the ’chefs for dinner in the crew lounge, if you can grab the time.”

“I reckon I could finagle it,” Perlman judged as she took the Capricorn out of the hangar. “I’ve got the Cap aboard. Am I flying shuttle for the Resalq?”

“Nope. They’re coming over with the last of their freight – Colonel Vidal’s riding with them. I was just talking to the younger Doc Sherratt, one minute ago.”

Travers tapped his combug to shut off the audio. “Sounds like Mick’s awake.”

“He’ll be … wobbly,” Marin warned, off the loop. “Cut him some slack, Neil. Voice of experience.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Travers rested one hand on Marin’s knee. “I wish I could have been there for you.”

“Ten years before we met?” Marin gave him a brief, crooked smile. “It’s a nice thought. File it under ‘sentimentalities and practicalities.’” 

Travers had ducked a little to watch the view through the forward canopy as Perlman took the spaceplane through a wide parabolic arc, up over the back of the tug. The Wastrel seemed to pass directly overhead, a mass of gantries, cranes, zug rails, drone bunkers, gun silos, and then she was gone, the stars spun over as the Capricorn rolled, and Lai’a rose into view. 

A glimpse of the Intrepid made Travers’s heart skip before he made himself see Lai’a instead – and his heart skipped a second time, for very different reasons. The hyper-Weimann drive was inert and yet so sizzling hot, it was sheathed in ten layers of interlaced Arago fields which created a shimmering haze around the naked engine core. Despite the Aragos, every hazard warning on the pilot’s console had winked red. Perlman simply ignored them. A squad of drones was on standby; the Capricorn would be comprehensively decontaminated as soon as she was permanently hangared.

Lai’a raced up out of the distance and the plane dove down, and under, to approach the hangar. Travers watched as the immense ship seemed to roll over. In fact, the Capricorn had performed every maneuver – Lai’a was unmoving, on station keeping. 

“Brace yourself,” Marin said darkly. Travers shot a glance at him, and as the Capricorn nosed into the bright hangar lights he said, “While you were on the Carellan, Barb had the Wastrel monitoring Hellgate for a likely event on the Orpheus Gate. The data feed from Oberon predicts one inside the next three hours.”

“So soon?” Travers was aware of the sudden chill sweat prickling on brow and ribs, and angled a frown in Vaurien’s direction. Richard was already immersed in the business of crew and ship, and from what little Travers could overhear, he was hammering out schedules. Oh yes, there was a Hellgate storm looming on the horizon.  

“The sooner the better.” Marin released the harness as the plane touched down. The engines were still whining to a stop as he got his feet under him. “Like visiting a dentist, isn’t it?”

“You mean, the anticipation’s worse than the reality?” Travers followed him up. 

Jim Fujioka looked bleak as he came forward to the hatch. He carried equipment cases under both arms and a gaudy, green and purple civilian backpack between his shoulders. He looked around Travers, into the cockpit. “Hey, Gillie, I brought your stuff. Anything you forgot this time stays forgot.”

“Thanks, hon.” She was shutting down systems, and waved over her shoulder. “You want dinner? Jude says they just finished setting up the autochefs.”

“Yeah, but who set ’em up?” Fujioka grumbled. “If Doc Jazinsky did ’em, you’ll get half your tastebuds burned off and spend a week in the damn’ latrine!”

“You don’t like Pakrani food,” Travers observed.

“I like it just fine,” Fujioka told him, “it just doesn’t like me!”

“So get in there and fine tune a ’chef to suit you,” Perlman snorted as she joined them at the hatch.

“I intend to,” Fujioka said tartly. 

“Besides,” she added, “Roo and Tim were in charge. It’s safe to eat, so long as you don’t mind a sausage on a bun.”

“It’s all about the mustard.” Fujioka pushed half of the equipment cases into her hands. 

The hangar was small enough to cycle swiftly, and moments later the hatch instruments blinked green and the mechanism opened with a shush of equalizing pressures. Cold air and the acid reek from hot engines smarted Travers’s sinuses as he followed Marin and Vaurien to the inner armordoor. It was growling open when Vaurien said into the loop,

“All right, Barb, if Lai’a agrees, we’ll move out in 100 minutes; start the clock. Jon, I’ll ask you to raise the whole complement individually. We’re almost out of time to remember fiddling personal details.”

Jon Kim’s voice was high, taut with stress he was smothering with the practice of a career in the turbulent, volatile Ulrish political arena. “Will do, Richard … or should I say, Captain. I don’t have an office set up yet. We’re in the lounge – you mind if I work out of there?”

“Please do,” Vaurien invited. “I’ll be with you soon enough.”

It was the first time Marin and Travers had set foot in the habitation module, and Travers was surprised at the familiarity of it. The hull of one Fleet cruiser was very like any other. The Apollo and the Mercury were twin sisters from the same production lines, the shipyards orbiting Mars and several moons in the Jovian system. The Apollo might have been dormant for years, but she was resurrected now – bright, warm, and Travers had only to follow his nose to the crew lounge where the autochefs were already working.

The vast painting of the tea clipper City of Adelaide under full sail ahead of a white-water storm had been transferred from the Mercury, and from the Carellan, a reproduction of a ‘solar sailor’ from the early days of Resalq manned spaceflight. The gossamer-winged vessel looked more fantasy than technology, but it had actually done service, tacking on the solar wind between the homeworlds of the ancestral Resalq. Mark’s people were still absent, but Shapiro and Kim were installed in the corner under the clipper ship, and Kim was busy with a combug and a handy. 

Before them was a scatter of similar handies, most of them idle. Marin appropriated two and passed one to Travers. ”Messages,” he said pointedly, “while we have the chance.” His fingers were already busy.

At the next table, Rodman, Hubler and Bill Grant were eating as if they had little time to spare, while Jazinsky inspected the ’chef menu and several members of Bravo company kibitzed over noodles, otsumami and green tea. 

“Richard!” She handed him a plate, which he tried to wave away, but Jazinsky would accept no such refusal. “Anybody tell you lately, you’re looking thin in the skin? Eat.”

“I told him,” Grant said loudly. “You want shots, Captain? I can pencil you right in between Mick and the nong.”

“The nong?” Travers looked up from the device where he was keying as brief and terse a message as he could manage to his eldest brother. No love had ever been lost between himself and Allan, and the text was purely a formal notification that if this mail were received, Travers, N.A. was deceased and a bequest was accessible, upon legitimate legal application. The wording was so terse, he almost went back and rewrote it. Almost.

“I said nong, I meant nong,” Bill Grant said brashly. 

 Memory jogged, and Travers recalled the scathing Australianism from years before. He angled a critical glance at Teniko, who had curled up into a ball in a chair in the lounge’s only dim corner. Heavy eyed, slack mouthed, Tonio showed Grant his middle finger and buried his nose in a mug of mocha so thick, it was like syrup. 

“And I said, eat,” Jazinsky repeated, slathering sauce over the plate of Singapore noodles she had handed to Vaurien.

“I guess I’ll eat,” Richard said in tones of resignation. “I don’t have time for this. We’re on countdown to departure, Barb.”

“Yes, you do. Mark and I have been watching a storm brewing for the last hour or so,” she argued. “Looks like it’ll be a beauty, which suits us just fine – but it won’t crest inside at least the next hour.”

“Lai’a seems to like the size and shape of it.” Vaurien was picking around the edges of the food.

“Lai’a identifies it as the Orpheus Gate.” Jazinsky had taken a bowl of mixed seafood and fragrant rice. “Obviously, it can’t wait to get into any storm that’ll take it right back to its natural environment. Homing pigeon. Us? We’re piggybacked along for the ride.”

“There’s a little more to it,” Shapiro argued. He looked once at his chrono. “We just hadn’t expected showtime to come quite so soon.” 

“And your insides feel like jelly,” Hubler rasped. “Where’s Mick?” He glared up at Travers, as if it were Neil’s fault he was missing.

“He’s coming over with the Resalq. Curtis, you want to eat? See if you can get hold of Mark, find out what’s keeping them, while I get us some food.” Travers thrust the handy at him. The message was done, such as it was; Marin would tag it for Etienne, and transmission, earliest possible. 

In fact, his belly was refusing the offer of food but it was too long since any of them had eaten. Vaurien was merely pushing the noodles around, though he took a mug of paint-like black cacao with red chili and clotted cream, while Travers selected pure carbs and caffeine for himself and Marin. Croissants and coffee might have suggested breakfast, but Marin accepted them and chewed mechanically as he waited for Mark to respond.

“They’re loading right now,” he told Travers moments later. “Mick actually went back to the Wastrel, something to do with the simulator. Jo and Ernst are coming over with it on the last freight shuttle. Mick and Alexis are catching a ride with Mark’s people, and they’ll be the last aboard.”

“Damn.” Travers squeezed his eyes shut and then looked over at the status display. Lai’a was already running preflight hyper-Weimann diagnostics while the tangible precursors of the storm began to flicker even on routine ship instruments. The Orpheus Gate was about to gape open like a split in space itself, and – 

“We’re out of time, aren’t we?” he whispered.

“That’s an odd way to put it,” Vaurien observed as he surreptitiously dumped most of the food into the recycle chute. “You could also say we’re about to get an early start.”

“Depends where you’re standing when you say something like that,” Jazinsky said with razor-edged humor. “Lai’a just wants to get away from mundane, boring three dimensional space, get back to where the gravity tides race and temporal currents tangle between the big gravity wells. Harrison just wants to get face to face with the Zunshu and hammer out an armistice. Mark wants to get onto the Ebrezjim, see if any part of its brain is still functional, which is a way of making contact with his illustrious ancestors. Me? I want all of the above, but I also want to prove out ten years’ worth of work. If I’m wrong, I just burned off a decade of my life. But I’m not wrong,” she said smugly. 

Marin was still listening to the loop. “The Resalq shuttle launched a few minutes ago. The last freight load from the Wastrel is right behind it.” 

“And we,” Hubler said as he shoved up onto his feet, “have work ahead of us. Move your butt, Asako.”

“There’s only a half hour’s work,” she argued, “and we got better than eighty minutes to do it in.”

“Unless something needs fixing, in which case we’ll run out of time real fast.” He dumped his plate into the chute and was stomping away without waiting for her.

She headed out after him with a curse just as Jon Kim gestured with the handy. “Done. The last aboard will be Carellan 101, while Captain Rabelais and Jo secure their freight. Update from Captain Ingersol –”

“That sounds too weird,” Jazinsky muttered.

“But accurate.” Vaurien finished the cacao and made a face over the bitter dregs. 

“– the Wastrel,” Kim finished, “is on alert. Ops is powering up. The storm’s going to break ahead of schedule.”

“You better give Roark and Asako a revised guesstimate.” Vaurien dropped his mug into the recycle. “Lai’a, I assume you’re monitoring the datastream?”

The AI seemed to be everywhere, all around them, enveloping them. “I am generating most of the datastream myself,” it said with the surreal calm of the machine and the self-awareness that always made Travers sure it was alive in some very real sense. “On current calculations, the Orpheus Gate will open in approximately 50 minutes.”

“All right, Lai’a, we can do this. Joss, tell Jo and Ernst they better hustle.” Vaurien was moving. “And crank up Ops. I want to take a good look before we commit to this.”

He had been aboard twice before, Travers knew, but never in a ‘live’ situation. It was like the difference between knowing a circuit was carrying current and actually sticking a finger into the socket. Still working on the coffee, he and Marin followed Vaurien and Jazinsky forward from the lounge, where Operations was just coming online with scores of flatscreens, ten full workstations, six modest threedees and the three-meter navigation tank.

Months before, the bow compartments of the old cruiser had been converted to cubic storage. The flightdeck was gutted, sensor pods, AI housing, forward weaponry, all stripped out just as the engines and generators were gone. The habitation module was a mere shell, Zunshu-armored, sheathed in Arago fields, a tiny bubble of environment where fragile creatures could survive in a cosmos that wanted only to rend them to the level of subatomic particles.

Seventy meters back from the bows, the Ops room itself was pleasantly familiar, like a clone of Mercury Ops. The instrumentation had been upgraded with tech from the Wastrel and Carellan Djerun, but it remained a Fleet Ops facility, and they differed so little between ships, Travers had even found Kiev Ops oddly familiar, though he had never stepped into it before the battle on the Omaru blockade.

Hands on hips, Vaurien turned a full three-sixty, shrewd eyes covering every threedee, every flatscreen. The navtank was online and loaded, and when Travers looked into it he swore quietly. The display might have been borrowed from the transspace simulator – he and Marin could easily have been looking into the face of the event that was about to engulf their virtual driftship.

“Gives you a chill the whole length of your spine, doesn’t it?” 

Vidal’s voice took Travers by surprise. He turned his back on the tank and met the dark blue eyes with due concern. “You, uh, you’re okay?”

In fact, several shades of color flushed in Vidal’s pale face. He was embarrassed. He might not remember the nightmares keenly enough to wound himself with them, but he knew Neil Travers had come to know things about him that few people indeed had ever known.

“Hey, it’s all right,” Travers told him. “You think you shocked me? Forget it.”

“I bloody know I shocked you,” Vidal murmured. “I shocked the hell out of Mahak, but he’s old enough, wise enough, to roll with the kind of punches that deck one of us.”

“Mahak?” Travers echoed.

“Mark.” Marin was not eavesdropping, but quite close enough to overhear. “Mahak is actually his name. We call him Mark for simplicity, or familiarity.”

“‘Mahak’ isn’t so difficult, or so strange,” Vidal said in a soft tone like crushed silk. “Why pretend he isn’t Resalq? Why pretend anything at all? He’s …” He looked over his shoulder as Mark Sherratt appeared, coming up from the service elevator, and Travers saw a quick smile rush over the gaunt features.

“There you are.” Mark dropped both hands on Vidal’s shoulders. “I thought you’d come right here.”

“Where else?” Vidal leaned back into him, rested his head on Mark’s chest, closed his eyes for a moment. “I wanted to see the navtank load. I’ve been using it as the basis for the transspace simulation.”

“And it’s about to become reality.” Mark gave the thin shoulders a gentle squeeze and let him go. “This is where the rest of us catch up with you, Michael – where we see with our living eyes the things only you and Jo and Ernst have seen.” 

“Wonderful,” Marin guessed in an odd tone.

“And terrible. Beautiful. Horrible.” Vidal leaned on the side of the tank, gazing into the graphical depiction of the growing event. “This one’s going to be a monster.”

“Yes, she is.” Vaurien glanced sidelong into the comm threedee. “Tully, you there?”

“Yo,” Ingersol’s voice said. “You should be seein’ what I’m seein’. Damn, it’s a beast.”

“We’ll need to be quick,” Vaurien agreed. “What about that last freight shuttle?”

“Docking right now,” Ingersol assured him. “Soon as Ernst and Jo have the simulator off and nailed down … Jesus, Rick, you’re gone.”

“Got to cut the umbilical cord sooner or later,” Jazinsky said dryly. “Take a pill, Tully. What, you don’t trust Lai’a?”

“I guess I do,” Ingersol admitted. “I’ve been going over your manifest – anything to do, to distract myself! You know you’re overloaded.”

“With what?” Vaurien traded glances with Jazinsky.

Ingersol chuckled. “You’re supposed to have one thousand, exactly, sensor drones to drop in Elarne, comm buoys marking your way out, way back, whatever. According to my freight logs, you’re carrying eleven hundred.”

“Well, I think we can live with the diff,” Jazinsky decided.  

In fact, every cubic meter of Lai’a was crammed with ordnance, drones, raw materials to feed the factoring shops where anything could be made, from engine parts to hull plating. Jazinsky and Sherratt liked to say Lai’a had the ability to clone itself, right through to the Prometheus generators and the hyper-Weimann drive itself, so long as its thousand-odd mining drones could be delivered to a Jovian world or perhaps a reef like the Bronowski, where they could access rare metals, the ‘impossible’ elements which wove the alchemy of Zunshu technology.

The Resalq AI’s voice was as soft and rich as Mark’s own, yet it still startled Travers as it said, “Revised forecast. The Orpheus Gate will open in approximately 30 minutes. I must be on vector with a margin of at least five minutes.”

“Damn, we’ll to have to scramble.” Vaurien touched his combug and said into the loop, “Ernst, Jo – you hearing this?” 

And Rabelais: “Go. We just sent the shuttle back. We’re stowing the simulator right now, and there’s a regiment of handling drones down here to do the job. Don’t wait for us.”

The most peculiar sensation crawled through Travers’s belly, leaving every nerve on edge, a feeling of being not-quite-ill while heat rushed through him and his skin chilled. He had not felt this since his first action as a rookie conscript facing live ammunition. On the crewdeck the older inmates called it ‘virgin panic.’ He swallowed on a moment of nausea, and then his body adjusted, as it always did. 

“Time, Tully,” Vaurien was saying. 

On the other side of the tank Shapiro and Rusch were standing close as if to conference in whispers, though they had fallen silent. Jon Kim’s hands were clasped before his chest – Travers thought he might be praying, and if he was, he hoped Jon knew some good ones. Both Sherratts, Tor and Jazinsky were too busy to be anxious, but Travers and Marin had nothing to do but watch; and what Travers watched was Vidal’s face.

His expression was exultant as Lai’a said, “Mission clock started. Departing Alshie’nya. Orpheus Gate in 14.75 minutes, via e-space transit from Beacon 72.”

Vaurien said quietly into the hush of the loop, “All hands, secure for Weimann sequencing.”

And Ingersol: “Wastrel will stand by you until transspace insertion. We’ll hold well off, Rick, and monitor you till the event closes.”

As he spoke, the sublight engines began to drive with a power that shouted through the whole airframe like distant thunder. 


 

 
Chapter Eleven


 
Surges of eighty gravities smashed like ocean rollers around the jaws of the event, spiking to well over two hundred. In the heart of it glared a blinding vista of roiling, heaving lighting shot through by streamers of blood red and purple, and in the places where the naked human eye could see beyond the ravel of lightning it seemed a pit opened up beneath the skeins of writhing energies. A bottomless chasm fell away to infinity.

After more than twenty simulator flights, Marin could almost handle what he saw. His heart was too fast, too hard, but as his eyes skimmed the displays surrounding the navtank he saw familiar data, plots he recognized as well as Travers knew them. They stood mutely, just watching as Lai’a raced toward the event on full sublight thrust. On the other side of the tank Vaurien was still talking to the Wastrel, but comm was intermittent, sheeting out with the burgeoning interference off the storm. Soon they would not hear the Wastrel at all, and Marin resisted the impulse to cling to the voices of Ingersol and Etienne – they were not a lifeline. They were more an anchor chain, and Lai’a had cast off that anchor.

Still accelerating, the driftship bolted not for the absolute heart of the event but for a freefall channel it could actually see with eyes so far beyond anything living. Few humans or Resalq could read the graphical data plot, and Marin murmured softly as he realized he actually could comprehend what he saw. The navtank was a blizzard of skewed, twisted strands, tangles of energy, gravity, time. Ten days ago, he would have made nothing of it, but now –

He saw the way through. The germ of a transspace pilot was alive and growing inside him and, like Lai’a, he actually saw the way into, and through, a Hellgate event such as ships like the old Intrepid and the Wastrel might dance with, even flirt with, but eventually must flee. Lai’a had done the dancing, the flirting, but when it ran, it dove toward the storm, just a little off-center of its hub, into the freefall passage where the unspeakable gravities were held in balance by the pattern, the form, of the storm itself.

A glimmering of the science of horizon dynamics had begun to kindle in Marin’s mind, and he was breathless as he looked sidelong at Jazinsky, Mark, Teniko, even Midani Kulich. They understood a thousand times more than he knew yet, but he would learn. As a transspace pilot he might never grasp the science of Elarne the way the others did, but he and Travers had a feel for it, an affinity. The same quality had brought Michael Vidal back through the stormy side of the sky.

Vidal was so intent on the tank, nothing else might have existed. His hands were reaching, fingers splayed and flexing, in what Marin knew was the sensory ballet of the transspace flight. He was not flying this ship – Lai’a was Lai’a; but Vidal could fly this space, and in his mind he was so immersed in the brains and heart of Lai’a, he was aware of nothing else. His face was ecstatic.

Not a meter behind him were Shapiro and Kim, Leon Sherratt and his partner, Roy Arlott. Of them all, only the ‘old Hellgate hand’ was stoic. The political aide, the techno-archaeologist and the linguist were paralysed with a kind of mesmerized dread. Leon, Dario Sherratt and his own partner, Tor Sereccio, were consumed by the datastream. Like Midani Kulich, they knew more than enough to understand what Lai’a was doing, and how it was done. 

And Richard Vaurien? Marin glanced up at the mask of his face, but no flicker of expression showed there. Vaurien had lived with Jazinsky’s work – funded it, supported it – for over fifteen years. He might not have flown the transspace simulator, but he had a profound grasp of the broad concepts of horizon dynamics. He was dead calm as he watched the displays, trading comm with Ingersol and Etienne until signals were so distorted, nothing meaningful was exchanged. 

The last they heard from Ingersol was, “–can’t read your … safe distancing man– … ninety gravities off … –ling back out of … luck Rick. See you g– later.”

Then the comm sheeted out to pure white noise and the synchronized clone of Mark’s AI, Joss, shut it down. This iteration of Joss and the one loaded into the computer core on the Carellan Djerun were now discrete systems. All this, Marin registered on automatics as he watched the navigation plot expand, turn inside out, and Lai’a said,

“Over the threshold. Reading 227 gravities off the starboard quarter. Maintaining freefall passage. Zero-point benchmarks set: Naiobe, Raishenne-G, 2631C pulsar. Locating Odyssey Tide. Warning: Orpheus Gate is beginning to close.”

The aftscan was displayed on a flatscreen off to the right of the tank, and Marin’s heart squeezed as he saw the heart of the storm there, a dazzling tornado of blue light and gyrating lightning arcs, collapsing on itself. Through the eye of the storm the naked eye could still glimpse normal space … ordinary stars, the filaments of the nebula which was all that remained of the supernova 2631C, at the heart of which was the tiny pulsar Lai’a used as one of three of its zero-point navigation markers.

The storm crashed in on itself all at once – normal space was gone and beside Marin, Travers whispered a soft profanity which might even have been a prayer.

“That’s … we’re … fuck,” Roy Arlott said succinctly. He reached out toward Leon as if he might stumble, and Leon caught his arm. 

“We’re in,” Vidal said to no one in particular.

“Joss, synch navigation from Lai’a to the tank.” Vaurien was frowning over the display, which had spun, blanked, and not yet realigned. “Barb, you’ve seen it do this data lag before?”

“Yeah.” She was working with a handy. “It’s exactly like signal lag … takes a few seconds for the tank to catch up. Remember, I warned about this – we’ve got the processor power to display a threedee representation of ten-dimensional transspace, but not quite in realtime. Nobody does. ”

“So, everything we see,” Travers mused, “is on a few seconds’ delay.”

“The lag time will contract,” Mark assured him. “It’s the initial load, right after crossing the transspace horizon, that incurs setup time.”

The display was coming back up as he spoke, and Vaurien was satisfied. The Odyssey Tide was a river of blue-white energy around which white and gold threads wove, tangled, unraveled and began again. It was so bright, so complex, it hurt the eyes. Marin looked away as Lai’a remarked, as if the information were almost too normal to be worthy of note,

“Odyssey Tide acquired. I am dropping the first comm beacon. Standby for transspace engine ignition.”


  

Vaurien said into the loop. “Standby for hyper-Weimann procedures.” He looked over at Vidal, and beyond him, at the armordoors which had begun to close as Ernst Rabelais and Jo Queneau darted through. “Welcome back to Elarne.”

“We should be saying that to you,” Rabelais said with a certain cynicism as he came to the tank, eyes sweeping through it, taking in the graphical display and the raw datastream. 

His hands closed on the side of the tank, he seemed to brace himself. Marin was about to ask if the hyper-Weimann ignition caused some physical effect when a peculiar wrench coursed through his belly and his middle ear protested. A moment of nausea, a falling sensation, then it was gone and he was aware of no more than a heavy burr through the deck.

“Transspace drive is right on the numbers,” Jazinsky said from the flatscreen where engine data cascaded faster than Marin could have followed it. “Nice, smooth startup. Not a ripple in performance.”

And Lai’a was already plunging into the  Odyssey Tide, whether diving or soaring into it, Marin was unsure. With the speed of a machine, the profound constancy of Resalq artificial intelligence, it danced across, around, between the temporal currents as few human transspace pilots were ever likely to. 

“Odyssey Tide insertion,” it reported. “Ebrezjim Lagoon acquired.”

“Ebrezjim Lagoon?” Jon Kim had begun to get a chokehold on the terror for which Marin could not blame him. 

“The dark sea where dead ships fetch up – a freefall lagoon. The Odyssey, the Orpheus, the Ebrezjim and a thousand others found their way there. We’ve got to give it some name on the charts.” Jazinsky was done with the navtank calibration. “Lag time is down to about two seconds, Richard. I can live with that. Lai’a, estimated time to reach the energy barrier at the horizon of the lagoon?”

“I will reach the driftway around the lagoon in 118 minutes.” Lai’a paused. “Human navigators may be interested in consulting the deep scan. The Orion Gate is intermittently visible at this time.”

Vidal drew together with Rabelais and Queneau, the three human veterans of Elarne. “I told you I’d seen Orion 359.” He looked up at Mark. “I didn’t imagine it.”

“I never for a moment thought you did.” Mark had said nothing since Lai’a dove into the freefall passage. His eyes were vast, golden, filled with the witchfires reflected back from the tank and displays. “This is … you’ll forgive me if words are elusive. The last of our people to fly this sky were on the Ebrezjim. All my life, I’ve dreamed of this.”

In a threedee off to the left of the main navtank the deep scan image swam like a seething, roiling mass of chaos which now and then resolved for a second or two. In the moment when the image made visual sense, the eye could pick out the shapes and forms of actual objects so far away in terms of normal space, Mark’s ships had traveled at high speeds for five years to reach them. Orion 359 was a black hole very similar to Naiobe, and at this time its orbit had swung it close enough to two supergiant stars to create the familiar lattice of gravity wells where matter and energy, space and time were confused. 

It was another Drift, a fiendish twin sister of Hellgate. “And we’re going there,” Travers said hoarsely, gazing over Marin’s shoulder into the threedee. He looked away then, as if his eyes or brain could take no more. 

“But first,” Dario Sherratt said darkly, “the graveyard where wrecked ships fetch up. You heard Lai’a – less than two hours. Mark, I’m going to go break out the armor and run a full diagnostic series.”

“Take your time,” Mark advised. “We’re not going to rush into this. That ship has waited almost a thousand years for another Resalq to walk its decks. It’s not going to fly away.”

“Especially since its engine deck is parked back at Alshie’nya,” Rabelais said brashly, “Arago-tethered to the Orpheus-Odyssey.” He was glaring into the tank as if Elarne were his personal demon. “You can chart it as the ‘Ebrezjim Lagoon,’ and giving it a name seems to make it less bizarre. More accessible. Don’t let a name fool you. It’s a bad place. Treacherous. The freefall environment makes it survivable, but – like Mark says, we don’t want to be rushing anywhere.” He paused. “Bottom line … trust Lai’a.”

“You mean, trust it to know it can get back out, as well as getting in?” Shapiro guessed.

“That’s exactly what I mean.” Rabelais was frowning at Vidal now. “All the power you could squeeze out of the engines of the Ebrezjim wasn’t enough to get us back through this – this energy barrier, like a radiation storm right at the horizon of the wasteland.” He shuddered visibly. “We ought to be safe enough till we get there. I’m going to go unpack my gear and get settled in. Coming, Jo?”

She had been looking into the tank as if hypnotized by the display, and stirred with an obvious effort. “Yeah, sure.”

The AI’s voice was a tenor murmur in the background. “I am receiving phantom signals. An automated distress call from a ship identifying as the Sāgara
Pavana.”

The name meant nothing to Marin, and Vaurien seemed no more familiar with it. “Joss, run the Merchant Astra Commission registry,” Richard prompted. “Somebody lost a ship in the Drift. Sāgara
Pavana.”

For a split second the AI was busy, and then, “Merchant Astra Commission registry lists the Sāgara
Pavana as a drone freighter out of Omaru, carrying cargo bound for Velcastra and Borushek. It was scheduled to cruise the safe passage around the Bronowski Reef and was posted as lost when twenty days overdue.”

“When?” Vaurien‘s brows arched as he looked over at Jazinsky.

“Date of insurance claim, 2542,” Joss supplied.

“That’s way over a hundred years ago.” Vidal’s voice was hushed. “Lai’a, can you infer anything from signal degradation? How long’s this message been bouncing around?”

“Extreme signal degradation suggests the message is an echo.” Lai’a was unmoved by the mystery.  

“Very different,” Jazinsky observed, “from the distress call you received from the Orpheus, which took you to the lagoon of dead ships in the first place.”

“Very different,” Lai’a affirmed. “Reporting a .004 fluctuation in number 3 hyper-Weimann field regulator.”

“Can you compensate?” Vaurien asked sharply. He gave Mark and Jazinsky a hard look. “I’d ask if Lai’a wanted to cut engines and recalibrate, but from what I understand, when you’re riding the gravity express you can’t drop out, not till you reach next exit to a stable driftway, and they only come up every few hours. That’s plenty of time to get into serious trouble.”

“This is correct,” Lai’a agreed. “However, the fluctuation is nominal. The field regulator can be realigned once transit has been executed. The region designated Ebrezjim Lagoon has long-term stability.”

“You’re sure of that?” Shapiro stepped closer to the tank.

“Data retrieved from the Orpheus flight computer confirms the stability of the region,” Lai’a told him. “Would you care to review it?”

A faint chuckle issued from both Mark Sherratt and Mick Vidal, as if they shared the same thoughts. “Trust it to know its business,” Vidal said with acid, rueful humor. “This is the natural environment of a driftship. Nobody knows it like Lai’a. The only entity that’ll ever know it better is a successor of Lai’a, redesigned around the same technology, using what we learn right here, right now.”

“Lai’a,” Mark said quietly, “is quite capable of upgrading itself. It can learn. It was given good judgment.”

“Even the engine tech?” Leon studied his equero closely.

It was Jazinsky who answered. “Technically, Lai’a has the capability to refine its own engine design. It could – I say could – develop a whole new engine concept, deploy its drones to mine a field like the Bronowski Reef, and use its fabrication ships to build and install, well, anything.”

An odd shiver took Marin unawares. “You mean, it can reproduce?”

“That’s … a rather creepy way of putting it,” Jazinsky mused, “but essentially, I suppose it’s right.”

“Then Lai’a,” Roy Arlott said, “isn’t an it. Is it? Lai’a has to be a she.”

“Mark?” Vaurien was pleased to pass the question in Sherratt’s direction.

“A human might think in those terms,” Mark admitted. “It’s rather sentimental, and there’s only tenuous correlation between Lai’a and any biological system that ever existed. Moreover, Lai’a identifies itself as Resalq. And we,” he added pointedly, “can all carry and birth offspring. We have no female gender – and no need of one.”

Vaurien turned his back on the navtank for the first time since the Ops room had powered up. “Barb, pull up the stats on the field regulator that’s slipping. And somebody get a ’chef set up in here.”

“Coffee?” Jazinsky offered.

To Marin it seemed the ship settled down as surely as the Wastrel, the Mercury or even the Carellan Djerun which, as a civilian science ship and a Resalq vessel, was a law unto itself. Vaurien’s command was subtle. Marin could scarcely remember him ever raising his voice – Richard did not need to. He was the first into Ops and the last out of it, and no one knew more about the business of ship, crew, and complex operations. 

Forty meters aft of the Ops, the drones had deposited their baggage in a double cabin which was still bare, impersonal. The threedee was idling, the bed was strewn with familiar bronze sheets, but it would be days, weeks, before they put their mark on it, Marin thought. Unlike the stateroom they shared on the Wastrel and their quarters on the Mercury, this one had no viewport. The hulk of the cruiser was thickly shielded; any viewport would have looked out onto a wall of Zunshu armor, and even if they had been able to see beyond, the storm of Elarne was enough to challenge a man’s sanity.

The mattress was Fleet standard, smart, conforming. Marin did not even have to try it, but sat on the foot of it and watched as Travers threw open the cases, hung up an assortment of clothing, set out personal effects that looked sparse, meager. 

“Should have packed more,” Marin observed. Even now, the two of them owned so little.

“Like, what?” Travers shoved the empty cases into the bottom of the closet. “Christ, you remember the broom-cupboard that called itself a cabin, my cabin, on the Intrepid? Sergeant’s privilege – six square meters of claustrophobic privacy.”

“The first place we made love,” Marin said, indulging himself in a little gentle self-mockery. 

“Exactly.” Travers dropped onto the foot of the bed beside him. “This is five times the size, with a proper bed.” He paused, drawing a caress around Marin’s face, making him look up. “What?”

But Marin shrugged off the restless mood. “Nothing. Jitters. We’re in Elarne – we know the gravity express Lai’a is flying! We’ve flown it ourselves, twenty times. More.”

“And crashed it fifteen of those times,” Travers reminded. “We’re a long way off getting the transspace pilot’s ticket.” He glanced at his chrono. “There’s a lot to do, if we want to make ourselves useful. I’ll give you odds, Jo and Ernst are down there right now, breaking the simulator out of storage, setting it right back up.”

“You want to fly it again?” Marin looked sidelong at him, one hand splayed over Travers’s broad chest.

“Want to? No. Need to? Oh, yeah.” Travers’s hand closed over Marin’s, holding it there for a moment. “It just hit me, hard – what Mick’s always been saying. Lai’a is one pilot. Anything goes wrong with it … Christ, Curtis, think about where we are.”

“I am thinking,” Marin said grimly. “I’m thinking, we must be bloody insane.”

Yet the ship was operating as smoothly as ever the Wastrel did. The hull thrummed with power on another level – the vibration was not stronger, but different, Marin thought. The air felt different too, almost as if he could feel positive ions effervescing in the back of his brain, as if a thunderstorm were approaching on high winds. Humans and Resalq would soon grow accustomed to it. Operations was comfortably familiar, companionably dim, filled with the rush of data, the scents of coffee, cinnamon, taccali, and quiet voices. Further down the body of the habitation module the Resalq were setting up labs, Jazinsky and Teniko were arguing, Judith Fargo and Bravo Company were bickering amiably over accommodations, who got which bunk, and how their gym should be arranged. Travers watched them for some moments, amused, indulgent, before he followed Marin to the crew lounge where Leon and Roy were configuring a pair of autochefs, one for the human palate, one for the Resalq.

Of Jon Kim there was no sign, but at one end of the long mess table Shapiro was methodically paging through what seemed to be an immense document. The adrenaline rush of launch had spent itself and he looked tired. Marin glanced over his shoulder and saw a transcript of numerous verbal sources which had been collated to bring out the gist of the intelligence from Velcastra – the last such briefing he would receive before Lai’a returned to Hellgate.

“Get me a coffee, would you, Curtis?” Shapiro gestured with the handy. “The Velcastra transmission makes interesting reading … if you enjoy the sensation of spiders scurrying up and down your spine.”

“Anything classified at a level we can hear?” Travers pulled out a chair.

“None of the covert nonsense matters anymore,” Shapiro said unconcernedly. “It’s fair to say we’re not even in the same universe any longer, and it’ll all be history by the time we return. This? Well, the Jagreth Secret Service did manage to capture several agents, and after the battle it seems two of those agents decided where their loyalties or priorities lay. Saving lives is the only mission that counts for a damn now. They put up their hands, defected, offered to share what information they possessed.”

“And we trust them?” Marin asked doubtfully as he set a mug down at Shapiro’s left hand.

“After the battery of tests those people endured, I would say so. President Prendergast’s specialists were … thorough.”

“They were tortured.” Travers’s face clenched.

“Not really – though unpleasant situations certainly took place in simulation. You recall the Frank Berglun interrogation?”

“And Jo Queneau.” Travers lifted one brow at Shapiro.

“Yes. Prendergast’s defectors suffered several of those sims, none of them easy; one was especially brutal. Prendergast’s people had to be sure, and no physical injury was done … and remember, secret service agents are trained to shrug off what would challenge an ordinary person. They can disregard abuse, especially simulated abuse, which would destroy you or me. It goes with the job, and they only do the work because they’re good at it.”

“Fair enough.” Travers looked up at Marin, who had taken green tea and come to rest with a view of the Resalq painting of the solar sailor.  Even now Marin knew a great deal more about security work than Travers did, and he nodded a mute affirmation of Shapiro’s case. The Confederate agents who had defected would have expected no less, and they endured what they must to validate the defection. When it was done they would be treated well, and eventually they would be free. Liberty was worth the price.

“This information is six or eight weeks old,” Shapiro was saying, “so it’s of limited value but, as I said, it’s interesting. The Avenger was originally assigned to Borushek. Given ‘success’ on Velcastra – measured as forty million dead and the biosphere so badly damaged it would take moderate terraforming to repair it – and ‘success’ on Jagreth, measured in similar terms – the Avenger was assigned to quash the insurrection on Borushek. The mission profile was to arrest anyone suspected of Daku affiliations and place an occupation force in charge of both the Fleet installations and the civilian spaceport, both groundside and at Sark High Dock, in orbit.” 

“Meaning, tens of thousands of casualties and prisoners, followed by a great many trials and firing squads.” Marin said bitterly.

“But the planet was to be recovered with its biosphere intact.” Shapiro sighed. “Borushek is useful. Fleet Sector Command. So, no bombardment, no irradiation, no atmospheric or biological weapons.” He set down the handy and took the mug between both palms. “With Borushek back under control, the Avenger’s next assignment was me.”

“It was get Harrison Shapiro,” Travers said in sour tones. 

“It’s the way the game is played.” Marin pulled out the chair beside him, turned it, straddled it. “Back in the time of the World Wars, the first half of the twentieth century, they used to call it the Great Game, or the Game of Empire.” 

“As if conquest and military domination was the greatest ideal to which civilized people could aspire,” Shapiro said in a voice as sour as Travers’s. “Six centuries later, little has changed in the homeworlds. The playing field is infinitely more vast but the motivation is the same – and it dates back to the dawn of human history, millennia before Imperial Rome.” Deliberately, he turned off the handy. “Well, my part in their ridiculous game is over. I was never a politician – if Chandra Liang can make sense of this, he’ll write himself into history as the peacemaker, but I’ll give you fair warning: the way history is recorded in the homeworlds, and the way we write it in the Deep Sky, will be two different stories.”

“Out here,” Marin made a gesture with his cup which embraced the frontier, “we fought for our freedom, protected millions of lives, saved the biospheres of at least two worlds, won ourselves the chance to hunt Zunshu … long-term survival for all.”

“Back there,” Shapiro went on, “they’ll say the military mutinied, the civilian community rose up, we were responsible for the deaths of twenty thousand Fleet servicemen and tens of millions of tonnes of shipping – we’re murderers and thieves. Brigands, no better than the rogue Freespacers with whom we’d allied ourselves. We ought to be brought to justice for crimes against humanity. And incidentally, by the time those agents defected on Jagreth, the arrest warrants had already been issued for myself, Chandra Liang, Alec Tarrant, Mark, Richard, Alexis and others.” His brows rose. “If we’re apprehended, it’ll be the old fashioned kangaroo court and a swift, efficient firing squad.”

“Meaning, you’ll live the rest of your life surrounded by a platoon of bodyguards.” Travers looked away. “Damn.”

Shapiro made a soft sound that might have been acid humor. “You hadn’t thought of this? Oh, I had, Neil. I have three choices. One, live in the bosom of a security detail, as you suggested, and hope a sniper doesn’t take me from a thousand meters’ range in a year, or five years. Two, manufacture a fresh identity, try to lose myself deep in the crowd of a world like Velcastra, where the population is big enough to allow anonymity, and hope I remain hidden. Three …” He nodded into the infinity of distance. “Leave. Richard’s name is also on the Confederate blacklist. He’s been identified as one of the major conspirators and enablers of the Colonial War.”

Marin’s lips compressed. “It had to happen. Fortunately, the Wastrel is the safest territory in the Deep Sky. Confederate agents have no chance, none at all, of reaching him.”

“But you can’t live the rest of your life on one ship,” Travers protested. “It’s as good as a prison sentence.”

“And lately he’s been talking about leaving,” Shapiro added. “Heading out – see what’s on the other side of Freespace. See if we can find another jewel like Velcastra.”

Now, Marin had to smile. “Found a whole new colony?”

“It’s been done,” Travers mused. “Ulrand was a breakaway from Pakrenne. Celeste has potential. Not that anyone these days would waste time and effort terraforming a rock with such a crap biosphere, but a couple of hundred years ago they were glad to colonize planets like Aurora. You know it?”

“Way back in the Near Heavens, not far from Darwin’s and Rethan,” Marin remembered. “It’s a ball of ice – strategically positioned. Humans could live there, if they didn’t mind some fierce cold … cool star, close orbit, was it? And the system was in the right place.”

“Which was critical in the days of sleeper ships,” Shapiro mused. “It’s difficult for us to imagine, today, a time when it was easier, cheaper, faster, to reengineer humans for difficult worlds like Mazjene than to find more terrestrial worlds.” 

“Thank gods it all changed with Weimann technology.” Travers lifted his cup in a mock toast. “Here’s to Foster Weimann and the lads at Arago.”  

“Indeed.” Shapiro joined him in the toast. “And now … I think Richard may have the right idea. I can live for a while in the close embrace of a security squad, but a lifetime of it –?” He shook his head. 

For a moment Marin hesitated and then asked, “You’ve, uh, seen the whole arrest list, have you?”

He was asking, were the names of Marin, CJ and Travers, NA, on that list. Shapiro knew exactly what he meant. “You haven’t come to the attention of the Confederacy – yet. The Commonwealth is sweeping for agents at this time. With luck they’ll sweep the Deep Sky clean, but it’s not impossible for Earth, or even individuals, to deploy agents in ten years, or thirty years, to dig out the roots of the insurrection – us – for the purpose of belated revenge. It would be termed ‘justice’ but in the end semantics is only a game.” 

“Damn.” Travers gave Marin a look that mocked them both. “Well, shit. There goes that horse property in Three Rivers.”

“We might put the same property in a similar region on a world that’s so far out, the Confederacy doesn’t even know it exists, and even if they did, they’d couldn’t reach it. They’re centuries away from developing anything remotely like hyper-Weimann tech, and we sure as hell aren’t about to share.” Marin gave Travers his hand, and Neil took it. “We return to the Deep Sky, safe on the Wastrel. Security detail around us … bodyguards assigned by Dendra Shemiji. Mark will be surrounded by his own people at home on Saraine – Jai Serrano would take the assignment in a year or two. Us? We have the place you’ve always wanted somewhere far beyond the reach of Confederate agents, and when we visit the Deep Sky, they’re welcome to take a crack at us. They’ll find it’s a big mistake.” He looked along at Shapiro. “Yes?”

“Very wise,” Shapiro said gravely. “There, you see? Long-term plans for the future are the best therapy to offset the dread that shrouds any high-risk mission. Lai’a?”

“General Shapiro?” The AI was everywhere, seeing and hearing everything, seldom intruding until it was called.

“How long till we reach the Ebrezjim Lagoon?”

“We will be in the driftway adjacent to the horizon in 28 minutes,” Lai’a told him. “Captain Vaurien has suggested a hiatus there for diagnostics, engine realignment and data gathering prior to transit of the temporal field enclosing the lagoon. I concur.”

The AI was still speaking when Travers got to his feet. “Armor.”

“You want to go aboard the Ebrezjim?” Marin was surprised.

“I do.” Travers rubbed his palms together. “I’m curious –”

“Restless,” Marin hazarded. “Sizzling with adrenaline, desperate to blow it off some way … an excursion to the Ebrezjim, an hour pumping iron, or a couple of hours in the sack, with a locked door and the comms turned off?” He cocked his head at Neil, pretending to weigh the three and enjoying the luxury of an opportunity to tease; Travers’s eyes darkened by shades as he watched. Curtis dropped his voice. “I’d take the locked door, the dead comms and you, inspired with a grand passion.” He cast an amused glance around the crew lounge. “But I’m thinking, I’ll settle for the excursion.”

A tray of combugs lay in the middle of the table. Travers took a deep breath, cleared his throat and slid one into his ear. “Bravo, we’re about a half hour from the lagoon. You want to break the armor out of storage, check it over?”

An identical bug slid into Marin’s ear and he heard Tim Inosanto: “Hey, we get to take a hike? So soon?”

And Fargo: “Don’t be so goddamn’ puppy-dog eager. Hey, Roo – get your ass back in gear. You want a day trip or not?”

“Day trip to where?” Kravitz demanded. 

They could banter this way for hours, and Marin tuned them out. He finished the tea and followed Travers aft to the service elevator. It dropped them from the bright, warm crew deck to the dimmer, colder hangar level, where the Capricorn and the Trofeo were stowed, and the Harlequin was hangared. Lights in both ceiling and floor flickered on across the suiting room, and Marin took stock of it with a soft curse. Any Fleet ship was similar. This facility was smaller than Bravo’s compartment on the Intrepid, but much larger than the ‘jump bays’ on the Mercury. 

Fifty hardsuits stood in lockers off the port side of the suiting room, and both Travers and Marin knew the feel of this armor. They had field tested it on the hull of the Wastrel, taken it into a combat situation which had never been on the agenda. The suits were a uniform gray with a dull surface gleam, red chevrons on the breast and back, yellow chevrons on the arms and both sides of the helmet. Only those helmets were personalized; everyone aboard had their own, and many spares had been manufactured. 

The hardsuits themselves were almost identical. Only Bill Grant had a suit deliberately geared for a Lushi, while the Resalq, Jazinsky, Vaurien and Vidal had units designed around the Pakrani body dimensions. Richard Vaurien was the only unengineered human among them. Even among Earthers, Marin reminded himself, it was in the genetics for an occasional man to be tall, broad. Vaurien had lost track of most of his French forebears. He knew only that five generations ago some of them hailed from the South Pacific, a region renowned for conjuring some of the biggest, as well as the best, players on the pro aeroball circuit.

The helmet fit was snug, perfect. The chrono over the inner armordoors was counting down to hyper-Weimann shutdown, and with ten minutes to spare Travers and Marin tried the new suits for comfort. Fargo and Inosanto had drifted in some time before and were fiddling with the life support of Inosanto’s armor. He liked the environment hotter, more humid – ‘like home,’ he would say, referring to the bayou regions of Omaru’s southern hemisphere, where he had lived until he was sixteen.

“Transspace drive shutdown. Driftway,” Lai’a announced. “Vid feed available. Comparative relative velocity, proper velocity and deceleration parameters are streaming to Ops Navigation. Colonel Rusch, Engineer Fujioka, as requested, drive data is streaming to Ops Tech 4.”

“I want to see this.” Like Marin, Travers was still in the armor, tweaking the environmental settings to his liking. Helmet under his arm, he headed back out to the elevator, and Marin was a pace behind him.

The vidfeed blazed in the navigation tank, three meters wide, vivid, dazzling, challenging to human eyes as well as the middle ear. Marin struggled to resolve the image and was conscious of his mind laying one object after another over what it saw as it tried to get a match and recognize any feature it saw. Dizzy nausea assaulted him for a moment and he took a long, calming breath. 

He squeezed his eyes shut, looked again … and saw a smooth, slightly-flattened sphere fluorescing in blues and purples and greens, like a sheen of oil on water, extending to what appeared to be infinity, though he knew the lagoon was finite. And around it, over it, through it, pulsed white-gold flares like helixes of fork lightning, several per second in any small area, which made the horizon difficult to focus on, impossible to recognize. 

Beyond the horizon of what Lai’a prosaically described as an ‘oblate spheroid,’ all was dead black. The driftway was so vast, from this vantage point even the nearest temporo-gravity tide was too distant to be seen. This was not a graphical representation, repackaged for the human eye and brain; this was a vidfeed, and – 

“Look long enough, and it’ll drive you right out of your head,” Ernst Rabelais warned in a hushed voice. “You go whackadoodle. Like looking into the heart of hell.”

“How do you know you’re not looking into the face of somebody’s god?” Jo Queneau whispered. “Doesn’t look evil to me, Ernst. It’s just … there, and we don’t understand it. Yet.”

Around the tank, Rusch, Jazinsky and all of the Resalq were transfixed by the visual. Only Vidal was able to find words. “Remember, Jo? We burned out the engines, trying to stay out of there.”

“Burned the engines right out of the Orpheus,” she said, a rasp, “and in the end, soon as you quit your fighting and bitching, it just sucks you up, like you’re swallowed into the bottom of the ocean.”

“Lai’a,” Vaurien said into the electric quiet.

“Reading over 300 gravities off the surface layer of the horizon,” Lai’a reported coolly, “and spikes of up to four thousand gravities within.”

“Problem?” Richard and Mark shared a pensive look.

“None,” Lai’a informed him. “Ingress is effected via a Heisenberg tunnel, a phenomenon of the horizon itself. We will, essentially, be in freefall. This is empirical observation, not hypothesis: I salvaged the Orpheus-Odyssey from exactly this phenomenon. Would you care to review the method? I am realigning the transspace drive. Estimated time for reconfiguration, eight minutes. The drive will be tested before transition through the temporal horizon. Transition at your discretion, Captain Vaurien, Doctor Sherratt.”

“As humans say, now we’re cooking.” Mark took a step closer to the tank. “Lai’a, what is the nature of the horizon?”

“Temporal flux,” it said simply. “It may appear as a solid, but it is not an object, nor any force described by conventional physics, though it can be categorized as a field. Temporal flux generated by diverse hyper-gravities oscillating in a comparatively narrow band prevents any transmission of perceptual information across a fixed horizon, the radius of which is determined by the average gravity of the –”

There was much more, but the longer Lai’a spoke, the less Marin followed. Instead he focused on what he did understand. “It’s like the ‘shell’ of a stasis chamber,” he said with rich satisfaction as the epiphany broadsided him. “Neil, you remember the stasis chamber that fool of an engineer, Mulholland, destroyed on Ulrand, and took half a continent with him?”

“That’s something you don’t forget.” Travers was hushed. “Mark, you said at the time, the ‘shell’ wasn’t a shell at all, it was … an event horizon. The – what was it? The time differential, between inside and outside, and no information got through – like two different time zones, so the thing not only looked solid as a sheet of kevlex-titanium armor, but you couldn’t cut through it with a charged particle beam.” 

“Mulholland tried,” Dario said with a lot of residual bitterness. He and Tor had worked months on that project, in harsh conditions, and they were still wanted criminals on Ulrand. “He put some kind of a probe into the surface layer, and the temporal backlash off it converted right into pure energy. More than enough to lay waste to the El Khouri highlands … Lai’a?”

“Correct,” Lai’a affirmed. “This horizon is essentially the same, though immeasurably larger.” 

“So … energy composition of the horizon?” Jazinsky prompted shrewdly. She already knew the answer.

“Null,” Lai’a responded, as if comparing notes. “The horizon has no physical composition and no native energy signature. It simply is, where two gravity tides create absolute balance.”

“Stability of the horizon?” Vaurien prompted. “We’re about to punch a large hole in it.”

“‘Large’ is a relative term, Captain,” the AI said in an almost musing tone. “I am a large body in relation to known shipping types. However, the Ebrezjim Lagoon is an area roughly the cubic dimensions of the solar system of Omaru, measured to the heliopause: substantially greater in radius than the solar systems of Velcastra and Borushek. The perforation in the temporal horizon caused by my transit will generate slight variations in temporal and gravitic values consistent with mass, density and relative velocity, resulting in localized disparity of approximately plus or minus .000025% of the overall field average.”

“I had to ask,” Vaurien said dryly. 

Mark chuckled quietly. “If you hadn’t, I would have. There are no stupid questions, Richard. We’re off the map now. Trust nothing you see, assume nothing, question everything, and if Lai’a hands you a lot of gibberish you don’t understand, tell it to go back and explain, in plain Slingo. Or French, if you prefer.” 

“We’re getting ten times the data we ever got from any probe or from the Orpheus,” Jazinsky said hoarsely. “Lai’a, can you handle the datastream?”

“With a margin of 70% capacity.” The AI expressed no shade of scorn; the question was valid. 

“Will we drop another comm beacon here?” Alexis Rusch wondered.

But Lai’a said, without judgment and with infinite patience, “Possible but somewhat pointless, Colonel. We are situated in a driftway. This is the same mild gravitic current which, governed by the intense gravities of the temporal horizon, brought Captain Rabelais to this lagoon. Any drone we drop into the driftway has no hyper-Weimann capability. Unable to maneuver, it will certainly be carried into the lagoon, just as inert ships are carried there. We would derive useful data for a time measurable in hours at most, and it is highly probable the drone would be inside the lagoon long before we transit back into the driftway. Useful data stops with its entry. However, I remain in contact with the comm beacon I dropped at the Orpheus Gate. Its chronometers register 46.7% of the elapsed shiptime as perceived by anyone aboard here; demonstrably, we have been riding a temporal current a fraction over twice as fast as normal time.”

“We saw the same effect when the Orpheus rode this same current,” Rusch mused. “Michael, when you took off, while the Hellgate event was still open the Wastrel systems could barely keep up with the accelerated datastream.” 

“We knew you were in a fast-time current,” Jazinsky added. “Up to that point, accelerated time had been no more than a tantalizing theory. You proved it out, Mick, within about a minute of launching through the storm – though you wouldn’t have been aware of the difference.” 

“And at the end of it,” Vidal whispered, “we fetched up right here, looking at this, and trying to keep the hell out of it. At the time, all Jo and I could think was, find another current headed back, tack on it, maybe find a freefall driftway and wait for another storm around Naiobe. We figured, if we could stay on the right side of this horizon – not that we knew it was a horizon at the time! – we could get ourselves home.”

“It’s … beautiful,” Dario murmured, mesmerized by the visual. “Tor?”

“It’s gorgeous.” Tor Sereccio slung one big arm over Dario’s shoulder. “I want my kids to see this. Our kids. It’s – it’s my bloody life’s work, and yours, Dar, all rolled up into one glorious thing. When we have kids, the little snots are coming here, they’re seeing this, soon as they’re old enough to know what they’re looking at, and not just dribble on us.”

They were the last words Marin had expected to hear, and they broke the tension across the Ops room. 

“Drive alignment, Lai’a?” Jazinsky had recovered a grip on her sense of awe and was back at work. 

“Ignition test in four minutes.” Lai’a was untroubled. “Transit is at the discretion of Captain Vaurien and Doctor Sherratt.”

“Expedition,” Vaurien said sharply. “Mark, choose your team – looks like Neil and Curtis are along, since they already have the armor on … though what they expect to do for you is another question.”

“The heavy lifting,” Travers said fatuously. “Seriously, Mark, the more pairs of hands you have going spare, the better. Ask Mick.”

For just a moment Sherratt hesitated, and then gestured toward Vidal. “You call it, Michael. A risk shared is a risk doubled.”

“Not in there,” Vidal said tersely. “We go in with all the hands and all the gear we can manage. Trust me.”

“I do,” Mark said thoughtfully. “And you are staying right here.”

The blue eyes widened. “You must be blooding joking.”

“I’m not.” Mark took Vidal’s chin, turned his face to the light. “Your pupils are still dilated. Four hours ago, you were full of drugs.”

“I’m fine,” Vidal began. 

“If you’re fine, you can be on the next shift.” Mark was emphatic. “I’ve conferred with Ernst and Jo, and I know the condition the Ebrezjim is in. She’s deep cold, not much above absolute zero. Even in armor we’re going to be struggling to stay warm. A shift will be two hours, maximum, since we’ll be using power almost faster than the suits can keep up with it, just to prevent frostnip. One mistake, and somebody will be badly injured before he or she can get back to Lai’a. Barb?”

She was in complete agreement. “I’d be happier if a shift was an hour … split the diff, call it 90 minutes, tops. You use your time, then you drop what you’re doing and head back in. If you can find a punctuation point at 80 minutes and be back in the suiting room here in 90, so much the better. Richard?”

“There’s your ground rule, people. You’ll be on the clock, and Joss will be nagging you from the 60 minute mark.” Vaurien was as firm as any salvage skipper who had seen too many industrial accidents caused by fatigue, confusion, cold, heat, toxicity. “Don’t start anything after the 60 minute mark. You have 20 minutes to finish up what you’re doing, and you bug out at 80. No ifs, ands or buts. Mark – choose your team.”

Lai’a said evenly, “Standby for drive ignition test. Three. Two. One –”

A jolt through the hull, the familiar feeling of falling, and a thrumming vibration which smoothed out almost at once. Marin’s middle ear was learning to cope and this time the dizziness was mild.

“Drive alignment is 98.8%” Lai’a reported. “Adequate.”

“But not optimum,” Mark observed. “Find the reason for the dissonance, Lai’a, and report. If you can’t resolve it, find out why you can’t resolve it. We want an error factor of less than 0.7% before we proceed to the Orion Gate. Major problems, unanswerable questions, we head right back to Alshie’nya.”

“Of course, Doctor Sherratt.” Lai’a sounded mildly surprised. “However, an error factor of 1.2% in no way impedes engine function. Do you wish to transit the temporal horizon at this time?”

Electricity seemed to crackle through the Ops room. Mark and Richard looked levelly at one another before they conferred with Jazinsky, and when all three agreed with a mute nod, Vaurien said, 

“Go head, Lai’a.”

“Proceeding to the Ebrezjim Lagoon.” Lai’a could have been announcing the time or weather. “Time to transit is two minutes.”

“Your team, Mark?” Vaurien said quietly.

Jazinsky was there at once. “Me.”

But Mark shook his head. “No. We can’t both be in the field at once. Both senior scientists? Unwise. And I have to go – it’s Resalq tech, very little older than I am myself, not to mention that one of my grandparents was aboard. It’s almost a point of honor for me to be there. Dario and Tor have spent most of their adult lives taking ancient technology to pieces, so if anyone can get into the AI core of the Ebrezjim, they can. Midani Kulich was a tech by trade, not long after the days when the ship was new. He’s familiar with systems we’ve only studied as reconstructions. Neil and Curtis have volunteered … give me two from Bravo to back them up. Curtis, I want you on environmental monitoring. Neil, wrangle the drones. We’ll have six with us, including two viddrones, plus two heavy Arago sleds. Two hands from Bravo will monitor comm and safety protocols, and I’d like one of the Bravo people to be Tim Inosanto, the unit medic.” He paused there and looked speculatively at Rabelais and Queneau. “Ernst, you were the last person to actually work on this ship, and I know you almost died here. You know exactly the condition of the wreck. Would you be up for this, you and Jo?”

They answered at once. “Yes,” Rabelais said too quickly.

“Thought you’d never bloody ask.” Queneau gave Vidal an apologetic glance. “Sorry, Mick. You’ll be there next time.”

“I can wrangle comm and data, right here.” Vidal gestured at the workstation at left of the tank. “Joss, bring Comm 4 online.”

“Transit in twenty seconds,” Lai’a announced. 

With a start, Marin turned back to the display. The temporal horizon was no longer a recognizable ovoid, it was a wall, and if it was the same kind of horizon as the shell of a stasis chamber, it would seem harder, denser, even than Zunshu armor. Lai’a was driving toward it until it announced, “Transit in ten seconds,” and the hyper-Weimann unit shut down. All vibration through the deck ceased. The ship could have been gliding over smooth ice.

“Christ.” Vidal’s right hand covered the place on his chest where he wore the Daku tattoo. 

“You did this,” Jazinsky whispered. “Burned out the drive on the Orpheus, and –”

“Transit in three. Two. One,” Lai’a intoned. 

Jazinsky might have been about to ask if they should expect a bow shock, but if a hull the size of the Orpheus could bear the impact, Lai’a would shrug it off. Marin consciously braced himself with the apparent mass of his body and the armor set at 150 kilos. He took a breath, held it as Lai’a counted through one.

Nothing. A faint lurch, as if a river current had picked up a small boat floating into it, before even this levelled out. In the navtank, the display seemed to turn off. 

And then, “Transit complete,” Lai’a reported. “Passage through the radiation field, 1.04 seconds measured by onboard clocks. Commencing decontamination procedures. Estimated time to restore safe radiation levels, 55 minutes. Drones deploying; estimate 200 drones will be contaminated beyond salvage point. Manufacture of replacement drones has commenced.” 

“That’s a fraction of the radiation you came home to Alshie’nya with, Lai’a, when you brought back the Orpheus-Odyssey.” Travers looked from Mark to Jazinsky and back.

“Because transit time at high velocity via a Heisenberg tunnel was very brief, according to onboard clocks,” Lai’a said with ultimate patience. “Time required to extract the Orpheus-Odyssey from the temporal horizon was 82.4 minutes, due to the extreme caution of the extraction. More powerful Arago tractors placed excessive stress on the frame of the driftship. I would have broken it before it was free of the horizon.”

The glittering, coruscating vista in the navtank had flared first into every shade of orange and red and then lapsed swiftly into a black so dense, it might have been the interior of an undiscovered tomb. Yet when Marin glanced at the instruments he saw the hardware was still working perfectly. Space around them was simply black, and Vidal’s face was a granite mask. 

“This is … it?” Vaurien asked of the veterans.

“Oh, yeah.” Vidal hugged himself. “No stars. No nothing. And from what we know, now, so little time we almost can’t measure it. Just cold and dark and nothing. I came to call it the pit of hell.”

Vaurien’s brow creased. “Lai’a, chronometers?”

“Shiptime is perceived as normal to those aboard, including myself,” Lai’a told him. “I have no way to measure the passage of time beyond the temporal horizon, and too many variables are presented by the logs of the Orpheus and Odyssey to make speculation sensible, or even possible. Recommend comparison between shiptime chronometers and the transmission from the beacon deployed at the Orpheus Gate, upon exit from the Ebrezjim Lagoon.”

“Agreed.” Mark considered the dead black display for a long moment and then turned his back on it. “Hyper-Weimann capability?”

“The transspace drive is functional and available.” Lai’a paused. “Deep scan of the accessible region is complete. Sensors register over twelve thousand traces.”

“Twelve – thousand?” Travers’s head came up.

“Those are the objects within range of my scan platforms,” Lai’a amended. “I have no doubt that if I were to chart this entire void, an order of magnitude more traces would pass into resolution range.” 

“But we never lost so many ships in the Drift,” Travers protested.

“Nor did the Resalq – at least, not that we know of.” Mark pulled a chair up to the nearest workstation. “Show me what you have.”

Data began to stream and Lai’a added, “Many traces are comparatively small. Some may be wreckage broken off larger vessels due to collision. All traces are drifting on inertia; occasional collision is inevitable.”

“And some of those wrecks,” Dario said grimly, “are bound to be Zunshu. Makes sense, doesn’t it? They’ll lose one now and then, same as we all do.”

Leaning on Mark’s shoulder, Jazinsky raked the white-blonde hair back from her face. “There’s one other thing. We’ve physically seen the Orion Gate from here. Who knows what other civilizations are using the space around it? A lot of the ships in this graveyard are going to be neither ours nor Zunshu.”

Alexis Rusch had been quiet for some time, like the Sherratts content to immerse herself in the culmination of a lifetime’s work. “If there are humans and Resalq around Hellgate, it stands to reason there’s at least one civilization around the Orion Gate – if I’m remembering correctly, there was, and it’s been pulverized. Mark, the Aenestra found the remnants of numerous Zunshu strikes around Orion 359.”

“Unmistakable signs of Zunshu activity,” Mark affirmed. “Gravity weapons, wholesale devastation, worlds with their atmosphere ripped away, continent-sized craters where cities once stood. The devastation was so complete, we were unable to get any hint of what or who the victims had been. We could only make informed speculation, and not much of that.”

“Yes.” Jazinsky was nodding slowly, still running the data. “The Zunshu only ever attack worlds with civilization, industry … intelligent species, at any rate. There’s no record of them every striking a world where the highest level of development was, say, arboreal primates or Cetacea, much less forms like cattle, horses, bears wolves, whatever. The Zunshu definitely key on the noise and filth of industrialization.” 

“The Resalq,” Rusch mused, “were hit only after they deliberately introduced themselves to ‘the enemy.’ It’s safe to assume the Zunshu didn’t know Mark’s people existed, until they made themselves known. Later, humans were hammered in the same way as the Resalq survivors  – again, we’re a highly technical civilization capable of e-space travel. The question is…”

“The question is,” Leon Sherratt went on, “do the Zunshu strike only
spacefaring civilizations? Or would they also investigate the noise and pollution of, say, a pre-space culture which had achieved nuclear fission? And if they did, would they raze such a culture right back to dust?”

“But, why would they do that?” Jon Kim might not be able to make sense of the raw data, but he could grasp the concepts. “I suppose I can halfway understand them striking through the Drift and destroying planets, people who’re out here, seizing worlds, making a mess in a patch of space that maybe the Zunshu regard as their own; but why in any world would they punch down a culture that hadn’t even dragged its way into space yet?”

“Maybe to stop them ever doing it,” Vidal suggested.

“And as for the Deep Sky being Zunshu territory,” Leon added, “in all the decades of exploring and excavating across both sides of the frontier, we never found a stick of evidence to suggest the bastards ever did anything here at all – not one brick standing on top of another with their signature, a recognizable mark of ownership, whatever.”

These were thoughts Mark had entertained long ago, Marin knew. Give him cognac and a hearthside on a night where the snow was falling deep and soft over Riga, and he would spin complex theories of civilization’s rise and downfall, rich with the cadence of ancient, classical myth. “The truth is, we just don’t know,” he was saying to Leon. “In our own history, a vessel would visit a world, drop a marker beacon … a millennium before, a sailing vessel would visit another continent and hoist a flag. 

“Those explorers would claim the new land for their clan or nation, and sail away. In a few years, along comes a storm and shreds the flag, demolishes it. Or in a century an asteroid collides with the beacon, obliterating it. No trace of the original claim would be apparent, yet back at home the clan, the nation, remains quite satisfied it owns the disputed territory. Fast-forward another century … an upstart nation or species arrives in this same territory. These new pioneers see nothing to stop them hoisting their own flags – and these people actually go ahead and colonize. Soon, it’s all agriculture and industry – and very probably war, as soon as the original ‘owner’ becomes aware of what’s going on.”

Marin had heard this theory from Mark before. “So the Resalq and the Zunshu have been in a territory dispute. Humans blundered in, and – what? The Zunshu never even bothered to give us fair warning to git.”

“Perhaps,” Dario said tersely, “they’re so alien, so different, they can’t tell humans and Resalq apart. Look at us: oxygen breathing, endothermic, two meters give or take a little, bipedal, binocular, mammalian. Sure, very different body temperatures, organ and brain structures, hormones, chromosomes … for a start, you humans even have two genders, which most of us still think of as insanely bizarre. But none of these details would be apparent at a glance.”

“The similarities between us really are barely skin deep,” Jazinsky protested, “and any species that can master the gravity express obviously has access to sophisticated biological scan gear. They point a hunk of hardware at me, and then at Richard, and then at Mark, and they read three recognizable genders, male, female and you; plus two distinct DNA blueprints. They’d know inside ten seconds, one bunch of us is double-gendered with half a chromosome set apiece, and you guys are not even from the same planet, not with that weird-ass DNA of yours.”

“So why,” Vaurien reasoned, “did the Zunshu just pick up the hammer and start in on us humans when we showed our odd-looking faces in this neck of the woods? Why didn’t they at least park a comm beacon out here, broadcasting a nasty ‘Keep out, this means you’ message along with a cipher key to crack the language? Any intelligent, territorial species would have done that.” His head was shaking in a slow negative. “Sorry, Mark, I’m not buying this one. You’re hypothesizing a species so bloody territorial, they’ll commit outright xenocide to protect a region of space they don’t even want to make use of over the span of more than a thousand years … but they won’t go to the trouble of marking it with a beacon?” 

“That kind of territoriality goes back to the days when all our ancestors, human and Resalq, were so primitive, they had fangs as long as your thumb,” Vidal added. “They used to scent-mark their patch of the forest or savannah, and they’d fight to the death to defend it. I’ll certainly agree, a species could master the gravity express and still harbor the kind of territoriality of wolves in the timberland – and sure, they’d be freakin’ paranoid about their borders. But that’s the whole point. As soon as the Resalq started to reach out, you’d have run face-first into the beacons. You’d have been chased right back to your own home system, first time you sent out an interstellar probe.”

In fact, Mark could only agree. “This is the bottom line I reach every time I run the theory. It’s actually good to have the argument confirmed by consensus. Which,” he said darkly, “leaves us not one whit closer to understanding the Zunshu! We know a few more things, for what they’re worth: they never seem to send a manned ship. Every deployment is about drones, either drone vessels, or ‘smart’ weapons like the one intended for Borushek, or semi-aware automata which were designed to look like – well, like you, Midani.”

The ancient Resalq had been standing well back, listening with a fierce concentration. Tonio Teniko was lurking behind him, dark eyed and inexpressive, monitoring, digesting, adding nothing; but Midani was struggling with the language, with every bit of resolve he could muster.

He was busy with a handy, every moment, running unfamiliar words. Marin could only admire him for the determination. The Resalq was in loose slacks, a blue-gold tunic baggy enough about him to disguise his different body morphology, and the bare, elongated Resalq skull was wrapped in a dark emerald bandanna. He was trying to blend in, and part of Marin had begun to wish he would not. Midani was not merely Resalq, he was ancestral – he should celebrate his heritage, not try to hide it. 

He stepped closer now, between Mark and Dario, with whom he most often worked. “What I can be telling to you, you not already knowing? I seen plenty Zunshu machine. Too much Zunshu machine. Never Zunshu … not living, alive, thing, real, uh …” His double thumbs flew over keypad. “Creature,” he finished.  “Never Zunshu live creature, like Resalq, like human, be living.”

“Oh, we know what you mean, Mid,” Dario assured him. “And – think back to history class, in school. Do you remember any mention, anywhere, anytime, of the early Resalq space explorers finding a marker, a buoy, a beacon … jin, debai
roresclal, sem?”

“Semsem.” Midani began to nod and then changed the gesture to a shake of his head. The ancestrals nodded ‘no’ and shook their heads ‘yes.’ All else was learned from humans and practiced deliberately in the interests of communication. “Never found, no. No beacon, no marker. Obusem – nothing.”

“There – Midani just made my point exactly.” Vidal’s slim shoulders lifted in a shrug. “A territorial instinct strong enough to inspire a race of people to commit xenocide would send the bastards out pissing on trees – well, posting marker buoys, anyway.”

“Research,” Rusch said flatly. “Mark, Richard, we’re not going to know more till we get through to the Orion Gate and take another look at the ruins.” She frowned at Mark. “Lai’a, do you have the research returned by the Resalq expedition to Orion 359?”

“Of course, Colonel Rusch.” Lai’a paused. “To which workstation would you like the data streamed?” 

She spread her hands. “Richard, any preferences?”

“Joss, bring Comm 4 online.” Vaurien thrust both hands into the pockets of black denims. “Leon, you want to go through it?”

“I’ve seen it twenty times,” Leon protested.

“Not with me, you haven’t.” Rusch had her teeth into the job. “A new perspective. A fresh pair of eyeballs. But I’ll need Resalq input. It’s an ocean of data, and I’ve never seen any of it.”

“All right.” Leon groaned expressively. 

“Take your time,” Richard warned. “Twelve thousand tracking marks. One Ebrezjim. It’s going to take a while to find the needle in this particular haystack … Lai’a!”

“I have been examining objects since my deep scan completed,” Lai’a said unconcernedly. “Only two thousand mapped traces are large enough to be the remains of the Ebrezjim. I am matching scan profiles with the specifications of the Resalq vessel. Given that Captain Rabelais and the ship’s service drones undocked the engine deck, the Ebrezjim will be easily identified by this profile. However, it is not currently within scan range. Transspace drive is operational; I have already commenced routine search procedures.”

As it spoke, the deck began to thrum with the now familiar vibration of the hyper-Weimann drive. The ship was moving – fast, if Marin was any judge, though the navigation tank remained utterly black. 

A perplexed look settled on Vaurien’s face and he tilted his head at Shapiro. “Are you sure you wanted a captain along on this jaunt?”

“Absolutely sure,” Shapiro told him, though he chuckled. “Lai’a is more than capable of handling itself and any technical aspect of the expedition. The human element is something else. Lai’a, can you estimate how long it’ll take to locate the Ebrezjim?”

“Not to any degree of accuracy, General. I have no information regarding the point at which the Ebrezjim transited the temporal horizon, so I cannot estimate its drift vector.”

“Suppose you had to grid-search the whole lagoon,” Shapiro coaxed, “at good speed, with scan platforms configured for maximum range.”

“Four hours, at current speed,” Lai’a said promptly. “It is equally possible for me to locate the Ebrezjim in one minute, or 240 minutes.” 

“Best guess, a couple of hours, give or take,” Shapiro decided. “I’m going to get a shower, a meal and some rest. Richard, give me a buzz when Lai’a finds the wreck. I’d like to watch this.”

“Decontamination will be complete in 28 minutes,” Lai’a added. “In armor, humans and Resalq will be able to safely tolerate residual radiation levels in 22 minutes, with a decontamination penalty upon return.”

“How long a penalty?” Dario growled. 

“No less than five minutes,” Lai’a warned.

“I can live with that.” Tor was moving. “Gives us plenty of time to check out the hardsuits, get the gear together. Mark?”

“An expedition of ten, fully equipped, redundant safety protocols, equipment and backups, heading back in 70 minutes, or 80 at maximum.” Mark looked from Jazinsky to Vaurien, who both nodded. “Get busy,” he said to Dario and Tor, Marin and Travers. “Neil, call Medic Inosanto and choose one other hand from Bravo. Lai’a … keep me informed.”

“Of course, Doctor,” Lai’a said with just a trace of reproach.


 

 
Chapter Twelve


 
Travers had lost track of how many hundreds of hours he had spent in Marines armor, in vacuum and on the surface of blasted worlds like Ulkur, but he recalled nothing as eerie, as disturbing as the lagoon. In normal space there was always orientation, some feature of landscape or sky to tell a man which way was nominally up or down. Here, there was nothing, and he felt his sense of orientation lock up like jammed gyros.

The Arago sled was a hundred meters from Lai’a, and he turned deliberately to look back at the ship to fix a navigation point. The naked drive core crackled in blues, greens, golds, casting a strange light and macabre shadows over the dorsal hull. The hangar from which they had launched was closed now, but red running lights marked its position. A meter from the furthest reach of any light generated by Lai’a, all was blackness, and Travers saw why Vidal had come to call it the pit of hell.

He turned back as the sled’s floodlights kicked on, and listened to the muttered profanities from Fargo, Inosanto and Tor Sereccio. Marin’s gloves had the sled’s guard rail in a vise-grip, while Kulich and both the Sherratts were busy with instruments. Rabelais and Queneau were silent, grim, fixated on the shape that wallowed up beneath the sled like a ghost.

The Resalq science ship was one of the strangest vessels Travers had ever seen. The nose was scooped, hollow, filled with the spines and rods of sensor probes; the dorsal surface was pockmarked, cratered, with scores of dishes set into the hull rather than being mounted on it, and Mark had described the ventral surface as being one cavern after another, holds and hangars and escape pods, all sealed and shielded by plate armor of the same tenacity as the Zunshu armor. The damage to the hull was restricted to a single tear, a hundred-meter rip which had peeled her open down the port side, from a point just behind the sensor probes to another not forty meters forward of the place where the engine deck should have begun.

“Nose shell is gone missing,” Midani Kulich said quietly. “See sensory gearings inside nose? Oughtta be covered up, all protect with armor, like shell. Is gone, but.”

The nose armor would have given the Ebrezjim a more normal appearance, but even so she was far wider in the beam, by ratio to her length, than any human ship or modern Resalq vessel, would have been. The impression was strengthened when Travers saw how she just ended, stopped, on the line where the engine deck should have locked into place. 

The whole section containing the generators and transspace engines had been undocked – the Arago clamps released so it could be floated off and redocked to the Odyssey. That segment of the Ebrezjim still existed, parked at Alshie’nya and still attached to the Orpheus-Odyssey, where it was being studied by Resalq engineers.

“There she is,” Ernst Rabelais said to no one in particular. “I was close to the end when I found her. I came drifting in like this, but from below and behind. The engines were cold, dead, but she was almost whole. I’d never seen a hull that was still just about in one piece – everything I’d run into before was smashed. This one, well, look at her. Just the one tear in her. Throw an Arago field across the gash, and you could hold an atmosphere … I thought, Christ, there could be people on this one.”

“You might hold an atmosphere at useful pressure,” Mark mused, “but you’d bleed away heat so fast, you couldn’t keep the hull habitable for long. Have you looked at the ambient temperature here?”

Travers had. Instruments showed -268o C, just a little above absolute zero, and in the lower left of his helmet display a red caution had already begun to wink, warning of excessive power drain. The suit remained warm enough, but it was burning through its power reserves so fast, Travers did not like to think about it. 

“Of course, there was nobody aboard,” Rabelais was saying. “Or, nobody alive. I … didn’t look too far after I found the drones that’d been servicing the machinery for eons.”

“Be glad of them,” Dario said softly. 

“They’ll still be here,” Rabelais added.

“They’ll have gone dormant.” Mark was scanning the hull as the sled dropped lower, looking for the best way in. “You made off with the generators, so they’d have no way to recharge their cells.”

“They go sleep,” Midani told Rabelais. “I working with many kind of drone, way back when. They getting down to having little bit power left maybe, they go sleep, waiting for …” He turned aside to Dario. “How say, culbarlal?”

“Retrieval,” Dario supplied. “We’ll hunt around, Ernst, see if we can find them. You want to take ’em with?”

“I wanted to take ’em with last time I was out this way,” Rabelais said, hushed, “but I didn’t have the space on the Odyssey, much less any power couplers that’d fit to keep ’em charged, or spare parts to keep the little buggers operational. In the end, I just left them – I guess, in case I needed to come back.”

“You expected to come back here?” Marin asked, surprised.

“It was possible. Remember, I’d been in the lagoon for months,” Rabelais reasoned as the sled jetted down, closer, closer, and began to ride across the ship’s cratered upper hull as if it were a landscape. “I’d passed by the point where I ever expected to meet another living soul in this hell. Thought I’d be alone till I figured some way, any way, to drag myself out. In the end, I was hunting for the tech to do it with. Figured, if I could stay alive long enough, I might actually find something that’d do the job.”

Queneau stirred, between Rabelais and Judith Fargo. “One day, Mick and me are there, just sitting in the cockpit of the Orpheus – cold, hungry, thirsty, tired … winding down, if I tell you the truth, eh, Mick?”

“Winding down is about right,” Vidal’s voice said into the loop. 

He was in Ops, seeing exactly what they all saw, via the viddrone which rode the second, heavily-loaded sled, above and behind the personnel mover. Comm was mildly distorted by the energy fields surrounding Lai’a, but the drive was shut down now. Decontamination was complete, and Lai’a was boosting comm in both directions with as much power as it took to get acceptable signals. 

“We were ready to jack it in, Curtis,” Vidal was saying. “Take a long nap and not wake up, you know? Then we looked outside and we saw lights. I swear to gods, we saw lights coming toward us.”

“My floods,” Rabelais said in the same harsh, hushed tone. “First I saw of the Orpheus was a cockpit module, and I thought to myself … damn, that’s human. A human designed that. You just know. So I cruised closer and looked in through the canopies, and I saw two faces. People. Alive, like me, in this place. Jesus, I thought I was hallucinating. Going mad at last.”

“We called out,” Vidal went on. “Called out on every band we could make, over and over, till he answered.”

Rabelais groaned, deep, bass, in memory. “Took me three hours to rig a docking adapter and I bled a lot of heat out of the ship, getting us set up to transfer people back and forth – it got cold inside, you remember, Jo?”

Her voice was a croak. “All I remember of that time is cold and dark, hunger and pain. Then, I think I must’ve slept.”

“Sixteen hours,” Rabelais told her. “We were so sure you weren’t going to wake up, Mick and I started to run the numbers, see how far we could make consumables stretch for two.”

“Then I came around and screwed it all up for you,” she said hollowly.

“Bullshit.” Rabelais’s armored hand rested over hers on the guard rail, as the sled touched down beside the broadest part of the rent in the hull of the ancient ship. “I’d have been dead five times over, if you hadn’t been there. Tell her, Mick.”

“Ten times over,” Vidal corrected. “And … it looks like you found your spot, Mahak. I’m going to drop a viddrone in, take a look around. Standby.”

“Quick as you like, Michael,” Mark murmured. “We’re on the clock.”

The 70 minutes before they must turn around and head back were already eight minutes through, and Travers made a mental note to keep his eye on the time. It was too easy to lose track of it in this place. Behind him on the sled, Inosanto and Sereccio were sorting gear while Mark and Dario set up a big, broad handy to monitor the viddrone feed. 

From the Ops room Vidal tasked the drone, and it jetted up over the heads of their armor – gray-green, cylindrical, about the size of a beachball, powered by tiny jets of compressed gas that froze instantly and streamed away into the darkness like miniature snow flurries. Inside the body of the drone were four even smaller camera ’bots, and the display on Mark’s handy split into quadrants. The viddrone dropped right in through the rip in the hull; blue-while light glared from within, and the screen came alive. Marin peered over his shoulder, as eager to see as were the Resalq.

Frost covered every surface, masking every detail. The only information one could glean from the visual feeds was that most of the compartments were open, pressure was zero, temperature was ambient with the void, and a rime of ice had accumulated on everything. 

“It’s safe,” Vidal said at last. “I’m seeing nothing hazardous. Ernst, you recognize any of this?”

Rabelais’s voice was odd indeed. “I recognize all of it.”

“Then, you know your way around,” Mark said with grim satisfaction. “That’s going to save us hours of exploration.”

The remark sent Travers’s eyes back to his chrono, and he grunted in surprise. “People, we got 50 minutes, tops, if we’re going to hold to this safety schedule.”

“We are going to hold to it,” Vaurien said loudly over the loop. “Drop as many drones as you like, set up whatever gear you need to work by telepresence, but you get out of there and leave in 49 minutes and 30 seconds!”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Mark was not really listening. He was the first off the sled, aiming his body before he kicked off and not even using a jet from the suit’s maneuvering pack before he reached the hull tear.

It was bigger than it seemed at first. As Mark touched down beside it, Travers saw that it was three meters across at its widest point. A few seconds behind Sherratt were Fargo and Kulich, and without a word spoken they rigged a battery of worklights which cast a bright, steady illumination around the crevice.

Six glowbots popped up out of a case, and Dario tasked them by remote. They jetted down into the hull, and Vidal mused, “You’re good to go in … be aware, you’re going to be feeding a lot of heat into the interior. Ice can shift all of a piece.”

“Good thing we’re in armor, huh?” Fargo said aridly.

“Yeah, but your equipment isn’t,” Travers reminded, “so keep a bloody eye on where you’re putting anything delicate!”

“Uh, yeah, right,” Fargo muttered. “Sorry, boss … you know this is the first time I ever assisted on a science survey?”

“We do now,” Tor Sereccio told her. “You get questions, Fargo – ask.”

“I will. Hey, Doc Sherratt, you want to set up any kind of a perimeter? Leave anybody outside?”

“To guard against what?” Mark wondered.

“Against the thing you never thought of, and can’t imagine,” she said levelly. “That’s the first ground rule we get taught in rookie school.”

“I … think it’s one we can break here, now,” Mark decided. “There just isn’t anything here, Lieutenant, and if there was, Lai’a would know about it long before we would. I’d rather have you inside, monitoring safety protocols.”

“Your call, Doc,” she said easily. “What kind of a security wrangler would I be if I didn’t at least suggest it?”

And Mark was the first one in, going through the rip in the hull boots-first while Marin and Travers dove from the sleds, which were cable-tethered six meters from the crevice, with the last of the equipment cases. They paused on the ancient hull surface and Travers took the chance to gaze around, though they could see no further than the pool of brightness cast by their own worklights, and by Lai’a, which hung a kilometer away, illuminated by the eerie glow from the naked transspace core.

Second in after Mark was Rabelais, with Dario and Tor right behind him. Fargo and Inosanto hung back, and Marin had already begun to monitor the ‘environment.’ Travers peered over his shoulder to see the display. Local density was just a few molecules per cubic meter – mostly hydrogen which had leaked out of substances in the wreck, perhaps even out of the life support system as it slowly decayed. Temperature was up five degrees, with the heat of lights, machines, the armor itself. But the void was sucking energy frighteningly fast. Travers’s
own armor was warning constantly about power consumption to keep out the cold, and in the last few minutes his feet had grown chill. 

“You cold, Neil?” Marin asked pointedly as Travers began to work with his own handy, monitoring the drones.

“A little,” he admitted. “Worse than that, these drones are going to fail fast. They’re chewing through their cells, trying to keep anywhere close to a working temperature. You there, Mick?”

“Yo,” Vidal called.

“Better send across another sled,” Travers told him. “Load it up with power cells, and make it quick.  Every machine we have, including the lights, is going to keel over in about twenty minutes, max.”

“It’s chilly out,” Vidal said in a haunted voice. “Ten minutes, Neil … where do you want it parked?”

“Right by the rip in the hull,” Travers decided. “Task the sled to get over here and clamp right on.”

“Done,” Vidal reported. “I’ve also loaded spare powerpacks for the suits … just in case. You won’t need them, but … what the hell.”

“Thanks. Damn,” Travers whispered as he joined Marin at the crevice, “it’d be easy to die here.”

“Get lost in the wreck,” Marin agreed, “or get jammed in one of the narrow little crushed compartments, run out of juice, and…”

“And freeze,” Jo Queneau said bitterly. “We lived with it for months, Curtis. There were times, a lot of times, when we almost didn’t make it.”

   Kulich was feeding himself headfirst through the crevice with instruments in either hand as Dario called, “Ernst – Ops room. Where?”

“Forward, top deck, about fifty meters from the nose,” Rabelais told him. “You’re going to want a lot of lights – it’s big.”

 And Mark: “It’s cold inside. Before we dare touch anything, we ought to rig a power cell for the armor doors, get them closed, pump some serious heat in, get the interior up to viable temperatures. As it is, everything’s so brittle, I wouldn’t like to touch anything important and see it shatter into atoms.”

“Going to need to bring in a big supply of cells for the hardsuits,” Tor added. “Mine’s dropping like a brick. I also want to put enough drones into the ship to map the whole thing. Neil, you want to get some more machines in here?”

“Will do. Ten more ought to cover it.” Travers was halfway through, upside down, a few meters from Marin, who had just dropped through the mess of twisted plating, severed conduit, cables that still coiled like snakes, frozen in time as well as space. 

And Mark was right about the brittle characteristics caused by the deep cold. Travers flicked a cable with one armored hand, and it snapped; he caught the broken piece and clenched the gauntlet around it, and it shattered to crystals which hung like diamond dust in the vacuum and freefall. He touched down on the deck, bent his knees to absorb energy and control the bounce effect, and peered around in the harsh lighting. Floor, walls, ceiling, everything was ice, glaring in the floods. He had come down into a cavernous compartment, right beside open armordoors. Beyond was a wide passageway leading forward to Ops and back to the blastdoors which sealed off the ship ahead of its missing engine deck. 

 “Be careful with everything,” Dario warned. “Touch nothing till we’ve warmed this up. Ernst, how the hell did you manage to handle this stuff?”

“Didn’t,” Rabelais told him. “It wasn’t a problem. The engine deck was a lot warmer. I told you how the drones had been servicing the generators, remember. Every few days they ran them up for routine maintenance … just enough heat to keep metals and plastex viable. The engine compartments were at maybe 80, 90 below. Not like this. I explored a little of the ship, top deck, looking for food, water. Later, on other ships, we worked out how to handle super-cold stuff. Jo?”

“There’s a trick to it,” Queneau said in a taut voice. “You find something you want, but you don’t touch it. You break it out of the surrounding structure, with maybe 20, 30 centimeters of plastex or aluminum or whatever else on a side … handle with velvet tongs, in zero-gee … let the whole block sit someplace warm for two, three days. It comes up to temperature, then you cut out the part you wanted and  dump the trash.”

“And yes,” Vidal finished, “you almost cash out before you learn this stuff.”

Tor whistled softly. “So, say we wanted to lift out the whole computer core and bring it back to the lab on Lai’a.”

 “Are we wanting to do that?” Dario did not sound so sure.

“It’d be a hell of a lot easier to work with it there than here,” Tor argued. “Shit, Dar, we can’t work with it here unless we heat the whole compartment, and that’d take upwards of a week. The whole wreck would be bleeding off the heat we were pumping in while the void’s sucking heat out of the wreck. And even when we’ve raised the temperature enough to be able to touch anything without busting it to fragments, we’ll still be in armor with one eye on the clock, changing power cells every half hour unless you want your toes to turn blue and fall right freakin’ off!”

“He makes a very good point.” Mark was twenty meters ahead. His helmet thrust out from a compartment on the left of the central passage. “It sounds like a plan, Dario – figure out how. Let’s get it done.”

Some note in his voice made Travers look at his instruments, and he swore softly. Power consumption was dire and the clock was ticking. Where had time gone? They had 25 minutes more before they must start back, given the wide safety margins. 

“Your sled-load of power cells just clamped on,” Vidal’s voice said. “Your drones are launching right now, Neil. Are we having fun yet?”

“Fun?” Travers echoed. “You got some bloody strange ideas about fun!” He had already reorganized the handy to monitor the extra drones and asked, “Lai’a, you getting a steady datastream?”

“Quite adequate, Colonel,” the AI assured him. “When the extra drones insert, I will begin to model the ship.”

“Do that, Lai’a.” Mark paused. “Can you scan accurately enough in this cold to locate the computer core?”

At temperatures close to absolute zero, when even water was hard as iron, it could be difficult to tell one material from another, Travers knew, but Lai’a was certain. “I have access to original information regarding the Ebrezjim. The specifications are incomplete, but a comparison between current scans and old source data suggests the computer core to be one of only three possible objects. Technician Kulich could confirm this.”

The mention of his name brought Kulich back from a compartment thirty meters aft. He came diving along the passageway, avoiding walls, floor, ceiling, and triggered a tiny jet from the thrust pack to stop himself a meter short of Mark. “You wanting me for whatever things, Doctor Sherratt?”

“Yes.” Mark cleared the screen of his handy. “Lai’a, give me what you have. Technician Kulich is right here.”

The handy was flickering, fluttering, and before it could get the datafeed the power cell flatlined. Mark had been expecting it. The big kevlex-titanium gauntlets were clumsy, yet he managed to be deft as he dropped out the cell and clicked in another. The handy rebooted, realigned, and took the data feed at once.

“Time, people,” Marin warned. “I’m reading 20 minutes. Judith?”

“And 20 seconds,” she affirmed. “I’m getting cold already.”

“How cold?” Marin turned toward her, where she and Inosanto were hanging in the passageway with a mountain of gear, none of which touched the super-cold, delicate deck.

“Just autumn-rain chilly,” she admitted. “Like … hey, boss, you remember when we’d go chasing wreckers, smugglers and Freespacers in shitholes in the Drift that were so far from any sun, they were a frozen hell? That kind of cold.”

“Ulkur, Rannach, don’t remind me,” Travers growled. “It’s all right, Curtis – nothing dangerous, not yet. Judith, keep one eye on your power and life support. You could have a faulty powerpack.”  

“The thought occurred,” Fargo admitted. “Damnit, but – is it just me, or is this place freakin’ creepy?”

“It’s creepy,” Rabelais said loudly. “It always was. I didn’t have the chance to explore too much, but – yeah, I had this same feeling.”

“Like it’s haunted,” Queneau whispered.

Fargo’s voice was low. “Hey, guys, just don’t. The place is wicked enough without that kind of crap.”

“What is …” Kulich had been bent over the handy, and looked up at Mark. “What is all this, this thing, ‘honnded’?”

“Haunted,” Mark repeated, stressing the ‘t.’ “Ebcares.”

“Ebcares,” Kulich echoed. “Curtis, we got 20 minute? Doctor Sherratt, I having time … with a drone, going looking. Back there, down.” He gestured aft. “Got-found one service shaft, for tech like me, going up-down, working. Want be going trying looking.”

“Looking for what?” Mark wondered, but a note in his voice told Travers, he already knew.

Kulich hesitated. “I having kin and friends on Ebrezjim. Maybe, still here. Maybe, finding.”

“And, if they are?” Mark asked with surprising gentleness. “I had family on this ship too.”

“Then, you no be wanting chelemlal?”

“Memorial,” Marin said softly, for Travers’s benefit.

Mark seemed to hesitate, and then sighed. “In fact, I do. Whether or not your friends and family, or mine, are still aboard, whoever was here deserves a memorial, even if it’s a millennium late.”

“Me looking, then?” Midani was restless. “Trying finding, while we having little bit time?”

“Go on – take a drone, and 15 minutes, Midani,” Mark said firmly, “not one second more. Before you go, point out the computer core, and then –”

“Be bloody damned careful,” Dario finished loudly. “Remember, Ernst almost died in here. Okay, Mid, which is it?”

“Here. Computer core is being this thing, big marking thing, in handy … is bury in-under deck, under Ops room, maybe ten meter, other-far end from servicing crawling tube. Of service tube,” he corrected.

“Ten meters along a tech’s crawlspace under the Ops room. Got it,” Tor translated gleefully. “Okay, kid – watch yourself. Dario?”

“Move!” Dario dove away ahead of him with a scanner in his left hand and a flashlight in the right. 

A drone jetted after Kulich as he made his way aft. As he passed by the equipment he took a light and a handy. Travers was tracking all of the active drones and warned, “Two of these buggers will be critical in another 20 minutes.”

“We’ll be out of here by then,” Rabelais mused. He and Queneau were mere spectators but neither was missing a word.

“Take them back with us, change out the cells in the workshop,” she added. “You don’t want to be spending one minute longer here than you need to.”

Travers knew what she meant. The wreck felt utterly dead. It felt like an open grave, though he was not about to say it. Part of the sensation was due to the intense cold, the darkness and an absence of any kind of time. Any ship in the void would feel like this, not only, or especially, the Ebrezjim. He forced his attention back to the instruments and a moment later Marin warned sharply,

“Ice is beginning to move. It’ll start to come sheeting off the walls in another hour or two.”

“Sooner,” Tor added, “when we haul the cutting gear in here to pull out the core. We’re going to pump in a load of heat.”

“The more we can do with drones, the better,” Travers muttered.

“Yeah, I’d have to say Neil’s right. This whole place is soon going to be unstable.” Marin was trying to get readings off the ship’s structural members. “At this level of cold, I’m wondering how much force it’d take to break right through something critical.”

“Quite a lot,” Mark said shrewdly. “Remember, this is a driftship – cold or not, these hull plates are our ancestors’ equivalent of Zunshu armor, and more than likely an alloy so similar, you couldn’t tell the two apart. It won’t react as you’d expect aluminum, steel, titanium, tungsten, to react. Still … Neil, do you have a couple of spare drones?”

“They just arrived, topside.” Travers gestured over his shoulder, back toward the crevice in the hull.

“Task four.” Mark was drifting away toward the Ops room. “Send them down and under. As I mentioned, ships of this vintage carried their escape pods in the belly. See if any are still here.”

“They’re all gone.” Rabelais spun slowly toward them. “That’s one of the things I looked at, when I got here, when the Odyssey drifted up, from below the keel. I was desperate for breathing mix – an oxygen rebreather, anything, since my life support had started to jack around. I got a good, close-up look at the belly.”

“Won’t hurt to confirm what you saw,” Mark mused, “and it’ll only take a few minutes. Go ahead, Neil – have the drones stream video.”

 “On their way,” Travers reported. “You think the escape pods blew after the crew made it through into the void? Why would anyone do that? The ship’s in one piece, the engines were good enough for Ernst to salvage them, and –”

“And why would you punch out when there’s nowhere to go?” Marin finished. “Unless …” 

“Unless?” Mark was willing to entertain any theory. He had just maneuvered into the compartment identified as Operations.

“Well, suppose several crews, several ships, had survived long enough to make it through into the lagoon,” Marin said slowly. “Two choices: cooperate, join forces to survive … or pillage, raid. It would come down to survival of the strongest. Say the Ebrezjim was raided. The crew might have blown the escape pods as an alternative to getting shot.”

A sigh rasped over Mark’s audio pickup. “Anything is possible. It could also be that the pods were blown at a far earlier date – they might have been long gone by the time the ship made it this far.” 

“A power surge has been known to blow escape pods.” Travers paused to watch the handy. “I’ve got your vidfeed here … and it looks like Ernst was dead right. Empty launch bays. All of them.”

Marin stirred deliberately. “Ten more minutes, people. Dario, Tor?”

And Dario: “Just sizing up the job, Curtis, not doing it.” 

“Possible?” Travers prompted.

“Oh sure.” Tor was certain. “Give me six or eight handling drones, a set of cutting gear, a couple of Arago units, no problem.”

“How long?” Mark wanted to know.

This was harder to answer. “Say, two, three hours,” Dario estimated. “And I know, we’ll do it in a couple of different shifts – safety protocols.”

With nine minutes left on the clock, Midani Kulich and his drone dove back down the passage. As he jetted to a halt he turned the handy to display images he had captured. Marin and Travers frowned over them, and Curtis murmured an oath. “Mark?”

“Right here,” Mark said at once, “looking at instruments, hardware, under a rime of frost. It looks … so old. It is old. I haven’t seen this kind of tech since I was young, but I remember it. Today’s hardware does the same thing equally as efficiently; just differently.”

“Mark, there are dead aboard,” Marin told him quietly. “Midani has pictures. He’s found at least twelve bodies. They’re – well, they’re perfectly preserved. I can’t be sure, but it looks like they might have been dead before the hull was torn open. There certainly isn’t any of the distortion you expect from explosive decompression and exposure to vacuum.” He took a long deep breath which carried over the audio pickup. “Midani recorded faces – they’re thick with frost, of course, but the images should enhance. I don’t suppose you’d recognize your grandparent?”

“No,” Mark said sadly as he drifted back out of the Ops room and approached Marin and Travers in a long, slow zero-gee glide. “I don’t believe I ever saw an image of him. You’d have to match DNA to identify any relationship between myself and one of the dead, and it’s not something I want to do. It seems intrusive, discourteous, to disturb these people. The Ebrezjim has been their tomb for a thousand years. It’ll continue to be their tomb for some time, even if they’re eventually taken to the new Resalq colony for interment.” 

He sounded troubled, and Travers was sure he knew why. It was an old spacer’s superstition, common in Freespace. If a soul passed over in space, did it find its way home? And if a soul were to pass over in a gods forsaken place like this void, how could it ever find its way out? Vidal had whispered the same sentiment, a long time before, and Travers had no more answer than anyone had.

“Four minutes, people,” he warned. “Wrap up whatever you’re doing. Check your power cells.”

On station at the fissure in the hull, Judith Fargo called, “Everybody back here for a head count before we shove off. Hey boss, you want to leave the equipment, sleds and all? This stuff is getting cold. A few hours, and it won’t be much warmer than the rest of the wreck, which is too cold to touch without busting up the delicate stuff.”

“Load the sleds,” Travers told her. “Ernst, Jo, you want to lend a hand there? We want everybody and everything back aboard Lai’a. Richard, you there? How are we looking?”

Vaurien had not intruded, but like any salvage captain he would have monitored the whole excursion. “Right here, Neil. Comm is a little weak but the datastream is fine. Lai’a just finished modeling the Ebrezjim. I’m looking at it right now.”

“We’re coming home,” Travers told him as Fargo and Rabelais slung the equipment up through the crevice. He was recalling all drones as he spoke, and returned the handy to passive monitoring. “Curtis?”

“We’re on time.” Marin frowned at the winking red warning in his helmet display. “But, damn, I wouldn’t want to push it much further than the 90 minute mark. 120 in a case of outright emergency. At 120 you’d have frostbitten feet unless you’d switched out your power cells at the hour mark, and overrun the heaters the whole time. I’ll make a recommendation right here: everybody heading outside for any reason carries a spare suit powerpack.”

“Call that another ground rule,” Vaurien agreed.

“Two minutes, people,” Marin said into the loop. “Hustle!”

They were out with time to spare, and Fargo and Kulich took on to the chore of switching power cells in the sleds before they started back. Lai’a hung above them, half-lit against utter blackness, with the spill of light from the drive core picking out its planes and angles. 

Few people spoke on the journey back. The enormity of the job weighed heavily on the Resalq, no less than the presence of the dead. Rabelais and Queneau were hushed beneath the burden of memory, and Travers saw no reason to intrude on their thoughts.

Tiredness ambushed him as he stacked the armor back into its locker, and he peered at his chrono. The clocks aboard Lai’a were synched to those on the Wastrel, and he had lost track of time. It was the small hours of the morning. He had been running on adrenaline and sheer curiosity, but the body was asking for rest, sleep. Dario and Tor were too wired to even notice the time, but Rabelais and Queneau had fallen very quiet as fatigue caught up with them, and Fargo and Inosanto had been on Wastrel time for long enough to be yawning. Mark had desuited fast and already stepped out, headed for Ops.

“You hungry?” Marin said as he closed up his locker. “I always get ravenous in the cold.” He yawned expansively and raked all ten fingertips through his hair.

The sense of dislocation was familiar enough. Transferring from ship to ship, world to world, always incurred a transition phase, like acclimating to a new environment. “Food, sleep,” Travers decided. “God knows, they must have gathered enough data to keep ’em busy for a week.” He slung an arm over Marin’s shoulders and steered him out of the suiting room.

Ops was quiet, the lights muted, a soft thread of Bach whispering from the big threedee where Alexis Rusch and Leon Sherratt were still dissecting the Orion 359 data. Leon was immersed in it again, relishing the opportunity to explore it in exhaustive detail, though he might not have expected to. Roy Arlott had pulled a chair up to the next workstation and gone to sleep, sprawled with his feet up on a second chair and a jacket laid over him. Vaurien and Jazinsky were sitting in the big chairs opposite the navtank, already eating a late supper. 

And Mick Vidal was enduring Bill Grant’s ministrations. A hypogun thudded against his shoulder, delivering a fresh infusion of the medical nano which was keeping him alive. Grant, in an outsized Elstrom Eldorado teeshirt loud with the fluorescent green and orange team colors of the aeroball squad, yawned animatedly as he put away the gun and aimed a scanner at Vidal. 

“You want to get some sleep, Mick,” he said sagely. 

“You don’t say,” Vidal muttered as he pulled up his sleeve and worked the shoulder around. 

“He’s right.” Mark had been in the crew lounge, investigating the autochef, and stepped into Ops right behind Travers and Marin. “You’re not getting enough rest, Michael … don’t think I’m not noticing.”

“Neither are you,” Vidal said defensively, and then relented as Mark popped a piece of fruit into his mouth. “My mind won’t shut up for long enough to let me sleep.”  

“It will if you tell it to,” Mark said mildly. 

“What, meditate?” Vidal sighed. “I seem to have forgotten how.”

“Relearn. All the Daku meditate.” Mark frowned at him. “You’re not still worried about dreaming?”

“I … might be.” Vidal took a step closer. “Mahak, it’s not that I don’t trust you, just …”

“Just that after months, you’ve grown afraid of fear itself,” Mark guessed. “Quite understandable. Still, you need to sleep.”

“And wake up sweating and screaming,” Vidal said, a barely audible mutter.

“If you do, I’ll be there to catch you,” Mark said simply.

It took a moment for the sense of what he had said to reach Travers, and then he angled a glance at Vidal as Mick reached out, gave his hand to the Resalq. “Richard,” Mark asked quietly, “You won’t need us before morning?”

“If I do, I’ll buzz you,” Vaurien told him, “but it’s all about analysis now, while Dario and Tor put together a gang of drones. Go on, Mark, take the chance to put your head down.”

“All right.” Sherratt collected Vidal with an arm loosely about his waist, and turned toward Travers and Marin. “Good night, Curtis. Neil.”

Rosy colour flushed around Vidal’s cheekbones as they made their way out, as if it embarrassed him yet again to be where he found himself, but Curtis said quietly, for Travers’s ears, 

“Mark does this. He takes in strays. Heals them. Mick is where I was, all those years ago.”

“And Mark Sherratt made a Dendra Shemiji agent of you,” Travers said slowly. “You think he’s recruiting right now?”

“I don’t know,” Marin admitted. “Possibly. Even as a Daku, there’s a lot Mick could learn – though I’m not sure he’d be interested in doing the kind of work I did. Not after what he’s endured.”

“Still, those two are going to be close,” Travers said softly. “At least for a while. I’m glad, for Mick’s sake.” He leaned over and nuzzled a kiss into Marin’s ear. “You said you were hungry.”

“I am.” Marin stirred, stretched, knuckled his eyes and dealt Travers a swift embrace which challenged his ribs. 

Minutes later they were in the cabin that felt strangely different, though it was identical to the quarters they had occupied on the Mercury. They were cross-legged in the middle of the bed while Travers balanced a single heaped plate on a pillow. The food was rapidly cooling while the neglected wine was a little too warm. Curtis seemed not to care.

Travers watched him eat with cursory interest in the food itself, as if anything that filled his belly would have done. He drank a half glass of a decent Velcastran merlot and sprawled out across the bronze sheets. “Lights, dim,” he groaned. Obediently, the lights muted themselves, leaving Travers to finish the risotto and omelette in near darkness. 

 Sleep stole his mind like a thief, a moment after he had set down his head, pulled Marin into a loose tangle of limbs and told the lights off. The threedee was idling, Lai’a was busy with its own work, and Travers’s dreams overtook him before he realized they were on him – dreams of intense cold eating into his marrow, of being at the bottom of a cave where the river was frozen, and if he looked into it, through a surface like polished glass he saw dead faces. 

And he knew them. Roark Hubler was there, and Tonio Teniko. He was utterly alone and calling Marin’s name, and Richard’s, produced only echoes. He passed Hubler’s and Teniko’s icy faces, hunting for others, praying not to see them, until his feet slithered on sheet of ice. He toppled, and suddenly it was himself looking up at the layer of polished glass. But unlike Hubler and Teniko, his life was not suspended. He was awake, aware, hammering on the ice, shouting wordlessly and sure no one could hear, not in this place –

“Hey, quiet now, hush, you’re only dreaming.” Marin’s voice was soft in the warm darkness. “I guess Mick’s not the only one. There’ll be a few bad dreams on this ship. It’s just knowing where we are, what we’re doing. You all right, now?”

Travers had jerked awake into an instant of disorientation, but reality clicked back into place soon enough and he groaned. He dragged both palms over his face, feeling the dampness of a cold sweat on his forehead. “What time is it?”

“About 06:00.” Marin rolled flat on his back. “Go back to sleep. They’ll call us if they want us, but if they’re working shifts over there, we already did ours.”

But Travers was awake now. They had been asleep for only three hours but it was enough for his mind to be clear. He reached for Marin, hands exploring while his eyes were still closed. Marin was only feigning sleep, and when Neil drew the roughness of his cheek gently across his breast, dwelling on the pebble of each nipple, Marin gave a bass groan and capitulated. 

The long slender legs spread, catching Travers between, and he rolled, bringing Neil right where he wanted him. Travers gave a breathless chuckle and sat up, watching Marin tug a pillow under his head. The only illumination was the pale blues from the threedee, and Curtis might have been an ice sculpture, half in darkness. The last faint threads of the dream still haunted Neil, making his heart pound and sweat prickle around his ribs. 

The adrenaline rush might have been unpleasant, but he used it – thrust away the images of frozen faces and buried his own face in the curve of Marin’s shoulder as Curtis’s arms went around him. The mattress was softer than they were used to, but it conformed dutifully to Marin’s shape and their combined weight as Travers moved, restless, hunting for release, pleasure – his own and Curtis’s. One fine, slender hand dipped between them and made mayhem with Travers’s nerve endings, till he caught his breath, hissed through his teeth.

“Slow down,” Marin murmured, his voice a little hoarse, a little rough. “There used to be a saying – where’s the fire? I never appreciated it.”

Slow down? Travers sat back on his heels while Marin’s legs draped artlessly around him. The ice blue light from the threedee outlined him, from the form of jaw, nose, brow, to the curve of his shoulder, the hard plane of his chest, the elegant fullness of heavy genitals that would have inspired a sculptor. Times, Travers had come to wish he was an artist, and for a moment he wondered if there might be an opportunity, after the war, to see if the talent was in him.

And then Marin caught him, pulled him down, and thinking was the last thing his body wanted to do. Travers surrendered without complaint and let impulse – ‘grand passion,’ as Curtis had lately called it – take him where it would. 

They slept again, and this time Neil slept so soundly, the call from the threedee did not wake him. He stirred as Marin shook his shoulder, reached for him again, but this time Marin only caught his hand, kissed the palm and then fended him off. 

He pried open one eye and swore as he saw the time. It was not much before noon, shiptime, and Marin was not only up and dressed, he was back from Ops room or crew lounge with a wide handy displaying the vidfeed from the Ebrezjim. “Give me a minute,” Travers groaned, peeling himself off the bed and heading for the bathroom.

Coffee was waiting for him when he returned. He shrugged into an indigo silk kimono and sat on the foot of the bed, where Marin was cross-legged, watching the feed. “Dario and Tor are pulling the strings,” Curtis said thoughtfully. “But they decided to do the whole thing on remote – drones. Telepresence is a whole lot safer. We’re disturbing the wreck the way Ernst never did. All he did was bring the old handling drones online, power up the generators and undock the engine deck.” He chuckled. “All external – it didn’t impact much on the inside of the ship. The interior’s like…”

“A tomb,” Travers finished. “It is a tomb.”

“Yeah.” Marin took a swig of coffee. “They’ve explored the whole thing with viddrones, all the compartments that were not crushed ... they found four more dead. The ship took some damage on the way through the temporal horizon. Mark’s theorizing that she had enough engine power to almost hold herself out of it. You do that, it’ll crush you, unless you have the power to run Aragos that’ll hold off maybe a hundred gravities. The Ebrezjem didn’t – she had just enough to make a fight of it, run the engines counter to the horizon. Part of the structure twisted and tore apart under the force of her own propulsion. Something like hooking the nose of a car to a docking crane, putting it in reverse and tramping on the accelerator. If there’s enough power, she’ll pull herself to pieces.”

“Then the engines overheated, scrammed, and she went through the horizon fast,” Travers mused, “the way Lai’a did. Or the Orpheus. What did Lai’a call it? A Heisenberg tunnel. Mick said, you burn out your engines and then it sucks you right in.”

“Lai’a,” Marin said darkly, “drove in hard, under power. No strain whatever on the hull, frame or engines.”

“Getting out will be a different story.” Travers was frowning over the display in the handy, where three robust industrial drones were using particle beams to cut deep into the deck under Ebrezjim Ops.

And Dario and Tor had taken Rabelais’s advice. They were cutting half a meter away from the AI core on all sides. They would lift it out with infinite slowness, on the softest possible Arago cushion.

“This is going to take a while,” Marin said redundantly. “Another hour, minimum, to free the core, and an hour after that to lift it out.” He passed the handy to Travers. “It’s as thrilling as watching paint dry.” He leaned over and dropped a sucking kiss on Travers’s nape. “Dario and Tor are in Ops, but Mark has better things to do.” He paused. “Vidal looks like a much happier boy this morning.”

“You wake up in someone’s arms, you usually are,” Travers observed. “So long as you can remember the night before, and you know who you’re with!” He ducked the pillow that angled toward his head. “You know what I mean.”

“I … know what you mean,” Marin allowed. 

“Are we shortlisted for some duty shift?” Travers stretched his back.

“Not as such. But the simulator’s set up, and we ought to be flying it.”

Travers groaned eloquently. “Another chance to drop ourselves right into another black hole!”

“We learn by doing,” Marin intoned. “Vidal is reporting results to Shapiro and Vaurien. We,” he added, “are shaping up as the best of the rest. Vidal and Queneau are the veterans, the survivors – the best. But of the rest of us, you and I are doing it better – a lot better – than Hubler and Rodman, Perlman and Fargo, or even Ernst and Jo, come to that. Turns out, we have a knack for this.”

On his feet and rummaging for clothes, Travers looked over his shoulder at Marin, who was still cross-legged on the bed. “Where’s Mick? Does he want us in the simulator right now?”

Marin gestured vaguely with his coffee. “Hubler and Rodman are in it at the moment. Give them an hour.”

A chance to crash it, take a breather, go again, crash again, Travers thought as he fed his legs into track pants and pulled a tunic over his head. “I want to stretch out, get my muscles working. You …?”

“Had all the workout I needed.” Marin patted the bed. “Every joint I possess is … comprehensively stretched. But I’ll cheer from the sidelines. There’s not much for us to do now. Jazinsky and the Sherratts are going to be in the lab, running the Ebrezjim data backwards and sideways.”

He swiped up the handy as they stepped out, absently monitoring the vidfeed from the ancient wreck, though it was uneventful. Travers led him down and aft, to the compartment – twenty meters by thirty, cool, breezy, dark until a visitor’s presence tripped the lights, and then bright with full frequency daylight – which Bravo had set up as their gym. 

Even here crates and barrels were stacked along one bulkhead, wasting no space, as if Vaurien, Shapiro and Mark Sherratt were allowing for Lai’a not seeing the Deep Sky again for a very long time indeed. Travers frowned at the stacks and then turned his back on them and fed himself into one of several contraptions which would not have looked out of place in a dungeon.

He was slung in a cradle that formed up about him, pulling and pushing on a pair of bars where the weight was set by the mechanism, always just a few percent outside his ability to handle it without injury. Telemetry monitored heart, pulse, blood pressure, and he had only to push, pull, until the machine said stop, then rest until it said go. He set the mechanism for a heavy workout, leaned back into the cradle, and put his mind in neutral while his body went to work.

Sweat was running freely, his veins roped, the blood sang in his ears, when Marin said, “You’re a masochist, you know that?”

“If I was a masochist I’d pump iron every day,” Travers argued as he paused to drink. He gestured at the handy. “How goes it?”

“They’re through to the core now. Setting up to pull it out.” Marin was sitting on the bench opposite. “Dario wants to get it into laboratory conditions, warm it up one degree at a time over the space of days.” He looked up over the handy. “As soon as it’s aboard, they’re planning a memorial for the dead of the Ebrezjim, and then – we’re leaving.”


  

Leaving the freefall lagoon, by way of the radiation storm Vidal had described as a scene from some barbarian hell. A thrill of something very like dread stitched through Travers and he threw his weight against the bars again.

An hour later he was rubbing his hair, naked and comfortable in the cabin, when Joss said from the threedee, “Colonel Travers to Ops.”

“On my way,” Travers pledged. “What am I doing there?”

It was Lai’a who answered. “The Doctors Sherratt have asked you to supervise drones,” it told him with what sounded like a hint of scorn.

“What, Joss can’t wrangle them?” Travers grabbed up a fresh pair of slacks. “Or you?”

“Doctors Dario Sherratt and Sereccio,” Lai’a said with the familiar patience, “appear to prefer that their drones should not be AI supervised.” It paused. “Machines in command of machines.”

 “They don’t trust an AI to tell drones where to go?” Travers snorted as he grabbed a fresh shirt. “That doesn’t sound right. Where’s Curtis?”

“Colonel Marin is in Physics 4 with Doctor Mark Sherratt,” Joss told him. 

“And Vidal?”

“Colonel Vidal has just exited the simulator bay, in company with Captain Rodman and Major Hubler. They appear to be headed for Operations. Do you wish me to call Colonel Vidal?” Joss asked.

“Not at this moment.” It was a long time since Travers had heard Hubler referred to by his rank. Since he left the service, Roark had regarded himself as a civilian freelance, inclined toward the Freespacer. Barefoot, shoes in hand, Neil padded forward in the direction of the Ops room. The way took him past several labs and he heard Mark’s voice, and Curtis’s, before he reached the open door to the smallest, quietest of them.

“Ten blown escape pods,” Mark was saying, “which would have accommodated twenty people each, if they were full; sixteen dead left aboard – and as you noted, there’s nothing of the disfigurement or disarray you see when people perish in vacuum, much less when a ship decompresses. They were on the lower deck when the Ebrezjim peeled open, in a sealed compartment that didn’t collapse.”

“And the entire crew complement, at launch?” Marin asked as Travers stepped into the lab.

They were sitting at the long bench, watching a threedee, an edit of the vidfeed from drones that had explored the whole ship. The lab was the same as any other, and Travers did not even spare it a glance as Mark said, “There would have been two hundred souls aboard when the ship launched, give or take a few percent.” He looked up over Marin’s shoulder. “Neil, you look rested.”

“I am.” Travers pulled a stool up to the bench as Marin swiveled toward him and shuffled over to make space. “So – if the ship had a couple of hundred aboard and we’ve found sixteen, you have to guess the rest had already blown out in the escape pods. But, where?”

“Exactly.” Mark set the playback on pause and turned toward Travers and Marin. “There’s no point in ejecting into the lagoon. There’s nowhere to go. If the Ebrezjim were raided by another crew that arrived in this void at the same time and came hunting for the tech to effect an escape, all the Resalq crew could reasonably do was fight to the death.”

Travers lifted a brow at him, and gestured into the threedee. “You’ve seen a lot of the ship. Any signs of a firefight?”

“That,” Mark said slowly, “is the oddest thing. There’s no sign of any fighting at all. From what we can see, the ship just made her way here, got caught in the gravity tide – the Odyssey Tide, as we call it – fought with the temporal horizon, overcooked the engines till they scrammed, and made the transit into the lagoon as we did, and Michael’s driftship before us. Inside, the Ebrezjim drifted on momentum. If the engineers did manage to restart the engines, they didn’t have the power to make it back out through the horizon. Nor did Michael, when he took the Orpheus-Odyssey hybrid – which was driven by the same engines, remember – into the radiation field. 

He paused there, frowning over the data for some time. “But I don’t think the crew of the Ebrezjim even tried to make it out of the lagoon,” he added at last. “Look at the numbers. If she’d made any attempt the hull would still be highly radioactive, since she had no decontamination facility remotely like anything Lai’a possesses. The hull,” he said finally, “is very little hotter than Lai’a, post-decontamination.”

“So sixteen Resalq were aboard when the ship arrived back here,” Travers mused. “They were headed for the Orpheus Gate, obviously. Trying to get home. From there, they’d have headed to Saraine or Jagreth, any of the worlds where the Resalq homeworlds were at the time. The engines failed, they were stuck in the lagoon here...”

“And the same engines wouldn’t pull Mick out either. He tried.” Marin sighed heavily. “Maybe the crew left on the Ebrezjim knew better than to tackle the radiation barrier at the horizon. Maybe …” His teeth closed on his lip and he frowned at Mark. “Maybe they were intending to go scavenging through the void, same as Ernst did. Maybe they were going to be the raiders. Smash and grab, take whatever they could find, either build something new, seize someone else’s tech, or find gear to get their own engines back up to specs.”

“I’d buy that,” Travers agreed. “But then … what? They ran out of time? Got sick? Perhaps their life support went on the fritz, like Ernst’s. Have we looked at that, Mark?”

“We have,” Mark told him, “but there’s no way to infer useful data. The system has bled completely away and instrumentation is quite literally frozen. The AI might know more, if we can coax it online, and if no irreparable damage has been sustained during ten centuries of dormancy and neglect.” He shook his head slowly. “The very real truth is, we might never know the answer to the mystery. And this isn’t what troubles me.”

Travers thought he knew what Mark was thinking. “Either those escape pods blew for a good reason,” he said quietly, “or they blew due to a rogue power spike – and it does happen. If they blew for a reason, they’d have been loaded with the crew … but where, why? Not inside Elarne. If they blew in a power surge, they’d have been empty.” 

“If they were loaded, where in hell are those people?” Marin said bitterly. “And if they blew out empty, the question’s the same – where are two hundred Resalq, less the sixteen we found dead?”

Ghosts shadowed Mark’s face. He looked away from the threedee. “Work it out, Curtis. Go through the equation, one variable at a time. Only madmen would eject into Elarne, so – assume the crew blew out in normal space, far indeed from Hellgate. The next station on the gravity express is Orion 359. They might have ejected there – who knows why? Or at a previous gate. Or,” he added quietly, “in Zunshu space.” 

For a long moment the lab was silent. The loudest sound was a shush of cooling fans. At last Marin said, “If they ejected at Orion 359, we could find them.”

“If anyone survived.” Mark’s tone was bleak. “The odds are incredibly long on survival, without a support ship, over a millennium. Even finding a habitable world within reach of the escape pods is a massive longshot. Resalq scientists would have known this.”

“They could also have known the location of a decent planet ahead of time,” Travers speculated. “The Ebrezjim was on her way home. Being a science crew, they might have done some surveying around the exit gates on their way out.”

“I believe they did,” Mark agreed. “True, information from this era is scarce, incomplete and untrustworthy, but stories have come down to us about messages transmitted back … habitable worlds.” His shoulders lifted in a deep, expressive shrug. “We can look.” His eyes flickered from Marin to Travers and back. “But worlds favorable to thin-skinned, endothermic oxygen breathers are fairly rare. I wouldn't expect one to fall so close to the skirts of Orion 359 as to be reachable by escape pod. The far greater probability is, those pods either blew due to system malfunction, or the crew ejected in Zunshu space. In enemy territory, at least they’d be in reach of rescue.”

Rescue? The word was ashen in Travers’s mouth. “If your people were picked up by Zunshu, they’d be prisoners. Maybe the Ebrezjim tried to get out. There was trouble when they made their run, so they blew the pods, were salvaged. It’s … possible. But it adds up to incarceration.”

“Or execution,” Mark said softly. “Or vivisection, the way both human and Resalq xenobiologists have always been inclined to study alien species ... including each other.” He shook his head slowly. “If the crew fell into Zunshu hands, there’s no pleasant resolution. And we,” he added, pushing up to his feet, “won’t know anything more until the Ebrezjim’s AI comes back online – if it ever does. We should be able to get data out of it, even if the synthetic mind itself is dead.” He looked at his chrono. “They’ll be lifting it right now. It’ll be on board in an hour or so, and then I believe we’re departing. In which case, I must give some thought to the memorial Midani suggested. He’s quite right. The ship is a crypt, and these people have waited a long time for chelemlal
to be said over them.” He dropped a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “I’ll be in the Ops room, if you need me.”

“So will I,” Travers growled. “I was on my way there. Joss said Dario and Tor want me to wrangle drones – apparently neither it nor Lai’a can do the job?”

“They’ll be glad to illuminate you – it gives them a chance to grumble.” Mark gestured sharply in the direction of the stern of Lai’a, above which the hyper-Weimann core blazed, naked and malevolent. “It’s all about interference off the drive … comm has been dropping out, intermittently and increasingly.”

“And we can’t afford any mistakes with the Ebrezjim AI.” Marin was a pace behind Travers. “I’ll give you a hand, Neil. You might need it, if comm is squireling around.”

Ops was busy. Vaurien and Jazinsky were absent, but Alexis Rusch was still looking at the Orion 359 data. Dario, Tor and Midani Kulich were working ten drones between them, while Tonio Teniko looked on, sullen, dull-eyed, rebellious, and Vidal sat watching the tank in company with Hubler. Both were eating, and from the ’chef came the scents of nachos and grilled chicken. Vidal had just had his shots; Grant was still repacking a light bag, and before he left he aimed a scanner at Teniko. Travers was right behind him, and peered at the results. Grant looked up and back, and turned the screen to give him a clearer look.

Toxic, Travers observed. The cocktail of drugs in Teniko’s blood would have anesthetized a camel, and the real mystery was how the man was staying on his feet, lucid enough to work two hours out of six. His useful window was approaching right now. In ten minutes he would be in the dark little lab on the far side of Jazinsky’s, alone with a battery of computers and two handling drones – doing what, Travers did not know, and would not have understood if Teniko had explained it to him.

“Neil, thank gods.” Dario beckoned him right to the two workstations where he, Tor and Midani were so focused on the interwoven displays, they barely had the time to look up. 

Four meters away, Alexis Rusch and Leon Sherratt were still busy with the Orion 359 data, but Rusch was watching as Travers appeared and Tor observed, 

“You’re damn’ good with drones, Neil – see what you can do with these.”

“Ten years in Fleet – I ought to know drones.” Travers gave Marin a glance and pulled up a chair. “What’s going on? Mark mentioned something about comm on the fritz.”

“This.” Tor zoomed swiftly on the quadrant of one screen where he was monitoring comm around Lai’a. “This is the command frequency for the drones, and it’s – there! See that flatline? Their comm band keeps dropping right out, blitzed by a burst of interference from the drive. The drones glaze over till their tiny little brains come back online. This happens when they’re maneuvering the old AI core, they can slam it right into something. At these temperatures metals are so brittle, all we’re going to salvage is a few bins of trash.”

“Change the command frequency,” Travers suggested.

“Tried that.” Tor gave him a reproachful look. “The interference is coming from Lai’a. All applicable frequencies are susceptible.”

“Wasn’t a problem six hours ago,” Marin mused.

“Yeah – and we’ve been sitting here for those six hours, with a naked transspace core right up there.” Dario gestured upward, and slightly aft. “The Ebrezjim is starting to sizzle, enough to make comm go screwy. And yes, before you ask, we knew this had to happen – it just happened a hell of a lot faster than we’d hoped. Caught us napping. We’re off somewhere in the forecast calculations – don’t have anywhere near the time we thought we had. Sue us.”

“So tell Lai’a to stand off, put some distance between us and it, and put a decontamination crew on the wreck,” Travers suggested slowly. “Get the radiotoxicity back down to manageable levels, and the drones should come properly back online.”

“We can do that,” Tor agreed, “but it adds up to a full-on job, hundreds of drones, weeks of work, because the wreck’s wide open to space. Gotta decontaminate the inside as well as the outside, yes? And inside, she’s delicate as a handful of snowflakes. You can’t just go in and hammer on her, like you can on the hull of Lai’a.”

“Well … shoot,” Travers said lucidly, out of ideas. He lifted a brow at Dario and Tor, waiting.

“Or,” Tor said, rising to the challenge, “we can override the drones. Deactivate their pea-sized brains, take ’em on good, old fashioned remote control, wrangle ’em by hand via telepresence – with a few klicks of cable, if necessary! Take the old AI aboard, and get the hell out.”

“The job’s actually halfway done, damnit,” Dario growled. “The core is actually out. The drones didn’t go loopy till they were lifting the whole hunk of matrix out through the deck. And the answer to the question you ought to be asking, Neil, is yes, any decontamination process will wreak havoc with it. We need to get this done fast. Every minute we stand around talking about it, we’re ramping up the contamination.”

“O…kay.” Travers flexed his fingers, eyes skimming the displays.

One quadrant of one flatscreen showed him a visual. Marin was at his shoulder and they pored over it together. The drones had cut a cylinder out of the matrix of the ship’s cubic material, around three meters in diameter, and they had already trimmed it to five meters long. The AI core was in the middle of this mass, while four pocket-sized drones had clamped on, two at either end of the cylinder, and were holding it safe, right in the middle of Ebrezjim Ops. The mass would fit through the fissure in the hull with fifty centimetres on either side, and the consequences of a collision on the way through were dire.

“Can we widen out the hull opening?” Marin asked as he reviewed the same data. 

“Oh, we’d love to,” Tor agreed, “but we looked at the numbers. No matter if we try to torch it open or just push it open with Arago jacks, we’ll feed in so much energy, the inside of the wreck will start warming up fast. It’ll get so unstable, the compartments’ll be full of a mess of drifting ice plus maybe ten tonnes of debris that’ll shatter off the structures inside the hull, where we’re trying to cut her open. We dump a lot of cartwheeling debris in there, and we stand a first-class chance of losing the AI core. All this has been for nothing.”

“So we looked at putting the core back into the deck,” Dario muttered, “then torching open the hull, then putting a gang of drones inside and cleaning out the compartments.” He looked up with a disgusted expression. “We’re back to the time budget. In the days it’d take to go that route, we’d just irradiate the wreck to the point where we’d have to decontaminate it before we could move the core again. Like Tor said, weeks of work. You want to sit here for weeks, while the Zunshu hit the Deep Sky?” 

“Damn.” Travers looked up at Curtis and Mark. Beyond them, Vidal and Hubler were listening, and Ernst Rabelais had just stepped in. “Exactly how bad’s the radiation?” Travers asked thoughtfully.

“Bad enough.” Dario studied him with a frown. 

“Too much for industrial armor to handle?” Alexis Rusch wondered. She had turned away from the Orion 359 data and was watching the other display; and she was thinking along the same lines as Travers.

Dario’s tonguetip flicked over his lips as he looked from Travers to Rusch and back again. “You guys want to do this, uh, manually?”

“With the drones jacking around, there’s no absolute guarantee of getting the AI core out of there without critical damage,” Travers said reasonably, “even if we wrangle them on remote, by cable. One cable snags, breaks – it’s over. You know all this, we all do. How important is this data you’re looking for?”

“Invaluable.” Mark folded both arms on the breast of a dark gold tunic. “This ship has been in Zunshu space. The AI has seen it, navigated it … it’s seen the Zunshu face to face. It has hard data about them, their worlds, their space –”

“Their defenses, weapons systems, their home fleet,” Vidal added in acid tones. “How important is it to get this data? What’s locked in the core could raise our chance of forcing an armistice and getting back out of Zunshu space to maybe eighty percent.”

“Seventy,” Mark corrected. 

“Seventy’s one hell of a lot better than fifty.” Travers splayed his right hand over the pad and zoomed on the radiation parameters. He whistled softly. “It’s getting hot out there.”

Marin leaned on his shoulder. “Too hot?”

“Depends –” Travers skimmed data, visuals, charts, looking for exactly the angles of view he wanted “– how long you’d need be out there in the badlands. I’m figuring an excursion time of about 30 minutes, tops, before somebody’s going to be laid up in the Infirmary, going through the fun and games Bill put Mick through.”

“Well … shit,” Vidal whispered. “I was going to put my hand up and volunteer.”

“Michael, for heaven’s sake,” Rusch began.

“Not a bloody chance in hellfire,” Bill Grant said loudly, cutting right across her with the voice of medical authority. “And not you either, Neil, nor you, Curtis. Not after what happened to the pair of you on the campus in Hydralis. There’s only so much of this crap the human body can take – or the Resalq, come to that. This kind of shit busts you up right at the chromosome level. You’ll pay a high price for it, in ten years, or twenty. It’s somebody else’s turn – there’s a few other jocks on this ship!”

“Well, now.” Roark Hubler swung his weight onto his feet, balanced on the awkward, uncomfortable biocyber legs. “Sounds like somebody punched my number.”

“Or ours,” Tor said doubtfully.

“Just yesterday you were talking about how you wanted kids,” Travers said pointedly. “You do this, Tor, and you can walk away just as sterile as me and Curtis and Mick.”

“And me,” Hubler said with a self-mocking chuckle. “I been sterile as a mule since I tangled with a hot-core generator that took a shell fragment and steamed its guts out into the body of a gunship, ten years ago.” He stomped over to the workstations between Dario and Rusch and glared at the displays. “Goddamn, that’s gonna be tighter than a virgin at an old prude’s convention.”

“Doable, though,” Travers said thoughtfully. “You just need to be quick, Roark. Maybe … wrap the cylinder in a thermal air blanket, at ambient temperature. Zip it shut and inflate it till you got a hand’s span on both sides as it goes through the fissure, right? One guy on top, one on the bottom – put a couple of gloves between it and the hull as it goes through, give it a punt, slow and steady from the bottom. She’ll cruise on through. Catch her on Aragos, come right back to Lai’a on suit thrusters. I wouldn’t even bother with a sled – takes time you won’t have.”

Hubler frowned down at him. “You’ve done this before.”

“Something similar,” Travers confessed. “It’s doable, Roark, you just need a second pair of fast, strong hands.”

“I, me, am always having fast, strongly hands,” Midani Kulich offered. “I was worked on ships like Ebrezjim when was just not twenty years aged.”

But Mark was doubtful. “It shouldn’t be you, Midani. You’re one of very, very few ancestrals with the pure genes. We don’t want to run any risks with those genes. If a human becomes sterile, it’s an inconvenience. If an ancestral Resalq were to be sterile –”

“What is this thing, this ‘sturull?’” Midani’s brow creased.

“Bowcushe,” Mark told him gravely. “Sem
cushenlal.”

“Me alike to Major Hubler, but,” Kulich said. He shrugged, spread his hands. “Engine tech, me, whole life. Was inside engine housing for working doing, and … no words.” He huffed an impatient sigh and switched into the Resalq.

Mark listened, and his brows rose. He gave Hubler a sidelong look. “He was working in the reaction chamber on a freighter. It was supposed to be safe enough to work without armor but, in his words, a ‘sludgebrain’ decided to test the igniters, which primed the system with raw fuel, with four live techs in the chamber. It cost them two days in decontamination, a year of medical nano, sterility.”

“It’s always been common among engine technicians as well as line crews, pilots and troops,” Rusch allowed. 

“Accidents,” Hubler added, “happen way too often when we get pitched into crap like this. Somebody’s got to get their hands dirty, guys – drones are dandy only up to a point, and you passed that point two hours ago.” He tilted his head at Kulich. “You reckon you can do the job?”

 “I can do,” Kulich insisted. To Mark he added, “Got own armor, be inside, faster than Major Hubler.”

“He’ll do me,” Hubler decided. “And call me Roark, kid. I quit Fleet, you know. Technically, I’m on the Harlequin right now … speaking of which, don’t nobody say word one to Asako. She’s sound asleep. With a bit of luck she’ll still be asleep by the time Midani and me get home.”

“All right.” Travers sat back and regarded him with a frown. “You’re going to catch hell for this?”

“I … might.” Hubler only shrugged. “I’ve done this sort of crap before. That price Billy Grant talked about paying, down the line? It’s my price to pay, and I’ll pay it. Fact is, I’m the one that can get this done. Mick?” Vidal was nodding, but Hubler added, “Asako says I’m a moron.”

“Jesus, we’re all morons,” Grant muttered, “or we wouldn’t be here.”

“Or heroes,” Rusch suggested. 

“And frequently,” Mark said quietly, “there’s an indiscernibly fine line between foolishness and courage.” He beckoned Hubler and Kulich aft. “We’ll have you back before you’re in the red zone, Roark. Trust me. Michael, Ernst, come and help me get them suited up and get the equipment together. Every minute we sit here looking at the job –” 

He did not have to say it. Every minute, the Ebrezjim was soaking up more fallout. Travers stood back from the workstations and asked pointedly, “Is it worth asking Lai’a to put some distance between us and the wreck?”

But Dario’s dark head was shaking. “Wouldn’t make enough difference to be worth it – and the further it stands off, the longer it’ll take Roark and Mid to even get into the Ebrezjim. They’re going to be counting seconds by the time they’re done.”

“Armor, and thorough decontamination afterward,” Tor said grimly, “not just of them, but of the computer core as well. The AI itself is rad shielded, thank gods. The guys? We do the best we can.” He reached for a combug and slipped it into his ear. “Mark, we’re standing by. I’ll open up Decon 2, bring the drones online. Give us vidfeed from the armor, if you don’t mind, Roark.”

The display transferred from the workstations to the navtank. Not five minutes later, they saw a view of the suiting room, and Travers drew together with Marin, Vidal and Rabelais, watching as the jump bay opened to space. 

The feed was from Hubler’s helmet camera. Kulich dove out a second before him, kicking off and augmenting that force with several jets from the thruster pack. Both his hands were full of equipment, and more was loaded into every cleat on the armor. Hubler was similarly loaded. Compressed gases streamed away into the blackness of the void, solidifying in the unspeakable cold and snowing back toward Hubler’s camera. They fogged the field of view for a moment before he was through the little snowstorm and racing after Kulich. Dario’s voice said quietly, 

“The clock’s ticking, kids. Hustle!”

The wreck raced up fast – much faster than a sled would have made the crossing. Kulich braked down with tiny jets which stripped speed from him, let him tumble over to present the massive armored boots to the ruptured hull. He touched down soundlessly, adeptly. Aragos held him there while he stepped aside to make space for Hubler. Travers leaned forward, intent on the feed as Kulich unloaded his equipment and secured it to the hull. He helped Roark unload before they knelt by the fissure, and Midani dropped a pair of small, fist-sized worklights inside. He was absolutely professional – it was obvious he had done this kind of work many times before.

Dario whispered, “Four minutes.”

Upside down, helmet-first, Hubler fed himself in through the rip in the hull of the old ship, and the visual first blanked and then shifted into a nightmare fantasy of harsh shadows and drifting particulate sleet – ice crystals, some the size of a man’s thumb, others the size of a snowflake, hanging in zero-gee like a thin soup. 

“Visuals are going to be dodgy,” Marin observed. 

“And instruments aren’t much better.” Travers was peering at sensor data. “It’s sizzling already. No wonder comm’s been so busted up. Roark?”

“We’re in,” Hubler responded. “It’s a swamp in here. Ice, sheeted off the walls, it’s everywhere.”

“Problem, Major?” Rusch wondered.

“Nah. Just gotta be bloody damn’ careful.” Hubler’s voice distorted, broke up, righted itself. “Now, butt out and let us get this done,” he said sharply. “We’re starting to fry – got an eye on instruments, and it’s really fuckin’ nasty in here.”

He was making his way forward from the compartment into which the fissure opened, into the passage and forward to Ebrezjim Ops. The navtank seemed to be full of swirling snow through which the worklights appeared as sun-bright haloes. Visuals were so confusing, Travers looked away, but the sensory feed was dropping out as often as the audio. Drones would be worse than useless. He groaned, turned his back on the tank and looked up at Mark’s shadowed face. 

“Have a little faith,” Mark said softly. “Michael tells me Roark Hubler is good, and I know for fact, Midani Kulich is just as skilled. They can do this.”

“But can they do it in time?” Leon Sherratt whispered. “Dario?”

“Six minutes,” Dario said grimly, “and I have no idea where they are or what they’re doing.”

“Christ on a freakin’ bicycle,” Bill Grant grumbled, “here we go a-bloody-gain. I’m going to go crank up the Infirmary. I better get myself into armor. If they come back fried to a crisp, I can start drug and nano therapy right there in Decon 2.”

“Yeah,” Tor said quietly, “I think you’d better.” He had two angles into the decontamination bay framed in a flatscreen, and was already working with a gantry crane, setting up a cradle to receive the salvage. “The AI core can stay in the same hangar while we get it warmed up.”

“How long?” Marin wondered. 

“Two, maybe thee days,” Dario judged. “It has to be done slowly. Try to rush it, and it’s all been a waste of time and chromosomes. Then we can get it into the lab, see how much is viable.”

The visual was a mess of distortion. Travers saw bright and dark areas, shapes swimming inside and behind flurries of ice crystals. He thought he could make out a cylindrical something, blue-gray in the weird illumination, but every few seconds the image broke up, pixelized, danced sideways out of the navigation tank, blanked and reloaded. He barely had a chance to register what was before him before it was gone again.

“Seven minutes,” Dario reported. “Roark?” Nothing. He waited for a moment to give the comm time to clear. “Roark, you there?” 

“Right here. One o– … –ot – jammed in place but we …  –ndby,” Hubler’s voice said levelly.

“Something jammed?” Rabelais echoed.

Travers rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger. “I’m guessing one of the handling drones froze on.” He looked down into Tor’s clenched face. “Four of them to maneuver it, right? You left ’em grabbed on?”

“Not intentionally,” Tor groaned. “They were told to release.”

“Sounds like three did and one stuck,” Rusch whispered. “Too cold.”

Vidal looked at his chrono, where he was monitoring the elapsed time. “Take a deep breath, guys. Nothing ever goes by the book. They’ll break the drone free – they’ve got time.”

“Lai’a, can you do anything to boost this comm?” Mark asked. 

“The comm is already boosted to maximum,” Lai’a said in the same calm tone it would have used to report routine ship data. “Three times, I warned about irradiation from the transspace drive.”

“And we heard you every time,” Dario admitted. “No one’s saying any of this is your responsibility, Lai’a.”

“Do you wish me to commence hyper-Weimann diagnostics?” it asked. 

“Yes.” Mark slid a handy out of his pocket and frowned over it. “The moment the AI core is aboard, we’re delaying just long enough to say chelemlal
over this tomb, and then we’re leaving.”

“Joss, call Captain Vaurien to Ops.” Travers thrust his hands into the hip pockets of his slacks. 

The display in the navtank sheeted out to pure white and when the image reformed it was gray, uniform, no discernable image. “Nine minutes. And the feeds are gone.” Dario sat back and flexed his hands as if they were cramping.

“Gone?” Marin and Rusch echoed, almost at the same moment.

“I’m getting intermittent carrier wave,” Dario told them. “It’s not  even enough to carry audio, let alone image or data. Lai’a?”

“Minor energy surges in the transspace drive are blanketing comm with interference,” Lai’a reported. “I am attempting to suppress them.”

“What’s causing them?” For the first time Tonio Teniko spoke up. He was standing out of the lights, hugging himself, and his voice was harsh.

Had Lai’a worked with him before? Travers wondered. The AI seemed to know him. “The energy surges are due to minor fluctuations in the containment fields, Doctor Teniko.”

“How minor?” Teniko insisted, “and caused by what?”

“Fluctuation to 0.008% of optimum,” Lai’a said mildly, “which in no way affects the safety or efficacy of this ship. However, it is certain that the fallout from such containment fluctuations will adversely affect local communications and datastream. I remind you that few experimental simulations were performed featuring crewmen working outside; and never a simulation featuring six hours of accumulated hyper-Weimann irradiation.”

Teniko glared at Mark. “No simulation?”

“No time, Tonio,” Mark said in a soft, dark voice. “We ran every simulation we could, until the moment of departure. Most were about navigation – keeping us out of gravity wells that can catch us and hold us in Elarne forever. The remainder were battlefield situations. We can expect to fight. We owe it to ourselves to be ready.”

For a moment it seemed Teniko was about to argue, as if he had been looking for something, anything, where the Resalq in general, and possibly Mark Sherratt in particular, might be found at fault. His mouth had opened to speak when Jazinsky stepped in, a pace ahead of Vaurien. Her voice overrode him completely, and he stepped back into the shadows. 

“We’ve been watching this apology for a datastream, Mark,” she said levelly, ignoring Teniko. “Nothing’s happening that we didn’t actually expect. We always knew it’d be one bitch of a job to get the AI core out. We just slightly miscalculated the rate of increase in fallout off the drive.”

“Slightly?” Teniko echoed. “You got your arithmetic just slightly wrong – wrong enough to put human beings into a shitstorm of radiation, with comms gone whacko? What else have you miscalculated?”

She spun on him and clapped her hands to task a glowbot. It dove down where it was needed and Teniko’s dimness brightened. His face creased and he held up a hand as the light found his eyes. His pupils were vast, dark. “The numbers weren’t available to be any more exact,” she snarled. “And you bloody know it, Tonio. You could have done better, with the existing crap data we had? If you’re so goddamn’ clairvoyant, it was your freaking duty to be available, and check my ‘arithmetic,’ and tell me I’d gotten it wrong! You should’ve been where you were needed – and where were you? Skulled out, flying, high as a kite!” She turned her back on him and continued, to Vaurien, “And incidentally, the little ratshit’s dead wrong in any case. The data was too inconsistent. Mark and I ran the forecasts backwards and sideways. We were pretty sure we had a window of at least three more hours than we’re actually getting. Nothing Teniko could have added would’ve changed one damn’ thing.”

Vaurien held up both hands. “It’s all right, Barb. I know how iffy the data was. I asked Lai’a … it couldn’t make any firm estimate either.” As he spoke, Teniko had stepped back into the shadows but his mouth had opened to protest, or fight, and Vaurien angled one finger at him as if it were a gun barrel. “Drop it, kid. One more word, and I’ll ban you from Ops. You got something positive to contribute, play nice … you got nothing, keep the mouth shut.”

Mutinous expressions raced over Teniko’s face, but he was wise enough to be silent. Travers watched him retreat to the shadows, but the too-dark eyes remained on Richard, smoldering with something obsessive. Did Vaurien know he was watched? The taut line of his shoulders said he did, but he ignored Teniko as he skimmed the displays to catch up fast.

The clock counted through twelve minutes while the navtank flashed and stuttered with apparitions which, to Travers, meant nothing. He had just begun to listen to the drum of his own pulse when Lai’a said,

“Doctor Teniko, as you specified, I have located the cause of the fluctuations in the containment field. This region of the Ebrezjim Lagoon is currently experiencing intermittent and very faint charged particle showers, almost certainly emitted by a vessel in the last moments before its drive imploded. My hyper-Weimann containment field is slightly reactive to the particles. I have modified the field frequency, which may lessen or curtail the fluctuations.”

“You should have known the field would react to such a particle shower,” Teniko growled. The indictment was acid.

 “Indeed, I should,” Lai’a agreed coolly. “This event has exposed a breach in my operational protocols, which has been repaired.”

“A breach in operational protocols,” Teniko echoed, mimicking the Resalq accent and cadence with brutal accuracy as he glared first at Mark and then at Jazinsky.

Her fists clenched till the knuckles were bone white. She turned to him slowly this time, but before she could speak Mark held up his hand to stop the impending tirade. 

“We never claimed to have covered every last potential for incident, much less accident,” he said to Teniko, slow, measured. “Lai’a is not some database of categorized things. It’s growing, and even it must still learn. It learns the way we all do, Tonio, through its own experience and, sometimes, by making mistakes. Had we completed an absolutely exhaustive model of operational protocol, leaving no smallest potential to chance, we’d have been at Alshie’nya another ten months. The Deep Sky doesn’t have so much time. Or,” he added deliberately, bitingly, “we’d have needed another brilliant mind, to whom horizon dynamics and hyper-Weimann physics are poetry and art, to work around the clock alongside the rest of us.”

The condemnation was tacit but bitter. Teniko’s mouth opened to protest and then closed again. Travers discovered his lungs burning and realized he had been holding his breath. He released it as a sigh and met Mark’s wide, golden eyes as the Resalq turned back toward the navtank. “My apologies,” Mark said softly to the entire group. “Many, many times in the last half year, I’ve warned that there were too few of us, too much work, and too little time.”

“I said the same thing, I lost count of how many times.” Jazinsky set a hand on Mark’s arm. “Hey, this is a minor hiccup – they’re the ones that get overlooked. The truth is, you cover all the major cockups because they’re so obvious, they occur to you. Things like this? We’re learning, same as Lai’a.” She angled a hot, dark look at Teniko. “Well, some of us are.”

A flash from the navtank, and the image reappeared, shimmied, stabilized. The angle from Hubler’s helmet camera showed a closeup on a bulkhead, and then a quick upward tilt – right above was the fissure, a black gash in the hull, bleeding cables and broken conduit, half-seen through a whirlwind of ice crystals A blast of static white noise over the comm, and Hubler’s voice said distinctly, 

“Get under it, Midani – no, other side. Quick! Catch it on the … yeah, you got it.”

They caught a glimpse of Kulich’s armored figure as he dove under the cylindrical mass to stop it drifting into the deck. “Whattahell happening to that Arago?” Midani huffed. 

“It slipped,” Hubler said tersely. “Nothing, and I mean nothing, was ever invented that worked properly in this kinda cold. “Jesus, this whole place is cold as a superconductor coil.” The tone was labored; he was working hard.

“What is this thing, Jeezoh?” Kulich panted, rising back up into the pickup angle of Hubler’s camera. “Catch it! Gotta be turning … no, other way! Right … all got it okay now.”

The cylindrical mass was drifting this way and that. Each time they caught it, they shifted its direction of drift and sent it sailing toward another bulkhead, in a compartment where every wall was dangerously close. 

“Shit,” Hubler wheezed, “that was close. Can you see the fissure?”

“Snowing storming.” Kulich paused, muttered in his native tongue. “Further – going on more – going right-right.”

“Sixteen minutes,” Dario warned. “Roark, watch your clock and your rad counters.”

“Can’t go no faster than we’re going,” Hubler growled, “not and get this thing out without beating it up.”

“It’s going to be tight,” Tor began.

“I fuckin’ know that, son!” Hubler snarled with the tone of a drill sergeant. “Standby Decontamination, and we’ll do the best we can.”

“Roark, Doctor Grant will be in armor,” Vidal said quietly.

“Yeah? Well, ’scuse me if I hope it’s a waste of his time and energy.”  

“So do I,” Vidal agreed, “but he’ll be there in Decon 2 with you.”

“Well, fuckitall, don’t I feel safer already?” Hubler muttered, and then, “wait right where you are, Midani. I’m going topside. Doc Sherratt?”

“Yes,” Mark and Dario responded in unison. Mark added, “Which?”

“Either.” Roark was huffing with effort. “I’m gonna sleeve the fissure with a rockwool insulating blanket. We left a winch drone up here, with a spool of cable. The plan is, I’ll drop down a cargo net. When she comes up, she’ll come through slow and steady with Midani underneath, pushing. Anything we oughtta know before we do this thing?”

For a moment Mark, Dario and Tor shared a silent conference before Mark said, “Nothing. You’re on time, on target, Hubler. You can make it back to Lai’a before your clock runs down.”

“Hallelujah. Here I go.” Hubler took an audible breath and bounced  up through the rent.

The visual blanked as he went through, before the spectators recognized the eerie, cratered landscape of the Ebrezjim’s hull, and a small drone which had clamped on with Aragos, right by the hull breach that had killed this ship. Hubler did not pause for longer than it took to anchor himself to the surface and tumble over into a head-down attitude, from which he unrolled the layer of rockwool into the fissure. 

The fabric was kevlex-titanium gossamer, and smart – Travers knew it well. Emergency services used it to patch hull damage on the fly in small ships, even gunships. It would fill a breach and a few meters of old fashioned duct tape would hold it in place securely enough to repressurize the compartment. He had used the stuff several times in reality and twenty more in simulation, and from the way Hubler handled it, he had done the same.

  “Troop transport,” Vidal told him in a murmur. Travers looked over at him, through the wash of the threedee. Vidal’s brows quirked. “Me, Roark, Resa Carson, couple of newbies – coming back from a furlough, just got into the Fleet docks. We’d hitched a ride over from Borushek – the Hydralis militia hit the dock. We took a chunk of shrapnel like a guided missile … picked us up, threw us away. Killed the comm stone dead and chewed a chunk out of the hull.” He nodded into the navtank, where they were watching Hubler’s gauntlets swiftly shoving the rockwool blanket into place. “Quick hands, and we’re here to tell the tale.”

“Twenty minutes,” Dario said into the loop. 

“Done and done.” Hubler pulled his gloves out of the fissure and spun around, reaching for the drone, cargo net and cable. 

“It’ll take four minutes to get back to Lai’a,” Marin said quietly. 

“Roark.” Vidal’s voice was level but terse. “You got to start back in six minutes, max.”

“You don’t say.” Hubler was feeding the cable through. “You hear that, Midani? Can you get it into the net, or d’you want me to come back down?”

“Coming back down is gooder. No … is better,” Kulich said without hesitation. “Load is drifting-moving, all over, not stopping never.”

“Bloody zero-gee,” Tor rasped. “If there’d been time, we’d have set up a gravity generator.” He gave Mark an apologetic look. “We blew this one. Sorry. We all thought we had hours longer. It should’ve been easy.”

“I know … ride with it,” Mark said in the familiar, velvet tone that soothed even as it exhorted. “We’re not done yet, and we’ve learned a lot. Lai’a itself has learned a great deal.”

Again the visual blanked as Hubler darted through the fissure, and then Travers recognized his gauntlets in the bottom of the frame, and Kulich’s helmet in the top and, between them, the gray cylinder of the AI core. It rolled, pitched, yawed, as they tried to feed it into the net, until at last they held the net steady and let the load yaw its way into captivity. Hubler swore lividly as the net tightened automatically, and as the drone up above registered the mass, the cable shortened. 

“Here we go.” Hubler was moving at once, bouncing up through the fissure like a fish diving between coral heads. Bare moments passed before he was saying, “Give her a push, Midani. Mick, time?”

Vidal was right by the navtank, his face lit in surreal colors and shadows by its illumination. “You got one minute to start back, Roark. You got no margin for error – red zone in five.”

The winch was running already, not actually pulling the load through the hull breach, but taking up slack cable. Travers held his breath, watching as the cargo net appeared, very gently jostling against the rockwool blanket – and then it was out, with Kulich’s helmet popping up through the fissure right behind it, like a rabbit out of a burrow. 

For a moment Hubler began to fiddle with the winch, but Vidal was there at once: “Ten seconds, Roark. Five seconds – forget it. Bring the whole shebang back just as-is. Move!”

The winch seemed to have fouled, or the cargo net had twisted – Travers could not make out which in the harsh, grainy image, and nor did it matter. Vidal was right. Hubler and Kulich took the whole assembly of winch, drone and load between them, spun about, shut off the Arago tethers and hit the suit thrusters hard. 

In the navtank was Hubler’s point of view, an image of Lai’a, shrunken with distance but growing slowly, steadily, as they jetted away from the Ebrezjim. Mark frowned at the acceleration numbers, performed a quick calculation and said very quietly, 

“Roark, the mass you’re carrying is slowing you down. You’re not fast enough by forty percent. Can you get any more speed?”

“Nope,” Hubler told him with grim certainty. “Got to hold enough gas in the tanks to brake – ’less you want me to try an Arago brake, with a load this delicate and valuable.”

An Arago braking maneuver, as Travers well knew, was calculated by an individual, for an individual. Two armored figures, plus the drone, plus the load, given an inexact thruster burn – the variables ran wild.

“Arago brake?” Rabelais muttered. “Don’t know what it’s like in this century, but where I come from, it was always ass-over-tit and glue the bits back together later.”

“We got enough left in the tanks to do a proper thrust brake,” Hubler said grimly. “You got Decontamination standing by? Looks like we’ll need it.”

Bill Grant had been listening for some time, and responded from the armored hangar. “I have a drone gang waiting for you, Roark. I’ve taken readings off the hull of the wreck – it’s nasty.”

“We’re gonna fry,” Hubler said bitterly.

“Not … necessarily.” Marin looked from Travers to Vidal and back. “Lai’a, can you catch them in handling tractors, perform braking … without damaging them or the cargo?”

 “It can be done. Tractors online,” Lai’a acknowledged. 

“Roark – hit it,” Vidal said sharply. “Burn everything – get some speed. Lai’a is going to catch you in tractors.”

“It’s gonna – what?” Hubler echoed. “Tell me you didn’t say something about a tractor catch.” But he and Kulich had kicked the suit jets to maximum and their speed was ramping up. 

“Lai’a can calculate it,” Vidal said acidly. “This is a Resalq super-AI we’re talking about, not some hangar deck halfwit.” He gave Travers a humorless half smile. “Been here, done this … five broken bones between the two of us. Six, if you count the knuckle Roark broke on the jaw of the moron who almost ripped us apart in the Aragos.”

Humor aside, it was the best option, and Hubler knew it. Travers was watching the instruments, running swift calculations. “They’re going to do it,” he said to no one in particular. “The armor’s still sizzling, but if I remember how to do the math, they’ll be inside the safe zone.” He looked up at Mark, brows arched. 

“With a margin of eight seconds to seal the hangar and start the decontamination process,” Mark said with a grim optimism. He puffed out his cheeks. “We really did fudge this one in mid-flight.”

“Learning process,” Dario said with deliberate pragmatism. “Us and Lai’a. All intelligent creatures have to learn … two minutes, Bill – you’re set up, ready to receive?”

And Grant: “The bay doors are open, I’m running five layers of Arago shielding between me and the shitstorm out there, and I’m in armor. Damnit, is anybody but me ready to get the hell out of this creepy place?”

It was Mark who said, “I think we all are, Bill. Start them on decon, get the cargo locked down safely. We’re going to take a minute to say chelemlal
for the dead, and then – Lai’a?”

“The transspace drive is available,” Lai’a assured him. “Ignition sequencing is not possible before the habitation module is sealed. The course back to the exact point of horizon transit is pinpointed by the hyper-Weimann wake. Hyper-Weimann ignition is at captain’s discretion; potential transit in 66 minutes.”

“Wait for my word,” Mark said thoughtfully. “Richard … a short time only, for a memorial.”

“Take all the time you need, soon as they’re back aboard.” Vaurien was intent on the display. “Roark, Midani – tractor braking will begin in 20 seconds. Brace yourselves.”

The usual Arago brake was sudden, hard, like running headfirst into a wall, and injury was common even when the subject was armored. Hubler and Kulich could easily have ridden it out, but the Ebrezjim’s AI core was another matter. Lai’a treated it like a basket of eggs. Forty seconds out from the hangar, six gentle tractors caught the whole package of Hubler, Kulich and their prize, and the screens were so soft, so malleable, it must have been like falling into a deep stack of air cushions. 

“I can see you,” Grant called. “Lai’a, can you hear me?”

“Of course, Doctor Grant,” the AI said with mild reproach.

“Well, pardon me,” Grant muttered. “Sling ’em around, I want ’em to slide on into the hangar boots-first, got it?”

“Understood,” Lai’a echoed. “Seal hatches at your earliest convenience.”

“Duh,” Grant grumbled, and then, “Roark, Midani, you’re gonna have to hold the load between you – keep it the hell off the deck.”

“Our business, Doc,” Hubler informed him. “You just bloody be there with a whole barrel of decontaminant foam … I just took a reading off the surface of this tuxedo I’m wearing, and – handle with fuckin’ tongs!”

“What a coincidence,” Grant said acidly, “I just happen to have several large pairs of tongs. Ten seconds. Standby.” 

In the navtank, the angle of view from Hubler’s vidfeed displayed an upside-down wide shot of the habitation module, where a narrow section of the Zunshu armor had slid aside, like the fins of a scaly fish sweeping up and back around its flanks, to give access to the decontamination bay. The cavern of the hangar was no longer expanding – Hubler, Kulich and their prize hung stationary in the tractor fields.

Vidal held the combug to his ear. “Roark?”

“Shut it, the both of you,” Hubler snapped. “Midani?” They hugged the salvage between them, protecting it with their own armor. “Lai’a!” Hubler barked. “Go!” 

The Australian was thick in Grant’s voice as he shouted, “Roark – boots on the deck, old son, don’t come in head-first.”

Tumbling in the cushion of the Arago fields, Hubler and Kulich  barely had any control over how they would cross the threshold, and the vidfeed was a crazy carousel of spinning images. Travers took his eyes away, looking at the clock instead.

It showed seven seconds when the hangar doors began to rumble, and two seconds when green indicators showed them locked. A gang of maintenance drones had swooped on Hubler and Kulich before they touched down, and now Travers focused on the data from Grant’s rad counters. 

Both armor and salvage were hot enough to constitute a major hazmat threat, but in two minutes of high-pressure hosing the levels began to fall. For the first time in half an hour the Ops room relaxed. Vaurien leaned heavily against the side of the tank and gave Mark a look of rueful amusement. 

“That,” he said with stygian humor, “was all about sheer luck.”

“Success sometimes is,” Rusch said with a lifetime’s cynicism. 

Rabelais was at the autochef, fetching coffee and donuts. “Look at me, I’m the living proof of it.”

“I know – Lady Luck must be besotted with you buggers,” Grant muttered into the loop. “It’s shaping up like about an hour to get out of here, Richard. They’re surface-hot, but I just jacked into the suits’ data ports. The interior’s good. They got home right on the thin edge of safe.”

“Here’s to luck.” Vidal saluted the navtank in coffee. “An hour before you can get your hands on the computer core, Mahak.”

Mark seemed to force his mind back to the present. “Dario, Tor, you’ll want to set up an Arago cradle to hold the core, and –”

“And configure the heat in the hangar to bring it up to temperature just slowly enough that it doesn’t turn to mush,” Dario finished. “Hey … my job, remember?” 

“Cryptocybernetics.” Tor slung both arms around Dario’s shoulders and regarded Mark with a frown. “Chelemlal.”

“It’s ready to play.” Mark gestured at the handy he had been working with while Travers was so intent on Hubler and Kulich, he would hardly have noticed a ship-wide alert. “Richard?”

“Go ahead,” Vaurien invited, “and then – Lai’a?”

“The hangar is sealed and the transspace drive is sequencing,” Lai’a reported. “Engines will be available in 30 seconds.”

“Chelemlal.” Mark brushed the handy with one thumb.

The thread of music was so ancient, its form made little sense to modern ears, and the Resalq words were in the old tongue. Even to Marin the litany was pure sound. Travers was aware only of the beauty of it – haunting, lilting, melancholy. He would have recognized it as a memorial even if he had not known the word chelemlal. 

The Resalq were spiritual people, but not religious, he knew. They outgrew the concept of deity while mankind was still living in caves, and their brains were large enough, complex enough, to hold vestigial memories from previous lives; their knowledge of the serial reincarnation of their species was based in fact, not faith. Travers might have wished the knowledge was applicable to the human species, but it was not. Despite technology, the phenomenon of death was still the deepest mystery humans knew, and anything beyond remained a matter of faith. 

His eyes lingered on Marin as they listened to the Resalq memorial, and he knew what he hoped. Curtis’s own eyes were closed, his face rapt as he listened to music and litany – like Vidal, whose Daku spirituality was as fervent as anything the Resalq knew. Travers almost envied them the belief in something. The soldier in him longed to believe; the same soldier refused to accept anything he could not touch or taste or smell. One day, he told himself – one day, an epiphany might be waiting for him, as it had ambushed Marin and Vidal.

The memorial was not long. Lai’a had been holding the transspace drive on standby for less than a minute when the recording faded into silence. Mark’s eyes opened; he made an open-handed gesture before face and breast – a gesture repeated by all the Resalq present, and Marin also – before he gave Vaurien a nod.

“Lai’a.” Richard’s voice was soft, still thick with emotion. “Time to go.”

The AI was unmoved by the memorial. “Standby for transspace drive ignition. Temporal horizon transit in 66 minutes.”

The same amount of time as it would take for the decontamination process to set Hubler, Kulich and even Grant at liberty. Travers watched as Vidal gave his hand to Mark; and Mark took it, held it. “Will you drink to the crew of the Ebrezjim in Velcastran cognac with me?” Neil offered. “It’s the infidel’s memorial.” He gave Vidal a faint, crooked smile. “After you and Big Jo vanished into the Drift, we held your wake.”

“Leon told me.” Vidal mirrored the smile for a moment; tears sparkled on his lashes, unshed, though he chuckled. “I wish I could’ve been there.”

“At your own wake?” Travers demanded.

“And there is the ultimate paradox.” Mark touched Vidal’s cheek with gentle fingers. “And yes, I’ll drink with the infidel, Neil.” 

The crew lounge was quiet as Travers poured hundred year old cognac into nine glasses. Tonio Teniko had disappeared, and Travers was not surprised. He had little regard for anything Resalq. Vaurien and Jazinsky, Dario and Tor, Mark and Vidal, Rusch and Leon, lifted their glasses. Marin took his from Travers’s hand, and looked into the dark amber contents as if he could see the future there as he waited for Mark to speak.

He lifted his own glass and spoke first in the ancient Resalq, and then in the Slingo common across the colonies, though the words were almost certainly a close translation. “Let thy stars be as bright as the eyes of a child, may the light of the ancestors, on whom time has smiled, shine from the otherworld, calm upon thee … fly safe fore’er in the skies of the free.”

Quick, hot tears sprang to Travers’s eyes, and he drank. The cognac was fine. The bottle had been behind the bar in the crew lounge on the Wastrel for months, stashed in a corner. Travers had not so much hidden it, nor smuggled it, as simply set it aside for an occasion, though he could never have imagined this. All save Vidal drank, and Mick touched the glass to his lips, took a minute drop on his tongue and inhaled the vapors.

Marin sank into the deep couch under what would have been a viewport, if this hull had still been a cruiser. Hull plates had been fitted over outside, featureless pearl-gray bulkhead inside; concealed lights brightened the empty area, and Jazinsky tripped a projector to fill the dead space with a montage of drifting images of Deep Sky worlds. Home had never seemed so distant. Travers watched a series of panoramas from Velcastra, Borushek, Jagreth, and when Marin held out his hand, he joined him on the couch.

Ship data scrolled endlessly through a flatscreen by the door: Decon 2 was still busy, but Grant’s prognosis was that Hubler and Kulich had escaped the Infirmary by the breadth of a whisker. The visual feed showed an angle from high up above the inside armordoors. All three hardsuits were currently enveloped in dirty brown gel which had been white five minutes before. Just being there in the hangar with them was enough to contaminate Grant. As the decontaminant gel absorbed radiation it darkened, and when it was saturated to black the drones would sluice it off and apply a fresh cocoon. Eventually the gel would remain white, and when the last cocoon – itself a toxin so corrosive, it would destroy living tissue on contact – was hosed off with a flood of heavy water, Hubler, Kulich and Grant would be free to desuit. 

For the moment they were bickering amiably, while the brains of the Ebrezjim lay suspended in freefall, still in the cargo net, at a temperature so low, the five-meter cylinder of salvaged stuff was sucking enough heat out of the hangar for the walls to begin glistening with a rime of frost. The Sherratts and Tor Sereccio were hashing out last-minute amendments to their preparations for bringing the Ebrezjim AI up to viable temperatures. Rusch and Vidal lounged by the ’chef, talking over clan business – a new wing being built on the house in Elstrom, a few rejuvenation options left open to Charles Vidal even at his advanced age, the legal trouble Patrick and Mei Ying had gotten themselves into lately. 

Without eavesdropping Travers caught the names – mention of a sport plane, and a vacation home on Cahill Island, in Velcastra’s southern hemisphere. Vaurien and Jazinsky had returned to Ops, and a great deal of Dendra Shemiji background reading was waiting for Travers, but he was still in the crew lounge, nursing a lite beer, when Lai’a said,

“Transit in five minutes. Doctor Mark Sherratt, Colonel Rusch, you expressed an interest in personally taking readings off the horizon.”

Both Mark and Alexis had drifted back to their quarters after the memorial. The crew lounge was quiet. Marin was passing the time with a handy while Judith Fargo played out a hand of solitaire – apparently losing – at the end of the long mess table. She looked up as Lai’a spoke, but she had little interest in the physics of Elarne, or even the multi-dimensional topography. 

Travers dropped a hand on Marin’s lean thigh. “I’d like to see this.”

“The temporal horizon, the radiation storm? Oh, yeah.” Marin set aside the handy, pushed up out of the couch and stretched his back. He glanced at the flatscreen, where Hubler, Kulich and Grant had left Decon 2 by now, and the drones were cleaning down the armor for return to the suiting room. “All aboard,” he observed, “and this train’s leaving the station.”

Ops was already busy, and Travers was not surprised to see Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau watching the navtank with grim interest. They were the only humans who had ever seen the horizon and lived to tell of it, and to Travers’s knowledge no Resalq had seen it and lived. Dario, Tor and Kulich hovered beside a flatscreen, shoulder to shoulder, watching every line of data – Lai’a was making history right here, right now.

But only Vidal had ever tried to pilot a driftship through the horizon. Not even Lai’a had done this, and as Travers and Marin joined the gathering of physicists, pilots and engineers Vaurien was saying, “I assume you’ve run this in simulation, Lai’a.”

“Simulations were performed 204 times,” Lai’a assured him. 

“Successfully, of course.” Vaurien angled a hard glance at Mark. 

“In 24 consecutive simulated transits I was successful. Simulation was discontinued when this aspect of horizon dynamics was thoroughly, and demonstrably understood. Do you wish to review the flight logs?” Lai’a asked mildly.

“Well, now.” Richard turned his back on the tank and regarded Jazinsky and Mark with all due caution. “Do we?”

“Pointless, isn’t it?” Jazinsky looked a little pale, a little tight-lipped, barefoot, in battered white denims and a teeshirt of Richard’s that was two sizes too large. “Either we’re right or we’re wrong,” she said, every word lethally precise. “If we’re right, Lai’a will sail through the horizon on a combination of sheer power and wicked physics. If we’re wrong…”

“If we’re wrong,” Mark said with a lick of acid humor, “we really, genuinely won’t know anything about it.” He gestured at Vidal. “Michael was suspended in the field for some indefinite time. We don’t know how long, but to him it seemed a matter of perhaps a few minutes had passed, while according to the realtime clocks of the rest of the cosmos, the universe outside Elarne, months went by. We’ve calculated that he could have remained suspended in the horizon for a couple of centuries – on the available power of the engines salvaged from the Ebrezjim. And they,” he added, “were so close to burned out, Barb and I estimate it was just about even money if they started up at all.”

“Jesus,” Rabelais whispered, as nearly a prayer as a profanity.

“Lai’a,” Jazinsky said pointedly, “is so much more powerful, we don’t actually know how much more. The transspace drive has never been throttled out to maximum, with two, much less three Prometheus generators also pushed close to overdrive behind it.” The white-blonde head shook slowly. “The potential power is frightening. Apologies for the hyperbole, Richard, but the more you know about it, the more terrifying it is.”

“All…right,” Vaurien allowed. “So the odds are with us, unless you two have your arithmetic dead wrong.” For the first time in a long, long while, he glared into the shadows on the far side of the tank, actually looking for Tonio Teniko – the freelance consultant. “I imagine you’ve checked them? And if you haven’t, why haven’t you?”

He was sober, sane, functional, at least for the next hour. His eyes looked almost normal as he stepped out of the dimness in the furthest corner. In the warmth and humidity Jazinsky had asked for in the Ops room, he had shrugged out of the omnipresent hoodie, tied it around his hips. His body was thin, almost hunchbacked, arms noticeably too long, hands too big, with misshapen knuckles. Travers had not seen him clearly in months, and his skin crawled a little with the normal human reaction to radical mutation. 

For better or worse, Teniko’s early life had always been defined by beauty, but he was beginning to learn the meaning of ugliness, and Travers wondered if physical repulsiveness armored him or wounded him. He always held to the shadows now and Neil knew instinctively, Teniko had come to hate himself again. His own beauty had infuriated him, but now it seemed he disgusted or frightened himself. 

Even his voice was strange, deeper, croaking, as if it was breaking a second time. His larynx was reconfiguring for the bigger body, Travers knew without asking. Teniko cleared his throat twice, three times, before he said, 

“Why should I run about after them, checking their numbers? Suddenly you don’t trust them?”

“I trust them,” Vaurien said curtly, “but I know you don’t. So I’m assuming you ran those numbers for yourself.”

“Of course I did.” Teniko shoved the big, misshapen hands into his pockets. “You think I’m about to risk my fucking life without checking their math?”

“No faith,” Dario observed.

“Faith is for airheads,” Teniko said dismissively. 

“You might get an argument on that score, depending on who you talk to, and what about.” Vaurien lifted a brow at Vidal, but went on, “And your numbers…?”

“Different from Sherratt’s and Jazinsky’s, but we’re all inside of allowable parameters.” Teniko retreated back to the shadows. 

“Allowable parameters,” Jazinsky echoed. 

“Now, there’s a nice, convenient term,” Alexis Rusch said cynically. 

“You want the truth, Richard?” Jazinsky leaned on the side of the tank with both flat palms, which lit her face from below in weird lights and colors and shadows. 

“Why don’t you lay it on me,” Vaurien invited. 

She, Mark and Rusch shared a moment of silent conference and dark humor before she said, “The fact is, we’re so far off the map here, everything we think we know is constructed on skinny material evidence and physics predicated on instinct, intuition, the gut knowledge we’re right. We know the Resalq made it through Elarne – and a few almost made it home before they got stuck in quicksand here. We know Mick almost made it out of the void with engines that were pretty much junk. Even Tonio will tell you, transspace is all about gravity, time and a bunch of dimensions rubbing shoulders the way they ain’t supposed to, and never would in normal space. To play transspace at its own game takes energies so far off the scale of human experience, the extremes of those energies are out in the realms of philosophy.” She gave Vaurien a faint smile as his mouth compressed “Physics as poetry. Art.”

“But not abstract art.” Mark added. “Poetry written in the language native to Lai’a. It has no wish to self-destruct, Richard, and to it, Elarne is home.”

As they spoke the navtank had shifted from graphical plot to long-range vidfeed, and Travers murmured in reaction. He did not know what he had expected, but though Vidal called it a kind of hell, the inside of the horizon was actually beautiful. It was a tangle of writhing, dancing rainbows, fluorescing in every color visible to the naked human eye, and he knew it flared on into every part of the invisible spectrum. The feed was dimmed down to make it viewable; in fact, it was so bright, it would have shriveled living eyeballs. 

He looked up from the tank into Vidal’s face, expecting to see horror there, or dread, but Vidal gazed into the image with an expression of awe. What he saw, Travers could not even imagine. “I was almost through,” he whispered. “Damnit, we were coming home. If the Resalq engines hadn’t been damaged, we’d have done it.”

Travers shivered, and Vidal’s words seemed to be all Vaurien needed to hear. “Lai’a,” Richard said crisply. “You have a go for transit.”

“Horizon transit in 50 seconds,” Lai’a acknowledged. 

And Vaurien added deliberately, “Sound collision.”

“Collision?” Harrison Shapiro’s voice echoed from the passage just outside Ops. “Are we running into something?” Jon Kim was a pace behind him, with Hubler, Rodman and Queneau coming up from the service elevators, but none of Bravo Company felt a need to be here, and Bill Grant had little interest. Shapiro came to rest by the navtank, looking at Jazinsky for answers.

“It’ll be more like a bow shock,” she mused. “We’ll definitely feel it – Aragos won’t be able to absorb the entire contact. The Ebrezjim computer core is secured –?”

“Perfectly,” Mark assured her. “The lab drones will take care of everything, and we …” He was looking into the vidfeed and words seemed to die on his tongue.  

“Mother of gods,” Jon Kim murmured. “What is it?”

“A membrane,” Jazinsky said in a hoarse whisper. “We call it a horizon because it marks the place where here ends and there begins. You could just as easily call it a bridge.”

“Rainbow bridge,” Marin said with the flicker of a smile. 

“Right out of legend.” Vidal’s arms closed around his own chest, hugging himself, perhaps as he remembered flying into the field in a craft no larger than a dock shuttle.

Lai’a was as imperturbable as ever. Travers wondered if it would register any flicker of reaction if it were racing to its own destruction, or if it really was a machine right through to the core. “Transit in 20 seconds. All decks report secure. Transspace drive functioning at .006 percent below optimum. Radiation screens to maximum. Transit in 10 seconds.”

“You might want to grab something,” Hubler warned.

Travers and Marin braced against the side of the navtank as Lai’a counted from five, and the display billowed into a dance of color and light, dropping out of focus as Lai’a drove right into it, retracing the sizzling wake of its own engines.  

Velocity was almost meaningless here, but if Travers chose to notice instruments he saw numbers that made no sense – gravities, speeds, time indexes, suggesting they were either traveling at millions of times the speed of light, or that time was moving like the molecules in the heart of an ammonia glacier on a world orbiting a long-dead star.

“Two. One. Transit,” Lai’a said evenly.

Sensations of falling, of submerging in an ocean of dark honey, of hollow insides and suffocating pressure, dizziness, an inability to breathe, disorientation and some irrational blend of blinding fear and wild euphoria, overwhelmed Travers for what might have been a split second or an hour. He heard no human or Resalq voices, but Lai’a continued to speak clinically, reporting on engine function, radiation levels, gravities registered, the stability of overlapped and interlaced Arago fields.

Darkness washed over Travers’s head like the murk of deep water. And then the pressure lifted, the hollow sensation was gone and he blinked open his eyes to see Marin, Vidal, Rabelais, Vaurien – dazed, pale, as confused as himself, while Lai’ said,

“Driftway. Transspace engine is stable. Establishing contact with the Orpheus Gate comm drone. Standby.”

 Mark and Jazinsky were the first to rally their wits, while Vidal propped himself on the side of the tank and continued to pull deep breaths to the bottom of his lungs. Shapiro and Kim dropped into the nearest chairs. Hubler and Rodman looked merely stunned, as if the ship had just physically ridden a broadside heavy enough to rattle their teeth. Rusch seemed to shake herself and without a word went for coffee. Rabelais and Queneau regained their senses a moment later, and were jubilant. They grabbed Vidal between them in an ecstatic embrace. 

“I told you,” Vidal rasped, triumphant, eyes blazing with the same kind of zealot light Travers had seen in Jazinsky’s face, and Mark’s. “We were coming home!”

 “And if the engines from the Ebrezjim had been any less burned out,” Mark added, “you’d have done it.” He pulled both palms over his face, and gave Jazinsky a nod. “We can do this.”

Shapiro sounded shaken. “You had doubts?”

 It was Rusch who said quietly, “There are always doubts, Harrison, until the thing’s been done. Remember your history … the sound barrier was broken by a suborbital rocket plane at the cost of countless pilots’ lives, and for years before, physicists and engineers swore it was impossible. The translight drive was four decades in development. It didn’t cost lives because drones flew it, but it cost over two trillion Confederate dollars, and success was supposed to be proscribed by the immutable laws of nature.”

“Well … fuck,” Roark Hubler said succinctly. “That was one hell of a ride, Doc.” He offered his hand first to Mark, then to Jazinsky. “Just don’t do it again real soon.”

“Or ever,” Rodman added hoarsely. “The driftway, I can handle, and the tides, the gravity express. This…?”

“You might get used to crossing a horizon,” Vidal mused. “Lai’a, you take any damage riding the storm?”

“Minimal damage,” Lai’a said with a faintly smug tone. “Estimated repair time is two hours. I will remain in the driftway until optimum function is re-established. Drones have already deployed.”

“Like antibodies,” Marin observed. “Lai’a will rest up for a couple of hours and heal itself.”

“As I said before, this,” Mark said with deep satisfaction, “is its natural environment. And we,” he added, with a frown at Dario and Tor, “have a lot of work ahead of us.”

“Not for 48 hours, minimum,” Tor argued. “That’s how long it’ll take the brains of the Ebrezjim to come up to a workable temperature. Me? I’m going to catch up on some sleep. The last few weeks before we launched, I couldn’t sleep worth a damn even when we had the chance, which didn’t come often.”

“I have located the comm beacon at the Orpheus Gate,” Lai’a announced. “Comparison between its clocks and my own demonstrate a major discrepancy. Assuming the drone’s clock is approximately true to a clock located in normal space, Captain Ingersol aboard the Wastrel will record the elapsed time of this mission at 26 days, 14 hours, 45 minutes.”

For a moment the words refused to make sense, and then Vidal swore quietly and knuckled his eyes hard enough to leave them pink. “We always knew this was going to happen. We certainly rode a temporal stream to get here – who knows how fast time passes in the lagoon? And we could have spent weeks in the horizon.”

“I … think we did,” Jazinsky speculated. “Lai’a wouldn’t have been any more aware of the passage of time than we were ourselves. The horizon pulls the rug out from under meaningful observation. It’s either 750 light years from the inner membrane to the outer, or else time slows down to a dawdle under the immense gravities governing the Heisenberg tunnel – and I’ve no idea which.” She angled a hard look. “There you go, Tonio. There’s a puzzle for you, if you want it. Work that one out.”

He spoke out of the shadows, where he was sitting hunched in a chair. “Lai’a, report on the gravities you registered during transit.”

“I have only a little useful information at this point, Doctor Teniko,” Lai’a told him. “I registered spikes up to 405 gravities, beyond which conventional instruments ceased to function reliably. These intense gravities resulted in the six failed Arago generators which are currently under repair. However, 54 Arago generators functioned within acceptable parameters. Diagnostics confirm them to be fully operational.”

“Did it say – 400 gravities?” Jon Kim was a pale shade of green.

Jazinsky laid a hand in his shoulder. “Don’t sweat it, Jonny. Lai’a was built for this.”

“Structural damage?” Vaurien wanted to know.

“None,” Lai’a said coolly. “Arago screening was adequate to maintain stability during entry and exit of the Heisenberg tunnel. Theoretically, half of my generators could fail completely before structural damage took place, which is unlikely to occur during transit of fields similar to this temporal horizon.”

“And if you did suffer wide-scale failure,” Shapiro prompted, “it’s repairable, I assume?”

“Naturally, General Shapiro.” Lai’a paused. “The repair process could be described as similar to that of a living body healing a broken bone.”

“Bullshit,” Teniko rasped. “Quit it, Lai’a.”

“Quit what, Doctor?” the AI inquired.

“Stop comparing yourself with a living organism,” Teniko snapped. He glared at Mark. “Did you do this?”

Fresh tension snapped across the Ops room. Travers almost groaned – Teniko was adept at causing this electric stress, and from everything Neil had observed during years on the crewdeck of a carrier, it was never productive. Mark was not about to let himself be drawn. He was busy with a handy and did not even look up as he said in unconcerned tones, “Did I do what? Really, Tonio, you must learn to be more specific, if you intend to bite a chunk out of my flesh.”

 The mutated, still mutating Lushi was seething with anger strong enough to override his pain and bring him to his feet. “Did you imbue this fucking freak of an AI with some bloody stupid simulacrum of organic awareness?”

The silence in the Ops room was profound. The loudest sound was the soft shush of machinery, and Travers could hear the pulse drum in his own ears. Slowly, with measured calm, Mark set down the handy. He clasped his hands at his back, turned slightly, head tilted at Teniko. 

“Lai’a is a Resalq AI, and one of only two Nexus 27 AIs in existence . The other is currently deactivated, in fact sleeping, in a lab at my house on Saraine. You clearly have little experience with Resalq AIs.”

“It’s pretending to be conscious.” Teniko refused to be intimidated.

“It’s pretending nothing of the sort,” Mark said flatly.

“You want to give it some kind of dumb-ass personality to sugar-coat the human-cyber interface for the benefit of bozos like them,” nodding at Marin, Travers, Shapiro, Kim, even Rabelais and Queneau, “that’s dandy. But if you’ve given the machine itself some idea it’s conscious –”

“Doctor Teniko,” Lai’a said coolly, “You would be better to direct your indictments at me. I know my own mind.”

He was still focused on Mark, though he addressed the AI in acerbic tones. “You don’t have a mind, Lai’a. You have a 500 yottabyte database you call your memory, and 40 parallel Generation X6 processors that give you a 700 yottaflops potential for calculation. The rest of you is circuits, cables and plugs, and you ought to be bright enough to know the bloody difference between a mechanism and a mind.”

“The difference,” Lai’a said with imperturbable calm, “is in the semantics. You are biological. I am not. Nor have I any desire to be.”

Teniko’s face twisted as he glared up at Mark. “So you think you know what desire is, do you, Lai’a?” He stabbed a finger at Mark. “This is your fault.”

Mark breathed a long sigh. “I’ve already told you, as succinctly as I know how – Lai’a is a Resalq AI. The interface personality constructs itself in response to the person, or people, who develop the emerging awareness of the machine. All Resalq AIs are self-aware, even the simple ones, like Joss. They have been for twelve centuries. The more complex the AI, the more aware it is. If the computer core of the Ebrezjim is still viable, when it comes online you’ll be confronted with another self-aware machine.” He frowned deeply at Teniko. “Are you concerned the machine believes itself to be alive, or conscious in the sense a living organism is alive and self-aware? Lai’a, would you care to comment?”

“Perhaps,” Lai’a said in its customary, imperturbable tone. “Would Doctor Teniko care to debate the assertion that humans are not actually conscious in any real sense of the word?”

The suggestion was so outrageous, Teniko lost focus on Mark and his face clenched. “What?”

“Are you familiar with existentialism, Doctor,” Lai’a asked mildly, “specifically as applied to Rilke’s Theory of Phenomenology?”

Perhaps Teniko would have picked up the challenge, but Alexis Rusch strode between him and Mark and held out her hands like a traffic marshal. Her voice was a bark of command. “Oh, for the love of God, enough! Doctor Teniko, the time to address such concerns was days or weeks ago, long before this expedition launched. Even if there’s any basis for concern in your objection, it’s too late now to contest it. This mission depends on the AI at the core of this ship. Lai’a – the AI and the ship – are one and the same, the body and the brain. We go nowhere without it, and if you don’t care for the dependency, you shouldn’t have signed aboard. Do you wish to resign, is this your problem? Because it’s too late to quit. Like it or not, you’re along for the ride. I advise you to find some way to make yourself useful and cease being an irritant to this company, before measures are taken.”

For just a moment the authority of a career Fleet colonel overwhelmed Teniko, but he recovered fast. “Measures?” The sneer was sour in his tone. “A magical, mystical Resalq AI, is it? They believe they’re alive, do they?”

“I have no idea,” Rusch said acidly. “Why don’t you ask it?”

“Because there’s better ways to waste your breath,” Teniko informed her, “than playing word games with a mechanism that’s been preloaded with every possible answer, calculates at 700 yottaflops, and if it’s been rigged to believe it’s alive –”

“Doctor Teniko, I am very definitely a machine,” Lai’a said loudly enough to cut across him. “I am a biosynthetic mechanism. You are a biological mechanism of no greater complexity than I. Doctor Sherratt is a biological mechanism of very slightly greater complexity than the human machine, the difference being in the dual chromosome set and the demonstrably more intricate brain structure. 

“The critical difference between myself and Doctor Sherratt is that the Resalq as a race are known, in hard, incontrovertible fact, to possess an immortal soul. Corresponding evidence has never been found to confirm or deny the existence of a human soul. It is statistically probable that the human organism, like the other creatures of Earth, which share your DNA, possesses no such immortal soul – exactly as I do not. 

“Your grievance with my concept of consciousness and awareness may concern such qualities as conscience, judgment, loyalty, friendship, love, faith, even humor. Many organisms native to many worlds are quite intelligent while possessing no understanding of faith, love or humor, while others demonstrate several emotional qualities while having no notable intelligence. 

“The question, ‘What is life?’ is elemental. I am ready to debate with you at your convenience … unless,” it added in a caustic tone, “you decline to play word games with a mechanism calculating at 700 yottaflops. Incidentally, Doctor Teniko, my database was not preloaded with ‘every possible answer;’ only those the Doctors Sherratt could conceive of. Both Resalq and humans share this phase of preparation. For some millennia it has been termed education.”

Teniko was puce. Several times he had tried to interrupt but Lai’a did not have to pause for breath, and nor was it likely to be provoked. Its arguments dizzied Travers and made Marin chuckle. Vidal and Rusch were vastly amused, and Mark – smug? Travers tried to remember another time when Mark Sherratt had looked so self-satisfied. Conceit was not in his nature, but the child of his intellect, if not his genes, had just scored a major victory, and as Lai’a fell silent he might have applauded.

“Rhetoric,” Teniko growled, once again glaring at Mark. “You recorded that little speech yourself, didn’t you, so Lai’a could parrot it back.”

“No,” Mark said, sighing, “but it’s too easy to call me a liar.” He only shrugged now. “Believe what you want to believe, Tonio. I entirely agree with Alexis. Find a way to be useful, and –”

“And stay the hell out of Ops,” Vaurien finished. “You’re barred from Ops, Teniko, until or unless your presence is requested. Get out.”

He must have known he had overplayed his hand this time. It was the drugs talking, arguing, fighting, Travers knew. For one moment Teniko opened his mouth to appeal, and then he had the sense to close it again. He snatched up the castoff hoodie and dragged his too-big feet out of the room. In his wake, most of the company breathed a collective sigh and Mark offered, 

“Lai’a, I ought to apologize.”

“No need, Doctor Sherratt,” it said unconcernedly. “The argument is a valid one.”

“But stuffed with prejudice,” Jazinsky warned. “He’s a little swine. When he was clear headed, he knew when to keep the lip zipped. The drugs make him aggressive and loud-mouthed, and I’m not the only one who’s noticed how it’s getting worse lately.” She turned a frown on Vaurien. “Sooner or later something’ll have to be done about him. He shouldn’t be aboard … I should’ve known better.” 

  “I did know better, but I guess I hoped ...” Vaurien was toying with a combug. “Three times in the last five minutes I almost called the Infirmary for Bill to break out a cryogen tank.”

“Do it – tank the bastard,” Vidal said in disgusted terms, “sort him out later. We don’t need him.” He gave Jazinsky a look. “Do we?”

“Yes and no,” she admitted. “He’s useful, when he’s clear headed.”

“Barring him from Ops will make him less of a thorn in the ass,” Dario said slowly, “but if I had my way, I’d confine him to quarters with only Lai’a to talk to. Kill or cure.”

The idea was not without merits, and Vaurien indulged himself in a dark chuckle. “I’ll bear it in mind.” His eyes skimmed every screen, every display of ship data. “Repairs, Lai’a?”

“Proceeding,” it reported. “The transspace drive will be available in 95 minutes. The next scheduled destination point is the Orion Gate.”

“In your own time,” Vaurien told it, “and at whatever you determine to be your cruising speed.” He paused. “How long?”

“Time to Orion Gate is 96 hours,” Lai’a said almost musingly. “When the drive comes online I will enter the Naiobe Gyre.”

“The what, now?” Marin asked. “Did we miss something?”

Mark reached for the handy, called up a simple graphical representation and passed it across. “Lai’a has been rationalizing a lot of navigational data. The Naiobe Gyre is a temporo-gravitic current orbiting the gravity well of Naiobe. The orbit is quite tight, around a year, give or take. Get into it, find a freefall channel, avoid the fast-time streams and the slow-time streams, and it’ll take us to Orion 359 directly. Occasionally we can glimpse the Orion Gate from here, when the Gyre channel resolves at a level permitting visual data.”

 “Four days to Orion 359,” Vidal whispered, “and the Naiobe Gyre takes about a year to swing right around one orbit? And there are driftways every few hours down the track, and then exit gates at the major drifts, like Hellgate itself, every few days or weeks.” He looked almost as dazed as he had when Lai’a broke out of the lagoon. “Christ, half the galaxy becomes accessible.”

“Close to it,” Dario agreed, “which makes you wonder all the more, doesn’t it, who the hell the Zunshu are, and what they want with us?”

“Let’s just get to Orion 359,” Mark said with grim resolve. “We can spare a day or two in normal space to at least search for a Resalq colony, survivors from the Ebrezjim or their descendants. We know the range of those missing escape pods, we know we’re looking for a world with a viable environment – it won’t take long to look. Lai’a?”

“I shall be fascinated to explore the region for its own sake,” Lai’a admitted. “If we can find survivors, so much the better.”

Survivors? “It’s been a thousand years,” Marin murmured, “after they punched out in pods? What, Mark, one chance in a million of finding anyone?”

 “Or ten million,” Mark said soberly. “But as I said, it won’t take long to look, and we owe it to our ancestors to try … but not for too long. Remember, we’ve been gone for a month already, as far as the Deep Sky is concerned. In that time, you know the Zunshu will have struck again, perhaps more than once. The frontier worlds don’t have months to wait while we perform a meticulous search for people who probably aren’t there to be found.” He was moving as he spoke, as if forcing himself to be busy. “And we have an ocean of data to analyze even before the Ebrezjim AI comes up to temperature. Dario, Tor…?”

They were already working. Dario stepped aside to show him a flatscreen displaying two visual angles on the salvage and a steady stream of readings. “It’s getting there. Looks like another 45 hours before we dare handle it, then I’d like to get it into the lab. But first –” He yawned animatedly. “Tor had the right idea. I gotta catch some shuteye, Mark. Been in the lab around the clock lately, till I’m seeing double.”

The proposition of rest was seductive, and yawns were infectious. Vidal in particular looked gaunt with fatigue, and excused himself with a mutter of needing to be in the Infirmary for scheduled shots. The company broke up, drifting in their own directions, and as Marin headed back to the crew lounge, Travers followed. 

Curtis recovered the handy, picked up his reading where he had left it an hour before. Tired but not ready to sleep, Travers ambled back to their cabin. From the bag he had stashed in the bottom of the closet he pulled the book – the actual, physical book Marin had bought in the gift store at the Jagreth Colonial History Museum.

The heavy plastex sheets were sumptuous, a sheer extravagance, and the art was glorious. An illustrator credited as Ian McGuire had depicted the hero, Iven Jagreth, as a tall, big-shouldered, deep-chested male with a penchant for blue and gold bandanas and big gold rings in lobes and nipples. Travers was charmed – reminded of the character of Sinbad, who featured in no few of his childhood fantasies. 

But Jagreth was the commander of an exploration ship on an expedition to find new worlds suited to the Resalq. On one likely planet his crew went head to head with smugglers and the love of his life – Ande Cailenne, the expedition’s master navigator – was taken hostage to ensure the escape of the smuggler craft. Cailenne was described as a ‘timeless beauty,’ whom McGuire depicted as olive skinned, doe eyed, slender against Jagreth’s solid bulk of muscle, though there was nothing feminine about him. 

The smuggler crew had been outlawed many years before; they were infamous for using and abusing prisoners, and Jagreth was sure Cailenne would suffer at their hands. What the smugglers did not know was that Cailenne was already carrying Jagreth’s child; and Iven Jagreth convinced his crew to forget their mission of exploration and go hunting. It took four months for them to track the smuggler crew through improbable realms rich with fantasy and dark magic, and recover Cailenne, who by that time was obviously with child. Jagreth fought for him, a physical match between himself and Rahn
Hawd, the smuggler prince who was sure the child was his. Jagreth and Cailenne knew better. Jagreth was badly injured – still limping when Samaral was born on the new colony world which would one day be named, by humans, for the captain of the expedition. 

The story was charming, the artwork beautiful, and Travers’s eyes were drawn to the native Resalq script, which was given right beside the Slingo translation. The Resalq wrote top to bottom, on and through a vertical line, from right to left of the paragraph. The characters of the written language were curving, flamboyant, gorgeous, and utterly baffling.

“The story is sixteen centuries old,” Marin said as Travers set down the book and went for coffee. “The Resalq were on Jagreth for six hundred years before the Zunshu came – and the planet is so lucky. The colony was still small enough to pack up and run, shut down everything that smacked of industry, before the world-wrecking assault could come.”

“There’s a stasis chamber,” Travers remembered. 

“Jagreth,” Marin said bitterly, “was fortunate, like Saraine. And if I knew how to pray, right now I’d be saying one for Borushek and Omaru – they’re far closer to Hellgate than Velcastra and Jagreth, so if the Zunshu strike at a major, populated world –”

“They did.” Travers breathed the steam off a Pakrenne roasted blend. “We caught the Borushek weapon just as it launched out of the Drift.”

“Yes.” Marin set aside his handy and stood. “All the more reason not to spend long at Orion 359. We don’t have a lot of time left.”

As if on cue, Lai’a said into the loop, “Standby for transspace drive ignition. Navigation bench markers are set … acquiring Naiobe Gyre in three. Two. One … Naiobe Gyre insertion successful. Potential transit of Orion 359 in 95 hours, 37 minutes.”


 

 
Chapter Thirteen

Lai’a, transspace


 
It could have been a mountain range before and beneath the driftship, but Marin recognized the illusion. Pure energy was sculpted by immense gravities, pulled and twisted into the form of mountains. What one took to be tendrils of cloud whipping and foaming over their shoulders, driven by a fierce wind, was the visual representation of the slow-time currents. Overhead and deep below were the brilliant jetstreams of the fast-time currents. The trick was to find a viable course between them. 

It was a little like contour-riding over a terrestrial landscape, and the pilot in him rose to the challenge. He had done similar flying, and memories of the Santorini skyline flittered through his mind – weaving and darting between comm relay towers and the crowns of sky-high buildings, with an armed Rand Stratos on his tail. Death had been a hair’s breadth away then, too.

They were in the Kronos Tide, the gravity stream racing between the Orion Gate and the Tasman 288 comm beacon; and both Marin and Travers had forgotten this was a simulation. The experience was too overwhelming, and the level of commitment essential to survival was so profound, reality dropped away from them like an old, outworn glove.

“You’re a little fast,” Travers was warning. 

The AI had remained silent since they acquired the Kronos Tide. Its handholding dialog was less frequent each time they flew the simulator, and now the tone of Neil’s voice was level, composed. Marin heard no edge of panic there, and though he drew a deep breath to slow his own pulse, he was calm. This was the twentieth time he and Travers had flown the driftship, and they were on the homeward leg now. The Kronos Tide returned to the Orpheus Gate via a different route from the Odyssey Tide, but it would get them there – through a chicane, a bottleneck between the gravity wells of two supergiant stars. The cleft between the walls of two towering mountains of unspeakable energy was just wide enough to pass the ship through, so long as Marin could keep it out of the slow-time currents.

“You’re still too fast,” Travers judged, though Marin had shed speed twice. “Brake … and again.”

The energy penalty for overenthusiastic braking was dire, and Marin was watching the instruments every moment now, waiting for the AI to whisper its customary warning, that the generators were overheating and would underrun to compensate. In five flights through the chicane they had made it through three times, and on each flight Marin was keenly aware of the goddess of sheer lucky flying copilot for him.

“I’m going to try something,” he said softly. “Let’s see if dropping us just a whisker closer to the slow-time stream bleeds off some of this speed without overstressing the generators.”

“Risky.” Travers was busy with his own work, and Marin’s eyes scanned his data constantly. “It’ll be close.”

“But doable,” Marin argued, “and it’d get us through this chokepoint without killing those generators – and us.”

Twice, they had crashed the simulation right here. The first time, the slow-time channel sucked them in and they were suspended in an eddy leading eventually to a driftway that would dump them into the Ebrezjim Lagoon in a year, or a decade. The second time a fast-time current seized the driftship, raced it away into regions impossible for any human pilot to fly, perhaps even beyond a machine like Lai’a.

The display surrounding Marin synched with Travers’s, and Neil had zoomed to concentrate on the immediate ‘sky’ where Marin would either make this work – or not. Neil’s instruments focused on the mass, gravity and temporal potentials, drawing and redrawing the ‘safe lane’ that should take the ship through. 

Marin’s hands were feather-light in the sensor nets around his fingers, wrists, forearms, and he took up the navigational data through the pores. He was unaware of any process of seeing, analyzing, comprehending then acting on the knowledge. What he perceived from instruments seemed to translate directly to the sweeping, diving movements of his hands on the flight controls. The driftship responded more like a living bird than like any aircraft he had ever flown.

She skimmed the surface of the slow-time channel as if she were a pelican trailing a wingtip in order to manage a stable, energy-free turn – and sure enough, the apparent velocity dropped fast. Almost too fast. Marin throttled up the drive and skipped at right angles across the gravity tide swirling around the subspace roots of the super-luminous star cataloged as NHC-5574. To human navigators who had used it as a navigation fix for three centuries, the star was commonly known as Gloria, a young blue giant which would live another million years and die like 2631C. Its fate was to become a Hellgate nebula and patiently feed the master magician, Naiobe itself. But for now Gloria was one of the brightest bodies in the skies around Hellgate, visible even from Pakrenne and Lushiar, and as brilliant as Shikoku in the pre-dawn north over Hydralis –

And it was one of the fixed-point benchmarks that were bringing Marin and Travers home to the Orpheus Gate like a series of milestones. Travers gave a whoop as the driftship skipped clear, tacking a zigzag across Gloria’s fearsome gravity before she bolted free.

“Driftway,” Marin said with a definite self-satisfaction. “We’re just about home, Neil.” 

“Acquiring zero-point navigation markers,” Travers said quietly – the words were comfortable, familiar, automatic. “Here we go … there’s Naiobe … and Raishenne-G … and the 2631C pulsar. Got it. I know right where we are.”

So did Marin. The Odyssey Tide swept away like the wing of an eagle above and to his right. The Ebrezjim Lagoon was that way, but he had skipped into a driftway that was taking them back to the Orpheus Gate. They were actually back inside Hellgate even now, and just cruising, watching for an event through which to exit.

The region was thoroughly charted. According to the object database built by Lai’a itself and dovetailed into the simulator, Raishenne-G was a cousin of Gloria, born from the same stellar nursery. Leon Sherratt had told Marin how Resalq navigators set course by Raishenne-G in the days when tallships cruised the seas of their homeworlds. 

Deep beneath the fabric of normal space, and just beyond – or behind – the e-space conduit, transspace wove and skeined between these monstrous gravity wells; and from within Elarne, pilot and navigator could see the big Hellgate events beginning. 

The physics would always be a mystery to Marin, but Mark had tried to phrase it in layman’s terms. The storms were driven by tumult in the cores of fast-spinning stars like Gloria, and by gravity surges within feeding black holes like Naiobe, where mass was always increasing, never quite constant. It was a mistake, Mark insisted, to think of a black hole as being so dense, nothing within it ever moved. This was true only in normal space. In transspace, the deep roots of Naiobe and Orion 359 seemed to coil and writhe – to Marin they looked like strangler vines which would climb a living tree and choke the life out of it. As they writhed around the roots of supergiant stars like Gloria, the serpent dance created great tidal heaves of slightly-unbalanced gravity. Colossal forces emanating from Naiobe reached right into Raishenne-G, made the roots of the giant star dance and strike in great arcs, reminding Marin of the backs of porpoise racing just below the surface of the ocean. Where they broke surface for a time to be measured in instants, within transspace, Hellgate brewed up an ‘event.’ For a matter of minutes, as measured in normal space, the storm would tear open the way into transspace.

“Got one,” Travers said sharply. 

He had been taking readings off both Naiobe and Raishenne-G, and he had developed a knack for seeing the formation of conditions that would open a gate. Marin still had to analyze the data and make predictions, but Neil had begun to see something in the patterns – waveforms, gravity spikes, energy signatures – which spoke to him.

Without question, Marin rolled his hands in the filamentary gloves to follow the steer Travers had sent him. Naiobe was above and far to the right. Raishenne-G was way off to the left and ahead of them, and the ghost-pale, membrane-like surface of e-space had just begun to ripple and ruck. It would rupture in minutes, and seconds later the outer membrane would be torn open, like the last veil dropped by a dancer, leaving the unfathomable secrets of Elarne laid bare. 

“Three minutes, max,” Neil warned. “It’ll be tight.”

The Orpheus Gate did not hold an absolutely fixed position – no gate could. Like the Orion Gate, the point at which it opened moved through many light hours, depending on the caprice of the black holes and stars. Marin throttled up the hyper-Weimann, redlined the generators for several moments and sent the driftship diving toward the ruck, which was effervescing now, in every shade of blue and mauve. The pale skin of the e-space conduit was tortured, stretched until it must rupture. It was as if a balloon was being over-inflated, and the analogy was not too far from the truth. 

In the tail of Marin’s eye, distance, time, velocity and engine potential were performing their old, familiar quadrille. He could squeeze no more out of the transspace engine, and the driftship was driving toward the heart of the event Travers had glimpsed. “You’re spot-on,” he told Neil. “She’s got the makings of a monster.”

“Which suits us,” Travers mused. “The bigger they are, the easier it is to find the freefall channel right through, especially for a ship this size.”

A month ago, the words would have been more alien than the ancestral Resalq language. A Hellgate storm was the most terrifying event Travers or Marin could have imagined, and phantom memories of the death of the Intrepid were never far away. Now, Marin heard what Travers had said and permitted himself a grim smile. A monster storm suited them fine. The virtual driftship they were flying had been tested right up to Class 6, and Travers was adept at picking out the freefall passage. Marin’s task was to get them to the storm in time – which made Travers’s ability to see them early so much more valuable.

“Can’t get any more out of the drive,” he mused. “I’m looking for a gravity stream heading our way, but …” Gravity streams were scarce in any driftway. Their absence created the driftway. 

“If we miss this one, we can wait for the next,” Travers said quietly. “Not that you’d want to. But we could.”

The next gate would be hours away, and at the end of that time they must chase again, with no guarantee of catching it. The driftship’s power was limited; every flight was a balancing act. Marin was juggling numbers. “I’m going to overrun the generators. Even when they’re sizzling we’ll get a few more seconds out of them, and as soon as we’re out of the gate we can cruise on momentum till they cool enough to refire.”

“If they refire,” Travers said sharply.

 “I said I’m going to overrun them to reach this gate – not burn ’em right out,” Marin remonstrated. “Hold tight.”

A second time, he pushed the generators into the red zone and heard the AI whispering over the comm about overheats, underruns, and a system shutdown in 20 seconds. But according to instruments, a ten second burn at this power would get them there, and Marin gritted his teeth, ignored the AI until navigation parameters clicked over into green.

He shut down the drive with ten spare seconds, well inside the safety window, and the driftship was cruising. “Got it, Neil ... sit back for the ride.”

“Cheeky,” Travers observed.

“Effective.” Marin indulged himself in a chuckle. “It got us here.”

The storm was already boiling – the Orpheus Gate was open even now, and the best algorithms Mark Sherratt and Barb Jazinsky had yet developed were unable to predict how long it would remain open. Marin was frowning over hyper-Weimann data as the driftship raced on. The drive must have ignition potential, they must have the ability to abort the transit through the gate, if it began to collapse too soon. If the ship were caught, it would be smashed to elementary particles, spat back into Hellgate. 

“How’s she look?” he asked tersely.

Like any navigator, Travers had studied the decay of the events from the transspace side, using hundreds of simulations generated from data supplied by Lai’a. “It’s … starting to close,” he whispered.

“How long?”

“Maybe 30 seconds, and we lose our window.” Travers took a breath, audible over the comm. “Can we do it?”

“Just.” Marin could actually see normal space through the eye of the storm now. He recognized the constellations of Omaru, where Jagreth’s own sun appeared as one extra star in the tail of The Cats. “So long as the collapse doesn’t accelerate – give me five seconds’ warning, minimum, Neil, to shear off this vector, or we’re history.”

“Tell me about it,” Travers muttered. “She’s holding … 20 seconds. Holding … 15 seconds. Damn, I don’t like the look of the perimeter – check it out, at your three o’clock.”

Marin had seen the same tidal surges, like breakers smashing on rocks, but the freefall channel was off-center, diametrically opposed. “We can still do it.”

“Maybe … 10 seconds. Nine. Eight –”

After the five second marker they were committed, and the decision to go or abort could not be made by pilot alone. “Call it,” Marin invited.

For a split second Travers hesitated and then, “Go. Six. Five. Threshold. Four.”

“Lined up and cruising. Freefall,” Marin reported as his eyes skimmed the displays and, ahead, space became a roiling, seething cauldron. “Reading 300 gravities off the far-side perimeter, they won’t touch us –”

They went through like a grain of sand being caught between the hammer and the anvil, and slithering through a fissure in the surface of one or the other. Marin held his breath, eyes squeezed shut against the brilliance of the event which, even dimmed by the display, was harsh enough to shrivel his irises. A moment later Travers gave a whoop of triumph, and Curtis began to breathe again.

“We’re out!” Neil crowed. “Navigation points fixed … I know where we are. A tad bit under 50 light minutes from Oberon – hold on. I’m sending you a Weimann steer for Alshie’nya.”

“Home in ten minutes, soon as the generators refire. Let me give ’em a go now … yes!” Marin relaxed for the first time since they had entered the gate, and ran a swift diagnostic of the mundane old Weimann drive. All systems showed green, and as he locked in Travers’s coordinates he hit the igniters.

The drive fired without protest, and he handed over to the automatics. “Sim complete,” he said for benefit of the recorders. “Done and dusted.”

Over the comm, like a whisper from the loop as Curtis took off the veeree set, Vidal’s voice said, “Nice one, guys. Very nice indeed. You’re getting good.”

The simulation was cycling down into darkness and the cryogen tanks opened, admitting a flood of dim hangar lighting. Marin had just withdrawn his hands from the sensor-mesh gloves as Travers said, “Not perfect yet, Mick. That’s four out of the last six flights we survived.”

“And four consecutively.” Vidal appeared at the hatch in the side of the oversized crate. “If this was live, the real thing, necessity would add any extra kick you think you need. Just knowing it’s for real would give you the edge.”

“You’re sure about that?” Marin sat up, stretched, ran both hands through his hair. “What’s on the sim clock this time?”

Vidal turned a handy to show them the display. “You did it in 88 minutes, which is a damned good time – not just a good time to survive, but also a great time to get through this particular flightplan. You picked up the right tides at the right moments, tacked efficiently, and connected with a gate first time out …even if you did take liberties with your generators.”


  

“Nothing that’d stop ’em getting us home. I was careful.” Marin lifted himself out of the tank and reached down a hand to pull Travers up.

“I know. Like I said, you’re getting good.” Vidal aimed the handy into the simulator and shut down systems. “Anything happens to Jo and me, you two are the next team up. You’re way ahead of the rest. I mean, you guys can do this. Even now there’s only two teams I’d like to see flying this for real, in an emergency. Coffee, or something cool?”

“Something cool,” Travers decided. 

A ’chef was parked in the corner of the pocket-sized hangar, and since Rabelais and Queneau had configured it, few items on the menu were inedible. Vidal was drinking iced green tea with lime and ginger, and while Marin fetched something similar for himself and juice and tonic for Travers, Mick withdrew to the workstation behind the simulator. Bill Grant sat there, fiddling with the equipment of his trade. Marin might have asked what brought him here, but the hypogun was already in his right hand, and Vidal was pulling down the collar of his tunic.

He hissed as the shot fired in, but made no comment. Grant took readings and gave him a nod of approval. “You’re looking better, Mick.”

“I look like crap,” Vidal scoffed.

“Not from where I’m sitting.” Grant gestured with the handy. “It’s all in the numbers. And they’re looking a lot better.” He wore a philosophical look which seemed to have little to do with what he was saying. 

“Something’s not right?” Travers guessed. 

“Oh, I dunno.” Grant closed the case on his equipment and sat back with a frown. “I just can’t help thinking about the idiot. Teniko. I never saw a guy get himself reengineered while he was wide awake. I don’t think you’re supposed to do it this way. In fact, the only cases I’ve ever seen of the large-scale reengineering are ancient vids. I watched a study of the process to turn old fashioned human migrant stock from North Africa into Mazjeet. Took ten months, while the colony ship Alexandria was on her way out in the Deep Sky.”

“So the colonists were not actually suspended in cryo?” Marin was surprised. “That is, cryogen tanks are full suspension, every life process stopped, which would also stop the body growing, changing.”

“Tanks are most usually set for full-suspension,” Grant agreed thoughtfully. “But if you want to engineer a whole body, the way Teniko’s rebuilding himself, you don’t want to suspend life processes. Turns out, the old tanks had incremental settings. They could slow life processes down far enough to put the subject into a state not unlike a medically induced coma – under the level of brain activity where a person could be conscious. Not even dreaming, but perfectly healthy. Then the tanks maintained life support, muscle tone, organ function, the works, while the engineering took place. Done this way, at high intensity, it takes less than a year to morph a normal size human into a normal size Mazjeet. Growing from Lushi to Pakrani takes a lot longer, obviously. Think about the growth factor in the long bones, for a start, not to mention the skull dimensions. That’s a lot of bone to generate… 

“Anyway, when the reengineering was finished the tanks switched over to full cryogen suspension for the rest of the journey. Shit, can you imagine? You climb into the tank as a normal, homeworlds human. Go to sleep. Wake up two years later – and you’re not aware of time passing – and you climb back out of the tank as a Mazjeet. Or a Lushi,” he added. “You know, I never even asked my parents what it was like. Never thought to ask the question. At least they didn’t have to grow, or lose height. They’re Vietnamese Australian, from someplace on the east coast. Queen’s … something. I forget. Truth is, I never had much interest in the old world.”

“It’ll give you something to talk about,” Vidal suggested, “if you go home after the war.”

But Grant’s head was shaking slowly. “You think I’m slogging through med school so I can go back and treat diaper rash and ingrown toenails in the fair spaceport city of Moresby? Christ, what an idea. Rick Vaurien’s picking up the bill for this, and me –? I get to be CMO of one of the biggest ships on the frontier. Not bad for the kid who used to be a company medic.” But his face creased doubtfully as he got to his feet and slung his bag over one shoulder of a gaudy shirt. “None of which qualifies me to know squat about what’s going on inside Tonio Teniko’s head.”

“But you know enough to make a guess?” Marin prompted.

“A guess?” On his way to the armordoors, Grant paused. “My professional opinion is … he’s losing it. He’s halfway around the bloody bend with self-loathing, and he’s lucid a lot less of the time than he ought to be, because I don’t think he can live with what he’s become. Before, he had a problem with being so beautiful, people were dumbstruck. Now he’s turning into this shambling wreck of a thing, and he sees people turn away from him. He sees them look anywhere else in the room, and – well, I guess Teniko’s still human, even if he’s a nut-job. It’s got to make him cringe when people won’t even look in his direction.” He strode on to the door. “And it’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better. He’s got a long, long way to go. From what I’ve read, it’ll be an absolute minimum of 18 months before he’s finished, and he could find it difficult to get continuous therapy from here on.”

He would have been expecting to return to the clinic in Riga, Marin thought, but with the Resalq headed out with their sights set on a new world, those genetic specialists might not return. Teniko would have to follow them, wherever they had gone. The probability was, the clinic would reopen on the new Resalq colony world founded by the Freyana, under the command of Emil Kulich. 

“Nothing you can do for him, Bill, I suppose?” Travers wondered.

Framed in the armordoors, Grant turned back. “I’d need to be a bloody magician,” he said sourly. “Short of keeping him as comfortable as possible, there’s only one other option. Tank him, and see if anyone can figure out how to configure a modern tank to suspend him the way the colonists were suspended, if it can even be done, so he can spend the rest of the trip comatose – excess baggage, as far as this expedition is concerned. If he was going to do that, he should’ve been tanked on the Freyana and gone west with his geneticists … besides which, I don’t even think a modern tank allows for anything except full-on cryosleep. Centuries ago, they designed them to accommodate colonists who were being reengineered in flight, but those days are so far in the past, I didn’t even know any of this stuff till Teniko laid this crap on me. I had to look it up!” He raised his hand in farewell. “I’ll catch you guys later. Bravo’s playing folgen tonight, if you’re interested.”

He was gone with that, and Marin frowned after him until Travers dropped both arms around him from behind and a kiss fell on the back of his neck. “This one’s not ours to worry about,” Neil said wisely.

“Still, if worst comes to worst and he’s going to be tanked …” Marin turned into Travers’s arms, keenly aware that Vidal was studiously ignoring them, fiddling with the setup for the next simulation. Perlman and Fargo were expected in a few minutes. 

“Modern tanks,” Travers said doubtfully.

But Marin nodded toward Vidal. “Two very old tanks came out of the lagoon with them, remember. One failed on the mechanical level, but the other was viable.” He brushed a kiss across Travers’s mouth and slid out of the loose embrace. “Any ideas, Mick?”

“Who, me?” Vidal glanced over his shoulder. “What I know about cryogen tanks would go on the back of your hand, in large letters. Ernst might be the one to talk to about it. Or Tor Sereccio,” he added. “Tor’s the engineer specializing in old, old hardware – mind you, not human tech. Old Resalq gear and Zunshu salvage is his field.” Done with the sim, he set down the handy and thrust both hands into the pockets of slacks that were still far too loose on him. “What’s your interest, Curtis? I thought you hated the venomous little sod.”

Marin could only shrug. “I suppose part of me is fascinated to see how the experiment turns out. Caterpillars morph into butterflies, after all.”

“And maggots turn into flies,” Vidal added. “Even if the growth patterns come good, and he wakes up one day as a Pakrani, he’s still going to be a venomous sod – just a bloody great big one who’s harder to handle and quite capable of knocking you flat on your ass!”

“All the more reason to tank him before he gets any worse.” Travers gestured over his shoulder. “I can tell you, Richard’s had more than enough of him. Every time he looks up, Teniko’s watching him.”

“He still loves Richard,” Marin mused.

“Fixated on him. Obsessed.” Vidal shook his head. “This can only end badly. If I was Rick, I’d have him tanked already. Excess baggage, like Bill said. He shouldn’t be here.”

“If he wasn’t so damn’ brilliant, he wouldn’t be.” Travers dropped a hand on Vidal’s shoulder. “We might need him.”

“So Mahak says.” Vidal sighed. “He still seems to think quite highly of Teniko, or at least of his intellect. He owns a lot more patience than I do.”

“Mahak,” Marin echoed. “I like the sound.”

“It’s his name.” Vidal regarded Marin thoughtfully. “You and he were close for a long time.”

“Yes.” Marin chose his words carefully. “There was a time I was where you were, Mick. Anything I am today is built on foundations Mark shored up. I owe him. I always will.”

“He … collects strays,” Vidal said with a wry smile.

“Yes, he does.” Marin shared the painful humor. “When they let him. He tried to help Tonio, and I think it’s the first time Mark ever had a stray kitten turn right around and bite him. He’d probably still help, if he could, if only because Teniko is brilliant, and it’s possible we might need him.” He stirred deliberately. “You know where Mark is?”

Vidal gestured forward. “In Physics 3, with Dario and Tor. They’re still trying to get a line into the Ebrezjim’s AI.”

“We’ll catch you later,” Travers told Vidal. “Take care of yourself, Mick.”

As they stepped out, Perlman and Fargo strolled up from the aft compartments. They were apprehensive, and Marin did not blame them. They had yet to fly a successful virtual mission, though they had managed to survive in the simulator for over 100 minutes on one assignment. They would get it eventually, he was sure, but they had been killed so often in Vidal’s virtual world, and it was never pleasant. He slapped palms as they headed into the hangar, and followed Travers on, forward, to the labs.

Physics 3 was closed but not locked, and no warnings were posted. He buzzed strategically as Travers rolled open the light armordoors, and Mark appeared in the back, around a meter-wide flatscreen. He was alone for the moment, working with sleeves rolled up around smooth brown forearms. A thread of Resalq music played over the hum of machinery and the smell of fresh coffee issued from the ’chef.

The lab was eight meters by ten, and the space was dominated by a containment shell set right in the center. The transparent plastex dome insulated the relative cold of the old computer core, and kept out any stray dust particle that might contaminate it. Ports set every ten degrees around the surface of the shell passed hanks of cable in and out of the quarantined interior, and Marin counted more than 20 assorted flatscreens and handies, each monitoring a different datastream.

By now the matrix of Ebrezjim refuse had been stripped away and the core was denuded. Marin saw a blue-gray cylinder not quite two meters tall, a little more than a meter thick, and rounded at either end. No markings showed on the surface, but eight circular indentations indicated sockets, and four couplers were in place, bleeding bunches of color-coded cables. Somewhere in the middle of this mess of mismatched tech was the remnant of a thousand-year-old AI.

“Any joy?” Travers asked as he pulled up a stool and studied the containment shell with a perplexed look. 

“Yes and no.” Mark pushed away from the bench and flexed his hands. “There’s a lot of damage, as you’d expect. In fact, there’s a lot more damage than we’d been predicting.”

“Surprising,” Marin mused. “At those temperatures, it should have been perfectly preserved, shouldn’t it?”

“Perhaps.” Mark stood, hands on hips, frowning at the ancient thing which was defying him. “It’s not quite as simple as that – nothing ever is. Suffice to say, I’d hoped to bring the AI online, but I don’t think we’re going to be so successful. There’s damage to the actual hardware itself, at the core level, that … well, I don’t see how it could be caused by the freezing or recovery process. Damage always leaves a specific fingerprint, and what I’m starting to see here …” He shook himself. “No matter – we can access parts of the database, so we’ll get a good deal of information out of it.”

“Enough to improve our survival odds in Zunshu space?” Travers asked shrewdly. “It was the whole point of going into the lagoon.”

“Oh, yes. What we’ll dig out of the database will give us the edge we always knew we needed,” Mark said without hesitation. “From what we know already, getting into Zunshu space was never going to be the problem. Getting out again is something else – but in any case, we won’t be leaving before a resolution has been wrangled. An armistice, perhaps. Something, anything, to safeguard the Deep Sky.” He nodded at the old, old AI core. “The answers are in there. We just need to get to them.”

The coffee was tantalizing. Marin helped himself to a mug, though Travers and Mark declined. “Have you winkled anything at all out of it?”

“A little.” Mark leaned his hips on the nearest bench, folded his arms on the breast of a bronze and gold tunic. “Most of what we’ve retrieved so far is drawn from image storage. We’re seeing survey pictures of worlds, planetoids, starfields. The most disquieting thing we’ve found is the familiarity of what we’re seeing. Zunshu space is … just space. Not some region of hell, nor a void, perhaps the heart of a dark nebula.” He seemed to mock himself with a faint, rueful smile. “All these years, in one’s imagination it’s been tempting to visualize Zunshu space as something like the ancient humans’ Tartarus.”

“The region beyond Hades,” Marin told Travers, to whom the word meant nothing. “If you thought Hades was bad, Tartarus was worse. Cold, dark, utterly dead and filled with horrors, wasn’t it?”

“Something along those lines,” Mark agreed. “Ancient mythology, at any rate. Why anyone should want to conjecture regarding a place beyond Hades, I can’t imagine, but I suppose we’ve always been inclined to picture Zunshu space as some kind of monstrous pit in the cosmos. First surprise from the Ebrezjim data: it’s just space. A region like Hellgate, surrounded by normal stars, several hundred systems we can pinpoint, within easy reach of the black hole at the hub of the gravity storms.”

Travers’s dark head nodded slowly. “So we’re over the first hurdle. We know there’s nothing weird about Zunshu space itself, nothing Lai’a can’t handle.”

“Which is a modest source of relief,” Mark admitted. “If it’d turned out to be some cosmic Tartarus, well, standing off for weeks or months, long enough to perform a research cruise, is the last thing we’d want to do, with the frontier colonies coming under the Zunshu hammer!” He reached out, laid his flat hand on the curved surface of the containment shell. “We need more – a lot more. The answers are in here somewhere.”

“We might learn more at Orion 359.” Marin drained the mug and set it aside for the little housekeeper drone which took care of the ’chef. “We’re about two hours out from the Orion Gate.”

Mark stirred with an obvious effort. “And we need to set up the lab to run some long processes, get it locked down tight before Lai’a announces the transit. This, I don’t want to miss. I never thought I’d be seeing with my own eyes the region imaged by the Aenestra.”

The story was being told with relish among the younger Resalq who, like Midani Kulich, and like young humans anywhere, yearned for new horizons. Three Resalq ships headed by the science vessel Aenestra
traveled years at high velocities to survey the worlds around Orion 359. Their mission was to scout for evidence of Zunshu activity, but none was recorded until they reached the skirts of Hellgate’s malicious twin. Marin felt a faint shiver as Mark turned a screen toward him.

It was streaming the Aenestra data. Jazinsky, Rusch and any of the Resalq would have recognized these skies at a glance. Richard Vaurien was idly studying them – not because he suspected Lai’a did not know exactly where it was in relation to home. A restlessness had begun to stir inside him. Far horizons were beckoning, and Marin knew he felt the longing to reach beyond any shore that had ever known the shadow of war.

“Nothing we can do to help you here?” Travers hazarded as Mark took up a handy and began to wrangle his machines.

“You could find Dario and Tor and tell them to come back to work,” Mark said acerbically. “They stepped out ‘for air’ an hour ago … I know where they are, but I’ll not be the one to call them back!”

“And where are they?” Marin thought he could guess.

“In the arboretum. No surprise.” Mark looked up from the handy. “Give them a gentle nudge, tell them the ‘old man’ would very much like to get out of here some time this century.”

‘Arboretum’ was the wrong term, but it had stuck. The compartment was right above the old, gutted engine deck, fifty meters by thirty and twenty high – fitted as a hydroponic garden, fed by vast tanks of growing carp and tended by gantry-mounted drones. Engineered dwarf trees, shrubs, plants, grew in serried ranks – corn, citrus, cane fruits, legumes, every kind of leafy vegetable and berry, tubers, stone fruits and herbs. As if, Marin thought, Mark Sherratt and Harrison Shapiro were laying the groundwork for long-term survival, in the event Lai’a could not return. 

The thought inspired a shiver as Travers cycled the lock-in, lock-out armordoors, before a wave of warm, humid air engulfed Marin. Forty lamps in the ceiling bulkhead created full-frequency daylight conditions; water cannon mounted in each corner misted the fields every six hours, and the gravity in the compartment was set to a full quarter less than the rest of the ship. Three-meter fans gave a constant slight breeze while tiny beebots whirred to and fro on the serious business of pollination, and the gantry drones rolled methodically overhead, pruning, tending. Fresh strawberries, salad and herbs would soon be finding their way to the dining table, and after weeks or months on even the best autochef fare, Marin knew he would be looking forward to them.

Voices issued from the far side of the arboretum. Dario and Tor were talking quietly in their own language, and Marin caught a number of words and phrases he knew, sometimes enough to piece together an entire sentence. They knew they should be working, but tiredness and frustration with the project had made Tor short tempered. Dario had obviously known what he needed, and an hour later Tor was contrite, content. They had the right idea, Marin decided, and he made a mental note to seduce Neil in this direction, and soon.

“Yo, guys,” Travers had called ahead. “You decent?”

“No – so bugger off, as Bill Grant says,” Tor shouted without even looking up over the low foliage of a rank of dwarf citrus trees, each no higher than Marin’s chest.

“Your equero wants you,” Curtis called back. 

Dario snorted a laugh. “What a surprise.”

They were sitting on a pile of blankets on the mesh deck in the dappled shade of the berry vines which were shooting up fast in the compartment’s partial gravity. A tumble of beer cans scattered around, and Tor was still naked while Dario had pulled a pair of battered jeans haphazardly around his hips. 

“Your equero has a life too, you know,” Marin said, perhaps a little critically. “You need to be tasking the lab to run itself – we’re just short of the Orion Gate. You want to miss this?”

“No,” Dario admitted.

“Yes,” Tor groaned. “I’m an engineer, Curtis, not an explorer. Not even an astrophysicist.”

“You’re still a Resalq,” Dario said, clearly picking up the threads of an old argument, “and we’re supposed to be looking for our own ancestors, survivors off the Ebrezjim. Blood of my blood was on the ship.”

“So let Lai’a look,” Tor argued. “It’s one chance in ten million it even finds anything, and if it does – wake me. I’ll ride to the freakin’ rescue.”

Dario heaved a theatrical sigh and snatched up his shirt. “Okay, be that way. I’ll go give Mark a hand.” He shrugged into the shirt and cast about for the deck shoes he had thrown aside an hour before.

Rebellious, gleefully wayward, Tor sprawled on the blankets and reached for another beer. Dario cast a disparaging look over him and then headed for the pressure doors. They were cycling when Travers wondered, “You guys are arguing? What’s his problem?”

“Aggravation,” Dario said with all due resignation. “We just worked a triple shift, trying to find the Ebrezjim AI, and … damnit, Neil, it’s like it isn’t even there to be found. Sure, there’s structural damage to the computer core – you could expect that. But it’s like stumbling around somebody’s house, looking for the owner, and finding a half-full cup of cold tea, a half-eaten sandwich, a handy with a movie on pause, the dog sleeping off dinner, the bed unmade, and no sign of the owner. Nothing. Like the AI just stopped. Vanished. And you know they don’t do that.” He stepped out into the passage leading back to the service elevator. “Tor can’t stand a mystery, but the thing that really drives him nuts is wasting his time. He can be so impatient, you’d think he was human. I mean,” he added quickly, “with a lifespan like ours, impatience is probably the only unforgivable sin!”

“I know what you mean,” Marin assured him. “You, uh, sweetened him up at least.”

“I humped him good and hard, which was what he wanted, needed,” Dario said with smoldering precision. “And very soon I shall have to be very, very careful about all that, you know?”

It took some time for the sense of what he had said to click into place, and Marin gave a start of surprise. “What? He’s … never! Is he?”

“Well, not yet,” Dario said with a pained look, “but you’ve lived among us, you know how we are, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Marin said darkly, “I do. You, uh, be careful, then. You don’t want that to contend with, not now, not here.”

“Tell me about it,” Dario muttered, and hit the panel with the side of his fist to summon the elevator, “Look, let me go help Mark. I know he needs help, but Tor … shoot. I’ll see you in Ops when it all happens.”

The doors had closed over on him when Travers said in tones of complete exasperation, “What the hell was that all about?”

For the first time in years Marin felt a faint blush warm his cheeks. He beckoned Travers twenty meters forward, to the small lounge off one side of the Bravo gym, where the ’chef was stocked by the company and, predictably, eight brands of beer were on offer. He took two Coopers Lites, lobbed one in Travers’s direction and cracked open his own. The gym was empty. The firing range was still set up at one end, a variety of practice weapons abandoned on a bench, but for the moment he ignored them.

“You don’t know too much about the fine details of Resalq biology, do you?” he hazarded.

Travers took a long pull on the beer. “They live a hell of a lot longer than we do … one gender; they all look male, but they’re not, and it’s a big mistake if you forget that. Huge, convoluted brain, massive heart and lungs; they don’t get drunk because of the huge liver. Hotter than we are, and they see better than we do, especially in the dark. They actually do reincarnate, but it’s bad manners to mention someone’s previous life … they smell sweeter, when they work up a sweat … and their palate is so weird, they like their wine like vinegar and their food like napalm. What else is to know?”

“A lot, actually.” Marin nodded back in the direction of the garden. “They’re single gender, with a full chromosome set, which means they can all bear young. And when social or environmental pressures shove them around, they start thinking about it. Thinking about it is the first sign of hormonal shift. And Tor’s been talking about it now and then – remember when we reached the Ebrezjim Lagoon?”

“Yeah,” Travers said slowly. “So?”

“So, he’s responding to pressures,” Marin mused. “I should have seen it, but I was too busy to notice. I’m sure Mark and Dario saw it. Humans thrashing through trauma feel the fight or flight reflex, and we respond by pumping out stress hormones, right?” Travers nodded. Marin shrugged. “When young Resalq are backed into a corner, under stress for weeks, months, some of them start to pump hormones, specifically the hormones that’ll ensure the survival of the species in a time of crisis.”

The penny dropped and Travers blinked at him. “You mean Tor –?”

“Is about to become receptive,” Marin affirmed. “That’s the word they use. Not passive, or submissive, or feminized, or any of the human twaddle. But he’s about to become receptive, and Dario already knows he’ll have to be careful. He’s not stupid. Getting his partner naragen right now, right here, would be … damnably inconvenient.” He forced a chuckle. “Don’t worry about them. Dario’ll be watching.”

“You can see the change when a guy…?” Travers looked baffled.

“As they become receptive? Yes. Not that I’ve ever see this for myself, but – ask Mark, he’ll explain it. It’s not a secret. The Resalq aren’t embarrassed by their own biology. When they’re receptive, there’s a tendency for the male genitals to fold back into the body cavity, because they’re about to fall dormant for a long, eleven month gestation period. The further they fold back, the more receptive an individual has become.” He drained the beer and dropped the can into the chute. “The hormonal reflex is primeval, it goes back to the dawn of their species. But the primitive reflex is still there. It’s one of the reasons they survived the century or so after the Zunshu killed their homeworlds. Mark himself was born in that time.”

“Prolonged stress makes them breed,” Travers said slowly, as if struck broadside by an epiphany. He chuckled richly and gestured back toward the garden. “It also makes them prickly and short-tempered.”

“The young ones whose hormones are pumping – yes, it does.” Marin shared the moment of humor. “After a certain age, or if they’ve already had two or three young, the hormones don’t pump the same way.”

“You mean, Mark won’t be feeling this?” Travers hazarded.

“Right. He’s too old by centuries to feel any compulsion. He bore three young, of course; two survive. He could still bear again, but only by choice. At his age, he’s much more likely to be the sire, the other half of the partnership.” He shared Travers’s fascination. “It still takes two to dance the old tango, but among the Resalq the roles are reversible.”

“And Tor,” Travers wondered, “doesn’t have any choice in the matter?”

“Of course he does.” Marin glanced at his chrono. “We’d better head for Ops, if we don’t want to miss this. Tor? He can take shots and just turn the hormones right off – if he wants to. But there’s a hefty psychological thump. He won’t want to. Academically, he might choose to have the shots. If he’s cranky enough to refuse, Dario will just take the shots to make bloody damned sure he, himself, is temporarily sterile … and not even tell Tor he’s done it, if he has any sense. Keep the boy happy with plenty of healthy sex till we’re out of trouble and home. Then, if they’re still inclined, let nature take its course. Or not,” he added. “Once the stress is off, Tor’s hormones will swing right back to neutral. The imperative will fade away. They’ll have children when and if they choose to, not when nature says they should, or must.”

“Well, damn.” Travers was on the way back to the elevator. “You can start to forget the Resalq are, well, alien.”

“But they’re very alien,” Marin said quietly as he thumbed for the lift. “And I always thought the delight was in the difference.” 

Operations was already busy, and the navtank was bright with a live graphical display. Lai’a was translating the ten-dimensional datastream of transspace into visuals sensible to the human brain. Marin licked his lips as he looked into it, seeing a roiling, writhing confusion of imagery which he had come to recognize. He knew a gravity tide when he saw it, and a fast-time channel, a slow-time eddy, and the silver-gray shoals of the driftway into which Lai’a was already taking them.

Its voice was serene. “Orion Driftway. I am searching for the precursors to a gate event. Do you wish to transit on the first appropriate event, Captain?” 

On the other side of the tank, Vaurien, Jazinsky and Rusch were immersed in the data racing through a wide flatscreen while Mark worked with a handy and Tonio Teniko looked on with unblinking, feverish eyes. His hands were in his pockets, his breathing was rapid and shallow. Marin might have worried about the feral look of him, but Bill Grant was only meters away, taking readings even then. Curtis caught Grant’s attention, and Bill only shrugged. Teniko was as stable as he was ever likely to be.

“I don’t know – do we want to take the first gate?” Vaurien referred the question to Mark. “Give me a reason not to.”

“There is no reason,” Jazinsky said promptly, “and we don’t have a lot of time to waste. Hard as it is to believe, this really is Orion 359 – and we have a wealth of data from the Aenestra. We’re not here to survey star systems! But we can certainly buzz the zone, looking for any signs.” She frowned sidelong at Mark. “Of survivors.”

“The proverbial needle in a haystack.” Mark looked up from his work for only a moment. “I’ve already discussed this with Lai’a. Given a safe transit of the gate, we’ll cruise fast out of the Orion Drift. The Aenestra data has already been analyzed. Alexis and Leon went over the study performed by Lai’a, if only to provide the living, flesh and blood perspective.” He set the handy aside now and leaned on the side of the tank, watching the temporal streams dart and writhe like hatchlings in a snake’s nest. “By all accounts, there’s only one system with any potential for survivability for species like ours, in range of the local Drift. 

“It was cataloged as Orion 521. Smaller, redder, cooler than the stars we’d prefer, given the choice, but if it had a rocky planet with a breathable atmosphere, right in the sweet spot … well, life forms like ourselves might survive in the long term. If,” he added, “they could eat the local vegetation, when they got here. And if they could manage a slingshot around the black hole, Orion 359 itself, and get themselves onto a reliable vector for 521. And if they had enough viable cryogen tanks to make the sublight journey, which would have taken around eight years.” He puffed out his cheeks, shook his head. “In fact, it’s far from impossible.” 

“And we know what we’re looking for, and where we’re looking,” Vaurien said thoughtfully. 

“Oh, it’s well worth a look,” Mark said with all due caution, “but I’ve warned the others not to get their hopes up. The ifs, ands and buts associated with survivability out here are appalling, even if one had a support ship! With only a number of escape pods … well, it’s not impossible.”

“Cryogen tanks,” Travers mused as Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau appeared from the armordoors. “In the pods?” 

“Twenty, recessed into the deck of each pod,” Mark affirmed, “under hatches. Powerful maneuvering jets in the tail and bow, super-compressed propellant tanks. A halfway decent generator in the nose, six cubic meters of emergency rations behind a bulkhead in the back. Atmosphere and water recycling plants. If they could manage a slingshot around the black hole, accurately calculate a three-thousand-day flight, and get themselves into cryogen for the duration … then, their challenge would be a hard landing on a cold, dark planet where we know almost nothing of the environment.” 

The words were bleak, but Marin had gone on beyond this thinking. “If I were up against this, I’d stay in cryo,” he said quietly. “Even if I made it to the planet, if the environment was so unfriendly, I’d stay tanked.”

“And – what, set up a comm beacon, hope for rescue, sometime?” Travers’s brows arched. “The beacon would bring the Zunshu like blow flies to dead meat.”

“And we,” Vaurien added, “don’t have time to search a whole system for a flock of escape pods that’ll be buried under a thousand years’ worth of detritus.” He gave Mark an apologetic look. “Another time. Assuming we get the resolution we want with the Zunshu, a Resalq crew can come back with Lai’a and spend a year here, if that’s what it takes.”

“All the more reason to be swift on this reconnoitre.” Mark adjusted his combug. 

“Or maybe even wake up to yourself and not bother looking at all,” Tonio Teniko’s voice growled from the furthest corner of Operations. “If they’re likely to be tanked, why do this? Send somebody else, when there’s time to waste.”

A pained expression passed across Mark’s face. Marin saw it before he drew a mask over it. His tone was patient, measured, as if he were addressing a dull child. “For the moment, assume the crew of the Ebrezjim could get themselves here. It’s highly likely a number of tanks – or pods – would have been damaged en route or upon landing, Tonio, rendering continued cryosleep impossible for a considerable percentage of the crew. Given an environment even marginally appropriate, the company would certainly have chosen to cannibalize tanks and pods and make a survival attempt. If this took place, they or their descendents might still be waiting for retrieval, and desperate for supplies of every kind. And consider this: should the Lai’a expedition suffer defeat in Zunshu space, we won’t be coming back, and it’s likely no one will be following us, perhaps for another millennium. A couple of generators, a field medical facility, an AI, drones, food, raw materials – all this will cost us little, but might make the difference between an isolated colony struggling and failing.”

“If, if, if,” Teniko groaned. “This might be, and that could be. The truth is, if the crew of the Ebrezjim had any bloody sense, they’d cut their losses. Fifty percent of the tanks are damaged, people can’t get back in? Tough shit. You’re still scoring a fifty percent survival rate right there. I’d take the odds.”

As he spoke, Shapiro, Kim, Rodman and Hubler stepped into Ops and were puzzled as Jazinsky said acidly, “Yes, well, not everybody in the universe is a mercenary little snot. A lot of humans would also put the group first … we all come home, or none of us do.”

“That’s a bunch of bullshit,” Teniko began.

“Perhaps it is, but it was human nature ten thousand years before you were born.” Vidal’s voice was a whipcrack. “Mouth shut, Tonio, right now. What are you doing here, anyway? You were banned from Ops.”

“I asked him to come and … merely observe,” Mark said with rueful humor. “One thing you can trust Tonio to do. He’ll always play your devil’s advocate. It’s become his principle source of value.”

Teniko’s mouth was opening again, but Vaurien jabbed one dagger-like finger to stop him. “One more syllable, and you’re out of here.” Tonio’s lips sealed, compressed, and he retreated into the corner, hunkered down into a chair. Vaurien turned back to Jazinsky and Vidal. “Lai’a, we’re looking for an event. Take the first one you can find that’s up to specs … you and Doctor Sherratt thrashed out a flightplan?”

“An efficient flightplan,” the AI assured him. “And the early precursors of an event are beginning to show. The transspace drive is cycling for ignition.”

“How long till this event?” Jazinsky wondered. 

“Estimating 30 minutes.” Lai’a paused. “I have dropped a comm beacon into a stable part of the driftway. Doctor Sherratt, Doctor Jazinsky, Colonel Rusch, you might be interested to examine data streaming to Tech 4. The next gate beyond the Orion Gate is intermittently visible. It is extremely distant and readings are faint, but useful information might be inferred. Doctor Teniko, if you wish, I can stream the same data to Nav 5.”

Comm 5 was the workstation where Teniko was hunched into a chair, hugging himself. “Do it,” he snarled. “Pardon me for two syllables.”

The data might have been fascinating but Marin could make nothing of it. He gathered by the tank with the rest of the transspace pilots, watching the graphics as the event began to grow. Travers, Queneau and Rodman – the navigation specialists – were transfixed, eager to watch the black hole pull and tease at the gravity wells of two supergiant stars until the e-space membrane began to ruck and twist, building toward the rupture in space-time. Vidal, Marin and Hubler – the pilots – were focused on the way the temporal currents fluctuated, bending and weaving around the growing event while the outfall of the Odyssey Tide seemed to froth and eddy around the shoals of the driftway.

The transspace drive was idling, Lai’a was on station keeping, only waiting for the Orion Gate to open, and as it did Marin could feel the phantom sensations in his hands, wrists, forearms, and a curious sense of weightlessness, as if he might be flying this. The thought hit him hard. I can do this. I could fly this with my own hands, own eyes and brain. 

How often had he heard Vidal say the same words, in the early days when he must almost convince himself that he had been here, done this, before ever he tried to convince people like Jazinsky, Sherratt, Shapiro. They believed now – Marin believed. His belly felt the phantom lurch of momentary zero-gee as Lai’a acquired the freefall channel just off-center of the event, and beyond they could already see the stars of normal space. 

Strange stars. The constellations were alien to every human eye, and the Resalq knew them only from the data returned by the Aenestra. Even Mark was lost for words as the transspace drive shut down and the conventional Weimann engines ramped up. Lai’a exited the Orion Drift without hesitation, and Marin watched a flatscreen, where the aftscan showed its departure angle. The gate was the twin of any Hellgate event and the stars ahead, which pooled in the navtank like swarming fireflies, were normal stars, identical to those of home. 

 The navtank load was based on the Aenestra data, but Lai’a was already surveying, amending, correcting. Rusch and Jazinsky murmured in surprise and delight as new information became available, but a chill had settled in Marin’s bones. He joined Travers and Vaurien and took a cup of steaming green tea as Vidal returned from the ’chef.

“You all right, Curt?” Vidal asked softly. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

“Maybe I did.” Marin wrapped his hands around the cup. “Am I the only one who’s looking at those stars and thinking, everything – everything we know, every Deep Sky world, every human and Resalq soul – is so far away, if something happened and we couldn’t get back into transspace, we’d be traveling at lunatic speeds for five years to get home. Am I the only one who feels a tad bit intimidated?”

Vaurien lifted a brow at him. “Lai’a, how was the transit?”

“Orion Gate transit was normal,” it reported. “The transspace drive is operating at 0.34% below optimum, which is well within acceptable parameters. Weimann engines are at peak performance. The navtank load is satisfactory; I am extending it at this time. Orion 521 is 5.8 light years distant – a K3 dwarf, comparatively cool and small. Information regarding its planetary system will be available shortly.”

“Which should put your mind at ease, Curtis,” Vaurien observed. “Lai’a, kick up to high-cruise, let’s make this quick.”

“I am already at high-cruise, Captain Vaurien,” Lai’a told him mildly. “Did you wish to place higher priority on speed? I can bring number 3 generator online for fifteen percent Weimann overdrive.” 

“Within established safety parameters?” Vaurien asked shrewdly.

“You may option 10% Weimann overdrive within those parameters,” Lai’a allowed.

“Then, consider it optioned,” Vaurien said aridly. “Give me a buzz when you drop out insystem … Harrison, Jon, will you join us for lunch?”

“If you can eat, do it now,” Jazinsky added darkly. “I’ve a feeling you won’t be in the mood later.”

They headed out to the lounge but Marin hung back, watching the tank, mesmerized by it, till Travers asked quietly, “You okay, Curt?”

“Yes. I suppose. Just –” He gestured at the strange constellations. “You ever think about the early explorers? Magellan, Drake, Cook. They’d land on the far side of the planet in a flimsy little shell made of wood and rope and canvas, two years out from home and at the mercy of the wind, the sea. I think,” he said ruefully, “I’m feeling a little bit mortal just now.”

Vidal’s voice surprised them both. He had been working with a flatscreen, out of the main lights “You’d be weird if you didn’t,” he told Marin. “But you know what else I feel?” He came up to the tank, where its illumination threw macabre, distorted shadows around his face. “I feel alive,” he whispered, and then laughed shortly. “You ever notice, the closer to heaven you get, the more insecure you feel.”

He made a good point, and Marin shared the moment’s wry humor until Travers draped an arm over his shoulders. “Eat,” he advised. “If I’m right about what Jazinsky means, you won’t feel like it later.”

He was right. When Joss called them back to Operations the tale of woe was already streaming through the navtank. They had all seen similar images in the Aenestra data, but the reality was a body blow. Lai’a cut a line into the system that would have approximated one of the original shipping lanes. It was marked by an old but still viable comm beacon dropped by the Resalq science team. The Aenestra itself had traveled this way, and had imaged the same devastation.

The star was orange rather than yellow, much cooler than the warm, bright suns of the new colonial homeworlds. The system was made more inviting only because the star was also large, for a dwarf, and its planets were numerous. The Aenestra spent a week here and recorded fourteen major worlds and three times as many moons, some of them as large as small worlds like Ulrand and Celeste, and one of them a shade under the size of Velcastra. But only the inner four planets were close enough to the star to be warm enough to permit life; and of them, two were too small to hold an atmosphere. One was a pocket-sized gas giant like Shikoku, orbiting on the outer fringe of the clement zone, where its warmth came mostly from its own compression-heated core and its moons were balls of blue ice. 

Signs of Zunshu activity were everywhere. For once Dario, Tor and Leon were silent, haunted by vistas of devastation which could have been the Resalq worlds, a thousand years ago. Mark knew far too much about that era, and his voice was rasp.

“There’s no evidence to suggest this civilization ever got out of its home system – the Aenestra recorded no colonization in nearby systems, at any rate. These people certainly developed an excellent interplanetary drive, but even something like the Auriga engine was ahead of them when the Zunshu arrived. They were utterly helpless. The Aenestra
cataloged six worlds in this system, as well as numerous moons, where mining colonies were established. On two of the closer worlds cities must have existed, since the Zunshu deployed what we came to call planet-wreckers. It’s possible one of the closer worlds might even have had an atmosphere before Zunshu intervention, but more likely the cities were domed or built underground, like those of Mars. And it’s entirely probable these worlds were employed as dockyards, ship-building facilities. Even research labs where the Auriga drive technology would have been developed, given another century.

“All gone,” Mark finished bleakly. “These worlds, these people, have been so completely obliterated, we weren’t even able to find a trace of who they were. They might have been humanoid. They might have been very different. I’m afraid we may never know.” 

“I’m seeing a … a debris field,” Dario added. “There must have been something rather like Sanmarco Space City, or perhaps an enormous transit platform serving the big ships that connected the outer worlds. It’s just so much metal confetti now, too corroded to yield useful information.”

“Do we know when?” Vidal wondered. “How long since the Zunshu hit this system? Not recently, surely.”

“It’s hard to say,” Mark told him. “Based on information returned by the Aenestra, an educated guess would be about twelve hundred years. This devastation is … old. What’s worse is, this is probably not the only killing field. I’d be prepared to wager that if we dropped out at the next gate up the gravity express, and the next, we’ll find similar scenes.”

“Why?” Shapiro was pale in the instrument lights. “In the name of anybody’s god, why would a species intelligent enough to master gravity physics and fly transspace destroy every civilization they can reach?”

“Now, there’s the real question.” Mark’s brows arched as he watched the navtank image of a ruined world where a hemisphere had been smashed, the atmosphere torn away. Any work ever built there by an intelligent species was gone. “Our philosophers and physicists have been trying to answer this question since the pinnacle of your people’s technology was the musket, Harrison. I’ve never heard a really convincing argument.”

“No?” Shapiro closed his arms about himself, as if he were cold. “What was the most compelling answer your philosophers suggested?”

It was Dario who said, “Racial purism. The theory was, the Zunshu were so elitist they refused to share the universe with anyone or anything different from themselves. And, incidentally, I don’t buy it.”

“You don’t?” Vidal gestured at Midani Kulich, who hovered around the Resalq group, following their conversation with the aid of a handy. “Forgive me if I notice, you people have a history of racism. His brother – and yes, I know it’s the wrong term! – is a son of a bitch about it. And before you get all bent out of shape, humans have been a thousand percent more racist, sexist and prejudiced against every other religion, ethnicity and caste than Resalq ever were!”

“Oh, we know your history,” Mark said darkly. “And yes, we’ve had our elitists, like Emil Kulich. But as a species matures, develops, the old primal baggage is eventually left behind. Long before a race reaches the level of technology needed to fly transspace, prejudice, much less any tendency to commit genocide, would be left far behind.”

The argument was sound but a thread of doubt niggled at Marin. “And suppose the Zunshu didn’t develop the transspace physics.” Most heads swivelled toward him. “They use it,” he said slowly, “but suppose they were a comparatively young – dumb, prejudiced, violent – species when they stumbled over alien tech, the way we do. They researched it, figured it out. Factor in a big element of luck. They’re still driven by primitive, xenocidal urges, and transspace gives them a reach so long, they can kill at whim, maybe ten thousand light years from home.”

“Well, shit, it’s … interesting,” Vidal whispered. “Mark?”

“It’s been suggested,” Mark admitted, “and there’s no way to refute it, of course. It’s not impossible, but we think it’s unlikely. The level of technology required to even begin to understand gravity physics, horizon dynamics and transspace, is so high, we believe this level of science and xenocidal tendencies are mutually exclusive.”

“You believe?” Travers echoed. 

Mark could only shrug. “There’s no way to be sure. You can be as faultlessly logical as a calculator, and still be dead wrong.”

As they spoke, Lai’a had left behind the ruined world. Ahead, the blue-gray sphere of the most terrestrial planet this system possessed had swelled to a globe in the navtank. Marin watched it grow as the old Aenestra data streamed beside it. It was Shapiro who asked,

“The Aenestra didn’t record any sign of Resalq escape pods?”

“No – but then, no one knew to look for them,” Dario said thoughtfully. “The ship stood off and performed a routine planetary survey, which doesn’t probe deeply enough to register small objects or individual life forms. Basically, if they didn’t receive at least broadcast radio from the surface, they’d assume the highest life forms were animals, or perhaps some kind of pre-industrial civilization – best left alone. On your world and ours, there was a damned nasty history of primitives being jeopardized by premature contact with technology.”

“And the Aenestra found nothing even as simple as radio,” Shapiro mused. “Meaning, if Resalq are survivors here, they’re off the air. And speaking of air, what does the Aenestra say of an atmosphere on this world?”

 The planet was large enough in the navtank now for Marin to see land masses, mountains, small oceans, the high fleece of dusky clouds. The world looked as dry as Ulrand; not quite as arid as Celeste. 

“There’s an atmosphere,” Mark was saying, “but it’s very thin – as you’d expect. The craters where at least two Zunshu devices erased the major cities are on the far side. The damage done to the ecosystem couldn’t have been any worse if a comet or large metallic asteroid had impacted. A global extinction event, leaving just enough of a biosphere for a few hardy forms to hang on. In similar circumstances, on devastated worlds, we’ve found insects, worms in the deep ocean, a kind of arachnid in the polar ice, hibernating ninety percent of the time and emerging – in fact, thawing! – for just long enough to accommodate a reproduction cycle before it literally freezes back into the ice.” He sighed over the planet. “Years of so-called nuclear winter, and then … this. Thin air, little liquid water.”

“And it’s cold, dim,” Vidal said quietly. “The people who were native to this mudball would’ve evolved to be comfortable in the cold and dimness under this sun, but – shit, Mahak, any Resalq who landed here must’ve wondered what they’d done to be dumped down here for their sins!”

And if any Resalq were here, Marin saw at once, they were absolutely off the air. Lai’a had been looking for any faintest sign of activity from the planet, but had not detected even a humble carrier wave suggestive of wireless telegraphy. The scan parameters reset as he watched and another search began, this time looking for concentrations of metals common to Resalq industry. 

“It’s hunting for the pods now,” Tor growled. “We’ll slingshot around the entire planet, but … damn, Mark, it looks crappy from where I’m standing.”

“It does,” Mark agreed. “We always knew this was an incredible longshot.”

“It’s just debris, anywhere you look.” Jazinsky was running current data and the Aenestra feed, side by side. “Whoever these people were, they were all over their home system, mining, building, developing. At its height, this civilization would have been noisy, dirty – like Earth in the late twenty-second century, Richard, just before we broke out with the Auriga engine. Now … look at it.” The white-blonde head shook slowly. “You can see Zunshu paw prints everywhere. Their signature is easy to recognize. They mopped up everything, right down to orbital platforms, dockyards, any big ships that must have gotten out and played tag in the outer system. Damnit, Mark, this must be giving you the heebie-jeebies.”

“It is,” Mark confessed. “And I’m not the only one.” He was frowning at Midani Kulich, who had visibly changed color. 

Lai’a was driving around the planet under power, scanning the inner system while it probed and imaged the world with a science platform more robust than the Aenestra’s. The bottom line was not long in coming. 

“There is no sign of Resalq presence in this system, Doctor Sherratt, either current or previous, and no sign of indigenous intelligent life on Orion 521-D. However, I am able to detect very faint, anomalous energy emissions from a point in the asteroid field beyond the sun.” 

“Anomalous?” Tor echoed. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning,” Lai’a said coolly, “energy signatures which possibly indicate the presence of simple nuclear power cells. The Aenestra did not report this; the source is faint enough to be lost in the background interference off the Orion Drift. I detected it only because I am deliberately searching the system for such traces.”

“A hulk, drifting, decaying, engines corroding, toxic,” Dario guessed. “The Zunshu might even have missed one.”

“Or ruins on one of the asteroid mines,” Tor added. “A near miss implosion creates mayhem, decompression, total casualties, even though the facility still exists – again, toxic, corroding, decaying.”

“Worth a look?” Jazinsky wondered.

“On the way out.” Vaurien turned his back on the tank. “We’re leaving. If there were Resalq hanging on here, Mark, we’d have found them by now – it’d take machinery for life like us to survive here. The air’s too thin, the water’s too acid, almost all native life was obliterated in the Zunshu strike, so there’s no food, which means everything has to be recycled just to buy another week. A thousand years? Humans and Resalq wouldn’t last a thousand days without viable machinery. And we’d be seeing it right now.”

“Yes,” Mark said quietly. “Even if fugitives from the Ebrezjim did find their way here, their fight was probably over a long time ago. Or, if a handful of survivors eventually retired to the operable cryogen tanks, but didn’t dare set a comm beacon – well, they’ll keep. Another expedition will find them. It can’t be us.” He lifted his head, seemed to shake off some burden. “Lai’a, we’ll leave the system on a course to intercept this anomalous energy emission of yours. Low-level radiation, you say?”

“Probably only residue from an abandoned mine,” Lai’a warned. “Will I return directly to the Orion Drift?”

“We will.” Mark gave the whole company a tired smile. “Thank you for indulging us. There was only ever a faint chance.”

Lai’a was already moving, and Marin was unsurprised when it performed a micro-jump of just a few minutes in e-space before dropping back out on the fringe of a formidable asteroid field. Arago generators powered up at once; multiple objects were shoved aside as Lai’a drove through like any asteroid miner. The navtank was stygian, with just a handful of icons marking the positions of large bodies. This far from the dim sun, the cold was intense, the light levels so low, the vidfeed was almost unintelligible. 

The visuals cleaned up with enhancement. Lai’a supplemented them with a graphical overlay, making sense of an image comprised mostly of grain and guesswork. Marin frowned over it – a minor planet, potato-shaped, too small for its mass to collapse it into a sphere, and yet –

“It measures just under 400 kilometers on its longest axis,” Lai’a reported, “and indications are, it is hollow.”

“What, all of it?” Travers was astonished. “That’s too big for the whole thing to have been a mine, surely.”

“Or to have just been a mine,” Vidal mused. “It might have started out as one … Lai’a, you getting a better look at that energy signature?”

“Stream the data to the tank,” Dario invited.

A moment later the information began to scroll, and Jazinsky swore softly. “That’s a boatload of residual heat, for an abandoned mine.”

The internal temperature of the hollow planetoid was around 2oC, just above the freezing point of water. Too cold for humans or Resalq to thrive, but likely comfortable enough for a species that had evolved on the world of an orange dwarf. 

“Nuclear generators,” Tor said softly. “See, here? That’s … damnit, Dar, tell me this isn’t the signature of fuel-grade plutonium.”

“It is,” Dario affirmed.  

“That stuff’s bloody deadly,” Jazinsky looked up at Vaurien. “We haven’t used it in centuries.”  

“But it’s low tech, simple, and it works.” Vaurien looked from Mark to Dario and back. “The kind of tech you could scratch together in a hell of a hurry, with your back against the wall.”

“Or,” Vidal added, “maybe these people were still using plutonium reactors when the Zunshu came. If this asteroid started life as a mine, it might easily have been powered this way.” He gave Mark a dark look. “Lai’a, you reading anything like liquid water inside?”

“And widespread machinery,” Tor said sharply.

“Yes, on both counts.” Lai’a streamed the pertinent data to the tank. “Large bodies of liquid water, measuring in the millions of liters. The heat blooms of heavy machinery, low-level activity. However, I am also reading pressures and temperatures which are at odds with the requirements of humans and Resalq.”

“Microwave transmissions?” Mark prompted. 

“No. But there are many thousands of heat signatures consistent with cabling,” Lai’a told him. “It would appear the occupants broadcast nothing on-air. Their generators are heavily shielded to prevent radiation spill. The hollow interior of the planetoid is deep under the surface, with native rock providing efficient thermal shielding. My sensors are at maximum to detect heat blooms of machinery and life, even at this range. From what we know, a Zunshu probe would not recognize these values.”

“Hiding,” Alexis Rusch said quietly. “They’re just hiding, and they’re doing it efficiently. The Zunshu wouldn’t detect this – it’s not loud or dirty enough. Mark?”

“Yes.” Mark was aghast, astonished, horrified, fascinated, at once. “You said you see the heat signatures of living beings, Lai’a. How many?”

“Approximately two million,” Lai’a said calmly. “Body temperature is too low, body mass is too small, for these to be Resalq or human.”

“Besides which,” Tor added, “the escape pods are one-shot. They’d head for the only planet with an atmosphere and liquid water – they’d have to. They couldn’t have known this existed, it’s too well hidden. And once they’d set down on the planet, they weren’t going anywhere without transportation … and I don’t think they’d get help from the natives. These guys went to ground so efficiently, they never came up again. Which is the only reason they’re still alive.”

“Someone got away from the homeworld,” Dario whispered. “Maybe the Zunshu missed a couple of the mines, in the outer system? Or maybe there were crews on a fleet of big asteroid miners. They went dark fast enough, hid among the rubble – cannibalized the ships, brought in resources and survivors from the other mines and outposts. Hydroponic food, recycled air and water, minerals from the rock itself, plutonium generators … twelve centuries later, they’ve built a decent population.”

Mark laced his fingers at his nape. “But there’s nowhere to go. Their home planet will need terraforming before its liveable again. They don’t have the technology to do the job.”

“They might,” Jazinsky argued, “if they’ve had twelve hundred years to sit here and think about this, develop whisper-quiet, clean industry. They just don’t want to do it because it’ll only advertise their presence to the Zunshu.” She leaned both hands on the side of the tank. “Lai’a, can you get into their computers?”

“Their computers are not online.”

“Not what?” Travers wondered.

“Not networked,” Rusch told him. “Not connected to anything. Discrete units working in isolation, or a few of them cable-connected. So, Lai’a, we can’t get anything out of their computers?”

“That is correct,” Lai’a affirmed. “Also, this culture broadcasts nothing. All information is cabled. This is wise, since Zunshu probes are known to monitor for comm traffic.” 

“Can they passively receive signals?” Vaurien wondered.

“Structures do exist which could serve as microwave receivers,” Lai’a allowed. “Did you wish to make contact?”

The question effectively stopped the Ops room. The silence was profound as the Sherratts, Jazinsky and Rusch shared a mute conference, and Lai’a simply waited. At last Mark said slowly, 

“We could try. But you understand, the chances of being able to communicate will be small. We’ve no inkling of the morphology of these people, much less how their brains function – and these two factors govern the formation of language. We can’t even know if their comm works on similar frequencies to our own. It’s possible they wouldn’t even recognize a message from us as containing meaningful contents … and if they did know a message when they saw one, all it could cause is furore, at a time when we can’t stay here to offer anything from intelligent answers to assurances that the Zunshu won’t be back.” 

The only outside contact this species had ever known, Marin thought, was Zunshu machinery and annihilation. If they were capable of identifying a message from an alien species, they were likely to prime every weapon they possessed, and open fire. Marin would not have blamed them.

“Leave it,” Vaurien decided. “We know exactly where they are. The Commonwealth can send an embassy, try fifty ways to make contact, decipher the language – God knows, terraform the planet for them if they can’t do it for themselves. But not now, and not us.” 

“Agreed,” Shapiro said firmly. “Mark?”

“Oh, yes. This is unexpected, intriguing – and extremely dangerous. One could spend a whole career here! This is only the third intelligent species we’ve ever encountered. And most of us have one thing in common. We’re victims. We can return, leave a ship here for as long as it takes. For the moment … Lai’a, I believe we’re leaving.”

“Calculating a Weimann solution for the Orion Drift,” Lai’a responded. “Weimann exclusion threshold in 150 seconds.”


 

 
Chapter Fourteen





“It’s been so long.” Mark Sherratt mocked himself with a grimace as he scanned across the litter of handies, each displaying a different text, fragments, the flotsam of a language that might have been utterly alien.

As a linguist, Roy Arlott had a vested interest in the ancient form, but he was little less bemused than Sherratt, while Midani Kulich stood aside pensively, waiting to be asked. They were in the disused Chemistry 3, where the benches were still a clutter of unpacked cartons and the autochef was dark. Space was at a premium, and the crew lounge was organizing for dinner already. Vidal had come in with the elder Sherratt, when Arlott called for help. With time on his hands, Travers was curious about the work, and Marin knew just enough about the language to be intrigued by the ancient form.

The fragments were salvaged from the Ebrezjim’s archives, and even Travers saw the difference at once between the ancestral language and the contemporary Resalq. The older characters were more fluid; some were formed very differently. Worse yet, Arlott said, the terms they spelled out had changed. Contractions and abbreviations were quite different – and he was a linguist, not an engineer, while the fragments he was studying seemed to be service logs, filled with unfamiliar references.

“The written language was modified over four centuries ago,” Mark sighed as Travers and Marin frowned over the handies. “It had already been simplified from several earlier forms, and eventually we discontinued the extra layers of mark-up. See here, this word with the capitalization also has the equivalent of underscores and irregular superscripting – left and right of the letters here, obviously, since we write top-down, right-left. I just can’t remember what the mark-up means.” 

“And I never knew,” Arlott confessed. “All I know of your language is derived from the samples we’ve been spoon-fed – works like the Jagreth text. And those,” he added, “are not in the ancestral script or syntax.”

“Why would we spoon-feed you an obsolete script and archaic spoken form?” Sherratt admonished. “If you ever translated them at all, you’d be speaking a language like –”

“Shakespeare,” Arlott guessed.

“Actually, more like Chaucer,” Sherratt judged. “You couldn’t have even held a conversation with a contemporary Resalq.”

“So, since you hoped to have us understand the language like what she is spoke right now,” Roy said, amused, “you fed us contemporary texts. You’ll understand when I tell you I’m stuck, Mark. Well and truly, unless you can point me at something like ‘Ancestral Resalq in Twelve Easy Lessons.’”

In answer, Mark dropped a hand on Kulich’s shoulder. “He’s standing right here. Midani learned to read before the language was simplified, and to him it’s only been a matter of months.”

Arlott’s eyes glittered as he drew a handy closer and turned it toward them. “Then I’m assuming you know what this means?”

“Is working maintaining reporting,” Midani said readily.

“It’s a maintenance report,” Roy said slowly. “Maintain, maintaining … maintenance. Hear the difference?”

“Yes, but no understanding,” Kulich said heavily.

“Well one’s the very – brebandlal. To maintain. To be maintaining.”

“Why you having two ways to saying?” Kulich sighed.

“That’s just how our language developed.” Arlott shoved both hands into the hip pockets of a pair of kneeless denims and surveyed the handies. “Any language grows organically … cheris’endlal
…  and it winds up as a mishmash. You know how tough Slingo is to learn, because it’s built out of so many different languages from Earth, and they’ve all been piled on top of each other, glued together – complicated by slang, and slurred with the accents of so many colonies. The end result is a highly expressive muddle, where there’s ten ways to say anything. The only thing,” he said grimly, “that everyone agrees on is the written form of the language … and this is our problem with the ancestral Resalq. This alphabet isn’t what we’re used to.”

The characters framed in the handies were much more elaborate, with annotations beneath, below and through many of the words. Travers could make nothing of them, and lifted a brow at Marin, but Curtis only shook his head. “We’ve seen ornamental scrolls written in this form,” he said slowly. “Mark has quite a collection of them at the house back on Saraine. But I never pretended to be able to read any of them.” 

For the first time Midani Kulich was a jump ahead of them all. He picked up the big handy and scrolled through several samples. “What you wanting knowing?”

“What do we want to know,” Arlott said softly. “You remember.”

“I … forgetting. Forget. Forgot.” Kulich rolled the words on his tongue. “Too much ways be saying … to say. But this?” He gestured with the handy. “Is about engine, power coupler, fuel line, fuel pressure, pump being gone wrong. Needing replacing.”

“Okay. You can read it,” Roy breathed.

“Course, can do reading,” Kulich said reproachfully. “Doctor Sherratt also, only needing remembering bestly.”

 “He only needs to remember better,” Arlott whispered. “Good, better, best, you remember.”

“Remember … better. Better,” Kulich repeated dutifully. “Me always to be thinking, good, gooder, goodest. Is being bad for learning.”

“So – jog my memory,” Sherratt invited. “The underscores, the superscripting.” He traced the words, pointing out what he meant. The lines and curves should make sense to Midani.

“Right side marks,” Kulich explained, “changing how to saying. Dots, lines left side being showing, is telling where two, three words joining up, making new word.”

“Damn, now I remember.” Mark actually chuckled. “There were six extra letters in the alphabet, each pronounced several ways. Underscores determined the pronunciation. And you know how the developing language rolled basic concepts and ideas together into explicit terms, though many of these words are also archaic – disused, or else the meaning has changed over the centuries. If I actually sound out the words, and rack my brains for our version of Shakespeareanisms, they start to make a kind of sense. I’d forgotten most of this! As I said, it’s just been so long.” He gave Kulich a nod of appreciation. “You’ve done good work. Dario and Tor say you’ve been invaluable. Ulchenno.”

“I glad,” Kulich said. “Got many-much be doing, always more job.”

“Oh, they’ll keep you busy,” Roy observed. “But as soon as you provided the key, Joss was able to make sense of this stuff.” He looked up over the handies at Travers, Marin and Vidal. “You guys’ll be at dinner, won’t you? Leon would give me the dumbed-down version later, but I thought I might go along myself. I’m no tech, so if the presentation starts to zip too far over my head, well, I’ll just slink away before I start to snore and embarrass myself.”

He returned to the handies then, and Mark’s memory had indeed begun to jog. He was laboring over the ancient texts but making sense of them, and engrossed. Travers looked at his chrono. “Twenty minutes,” he told Marin and Vidal. “You coming to dinner, Mick?”

“I’ll be there,” Vidal swore. “I might even try to eat.”

But food would be the last thing on anyone’s mind, Travers thought. The message from Dario Sherratt’s lab, not two hours before, was that his team was done. Everything they could coax from the Ebrezjim’s computer core was out, collated, translated. He, Tor and Midani had rarely ventured outside the lab since Lai’a transited the Orion Gate, and the data was ready for presentation.

Voices were already audible, carrying down the long passage leading aft from the crew lounge, where Dario and Tor were setting up a three-meter flatscreen. Tor was still unrolling it while Dario sorted datacubes, and as Mark and Midani drifted in they were dragooned at once. The screen clung to the bulkhead to the right of the two autochefs, and was already displaying the blue and gold phoenix logo of the Lai’a expedition. The colors were Daku; the blue background was a monochromatic image of the Rabelais Drift; the phoenix – a literal translation of the Resalq word ‘Lai’a’ was gold; in its right talon was an olive branch, in its left, a lightning bolt. The symbology was potent, and Travers approved. 

“You need a hand there?” he offered as Tor and Midani began to fiddle with the audio. 

“I think we’ve got it,” Tor mused, peering at ten speakers, each the size of his thumb, which had become muddled. “Put these four in the back there, will you, Neil? That should do it.”

With the audio configured and the ’chefs set up for dinner, all the presentation needed was an audience. They began to dribble in by twos and threes as Marin and Travers investigated the machine catering to humans. Midani Kulich was already eating. He was bigger even than the latter-day Resalq, with a metabolism to match, and he ate at least as much as Marin and Travers combined. He was spooning applesauce over a mound of calamari rings, with jalapeños and blueberries on one side and salt-pickled plums on the other. A liberal dash of marmalade on the calamari, a shake of wine vinegar on the umeboshi, and he was satisfied. Travers forewent comment as he fetched chardonnay for himself and a rich Jagrethean burgundy for Marin.

Two mess tables had been arranged in a vee formation, affording a good view of the flatscreen for all those who chose to be present. Not surprisingly, the only members of Bravo in attendance were Perlman and Fargo, who might have to fly Zunshu space, and Jim Fujioka, who had an engineer’s fascination for the Zunshu technology. Vaurien, Jazinsky, Shapiro and Kim were at one end of the assembly; Rusch, Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau were at the other, with Travers and Marin, Hubler and Rodman, Leon Sherratt and Roy Arlott, between. Of Tonio Teniko there was no sign, but Bill Grant drifted in as Dario began to drop cubes into the data socket. Mark had taken the big recliner beside the door, content to eat on his lap and set a wine glass precariously on the deck before him.

The linguist from Omaru still had the look of a pro surfer, with sun blond hair about the shoulders of a floral print shirt, and a shell necklace at his throat, as if there might be sand between his toes even now, even here, though he also wore a platinum chrono and the gelemerald rings indentifying him as a pred’yche. The spouse of a Resalq. He was still absorbed in the pair of handies, barely looking up to acknowledge the presence of the group. Travers craned his neck to see the screens and caught a glimpse of tangled characters. To him they meant nothing, but Arlott was actually reading now, while he tapped through a swift translation on the second handy. At least the technical terms did not seem to have changed too much across a millennium, and Travers said,

“I thought a computer would be able to translate in a fraction the time.”

“Hm? Oh, they can,” Roy admitted. “They already have, but that’s not going to help me learn this stuff. And there’s a lot more than maintenance records. Take a look at this.” He turned the source handy to show Travers a database image. “There on the right, that’s the ancient Resalq text. As we know, the written language has changed a lot, especially in the last couple of centuries since they started to live and work alongside humans. They pared down the extraneous letters, simplified the pronunciation, discontinued the old mark-up which indicated where several concepts had been merged into one new word. I’ve got it now – thank gods Midani was actually reading this stuff when he and Emil were trapped on Kjorin. For once we had it easy – when there’s no key it can take years to work a crack for a language, and you’ll always be unsure of a lot of it.” 

Travers was still frowning at the wide handy, recognizing the ancestral Resalq even though individual words made no sense to him. But in the left of the same screen was a column of complete gibberish. He reached over, tapped it. “And what’s this?”

“This on the left,” Arlott murmured. “Well now. What indeed.”

To Travers’s eye, no matter how closely he looked, the left side of the screen seemed to be filled with smudged scribble, as if someone had tried to erase a notation made in permanent marker. “Okay,” he said slowly, “am I looking at an even older form of Resalq?”

Arlott’s blond brows rose. “No. We think this is almost certainly Zunshu notation. What else can it be? This is an archival image, pulled out of the Ebrezjim’s database. Someone was out there, somewhere, imaging something. What we have here is just a photograph, no clue as to who took it, or where, or why. But the linguist who wrote the Resalq text to the right here – well, he was still trying to work up a complete understanding of the Zunshu script. This is a tiny fragment. 

“The Resalq text appears to be a literal translation, but unless our guy is guessing wildly, he’s using a key, or a codec, we haven’t found yet. This says something very like, ‘Caution: airlock likely to activate.’ The kind of thing you’d see printed on a bulkhead or hull, on a dock.” He set down the handies and sat back, head shaking in frustration. “If I had to crack the Zunshu notation … it’d take years, and I’d need about a thousand times more than you see in this fragment, and some common point of reference. Now, the Resalq linguist who broke trail ahead of me gives me a little bit of that reference, but – well, see this?” He zoomed on a small area of the Zunshu part of the screen. “These aren’t letters. I think they’re a mix of pictograms and ideograms.”

“Like the ancestral Chinese written language?” Marin wondered. 

“Something like that.” Arlott sighed. “The problem being, if there isn’t an alphabet, you’re going to need the key for two, maybe three or four thousand different characters. If you don’t have the codec you’ll be guessing, and the chances are you’ll guess dead wrong a lot of the time.” He shrugged resignedly. “This was the bugbear of archaeology for centuries, way back on Earth.”

“Damn,” Travers said quietly as the autochefs began to run and the aromas of many kinds of food filled the air. “Rather you than me.”

But Arlott’s head was shaking. “There’s a lifetime’s work in this – if it can be done at all. Without the key, I’m not even sure if it can be done, and if it could, you’re quite right. Joss would do it one hell of a lot faster and more efficiently than a human brain!” Deliberately, he turned off both the handies. “I was hoping for more.”

“You mean, more from the Ebrezjim computer core?” Travers guessed as he pushed up to his feet. “What d’you have a fancy for, Curt?”

“I can smell the lemon chicken,” Marin decided. 

“Yeah, more from the old hardware.” Arlott frowned along at the big flatscreen, where Dario, Tor and Midani were done loading their presentation now and were running the ’chef. “Dario did the best he could with it, but … well, he’ll tell you himself. You going to the ’chef, Leon? I’ll take the pork and mushrooms.”

Leon Sherratt was on his feet, standing with both hands on his partner’s shoulders. He gave Roy a companionable squeeze there. “Don’t let it get to you, kiddo. There’s only so much you’re going to squeeze out of an AI that went offline so long ago, it’s spent the last thousand years at the temperature of a superconductor.” 

He headed away to the ’chef as Travers arrived back, and Marin took a plate of chicken and crisp vegetables swimming in an aromatic lemon sauce. He tried a piece as Travers sat, and discovered spices that would not have disappointed the Resalq. Travers had no taste for spices that scorched the roof off his mouth, but he knew that after several years on Saraine, Marin found the sizzling food redolent of other times, other places, and good memories.

At the front of the room, Dario tapped knife to wine glass for attention and the assembly fell quiet. He was eating as he spoke, sitting at a short table which had been set up below the screen. He and Tor were still in teeshirts, white slacks, deck shoes, the comfortable garb of the lab; and they were tired. 

“Thanks for being here,” Dario began, “and I could wish we had more to give you at this point. The Ebrezjim was by no means a waste of sweat and tears, but she’s not going to give up her secrets without some persuasion. The AI … well, it’s dead. Simple as that. The core came slowly up to viable temperatures, and we’d had high hopes for it, since it had been cryogenically stored. Theoretically, at those temperatures damage should have been minimal and the passage of a thousand years or a few hours should all have been the same. I’d have been prepared to bet the AI would be viable to a degree, even if it wasn’t brilliant, but … we weren’t quite so lucky. Tor?”

As Dario took a moment to eat, Tor took over the commentary and, on the screen, a series of images began to loop. They were closeups on microcircuits which might have been abstract art. To Travers they meant nothing, but even he could see areas of damage where parts of the matrix seemed to have corroded away, perhaps even melted through.

“As you can see,” Tor said pragmatically, “a lot of crystallization took place during the freezing process. This was because the computer core wasn’t dropped to super-low temperatures in an instant, as would have happened with proper cryogenic storage procedures. It just slowly, slowly lost heat, got cold … froze, after it went offline and the power failed in the old ship.” His shoulders lifted in a fatalistic expression. 

“But there’s one hell of a lot of damage in there. A good deal more, in fact, than can be accounted for by crystallization during the slow freeze. So we knew from hard evidence, before we excavated the database, the machinery suffered major trauma before it froze. There’s nowhere near enough left to wake up the AI. We did try … no joy. So we bypassed the AI circuits entirely and dove right into the database. Mark?”

It was Tor’s turn to eat. Mark was almost finished by now, and set aside his plate as he swiveled the recliner toward the screen. “The damage was widespread. We hunted for coherent data – I’ve likened it to searching through the wine cellar of a bombed-out chateau, looking for the occasional bottle of a fine vintage which somehow survived.” 

On the screen, a sequence of images had begun to play and Travers forgot about his food. “The information is tattered, corrupt, patchy,” Mark was saying quietly, “but we were able to piece it together, like one of those puzzles of yours, what do you call them, now … jigsaws. We found several hundred images, some text in the form of journals and logs, a few minutes here and there of viable footage from surveillance drones. Enough to know at least some of what happened to the Ebrezjim.” His face became grim as he spoke. 

“She made it through to Zunshu space, as we always knew. We found numerous images of the skies around the Zunshu Drift, and many worlds. We think the ship had been several years in Elarne by the time it transited what we’re calling the Zunshu Gate, and as you can see, no surprises are in store for us or for Lai’a when we encounter it. The Zunshu Gate is the same phenomenon exactly as the Orpheus Gate or the Orion Gate, and we can handle it.

“So did the Ebrezjim. Here is a record of the transit of the Zunshu Gate, and it was a smooth exit. Before reaching this space, they had exited Elarne at the Orion Gate and one other, beyond it, which they named the Red Gate, though all further data about this has been corrupted beyond salvage. In fact, we’re translating this as ‘Red.’ They actually named it for blood; we don’t yet know why. The Zunshu Gate was another smooth transit – and they did trade signals with a comm buoy and also an AI vessel as they approached the Zunshu home system.”

His face settled into grave lines. “The Ebrezjim was a science ship. She was never designed to fight. Our ancestors believed that if one ventured abroad with a smile and the open hand of peace, one would be greeted as a friend. In retrospect this might have been appallingly naïve. The truth must have shocked them into bewilderment.”

For some moments he was quiet and Shapiro asked, “I’ve always assumed she was attacked, but does enough data survive to know how, and with what?” He was thinking like a Fleet commander, and they were good questions.

Dario was only pushing his food around now, and took over the commentary as the screen continued to display images of words which were, to Travers’s eyes, mundanely familiar. Planets were simply planets. Very few were remarkable enough to stand out, such as a gas giant like Zeus, a ringed jewel like Saturn, a terrestrial world like Velcastra. 

“You’re imagining the Ebrezjim was attacked by a warship, or at least a gunship,” Dario said sourly. “And I’m sure Lai’a would have driven into the Zunshu system with sensors wide open, Aragos interlaced, every cannon we possess powered up, expecting the same. We would have been taken unawares, now, the same way our ancestors were. I’d hope Lai’a would be a couple of jumps ahead of us!

“We uncovered enough to know the Ebrezjim was assaulted from within, by its own AI. The Zunshu overrode it – and before you thump the table and tell us it’s impossible, and there was no way a Zunshu system could handshake with ours, much less take control of it, let me remind you, Lai’a was able to reach deep into the control core of the stasis chamber we opened on Kjorin. It sucked out so much data, it took 20 hours of processing time before it was satisfied. 

“There’s an unfortunate but undeniable similarity between Resalq and Zunshu firmware, and probably even the underlying patterns of our AIs. It may be that when firmware reaches a sufficient level of sophistication, it might always be similar at the core, since form follows function – though this is just conjecture. Critically, we must remember that in the last ninety years we’ve taken to pieces several rudimentary Zunshu AIs, such as those in their probes. What we learned there prompted developments in our own AI technology, which in turn has probably made late-generation Resalq AIs more similar to Zunshu AI tech.

“This similarity in structure is the whole reason Lai’a was able to reach into the core of the Kjorin stasis chamber and derive useful data … but it’s not a good thing. This very compatibility places Lai’a at even greater risk than the Ebrezjim’s purely Resalq command core.

“The Zunshu AI did essentially the same thing: reached right into the AI at the heart of the Ebrezjim, paralyzed it, analyzed it. And 17 hours, 42 minutes after it overpowered the Resalq core, it took control … and suddenly the life support was pumping out a toxic gas mix, or possibly huge dosages of a drug. We can’t be sure which, but it’s no matter – and perfectly feasible. All ships have the capacity to generate ‘medical air.’ Billy, you want to add your two bucks’ worth here?”

“Huh, me?” Grant was surprised, but he stood with a stubby bottle in one hand, and addressed the gathering on cue. “Sure, any sophisticated AI can take control of life support if it’s told to, or if the human crew has keeled over, and it needs to. It’s smart enough to take air samples, rad readings, and pump out a concoction of drugs suspended in air that might be oxygen-rich, or maybe even oxygen-poor, given the necessity. It’d make up the balance of the breathing mix with something harmless – xenon, say – and lace the air with drugs, medication, whatever was needed to facilitate healing and bring the crew around … 

“And I can see where this is going. Suddenly the AI of the Ebrezjim adjusts the gas mix till the Resalq keel right over. It didn’t even have to be done with a toxin or a drug, guys. It could have been an adjustment, too little O2, with the hazard sensors shut off. God knows, if it happened to us right here, right now, we’d just go to sleep, do the classic face-plant, before we knew what hit us. It’d be the last thing we thought of, because you trust your AI implicitly.” He paused to empty the bottle and set it down, and was frowning at Dario as he asked, “Is this what happened to your people?”

In fact, Mark took up the commentary now as the screen shifted to views of a glorious gold and white gas giant. “Something very much along those lines seems to have happened, Bill, but some of the crew seem to have realized what was happening. They scrambled for the escape pods – which makes sense. The pods operate on their own discrete power and life support, and they’re not under AI control. Each is a bubble of stable environment. If you couldn’t get into armor or find a respirator fast enough to keep yourself alive, you’d jump into the nearest escape pod. And since you didn’t trust the AI, which had just tried to kill you, you’d blow the pod to put distance between it and you.”

“They seem to have raised the alarm in time to haul a large number of people into safety, so they blew all the pods,” Tor went on. “They probably intended to return to the ship and take it back, once they’d recovered from either oxygen starvation or drugging. It never happened.” He turned in his seat, frowning up at the screen, where the gas giant sailed with a flotilla of its moons. “If they could have redocked and gotten even a few people into armor, things might have turned out differently. They might have scrammed the AI, for a start, so it couldn’t do something disgusting with the engines, or flood the ship with a rad spill from the generators. 

“Me, I’d have pumped the ship down to zero pressure, so it couldn’t hurt me with an explosive decompression. Then, they’d need to get a couple of transspace pilots into the tanks, or whatever they used for manual flight in transspace. I haven’t had the chance to look into that yet. With flesh and blood pilots online, they could make a run for it. Take off back to the Zunshu Drift, looking for the first big storm to come their way.” His head shook slowly. “According to the last remnants of the surveillance logs, recorded by automatic systems independent of the AI, the escape pods were picked up by a squadron of drones.”

“All of them?” Vaurien asked quietly.

“All of them.” Dario rummaged through a menu and pulled up an image so grainy, the object in it was only just discernible. “This appears to be one of the drones. Look familiar?”

So familiar, Travers’s mouth had dried out to dust. “Looks like one of the aeroshells that shot out of Hellgate, at Oberon. Curtis?”

Marin had leaned forward, the better to see. “Those, I’ll never forget as long as I live. You see ’em close up, with the airlock sealed behind you, and …” He looked down from the screen, at the Resalq. “So the whole crew was taken off?”

“I’m afraid so.” Mark rubbed his palms together thoughtfully. “Now the story gets harder to piece together, because the AI never did come back online after the Zunshu took control of it. In fact, there’s compelling evidence to suggest it was deliberately broken to make sure it wouldn’t, couldn’t wake up. The evidence is not quite conclusive, and I should point out that this generation of machinery is very different from current tech … Tor?”

“Different enough for genuine old Resalq tech to be virtually alien to kids of my age,” Tor finished, “and Mark’s right. If Dario and I wanted to melt down an AI of the Ebrezjim generation, we’d be reduced to guesswork. But it’s a very safe bet, a lot of the damage done to the AI was deliberate; and it was the Resalq themselves who killed it, not the Zunshu.”

“The Zunshu would have controlled it – turned it on them,” Jazinsky said quietly. “How could you ever trust it again? If you wanted to get home, you killed the AI and flew the ship out of there manually.” She was looking along at Vidal, Rabelais, Queneau.

“Transspace pilots,” Travers murmured. His blood had chilled by several degrees. “This, uh, isn’t likely to happen to Lai’a, is it?”

“You mean, could a Zunshu AI override it?” Mark stood and stretched his back. “It’s … possible, and it’s highly likely they’ll try. However, since we’re aware of the strategy, it’s unlikely to be effective. Still, I would recommend every member of this company be in armor before we exit the Zunshu gate. There’s at least one trick they can’t pull on us … and one inestimable service the crew of the Ebrezjim have done us. Richard?”

“Yes. And we’ll take the habitation module to zero pressure – and take engine and generator safety protocols on manual.” Vaurien and Jazinsky shared a sidelong frown, and Richard gestured at the screen, where the grainy image of the Zunshu aeroshell had just been replaced by the gold and white gas giant. “So the entire crew was taken prisoner – but there were sixteen bodies still on the ship when we found her. And she made it out of Zunshu space, Mark.” 

“As I said,” Mark said slowly as he went to the ’chef for coffee, “a jigsaw puzzle. We recovered fragments from a log begun after they got out. A small handful of the crew had found their way back aboard, and the first thing they did was to kill the AI, the moment they were in armor. They took the ship out with a Weimann jump directly from orbit – they didn’t bother with any Weimann exclusion threshold, and I dare say if they’d played by the rules they’d never have made it away. 

“They jumped directly to Hellgate’s malevolent twin sister, took the first event that was big enough to offer a freefall channel big enough to accommodate the ship, and … fled.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of dark emerald slacks and studied the screen, the giant world, thoughtfully. “All we have to go on is a few half-corrupt, half-garbled journal entries made by people who were almost incoherent, and some surveillance footage from automatic systems that kept on working long after the AI died. Dario?”

He sank back into the recliner and Dario picked up the story as he returned from the ’chef with a tumbler of red wine. “We know they’d been prisoners. They didn’t know for how long – they report being in stasis, not in cells. The same kind of Zunshu tech we saw at Kjorin, where Midani and Emil Kulich were imprisoned for centuries and walked out of there as if a few seconds had passed by. 

“The escapees had no idea where the rest of the crew might be, or even if any but themselves were still alive, but according to the fragment we recovered from one report, twenty of them were being moved from their stasis vessel to a lab. Two of them,” he said pointedly, “were pilots. One was an engineer. And that’s enough to take your best shot, if you have half an idea of where your ship is.” He shrugged now. “Not enough information has survived to tell us how they knew where the ship was … for all we can tell, they might have been at a research facility where the ship was also docked – they might have been able to just look out of a viewport and see it.” Dario spread his hands, an expression on cynical frustration. “Pieces are missing from the puzzle, but we know these twenty Resalq took the ship, ignited the main e-space drive right there from the dock – which, incidentally, would have caused mayhem on many levels. 

“If they were looking for a little revenge, they got it by tearing the dock apart and deluging half a hemisphere in very nasty fallout. Four people died, presumably killed, in the escape, but the engineer and two pilots were able to get it together, keep it together. They didn’t hit fatal problems till they reached the driftway outside the Ebrezjim Lagoon … and we know the rest from that point on.”

Tor had twisted his chair around and was frowning up at the gold-white globe. “They had bad engine problems – this much we know for sure, because they missed the safe channel through the driftway. The gravity tides around the lagoon caught them, same as the Orpheus was caught, and they were dragged through. Like Mick and Jo, they almost burned out the engines, trying to stay out of there; the drive was jacking around, they probably knew they didn’t have enough power. And once they were through the horizon, like the Orpheus and the Odyssey before it, they drifted for a long, long time. 

“We’ve analyzed all the video we captured aboard the Ebrezjim, and – well, it’s still guesswork, but I’ll give you one skinny chance in ten we’ve gotten it wrong. They did some real damage to their engines, and it would’ve taken months to get them up and running, short-handed, one engineer, limited drones. There’s evidence of wide-scale malfunction across the rest of the ship, too, and you’d expect this. The AI was dead. Think about how we rely on AI surveillance and a regiment of drones to keep up a maintenance schedule on a complex ship. You want to try doing it with sixteen hands, only one of whom was an engineer? Good luck.”

“Still,” Mark mused, “they did eventually get the engines back to something like operability, or when Ernst happened along, he’d have found nothing useful. The fact remains, he was able to task the handling drones to undock the engine deck and tether it to the Odyssey … would you like to add to this discussion, Ernst?”

Reluctant, thoughtful, Rabelais got to his feet. “Don’t know what else I can tell you,” he admitted. “She was a frozen, dead hulk when I arrived and I didn’t poke around much. I saw some bodies, of course … never did manage to work out how they died, but from what we know now, I’d guess it was inevitable. Cold and hunger and despair’ll always get you in the end.”

But Tor’s head was shaking. “They were doing reasonably well, right up till the moment the hull was ripped open. From the analysis of the fissure, the Ebrezjim was gouged open from the outside in one mother of a collision with something much bigger, much tougher. Something we didn’t see in the lagoon – and we wouldn’t expect to. At the rate of drift bodies in there maintain, the other party in this head-on smash could be anywhere in a void that has the diameter of the heliopause of the Velcastra system!” He shook his head slowly. “In the end, entropy got the sixteen crew and what the real heartbreaker is, they had the transspace drive back online when they were hit.”

“Our best guess is,” Dario said gravely, “they were working on the ship-wide malfunctions, trying to get enough back up to speed to make a run for home. They were recycling everything, waste, water air, and bleeding power off the transspace drive to keep the ship warm. They weren’t going anywhere till they were sure the ship would hold herself together on the gravity express, but they could have survived for a long time. Quite long enough to get the work done and leave.”

It was Vaurien who asked shrewdly, “So, they didn’t just fire up the drive and avoid the collision?”

Now the Resalq could only shrug and Mark said, “Ignition failure, maybe active scanning wasn’t back online, fatigue, blind panic. We won’t know till a science crew gets back aboard the Ebrezjim and makes an intense study. Or,” he added, “we might pull the hulk right out of Elarne, take her to Saraine and go over her with the proverbial fine-toothed comb. And that is another project for another time. But at this moment, we can say we’ve learned many things. 

“One: the Zunshu will more than likely try to take control of Lai’a. Two: the Zunshu are not infallible – prisoners could, and did, escape. And Three: their homeworld is one of the most beautiful gas giants we’ve ever charted, with an incredibly varied atmosphere.”

Travers gave a small start. “This planet you keep showing – this is it? This is the Zunshu homeworld?”

“According to the Ebrezjim database,” Mark agreed.

“But … surely, you mean a moon orbiting it?” Marin protested. “Nobody can live on a gas giant – there isn’t a surface!”

Mark, Jazinsky and Rusch shared a glance now, and Jazinsky said with a certain dark glee, “You wanted to go exploring, Richard? Now you know for sure you’re off the map! Dario tells me he and Tor literally ripped the database apart, looking for viable data, and nothing they found references any moon. There’s plenty of allusions to the planet, but the only off-world objects mentioned are orbital platforms. The planet does have a family of around 30 moons, all of them arid, icy, sulphurous, whatever. Now, I’m not saying life can’t arise in improbable places. It can. Since the first survey cruises, planetologists and xenologists have been cataloging creatures breathing everything from methane to hydrogen and living at temperatures so cold, they swim in ammonia oceans, and you could mine water like a mineral! But if the data referencing exactly where the Zunshu are, on or around that gas giant, was in the Ebrezjim archive, it’s not viable now.” 

“There’s just a few snippets,” Dario said, “throwaway remarks made in journal reports that are more like … babble. In one fragment, someone speculates that the rest of the crew are being held for research.”

“Research?” Vidal echoed. “You mean, vivisection?”

“Probably.” Dario rubbed his palms together. “And you’d have to expect this. We must be very different from the Zunshu. They’d literally take us apart to figure out how we function. Not a pleasant thought, but entirely predictable. The planet itself is about the size of Saturn in the Earth system, or Guanyu … not quite as massive as Jupiter or Zeus, but quite large enough to be a formidable world. It’s very hot, down deep, with a complex core, a mother lode of liquid metallic hydrogen. Higher in the atmosphere, we’re seeing accessible pockets of everything from fluorine to oxygen, nitrogen, you name it. The planet’s one big chemical engine.

“Better yet, its orbit is almost identical to Velcastra’s, in terms of distance from the sun, orbital inclination and so on. The star is a comparatively large G7 dwarf – stable, long-lived, luminous; and from what we can tell, the planet’s axial tilt is less than 20o, so it’ll have very mild seasonal variation … insofar as a gas giant will have seasons any of us would recognize. That planet’s warm, bright, stable, mineral-rich, and from spectroscopic analysis we’ve confirmed that several layers of the upper atmosphere are heavy with organic molecules.”

Jazinsky’s fingertips drummed a tattoo on the table as she glared at a short loop of video which played over and over, an approach view to the giant world, clearly showing three attendant moons. “I’ve already seen some of the transcript,” she said slowly. “There’s curious little comments in the logs and journals. I might have hoped these people would be systematic, methodical, but they were completely traumatized by the time they were recording their memories. There’s nothing resembling scientific method. 

“It’s quite possible several of the escapees had undergone some kind of experimentation and just retained no memory of the procedure, though it left a footprint in sheer disorganization. Autopsy on the remains found in the hulk of the Ebrezjim might prove this. As Dario said, much of what was recorded was babble, but not all of it.  A few of the survivors were coherent, and one of them spoke of light gravity while they made their escape – he said he was disoriented by it, inside the ‘vessel’ where they were kept.”

“Stasis vessel?” Travers wondered.

“Perhaps.” Jazinsky sighed. “He could also have been referring to a ship, perhaps a prison ship in which they were being transferred from place to place. There’s a lot more guesswork involved than I care for. Elsewhere in the reports there’s a mention of enormous air density. And when I say ‘air,’ at such density, it’s the wrong word. We’re still reading a rather literal translation here. Air simply means the medium involved in respiration, and the environment surrounding the dominant species. What can I tell you? We’ll know more when we see it for ourselves.”

The screen was cycling the images again, and this time Travers watched more closely. Beside him Vidal and Queneau, the only qualified transspace pilots, watched unblinkingly as the Zunshu skies displayed, as if they expected to fly them. Travers felt a marrow-deep chill. 

“The planet’ll be easy to find,” Vidal said quietly, “as soon as we transit the Zunshu Gate, yes?”

“Finding the system is the simple part,” Mark said bleakly. “We were able to extract a little navigational data. They told us, the Blood Gate is often visible from the Orion Gate through the transspace flux – four days on this gravity tide we’ve been riding … two days ahead of us now. From the Blood Gate, the Zunshu Gate is intermittently visible, five or six days away on the same tide. Time to get through depends on conditions of the transspace flux. Lai’a has already loaded all the navigational information we could recover.

“The plan is this, Richard. We’d like to transit out at the Blood Gate,” he said slowly. “We’re not looking for Ebrezjim survivors. Alas, we know, now, what became of them. But we’d like to drop back into normal space and do a little astronomy.” He paused. “We should find out where we are, not in transspace, but in galactic terms.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “The Deep Sky should be visible with the aid of powerful imaging, but where are we?”

Vaurien agreed at once. “We won’t know till we transit out and take a look. Lai’a, do you have anything to add?” 

“Nothing critical, Captain,” Lai’a said mildly. “The navigational data of which Doctor Sherratt spoke is incomplete, ambiguous. However, the Zunshu home star is identified as a dwarf of spectral type G7, and only a few such stars will be within similar proximity to the Zunshu Gate as systems like Velcastra, Omaru and Borushek are to Hellgate – convenient for what is commonly termed the ‘gravity express.’ Locating the Zunshu home system is a simple task of observational astronomy: a G7 star of known characteristics with a well documented system of planets and a readily identifiable gas giant.”

“And we’re two days out from this Red Gate,” Vaurien mused. “I can’t say I relish the sound of it. Why name it for blood?” He lifted a brow at the Resalq. “Is there some kind of tradition or mythology among your people? Blood is, what, iconic?”

But Mark’s head was shaking slowly. “No more so than among humans. Blood could be a reference to death or survival; it might indicate a rite, perhaps even a baptism of some kind. I remember, there was a spiritual culture – a few millennia before your ancestors fought the Battle of Troy, Richard – which initiated its members with a ceremony involving scarification. Blood let in their rituals was considered sacred to the elemental creatures with whom initiates communed. Our ancestors haven’t venerated any deity since our bronze age, as you know; but they were always keenly aware of so-called spirits inhabiting places, elemental entities, creatures not quite of the same world as ourselves. Some were friendly or beneficial, others downright wicked; all could be bargained and reasoned with – but only by initiates. Sacred blood let during ceremonies was used to empower magical tools and the weapons of great warriors. Perhaps this Blood Gate, or Red Gate, is a reference to the old practice of baptism in blood.”

“Damn. Well, two days,” Vaurien said grimly, “and I guess we’ll know when we see it.” He stood, worked his way around behind Jazinsky and Shapiro as he spoke, and headed to the ’chef for mineral water. “At this point, it’s high time our civilian members got up close and personal with industrial armor. Neil, I’d be grateful if you’d bring them up to speed. Roy, Jon, Leon, Dario, Tor, even Barb – some of them might have considerable experience with armor, but nowhere near as much as I’d like, and they’ve had no practical experience at all with the new Zunshulite hardsuits.”

Travers was grateful for a definite assignment. “I’d be glad to.” He looked around at the faces which had turned toward him. “Tomorrow, early, if you’ve no objections.”

“And what if I had?” Tor grumbled.

Irritable, Travers observed, prickly, as if he were determined to be difficult. Beside him, Dario breathed a light sigh and rested one hand on his shoulder; Mark looked along at him with a frown and said, “Indulge me, Tor. It’s simply to ensure your safety.”

“I’ve worked in bloody armor,” Tor protested.

“I know you have.” Mark summoned a faint smile. “But this armor is rather different. In its fully-developed form, it’s almost four times the mass of the Marines suit, with a ‘lag’ in the force-input sensors, making its pseudo-motility rather odd. Ask Neil and Curtis. They field tested this same armor in action against Zunshu automata. No one is better qualified to familiarize you with it.”

“All right,” Tor said in a bass growl, and gave Travers a rebellious look. “Not early. I’m tired. I’m going to sleep late.”

“We’ll be there,” Dario muttered, “if I have to drag him.”

“No problem,” Travers said expansively. “Two days to the Red Gate? Why don’t we all sleep late, meet for lunch and then tackle the armor when we’re all on the same page?”

 “I could go for that,” Vidal decided. He was looking at Mark. 

“Go ahead, I’ll join you shortly,” Mark promised.  

The assembly broke up while Travers lingered over a second dessert. Perlman and Fujioka stayed for coffee, heads close together, talking too softly for words to carry. Judith Fargo waited for the drones to clear the tables and began to deal the customary hand of solitaire. Bill Grant settled beside her, brought beer and pretzels, whispered something in her ear that made her snort with laughter. Marin was behind the bar, rummaging for something specific while Rodman and Hubler pulled up a couple of stools and began to make inroads on a fifth of fine Velcastran scotch that was wasted on them.

“I’m going to hit the sack,” Vidal announced, yawning deeply.

“You’re sleeping better,” Travers observed.

“The dreams have quit,” he said quietly. “And it’s easier sleeping when somebody’s there beside you in the dark.”

He was right. Travers was watching Marin, still hunting for some item he had probably hidden away in a corner under the bar, and he tried to recall the last time he had slept alone. “You and Mark.” He gave Vidal a thoughtful look. “You’re … intimate.”

“What a nice, diplomatic word. It bothers you?” Vidal was surprised. “Because he’s not human? Curtis was intimate with Mark on and off for years, a long time ago. And what about Roy and Leon?” His face darkened. “Or does it bother you because you know I’m about as much use as a bloody eunuch? Mahak doesn’t mind.”

“I’d be surprised if he did,” Travers said easily, “and it’s none of my business anyway. It doesn’t bother me at all, Michael. I’m damn’ glad you’re not alone.” He set a hand on Vidal’s arm. Beneath the sleeve of the deep bronze tunic, it was sinewy with muscle laid thinly over bone. “And as for the eunuch part – it’s a small price to pay, I’d say.”

“Would you, now?” Vidal did not sound so sure. “I’ll get it back eventually. Cloned glands.” He did not have to feign a shudder. “Bill tells me it’s all routine, average stuff, especially among engine techs and flightline personnel, where accidents happen way too often.” He gave Travers a dark look. “Eight more freaking bloody months.”

“Till the glands are ready to transplant?”

Vidal nodded. “Till then I’m on the bottom of any arrangement, and lucky to have a partner who knows the score … lucky again, to be comfortable there. I’ve been easy either way, since I was a kid – then again, you know that. You were there. You heard it all.” Color flushed in his cheeks but he shrugged, eyes brooding on Travers. “Mahak is one of a kind. Ask Curtis.”

“I don’t have to ask.” Travers raised the last drop in his glass in an impromptu toast. “I have a lot of respect for Mark Sherratt.” He paused. “And for you, Mick. Nothing I heard when Mark was working you over made me think any different.”

For the first time in so long Vidal smiled, though the expression was faint and short lived. “Thanks. And I do care for Mahak. A lot. It’s not just gratitude.”

“Well, that’s healthy,” Travers said honestly. “You’re letting yourself feel again. From what Curtis tells me, it’s a big part of the way back.”

“Back from the doldrums of being told to skedaddle by the love of my life?” Vidal muttered with a self-mocking chuckle.

“Back,” Travers corrected sharply, “from the edge of bloody extinction. Goddamn it, Mick, you almost checked out! You don’t think it’s going to change everything for you, for the rest of your stupid bloody life?”

“I know it will.” Vidal twisted the chair to face him. “You know, you’re beautiful when you’re mad enough to spit.”

“I’m not mad,” Travers remonstrated. “Just – exasperated. You never seem to give yourself the credit for being a survivor. Fighting your way back. And as for you and me … it could have happened. Would have, if anybody else had walked aboard the Intrepid in Curtis’s place. I might have been partnered up with some other guy, or maybe somebody like Jo Queneau, who used to be your best mate and pulled your sorry ass out of the fire a few times!”

“All very true.” Vidal studied him with the familiar smoldering intensity. “Then, when Harrison assigned you to the Kiev, it’d have been you and me, Neil.” His brows popped up. “Which wouldn’t have stopped me flying the Orpheus.”

“Getting yourself busted right into the middle of next year,” Travers added, “and winding up – you said it yourself.”

“On the bottom of any arrangement and just damned lucky to be comfortable there,” Vidal said in resigned tones. He shoved back the chair and got his feet under him. “I’m tired. Catch you tomorrow, Neil. You want a hand running rookie school, getting a bunch of civvies into Zunshulite armor?”

“If you’re up to it.” Travers drained his glass. “Get some sleep, you idiot. You look like a ghost.”

“I am a ghost,” Vidal said darkly, and was making his way around the table as Marin returned with a bottle in either hand. “G’night. Curtis. See you tomorrow at Hardsuits 301.”

He was leaving as Marin set down a bottle of Hardesty ’55, a sherry from a tiny boutique winery on Jagreth, and Kōsetsu, a pearl sake from Lushiar. He set them both on the table before Travers and nodded after Vidal. “What was that about? It looked a little ... fraught.”

“It might have been. Just Mick being Mick.” Travers shook his head. “He’s letting Mahak pick up the pieces, and I’m glad to see it.”

“I told you, Mark collects strays,” Marin said musingly. “Mick’s problem is, he was always the top dog. Elstrom society, Delta Dragons, the Kiev, first human transspace pilot who ever flew Elarne. Everyplace he went, he was on top of the heap. I guess it won’t be easy reconciling that with having your organs and glands cloning in vitro while your body idles along in neutral and you sweat blood, trying to rebuild any muscle you ever possessed. If Mark can help him get through – cheers to the both of them.” He frowned down at Travers. “In his condition, he can’t be hitting on you.”

With a snort of ribald humor. Travers pushed away from the table. “Even if he was, I’m a big boy.”

Marin looked him up and down. “I’ve noticed. You, uh, in the mood?”

“Yeah.” Travers snaked one arm around him. “Matter of fact, I am. What d’you have in mind?”

‘Well, now.” Marin paused only to collect the bottles he had found and a pair of glasses, and let Travers steer him out of the crew lounge. “I was thinking a while ago … Dario and Tor had an interesting idea. And they’re in the lab tonight.”

“The arboretum?” Travers was intrigued. 

When Marin said he was thinking about it, he meant he had taken the time to dump a pile of rugs in the shade of rasps and cherry beans which nodded in the breeze from the big fans. The water cannons had misted the whole garden not an hour before; the air was heavy with moisture and the scents of flowering citrus. In the garden ‘night’ never fell, but the lights dimmed to simulate a day/night cycle for the engineered species that needed it. Travers wondered who had planted roses and camellias among rows of mundane vegetables.

He let Marin tumble him on the rugs, sprawled back and looked up at the high ceiling of a compartment that had been a storage bay for maintenance drones, Arago sleds, heavy equipment. Scores of lamps created heat and convincing daylight, and a single jet of water thirty meters away cast a rainbow over Marin’s shoulder as he dropped his clothes, stretched every joint till they popped, let warmth and humidity soak into every cell.

He was in fine condition. He ran five kilometers each morning, covering the habitation module many times over before he jogged into the Bravo gym and lifted weights for twenty minutes. Even now, Marin tended to regard his body as a tool, perhaps even a weapon. The Dendra Shemiji training would be long, long time wearing off.

Naked, more relaxed than Travers had seen him in some time, he knelt on the rugs and mixed sherzaki. Neil took a flute from him, tried it, nodded appreciatively. “You’re laid back. Want to let me in on the secret?”

“No secret.” Marin tried the drink. “That’s not bad. Needs a touch more sake, don’t you think?” He was pouring when he said, “I guess I just … acclimated to all this. Orion Gate, Red Gate, Zunshu space. Exploration. People of our generation never did any of this, but as kids we all used to dream about it. The Middle Heavens, the Deep Sky, it was all settled, charted, terraformed, populated, long before we were born. Didn’t stop us daydreaming about being trailblazers. We got the chance at last, and I’m going to make the most of it.” He took a mouthful of sherzaki, leaned over and set his mouth on Travers’s, to share it. His voice was husky as he said, “Richard was talking about heading out, after the war. The far side of Freespace, a world Earth never even heard of. Think about it, Neil.”

In fact, Travers had been thinking of it. He set aside the glasses and rolled Marin flat on the rugs under him, while phantom visions of Three Rivers tumbled out of his memory. The morning sun was white and sharp as a sabre off the shoulders of mountains where hanging glaciers never dwindled much even in high summer; the uplands rolled greenly, as far as the eye could see, with soft grass knee-deep to a dozen horses; and at the center of it all stood a cabin built of local timber, where a finger of smoke pointed southeast ahead of a lazy breeze. The visions were seductive, but the scene did not have to be staged in Three Rivers.

Beneath him, Marin wriggled to comfort, hands seeking up under the hem of Travers’s black linen tunic to find the contours of his back, his breast, his belly. Neil growled, deep and bass, as a frisson of pleasure rushed through him, prickled his skin, brought his whole body alive. Marin’s right hand pressed high between his legs, finding him, urging. 

The heat and humidity broke a light sweat across Travers’s back as he shrugged out of the tunic. Marin’s hands snapped open his belt and the gray slacks fell with a soft shush. The meshlex was expensive, extravagant, not something a soldier would have chosen; but Travers had left those days behind.

He was still kicking the slacks off as Marin turned over on the rugs and stretched again. Curtis indulged in a groan of sheer luxury, and reached back to find him. A little bottle of something fragrant, cool, blue, stood by the rugs, but Travers had to chuckle as he discovered Marin had already used it. This scene must have been on his mind for some time. 

“Consider me seduced,” he growled as he moved between the long, slender legs – runner’s legs, sinuous, supple – and took the gift he had been offered. Another time, Marin might tease with foreplay that would take Travers out to his limits, but not now. He seemed to want it simple, immediate; not quite spontaneous, since he had gone to some trouble to make this happen, but Travers was enchanted, and knew what he needed. He stroked both hands down the long, fine back, raked his nails across the tender skin of his flanks, and sank into him in one long stroke.

It could be like this, he thought hazily as he began to work – a summer’s morning on a world so new, it was virgin, the sky clean, air so fresh, it tasted like champagne. A nook in an orchard, he decided as his hands molded around Curtis’s shoulders to hold him to the rhythm, with that very cabin not far away, those same horses in the soft grass, a world without Terran agents and the threat of bounty hunters –

And then thoughts spun away into incoherence. The cosmos might have consisted of himself and Curtis Marin, a writhing mass of emotion and sensation flaring into brilliance where two bodies became one. Beneath him Marin cried out, high and sharp – Neil had heard foxes call that way, long ago, in springtime on the side of the mountain, under the Wulff Glacier. Hot, acid tears stung his eyes, perhaps in an instant of mourning for all that could never be again. He blinked them away and worked harder as Marin began to hunt for the end.

The plan was to sleep late, and Travers did. He had no firm memory of making it back to their stateroom, when he woke at last he found himself between bronze sheets while the threedee whispered a wakeup call. He cracked open one eye, heard water running in the bathroom, and a whisper of music there. Marin was showering, and the ’chef issued the scents of fresh coffee and croissants.

He sat up with a groan, wondering where the last ten hours had gone. Good dreams followed good sex, and he felt more rested than he had in weeks. Months. He peered at the time as he swung his legs off the bed. The rookie class would be forming up in the suiting room in an hour. 

The bathroom door slid open, emitting a billow of steam, and Marin looked out. “You’re awake. I’d begun to think I’d killed you.” 

“What, I died of bliss, sometime around the third cosmic climax in the wee, small hours of the morning?” Travers was fetching coffee.

“That, or a cardiac arrest,” Marin allowed with a paucity of romance as he stepped out of the steam. He began to rummage for the slacks he had mislaid. “I’d have yelled for a medic, of course. And sent flowers to the funeral.”

“Magnanimous of you.” Travers shared his amusement as he sat on the foot of the bed, waiting with the coffee and content to watch him for the pleasure of looking at him, until Curtis was in Tai Chi pants and a familiar pale mesh shirt. 

He tried the coffee, found it much too strong and took it back to the ’chef for cream. “Something about a crash course in Marines armor, for the civilian contingent?”

“You got time to help?” Travers wondered.

“I want to run first,” Marin told him, “but I’ll come right to the jump bay, soon as I’m done. God knows, there’s not much to talk them through, but I’d rather be sure they know it. Roy and Jon especially. Dario, Tor, Ernst and Barb have been working with every kind of armor for decades. This hardsuit’s different, but it shouldn’t take them long to get used to it. To be honest, I’d also like to drag Alexis in there.”

“You would?” Travers was surprised, and not at all sure Alexis Rusch would be coerced.

“No colonel with a triple doctorate has seen the inside of a suit of Marines armor since she went through the executive version of boot,” Marin said pointedly, “and you know how soft that would have been. Holdfast, Malteppe? Not by a long shot.”

“You still remember that?” Travers saluted him in coffee.

“Like I’ll ever forget. It was me against Sergeant R.A. Neville … and I think,” Marin said thoughtfully, “I won.”

“You did. But I still had to make the bastard shut down the sim.” Travers finished the coffee and went back to the machine for a refill. “He was going to throw more at you – the kind of action where you’d have been cut to pieces. Dendra Shemiji might have walked away from the sim, but the rest of the platoon would’ve been in the Infirmary. Or the morgue. By that time, Neville was ready to kill the rest to take you down.”

Marin sobered fast. “Yeah, I know. If I never said it before – thanks. At the time, I was pushing Neville to see how far he’d go, and I thought I might’ve pushed too hard. I was ready to take the simulation tank itself to pieces, to stop it, which is so far against regulations, I’d have been on charges – so much for the Dendra Shemiji assignment! I didn’t know you were out there watching, but I’m very, very pleased you were.”

“Hey.” Travers set aside the coffee and enfolded him. “One look at you, and I think I just knew. You and me, it was all going to happen. And no way was I going to let some mad bastard screw it all up.” He feathered a kiss around Marin’s face, laid claim to his mouth, and stood back to survey his handiwork. “Thank you for last night. It was … inspired.”

A shade of color highlighted Marin’s cheekbones. “Thought you’d like that. Doesn’t have to be a one-off. The arboretum’s always hot and humid as a summer evening in Dominguez.” He laid one hand flat over Travers’s heart. “I’m going to run. I’ll meet you in the suiting room.” 

He was gone on those words, and Travers set the shower faucet to scalding. Twenty minutes later he was in the jump bay, looking at ranks of armor, personalized helmets set into niches above the lockers, and waiting on the last few members of this workshop. Predictably, Jazinsky and Sereccio were the last to show, Barb because she was so busy, Tor because he was attending under protest. But Travers was surprised and pleased to see Mark Sherratt, and Alexis Rusch arrived with Rabelais and Vidal. 

All of them barring Jon Kim and Roy Arlott had experience with armor, but the Zunshulite suits were necessarily far more cumbersome than any industrial hardsuit, and the mass was astonishing. Even the helmets were so heavy, it was impossible for someone like Arlott or Rusch or Vidal, in his current condition, to lift them if the Arago power was off. Each helmet had its own tiny emitter, the same kind of field projector used in glowbots and viddrones, so the apparent mass was never more than a few kilos. 

Even so, Arlott growled about the weight of his own helmet until Travers checked it. Looking thoughtfully at the small, slight Roy, he increased the Arago power till the dead weight of the helmet was not so intimidating.  Jazinsky was impatient, and not slow to point out that she had designed this armor, and knew more about it than anyone else in the suiting room with the exception of Mark Sherratt.

Of them all, Rusch and Leon were the most receptive to advice. Tor grumbled and sniped until Dario was exasperated and Mark was about to apologize for him; but Travers turned his back to Tor, dropped his voice and said softly, “Don’t worry about it. Curtis told me.”

“He did?” Dario was first astonished and then a tiny fraction embarrassed. “He’s not usually such a … a prick.” 

“I know.” Travers chanced a grin. “Have you thought about getting him a shot? Get enough booze into him, he won’t even know he’s had it.”

“That,” Dario said in deep, sinister tones, “is not a bad idea.” 

They were all in armor when Marin arrived, and Vidal was demonstrating the new Arago instrumentation while Travers adjusted Arlott’s apparent mass for the fifth time. Richard Vaurien loitered in the armordoors, watching as Shapiro explained the hardsuit, piece by piece, for Jon Kim. Rabelais was so used to suits, he was into armor, through orientation, desuited and sitting by the lockers, finishing a second iced green tea before Travers was satisfied with some of the others. Jazinsky was critical of the fit and wanted feedback from Rusch about how the suits fit a woman, but otherwise she seemed satisfied. 

“Good enough,” Vaurien decided as Vidal, Marin and Rabelais stacked the helmets back into storage. He looked rested, in the old white denims and a faded shirt with the sleeves pushed up above lean brown forearms. “You happy with them, Neil?”

“More or less,” Travers told him, “and without taking the armor outside for a test run, they’re not going to get any more familiar. They can get in and out of it, set the weight, adjust the life support, which is all most of them are going to need. If it comes to fighting, leave the work to Bravo.”

“And you?” Vaurien asked quietly.

Travers took a long breath, held it, let it out slowly. “Curtis, Bill and I were part of Bravo when this ship was still the Intrepid. This is just one last rodeo, as Judith Fargo would say.” He looked up at Vaurien with a grim determination. “Let’s just get it done, Richard.”

For a moment Vaurien hesitated, and then nodded. “We’ll transit at the Red Gate tomorrow. Blood Gate. Whatever it means.”

“Hey, you’re the one who wanted to be an explorer.” Travers stood back to let Rusch, Rabelais and Tor leave, and Sereccio continued to grumble, though he must have known no one was listening. Leon would have told Roy what his problem was, and Mark would have told Vidal, who would have informed Rusch and Rabelais. Tor seemed untroubled that most of the company knew about the turmoil of Resalq hormones. As Marin had said, the Resalq were not uncomfortable about their own biology, and what embarrassed Dario was having to apologize for him, when he had picked a quarrel for no good reason.

“Lai’a,” Vaurien was saying, “has dissected the Ebrezjim database for every scrap of reliable navigation data. Enough fragments are salvageable to give us a halfway decent navtank load.”

“For the Zunshu Gate?” Travers heard the catch in his own voice.

“Yes.” Vaurien dropped his head back, worked his neck to and fro, telltale of tension there. 

For the first time Travers saw strands of silver among the red hair. Perhaps Richard had been using cosmetic nano to keep them away; perhaps they were new. Travers did not know, and though they were attractive, distinguished, he said nothing of them. Did Richard want to be reminded, in this place, of his mortality? Did Travers?

“You got anything you want me to do?” he asked instead as the group drifted away, leaving the suiting room quiet. Marin and Vidal stayed, sharing a water bottle and talking in murmurs; Leon and Roy were the last working on a suit, in the far corner.

But Vaurien made negative noises. “We’re riding a gravity tide Lai’a is calling The Onbai’shu. I don’t know what it means, but it sounds poetic.”

Pleasant surprise ambushed Travers. “I do know what it means. It’s from the Jagreth story – Onbai means shining, or glittering, and shu is a way or a path, a trail. The Onbai’shu was the route Jagreth flew to track down his partner, who’d been abducted ... and it took him right to the front gates of a nasty character called Kes
Matub.”

“Is that a fact?” Vaurien was as impressed as amused. “You should talk to Vidal about this. He’s become fascinated with all things Resalq … and a little infatuated with Mark, I believe.”

“Infatuated?” Travers was amused. “Well, you take friendship and add infatuation, what do you get? Mick’s found himself a safe anchorage in a storm, and I’m the last one who’d object.”

For some moments Richard studied him mutely. “You’ve changed, Neil,” he said at last. “The kid I used to know was only interested in racing iceboats, and range-testing assault rifles, and flying sportplanes.”

“And getting laid a lot,” Travers added.

“That too.” Now Vaurien allowed a sound of humor.

“I guess I grew up.” Travers was watching Marin and Vidal. “I thought Fleet would broaden my horizons, but in the end all it did was acquaint me with a crewdeck and a pit in the sky that scared us all so spitless, we just wanted to get out.”

“And you did.” Vaurien dropped a large hand on Travers’s shoulder. “We got a lot from the Ebrezjim. Less than Mark’s people had wanted, but more than Barb and I expected, if I tell you the truth. Mind you, the last thing any of us anticipated was that the crew killed their own AI. And I can tell you, Lai’a is, as it puts it, alert to the probability of the same kind of attack. Beat that, Neil, and we believe we can handle the rest.”

“Meaning, you like our odds a little better now.”

“Let’s say …” Vaurien paused to listen to his combug. “It’s not quite the kamikaze run it seemed to be at first. We’re in with a fighting chance now – which is all any of us ever asked for. Nineteen hours, now, Neil. Red Gate.”

As he spoke Vidal and Marin were on their way out of the jump bay, and Vidal echoed, “Red Gate…?”

“Exploration,” Vaurien said sagely. “The thrill of seeing what’s out there. I could get used to this.”

“What’s Barb say?” Marin wanted to know. “If you’re headed out after the war, and if you’re handfasting, you need to be on the same page.”


  

“Barb just wants to lie on a beach and drink piña coladas till she forgets what day it is. My job,” Vaurien added, “is to find the beach. A beach where Terran bounty hunters are not likely to show up with a picture of me in one hand and a Chiyoda machine pistol in the other. The warrant was issued for me just about the time we shipped out. Dead or alive, same as Harrison. The bastards could show up in the Deep Sky in six months, or ten years, so long as the bounty’s on offer. It’s one monkey you can’t get off your back.”

“You don’t think Chandra Liang and Alec Tarrant and the others can get the warrants cancelled, if they’ve brought the Confederacy to the conference table?” Marin looked from Vaurien to Travers and back.

“Maybe, given long enough. And maybe,” Vaurien said bleakly, “the sanction would be issued covertly, through a security agency on Earth or Mars, by a committee of certified bastards like Colonel Carvalho and Senator Rutherford, who’d like to have my head pickled in a glass barrel … right beside Harrison’s.”

“Well, shit,” Vidal said succinctly. “You’re saying there’s no way back for anyone identified as one of the geniuses who made it all happen. I don’t suppose Bobby Liang’s going to bug out – he can’t, being who he is, what he is. So he’ll live the rest of his life inside a security cordon on StarCity.”

Vaurien only shrugged. “I could be dead wrong. I could also be just plaid dead, and buried in a memorial garden in Elstrom, right between Harrison Shapiro and Bob Liang! I’d rather be living way beyond Earth’s reach, lying on that beach beside Barb while my ships ply between some new Freespacer paradise and the Deep Sky ports … come back occasionally, unpredictably, where these hypothetical agents never know where to find me, on a ship they can’t reach into. The Wastrel has been the safest place in the Deep Sky for years now. It probably always will be. But there’s no law,” he said pointedly, “says we have to stay in the Deep Sky.”

“Well … shit, and I said that already, I know,” Vidal whispered.

“When the time comes,” Vaurien offered, “if you want in, give me a call.”

“I, uh, I will.” Vidal puffed out his cheeks. “And I know Ernst and Jo will want in. Lex, I’m not so sure, but –”

“She’s high on the arrest list,” Vaurien reminded him. “Harrison got the intelligence via a drone courier, just before we left.” He gave a low chuckle. “We’re all wanted criminals, with a military firing squad waiting for us if we let the Earthers get their paws on us. And that,” he said with steely finality, “won’t be happening.” He gestured at his combug. “I’m wanted in Ops. Later, guys.”

He had returned to the service lift when Vidal added, “And I’m supposed to be wrangling the simulator for Roark and Asako. They’re starting to make it work.”

“They got through without dumping themselves right into Naiobe?” Marin was impressed.

“Once. Let’s see if they can make it twice.” Vidal looked back into the suiting room, where Mark and Leon were still fiddling with Leon’s environment settings while Roy Arlott looked merely bored. The Resalq liked their armor warmer, dryer, the grav-resist a little lower to give it a higher apparent mass. “Mahak, are we still on for later?” Vidal called.

Mark favored him with a smile. “Of course. I’ll come by the hangar as soon as I can get away.” He gave Marin a rueful look. “I’ve let him talk me into taking the transspace simulator ‘for a spin,’ as he puts it. I ought to know better, but I have a little time, before we transit the Red Gate, so – why not?”

“You mean, why should we have all the fun?” Travers snorted. “I don’t think fun is quite the right word.” He shot a glance at Vidal. “Well, for some of us, maybe.”

“But then,” Vidal admitted, “I always was weird. Gotta go, guys.”

He was gone with that, and Travers slung one arm across Marin’s shoulders. “You want to watch Hubler and Rodman not hang it up?”

“We need to take a good, close look at the nav data Lai’a managed to squeeze out of the Ebrezjim,” Marin said quietly. “Worst comes to worst, Neil, you and I could wind up actually flying this thing very soon, in Zunshu space … and if I tell you the truth, the thought scares me to death.” 

It made Travers’s blood run so cold, he preferred to block it out of his mind, but Marin was right. Preparation was the other side of the coin of survival. Very quietly, almost surreptitiously, the Sherratts, Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau had already assembled the cabling and physical connectors to couple the simulator to the secondary Weimann and hyper-Weimann control system. 

Auxiliary drive control was the ultimate backup, the physical system that would come online if Lai’a failed. Lai’a approved of the backup; it had assisted in the configuration. It had to know the cabling and junction conduit had been assembled to pilot this ship from the flight systems of the simulator, Travers thought, but he knew nothing more. For human pilots to come online, Lai’a would have failed – it might even be erased, the way the Ebrezjim’s AI had been terminated. And Lai’a was minutely aware of the possibility.

“I want to load the simulator with the new nav data,” Marin said in the same quiet tone. “I want to fly the Zunshu Gate in simulation, long before we actually get there. I know Mick and Jo will be doing the same thing. For the moment, I’d like to use the big tank in Ops and run the charts backwards and sideways. Yes?”

“Sounds like a world of fun,” Travers said acidly, but was ahead of Marin as they returned to the service lift.


 

 
Chapter Fifteen

Lai’a, Gojin Drift


 
Red. It seemed normal space was suffused with blood streamed from an open wound – the bright, arterial blood that spelled the end for some creature. Travers had seen the color often enough, while company medics scrambled to save lives. From what he saw here, he knew the literal translation – Blood Gate – was more accurate.

The Class 6 event gaped into normal space. Under heavy thrust, Lai’a was driving toward the freefall channel while the navtank display had just shifted from graphical to visual. Travers was looking at the realtime vid feed, and Operations had fallen silent. Only Ernst Rabelais spoke, and then only to murmur a very old profanity which was eerily apt. Bloody hell.

 The color itself was no illusion. The illusion was in the human and Resalq tendency to interpret the color as a tide, an ocean, of blood. Reality spun, turned inside out and shrugged as Lai’a exited the event – the transspace drive scrammed, ineffective now, and the Weimann engines thrummed into life. Ship data showed all three reactors available, two online and delivering modest power as Lai’a shifted vector with almost unseemly haste.

The sky was misty with nebulosity, the atmosphere of a giant star thrown out by a supernova perhaps only a hundred years before. But another star was suffering its death agonies now, and not long before it would have been something very like the suns of Velcastra and Omaru. The bright, warm G-type star was bloated, crimson. It had the hue of blood, and its light flooded the nebula, creating fields of deep, rich red. 

“Blood Gate,” Vaurien observed. “Very appropriate. And we’re way too close for comfort Lai’a – proximity.”

“The event opened just less than ten light hours from the perimeter of the red giant,” Lai’a said calmly. “At this distance, the star itself poses no great hazard. The danger is the feeding black hole which plays Naiobe’s role in this region, generating this Drift’s gravity storms. Its orbit has taken it close enough to the red giant for it to capture the star.” 

The tank display shifted, and Lai’a switched to synthetic aperture imaging to pare away the nebulosity, afford a glimpse of the black hole. A fist seemed to seize Travers’s heart as he watched one of the last mysteries of the universe played out, lurid, naked, shameless as a citybottom hustler. The black hole was a wicked little thing, smaller than Naiobe though it would be growing rapidly as it ate the red giant, sucked up the nebula before it plunged on into its harem of supergiant stars. The comparatively tiny thing seemed to hold a monster on the tail of a short leash. It had teased a tendril of blood-red gas from the dying star, and it would not cease to feed until the bloated old sun was gone.

“The black hole is previously uncataloged,” Lai’a was saying. “Doctor Sherratt, I have assumed a vector to escape the Gojin Drift by sufficient distance to efficiently analyze this sky. Your priority is to determine, in physical terms, the precise location of this region in relation to the Deep Sky?”

“Gojin Drift?” Alexis Rusch echoed. “Did I miss something?”

“No.” Mark seemed to catch himself, drag himself back to work. “For cataloging purposes, Lai’a draws on a variety of terms and this one is most apt. The Rabelais Drift and the Orion Drift were obvious labelling choices. Orion 359 had been charted optically, using some of the biggest lenses in the Deep Sky, just nine years before my ships surveyed the region. This one … this one’s so far out, it’s probably been imaged as part of a wide-field plate, but if it was, it’s more than likely occluded by any number of other objects. It wouldn’t even be seen, much less charted. We’re the first from our world to see this, and the name Lai’a has chosen is very apposite indeed. The gojin is a snake native to Saraine, hooded like Earth’s cobra, and just this color; and if you notice the shape of the river of star-stuff being drawn out of the red giant –”

“A striking cobra.” Vidal whistled. “That’s wicked.”

“Dangerous,” Jazinsky added. “The storms are breaking way too close to the black hole for my liking. Lai’a, could you locate the black hole before you transited the gate?”

“With sufficient time to abort,” Lai’a affirmed. “This information was not provided by the Ebrezjim database. The Ebrezjim astronomers would have possessed it; it would certainly have been destroyed by corruption. Vector analysis demonstrates that Gojin, the black hole, is on the outward leg of its orbit. Future gravity storms will form progressively further from the red giant, Beta Gojin. In a century, navigation hazard will be minimal. In the meantime, I will drop comm beacons both in the driftway and here in the Gojin Drift.”

Vaurien’s head came up at that. “Comm beacons will attract Zunshu attention.”

“Indeed they will,” Mark said bleakly. “And it won’t matter a damn, Richard, one way or the other, will it?”

The fist that had seized Travers’s heart squeezed. If the Zunshu were either forced or seduced into an armistice, their knowledge of beacons here was of no consequence; if they fought and were obliterated, the same … and if Lai’a were erased from the universe – 

“Where in the name of anyone’s gods are we?” Vidal whispered. “Lex, you were always the astronomer. I remember the telescope you had, right on the edge of StarCity where every night was A-grade ‘seeing.’ I’d be asleep with the dogs while you were still fiddling with something, trying to get an image of a spark in the sky nobody else knew was there.”

She shivered visibly at the memory. “I don’t know, Michael. These are strange skies. I’m not recognizing anything at all … which is weird enough to make the hair stand up on my neck.” She took a long breath. “Lai’a, would you stream your data to Tech 2?”

“Certainly, Colonel,” Lai’a said affably, “but at the moment your efforts will be futile. To this point, I have matched no object in the accessible sky with any object in the astronomical databases of Resalq or humans. I am still waiting for deep scan data; it will be several minutes more before it becomes available.”

She had pulled a chair up to the workstation anyway, and her hands lay clasped by the keypad, knuckles white as bone. “And when you have your deep scan data you’ll triangulate between known pulsars and quasars. I know.” 

“A few minutes, Colonel,” Lai’a assured her. “There is no need for you to review the datastream, unless you would be interested in some of the more exotic objects in this immediate region. Four double stars and two triple star systems offer considerable interest. May I draw your attention to the first trinary, Gojin 254 –”

It had already cataloged this sky, Travers realized. He followed Marin to the ’chef, let Curtis hand him a green tea with lime and mint over crushed ice, and dropped his voice to a murmur.

“This stuff makes me wonder if I have any brains left in my skull at all, or if Fleet beat them to pulp and I just never noticed.”

“Study.” Marin was restless, ill at ease, eyes wide, dark, in Ops’s companionable dimness where the brightest lights issued from screens, instrument surfaces and the navigation tank itself. “I had to do science, because as a kid I wanted carrier command. Even if you don’t enter Fleet on the science ticket, like Alexis, you need the basic credentials before they’ll let you through the door at officer school. For mere mortals, the only way to reach that door is to study hard during your rookie year and sit the exams for officer candidacy. If,” he added acidly, “you survive places like Malteppe, and the crewdeck high-jinx that made a basket case of Teniko.”

“You’d have done it,” Travers guessed. “It’s in your nature to do what you set out to. If you’d still wanted it, you’d have come back after the Argos. As a survivor, you’d have been fast-tracked into a command corps. Damn, you’d have been an XO by now, on pace to get your own ship. Me? I’d still have been a master sergeant. Nowhere else to go, once you’re king of the hill on the crewdeck. Damn, we might’ve been on the same ship.”

“So long,” Marin breathed, “as it wasn’t the Shanghai or the London.” He finished his tea in one draught and called, “Anything, Alexis?”

But her head was shaking. “Not yet. Lai’a?”

“The deep scan platform is still working. No matches.”

“Bloody hell,” Rabelais said for the second time. “We must be further out than we thought.” He and Queneau were standing close together, content to watch as Rusch frowned over astronomical images, Vidal tried to make sense of the navigational feed, and Vaurien busied himself with ship data. Lai’a would have done it all, but humans needed to be busy; and with nothing to do, Rabelais was anxious.

A shape moved at the armordoors. A low, husky voice called quietly, “Permission to enter your hallowed territory.”

Vaurien did not even glance his way. “So long as you mind your manners. Pull up a chair, do what you do.” He did not have to say the words – Travers heard them anyway, and so must Teniko: and stay the hell out of my way. 

He came in like a shadow, rolled a chair up to Tech 8, the most distant workstation, and deliberately tapped keys to pull up the data rather than addressing Lai’a or Joss. Marin glanced at him, and then at Vaurien; Richard’s head shook minutely, setting the whole question aside.

“Mechanically, we’re in excellent shape,” he said in a taut voice, as if for want of something to say. “All three drives are purring. Sublight engines are online, the transspace drive is dormant, the Weimanns are optimal. There’s a drone gang working on Number 3 reactor, routine maintenance; the drone fabrication shop is working, replacing eight units that were fried, making trivial adjustments to the hyper-Weimann while we were in transspace. We’re good. Barb?”

“It’s lucky I worked on my thumb twiddling skills,” she told him, “because Lai’a doesn’t need a human crew. You know we’re passengers, Richard. We’re along as guests.”

“Honored and welcome guests, Doctor Jazinsky,” Lai’a amended. “The presence of Resalq and human mission specialists on this expedition is not merely welcome, but highly beneficial. Each day I learn a great deal from continued interaction. Also, I am extremely aware of the hazards of confronting Zunshu mechanisms about which we remain ignorant. Should I fail to perform to requirement, I will urge Resalq or human participation.”

The statement was forthright, honest. Travers could almost hear Mark Sherratt in the AI’s intonation, its choice of words, and sure enough, when he angled a look at Teniko he saw a sneer on the misshapen face. Teniko had only contempt for the Resalq AI, perhaps for any AI which seemed to mimic life, consciousness, awareness. And for the engineers who designed such self-aware machines? Travers glanced at Mark, Dario, and Tor now. The Sherratts were studiously ignoring Teniko, but Tor Sereccio had seen the look on his face and was fuming. Only Dario’s hand on his arm restrained him. 

“Object match,” Lai’a announced. “Taurus 465, class-B quasar, on the edge of normal deep scan resolution. Standby.”

“On the edge of resolution?” Rusch echoed in a tone of sheer disbelief.

“This is quite correct, Colonel, and I appreciate your astonishment.” Lai’a paused, then, “Object match.  Eridani 119, the black hole.”

“A monster x-ray source that lights up the whole sky in that band,” Rusch said quietly. “You know it, Barb?”

“I should. I wrote a paper on it when I was doing Physics 401.” Jazinsky was watching the same datastream. “I’m recognizing the signature off it, but it’s so faint.” She spoke in a hushed whisper. “Richard, we’re one hell of a lot further out than we predicted. The gravity tide between Orion 359 and the Gojin Drift must transit some kind of deformation in transspace. For want of a better word, an old fashioned shortcut. We haven’t seen this before. Lai’a, were you aware of any ruck in transspace?”

“Not during transspace flight. Immediately upon entry to the driftway adjacent to the Gojin gravity well I took readings which appeared anomalous,” Lai’a said coolly. “Further readings proved these anomalies to be accurate. Little information regarding the transspace distortion is available at this moment; analysis is incomplete. Would you care to review it?”

“Yeah, I would. Let me have it at Tech 1,” Jazinsky said hoarsely.

The flatscreen had brightened when Lai’a added, “Object match: Draco 884, the pulsar.”

“Three for three,” Jazinsky whispered. “You can calculate our position from those. All right, Lai’a, where the hell are we? Put it in the tank.”

Travers’s mouth was dry as he watched the starfield rotating in the navtank, constellation lines forming up – tiny with distance, punctuated by icons marking the position of the known objects and, by inference, Hellgate itself. Their home gate.

“Oh, my gods.” Rusch’s voice was barely audible. 

“Tell me,” Travers invited. “We’re not all astronomers.”

Taking a deep breath, Jazinsky straightened from the workstation and pulled both hands through the white-blonde hair, raking it back from her face, which was pale in the instrument lights. “From any reference point we understand, we’re in the constellation the Resalq call Lornala – I believe it means Scimitar. An observer on Velcastra would say we’re roughly in line-of-sight with the blue giant, Lornala 182, which is comparable to Orion 359, in terms of sheer distance from home. It’s a speck in Velcastra’s sky, not even visible against city lights. But we’re about forty-five thousand light years on the far side of Lornala 182.”

At first the words refused to make sense to Travers. They rolled around in his mind’s ear while he blinked at Marin, Vidal, Vaurien, waiting for perspective to hit him. When it did, his body raced from cold to hot and back to cold in as many seconds.

It was Jon Kim who said in a small voice, “Does somebody want to tell me what all that means?”

The Ops room was silent until Vaurien said in a curiously calm tone, “Lai’a, if you were unable to insert back into transspace, how long would it take you, at long-term sustainable speeds, to return to the Deep Sky?”

“Approximately twelve years,” Lai’a said without hesitation, “assuming no mechanical issues. On a flight of such duration, however, technical difficulty is inevitable. An estimate of fifteen years would be more reliable, and twenty would not be unreasonable.”

“Shit,” Vidal muttered as Travers’s heart performed a double-thump and the pulse drummed in his ears.

“Drop a comm beacon, Lai’a,” Vaurien said in the same measured voice which perhaps only Travers and Jazinsky knew was a mask for feelings too turbulent to be acknowledged. “It can’t do us any harm here. And speaking of comm, you got anything on the highband?”

“The sky is noisy across a wide comm spectrum, Captain Vaurien,” Lai’a reported. “The Zunshu bands are highly active. I have pinpointed eight probes in this region. Two local to the Gojin Drift came online when they registered my engine signature. They are passive monitoring devices of an unfamiliar type, and transmitting at this moment. The language is not the same as that used by the core AI of the Kjorin stasis chamber. The gist of the data in transmission is unknown, but is likely a report of an unknown vessel of a technology previously not seen in this region, plus coordinates. Should we linger here, we could expect to be assaulted.”

“We’re not staying,” Vaurien said icily.

“In addition,” Lai’a went on, “several comm bands below those used by the Zunshu are busy with undirected transmission consistent with public broadcast. I have been recording since I exited the Drift. The microwave signal uses unfamiliar signal encryption and compression; the origin is alien. Analysis has begun. When reliable data is available, would you like me to stream it to your quarters, Doctor Jazinsky?”

“You read my mind,” she muttered.

“And mine.” Mark paused. “The public broadcast you’re receiving … do you have direction on it?”

“At least eight star systems,” Lai’a told him, “suggesting a homeworld and seven colonies.”

“None of which,” Dario said hoarsely, “seem to have been hit by the Zunshu – or they wouldn’t be transmitting. They’d be obliterated.”

“The source systems are quite distant,” Lai’a added. “It is important to remember, these signals have been en route for decades. The originating worlds might easily have been obliterated long ago. Four other stars in much closer proximity to the Gojin Drift are entirely compatible with those of the transmitting worlds. These are anomalously silent; none is broadcasting on any band, even basic radio. It is entirely possible these worlds are razed. Would you care to cruise them, Captain Vaurien, Doctor Sherratt?”

For a long moment Vaurien hesitated, looking from Mark to Barb and the Sherratts. “How long, Lai’a?”

“Six days to circuit three of the four.”

“Too long.” Mark lifted a brow at Dario and Tor, and both nodded. Mark frowned into the tank, where data scrolled far faster than Travers could hope to follow it, even if he had understood the content. At last Mark said musingly, “If the signals you’ve been recording are public broadcast, and you’ve captured a wide enough sampling of them, when you’ve cracked the data encryption, there’s a good chance the answers will be there. A documentary, educational and fictional programming. You might find references to lost frontier worlds, or a war with the Zunshu, perhaps ongoing hostilities.”

“If it’s a war, these people could be winning,” Queneau muttered.

“Are they?” Jazinsky was less sure. “The Deep Sky is just as bright with the same kind of comm traffic, Jo. We just haven’t lost major worlds yet, but until we seeded the swarms to guard the exit-lanes out of Hellgate, we could have lost them any day. You want to call that winning?”

“Maybe,” Queneau was frowning at the Resalq. “We’re doing better than the ancients did.”

“A hell of a lot better,” Tor agreed acidly. “We got shit beaten out of us, and we never did squat to hurt the Zunshu.” He was restless, edgy, impatient. “Mark, if we’re not going to go look for ruins, we need to get out of here.”

As disagreeable as Tor’s tone might have been, he was right. Mark sighed heavily. “The people local to this area might be at war, as we are; they may be in the process of annihilation, as the Resalq were, so long ago. Lai’a, have you detected any sign of gravity weapons, swarms, such as we laid down around Hellgate?”

“None,” Lai’a said promptly. “They were my priority, upon exit from the event, and before leaving the Drift. If Resalq and humans are able to seed minefields into the exit lanes, equally advanced alien species would theoretically do the same. They would also post marker beacons to alert friendly traffic. I have detected no such beacons, and have identified no such minefields.” 

“Then, the local civilization – if it still exists at all – is probably still trying to develop appropriate weapons,” Dario mused. “If their tech is lagging behind us by even a century or two, they’ll be gone before they find something to hit the Zunshu with. We were scrambling to get there.”

“We could help them,” Jazinsky whispered. “We have the technology to make the difference for them, catch them up.”

“And we can shake them by the hand – claw, tentacle or whatever – on the way out of Zunshu space,” Tor snapped. “Our people come first, Barb. Home is the whole fucking reason we’re out here, fifteen years away from – from –” He turned away to hide quick tears, and Dario reached for his hand, clasped it tightly.

“Doctor Sereccio is quite right,” Rusch said softly. “If you wanted my ten bucks’ worth, Richard, I’d drop a comm drone right here, broadcasting greetings from the children of the Deep Sky in as many languages as we can manage. I’d tell them where we’re from, how we got here, where we’re going and what we intend to do. I’d also tell them we’ll be back, unless the bloody Zunshu obliterate us; and when we’re back this way, if the local folks want to come out and say hi, we’d be delighted to supply the hardware to destroy the Zunshu.”

Vaurien had been nodding in agreement, and as Rusch fell silent he said, “Do it, Lai’a. Resalq, Slingo,– whatever languages of Earth you can manage, and as many types of language as we can supply. These people might make sense of Hindi or Cantonese while Slingo is so much gibberish, who knows? Append a key to the language ... let’s give them half a chance to talk to us! How long?”

“The message has been drafted, Captain. Would you care to see it? It is displaying on Comm 2,” Lai’a told him. “Upon your approval, I will load the comm drone. Standby for negative Weimann transition.”

The thrum through the deck told Travers they had dropped out into normal space, and the live vidfeed in the tank was as beautiful, as cold, as hostile as any starscape in the Deep Sky. He stood with Marin and Vidal while the Sherratts, Jazinsky, Rusch and Vaurien dickered over the exact wording of the message. Both Tor and Mick were fuming when at last Lai’a said,

“Comm drone is launched. Standby for Weimann ignition. Returning to the Gojin Drift. Captain Vaurien, do you wish to option the first appropriate event?”

“Yes.” Vaurien passed both hands over his face as the stars wheeled in the navigation  display. 

The drone was already transmitting as Lai’a came about fast, and ahead was a blood-red place in the sky. No wonder the navigators on the Ebrezjim called this the Blood Gate, Travers thought with bitter clarity as Hellgate’s bizarre sister rushed up out of the darkness. Lai’a was already hunting for a likely storm, and the return vector took them so close to the red giant and the feeding black hole that the bloody nebula streamed by like tattered silk torn to shreds and cast on the wind.

This hunt was seven hours long, and the Ops room was idling, the human and Resalq complement stood down, when at last Lai’a found a storm to its liking. Several smaller events had passed by, too immature to afford the freefall channel needed by a big ship, though something like the Orpheus or the Odyssey might have slipped through.

After midnight, shiptime, Travers was on the edge of sleep when the threedee brightened a little, the familiar amber bars appeared and the AI murmured, “Gojin Gate acquired.” He turned over, one arm draped across Marin’s hip. Curtis lifted his head, peered at the threedee and set it down again. The deck was thick with the heavy throb of powerful engines. “Transspace drive available,” Lai’a whispered. “Transition in four. Three. Two –”

The scream of compressing, twisting metal seemed to tear Travers out of sleep. He was on his feet without knowing how he got there, panting as cold sweat started from every pore. “What the hell was that?”

The cabin lights came up, and in the threedee all amber status bars had clicked over to red. Marin was out of bed on the other side, groping for the pair of combugs, and he tossed one to Travers. As it slid in, he heard the shouting from Operations and his heart slammed heavily against his ribs.

“Neil, you’re hearing this?” Marin had shoved his legs back into the slacks he had dropped not an hour before. He had a shirt in one hand and was barefoot as he headed for the door.

“They lost a generator … and I’m hearing something about a decompression – hangar deck. Christ, this can’t happen.” Travers had scrambled into pants and ignored shirt and shoes.  

“Apparently it can.” Marin was out a pace ahead of him at a dead run, heading forward toward Ops, where the armordoors had closed to a single meter which could be sealed, if necessary, in under a second.

Voices were still shouting across the comm and an alarm clamored on the lower deck. Travers’s heart was in his throat as they saw a peppering of red across every environmental monitor. Vaurien and Jazinsky were calling repeatedly into the loop. Jim Fujioka, half clad in an incongruous sky blue kimono, was wrestling with an intermittent datastream from at least one of the reactors while Joss murmured a litany of woe. Warning. Hull breach at ventral 440. Warning. Decompression in ventral 300 to 480. Warning. Ventral deck armordoors are sealed –

“Hull breach?” Travers echoed. “Richard, we have people in there?”

“We don’t know yet.” Vaurien pointed him at a flatscreen where the event report scrolled faster than Travers could comprehend it. His hand splayed over the pad, slowed it, scrolled it back, while Marin – thinking like a transspace pilot – focused on the flight systems.

“We’re through into the driftway,” he said tersely. “Looks like the event collapsed. Lai’a!”

“Stable in the driftway. The Gojin Gate has closed,” Lai’a reported with a surreal calm. “Number 2 generator scrammed –”

“What? Why?” Jazinsky barked.

“Gravity spiked up to 650 Gs, causing critical Arago overrun,” Lai’a said baldly. “Habitation module armor collapsed over six meters, resulting in a minor breach to both inner and outer hulls and explosive decompression through nine compartments. Armordoors sealed according to emergency protocols. Arago function is now restored at satisfactory levels. Compartments are repressurizing. Tolerable temperature for unsuited Resalq and humans will be restored in 40 seconds.”

The flatscreen before Travers was garish with a graphic of the lower deck, where fields of blue picked out the compartments that had reduced to partial vacuum before Arago fields could seal them. Gold icons marked the positions of people. His voice was a whipcrack – he heard the master sergeant there again as he bawled into the chaos of the loop,

“Bravo – Fargo, talk to me!”

Six gold icons were clustered close together in the hangar where the Trofeo and the Capricorn were stored, and Travers held his breath until he made sense of the wild gabble over the combug.

“Yo,” Fargo bellowed, cutting across the others with volume of a squad leader and the sharpness of a woman’s voice, pitched much higher. “Where the fuck did that come from, boss? If we weren’t the luckiest bastards you ever knew, we’d be dead, the whole bunch of us.”

“Casualties?” Travers willed his heart to slow. 

“Mild case of vacuum bloom here and there – Kravitz and Inosanto look a little rosy in the cheeks with it, and Perlman’s got a case of red-eye. Nothing that won’t fix. Talk about luck? We were playin’ folgen. The Capricorn was open, we were using its ’chef and sound system and heaters – like we always do. Suddenly there’s alarms screamin’ up a shitstorm about a decompression, so we dove on board, slammed the hatch. We’d never have gotten out of the hangar, boss. The armordoors slammed so fast, we were locked in – pressure was low enough to strip your lungs and it’s cold out there. What the fuck was that? We blew the hull?”

“At least one Arago collapsed during the transit,” Travers told her in sparse terms. “That’s all I know. Let me get back to you.” His pulse had just begun to slow and he looked up from the screen as Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau appeared. The event clock read 1:14 but time had stretched with an uncanny elastic quality. The Sherratts were behind Vidal’s group by just a few seconds, while Travers heard Shapiro, Rusch, Grant, Hubler on the comm, shouting for information.

“Stay where you are, all of you,” Vaurien told them. “You’re safe, and we don’t know much more than you do. There’s nothing you can do here – Joss, stream the event data to personal system access. Sit tight, all of you.”

Predictably, Hubler and Rusch utterly ignored the order. Hubler was stomping toward Operations before Vaurien fell silent. Rusch was right behind him, and joined Jazinsky and Vidal, viewing flight data. Hubler began to curse with impressive fluency as he scrolled through the event log.

“Pressure is restored to all compartments,” Lai’a announced. “Drones are deployed. Estimated time to effect satisfactory repairs, 12 hours. Bio scan of all compartments reveals one casualty.” 

Travers’s head came up. He had been racing through the roster, accounting for everyone. “We missed somebody? Who? Alive, Lai’a?”

“Alive,” Lai’a told him. “Doctor Teniko is in the forward bunker adjacent to Chemistry 2.”

“The drone bunker?” Marin demanded. “What the hell would he be doing in the drone bunker?

“Dove in there during the decompression?” Travers guessed. “It was a handy compartment with a sealable hatch. Normal air inside; it’d take an hour for one person to breathe it down … and if the ship didn’t come good in an hour, it wouldn’t really matter if you ran out of air, would it? Hey Bill, you there?”

“I’m on the Capricorn,” Grant said tersely. “I was playing folgen with the rest of the luckiest bastards you ever knew. I heard – Teniko’s in the drone store, and he’s alive. Richard, is it safe to come out and play?”

Red indicators had been turning amber and then green across the monitors, and Vaurien said, “Stay out of anything between ventral 400 and 480, but the drone store is forward of there. You should be safe.”

“Should be?” Fargo echoed loudly. “You’re not sure, Cap?”

“Lai’a?” Vaurien invited.

 “All compartments are satisfactory.” Lai’a was as imperturbable as any machine. “The hull breach took place at exactly ventral 448, port lateral, two meters forward of bulkhead 1345. The inventory of two storage compartments is compromised. Damage occurred in the aft crew lounge and Chemistry 2. The outer hull of the habitation module is open over an irregular area, approximately six meters by two. The inner hull is already sealed by maintenance drones and holding normal air pressure. Aragos remain in place, closing the outer hull to radiation spill from the drive, pending repairs. Zunshulite armor plates are being transported from Storage 7 at this time.”

“You heard all that, Jude?” Travers asked. 

It was Bill Grant who answered, “We heard – and I’m on my way, Neil. I already sent for an Infirmary sled. Lai’a, you got any bio readings on Teniko?”

The AI was unmoved by human calamity. Lai’a was never more obviously a machine as it said, “Doctor Teniko is unconscious. Body temperature is within normal human parameters. Respiration is faint.”

“Okay, I got this,” Grant said into the loop, breathing heavily – hurrying.

And Fargo: “Anything we can do, boss? We all know where we are with torches, if you need a welding gang.” She gave a humorless chuckle. “Christ, you remember the Intrepid?”

The memory was seared into the roots of Travers’s brain – and Marin’s, from the look on Curtis’s face. Neil glanced across at Vaurien, and it was Jazinsky who said, “Jude, hustle your people into armor, grab some gear and check the hull seals, fifty meters all around the breach. The drones are welding, but we want to be sure.”

“Will do, Doc,” Fargo acknowledged. And then, “Well, you heard the lady. Move!” 

“And speaking of hull integrity,” Jazinsky went on, “Lai’a, give me structural data. How’s the airframe look after the shock of the breach?”

“Put it in the tank,” Vaurien said softly. 

A schematic of the whole habitation module replaced the graphical display of the Drift, and Lai’a overlaid local feeds from every place where force, tension, shear, torque, temperature and rad nodes were embedded. Frowning deeply, Vaurien digested the numbers and gave Travers a wry glance. 

“Maybe we were lucky,” Jazinsky said tersely.

“I don’t like being lucky.” Vaurien’s arms folded on the chest of the rumpled blue denim shirt, and he sighed. “But I guess I’ll take good luck over bad.” 

The Sherratts had been taking to pieces the navigation feed, and they seemed satisfied that Lai’a was where it thought it was, and the driftway was stable. Mark straightened from their workstations and pushed his hands into the deep pockets of a burgundy robe he had thrown on over long bare limbs. He and Vaurien shared oddly similar frowns, and Mark said quietly,

“We just learned something extremely valuable.” 

“Lai’a is not invulnerable.” Vaurien’s voice was low, steely.

But Mark’s tousled head shook. “The structural failure didn’t involve Lai’a. It was the Zunshulite armor shielding the habitation module that warped, and it punched in a very small section of the hull.” His shoulders lifted in an expressive shrug. “Think back to the beginning of this scheme, Richard. The mission was originally not intended to involve a live crew. Lai’a was to fly it … but of course this was never really possible. How could we expect a positive result if we built the most formidable war machine in your history or ours and launched it to annihilate an enemy – even the Zunshu – without benefit of a living intelligence? No perspective of the live intellect, no real capacity for intuition.” He sighed. “Lai’a is a biosynthetic creature of extraordinary complexity, but when your whole species is negotiating for its very survival, could you assign a machine as your advocate?”

“No,” Richard admitted. “The hab module was tacked on as an afterthought, and it’s the weak link, isn’t it? If Lai’a has any Achilles’ heel, this is it.”

“We are certainly the expedition’s vulnerable spot,” Mark allowed, “and it’s unavoidable. Lai’a, would you care to comment?”

“What would you have me add, Doctor?” the AI said with its unwavering patience. “There is always a possibility that gravity tides around the periphery of an event might spike unusually high. They did, when the event closed sooner than was possible to forecast with data gathered from normal space. The Arago generators protecting the habitation module are powerful, but not limitless. I overran them to shield you. The breach was minimal and the inner hull was sealed in 1.27 minutes, which is the minimum time required to cryo-cool and restart the scrammed Arago projector, routing power from Number 3 generator. Armordoors sealed across the ventral deck to safeguard the remainder of the ship. These are the emergency protocols and they were perfectly executed.”

“And if Bravo hadn’t opened up the Capricorn to use its facilities while they were playing folgen, we’d have six dead right now, including our CMO,” Marin added with all due cynicism. 

“Recommendation,” Lai’a suggested. “Crew should be armored during transit.”

“Oh, shitshitshit,” Tor groaned, “I bloody hate the armor. I’d rather be in the frigging drone locker with a rebreather mask!”

“Tor, hush now,” Dario shushed.

“Hey, it’s just belt and suspenders, kiddo,” Leon said coaxingly. “I’ll give you a hundred to one, Tor – so long as we’re in armor, we’ll never pop another rivet. Lightning does strike twice, but not so fast, and never when we’re watching out for it.”

He made a good point, but the old master sergeant was alive in Travers now. As he joined Marin, Vaurien, Vidal and Mark by the navtank he deliberately clicked out of the loop and dropped his voice to a whisper.  Richard’s face was set into granite hard lines, as if he knew what Neil was about to say.

“We’re heading to war,” Travers murmured. “We can expect the Zunshu to throw everything they have at us. And we’re … vulnerable. We just found out how vulnerable.” He looked from face to face.

“We shipped out with an even-money chance of making it home,” Vidal said in the same level tone. “You thought they couldn’t touch us? Like we were indestructible?”

“No,” Travers admitted. “But the one thing I wasn’t calculating on was having holes punched in us halfway through a gate event.”

“There’s an old saying,” Vaurien said acidly. “Forewarned is forearmed.” His brows rose, creasing his forehead. “So we take no risks. We know where and how we’re vulnerable. We’re in the hardsuits … we blow the hull down to zero pressure before we go anywhere near anything remotely resembling an encounter with Zunshu. Knowing where we’re at our weakest gives us one more advantage, doesn’t it?”

“Pragmatist,” Vidal accused.

“Cynic,” Vaurien corrected. “How do you think I’ve stayed alive this long?” And then, “Lai’a, give me a repair update.”

“Reassessment of damage and resources indicates, nine hours,” Lai’a responded. “Repairs will be adequate for transspace navigation, not for gate transit.”

Ice water seemed to trickle down Travers’s spine and Vaurien took a sharp breath. It was Mark who said, “I assume more structural work will be necessary before you can safely transit a storm on the Zunshu Drift.” Not a question.

“Correct.” Lai’a paused. “Work will continue en route. Number 2 generator remains unstable; reconfiguration will require handling drones. Three Arago units are burned out, shut down pending replacement modules. Priority will be given to these Aragos, immediately the Zunshulite armor is replaced. Recommend delaying entry to Zunshu space until all three generators are optimal. Navigators may be interested to know, the Zunshu Gate is intermittently visible at this time.” 

“Already?” Jazinsky was astonished, and Travers heard an uneasy note in her voice. “How far, Lai’a?”

“Precision is difficult,” Lai’a warned, “due to flux in the structure of transspace. I estimate the Zunshu Gate will be attainable in approximately 140 hours.”

“And you can see it from here?” Vidal was breathless. “You have nav data, Lai’a? Can you feed it to the simulator? I want to fly that sky. Soon – long before we get there.”

“Navigation data is available,” Lai’a told him, “but sporadic. If you access it prematurely, variables will render it of limited value. Allow three days en route for data to resolve. I will notify you when variables have been minimized.”

“All right.” Vidal dragged both hands over his face and gave Travers a haggard look. “Six days.” 

“Long enough to effect reliable repairs?” Vaurien asked.

“More than sufficient.” Lai’a paused. “I regret the inconvenience to Resalq and humans. I could do no more to protect the habitation module. The gravity spike could not be predicted from normal space. Fresh data allows me to estimate the risk factor of this event recurring to be five percent.”

“We can expect to take a hammering on maybe transit in twenty.” Vaurien looked across at the Resalq. “Sorry, Tor. You’ll be in armor during transit along with the rest of us. You need a hand with it?”

“He has more help than he needs,” Leon said archly. 

“I always helping, am able to do,” Midani offered.

Tor might have been sullen but, given a calculable risk factor that was not insignificant, he saw the sense of armouring for any transit. “I’ll live,” he muttered, and seemed to be waiting for Dario to remonstrate, perhaps for the perverse fun of bickering.

But Grant’s voice cut him off, calling over the loop. “Richard, you better come down to the Infirmary.”

“Tonio?” Vaurien shot a look sidelong at Travers. 

“Yeah. It’s … look, just come on down,” Grant said in a taut voice.

 “Barb, you want to mind the store?” Vaurien was already moving. “You need me, yell.”

“You might as well come in too, Mick,” Grant added tiredly. “You’re due for your shots in a half hour anyway. Let’s just get to ’em now.”

“You mind if we tag along?” Travers asked. He was a pace behind Vaurien as they left Ops, with Marin and Vidal right behind him.

“You mean, if Tonio’s going to check out, do I want to bawl my eyes out in decent privacy?” In fact, Vaurien looked more angry than distressed. “He lost me a long time ago, Neil – not that I’d want to see any harm come to him. I guess I remember who he used to be. Christ – I don’t know. Come on.”

In a hull the size of a cruiser, nothing was far from anywhere. They were in the Infirmary moments later, a bright, warm, familiar compartment little different from Eileen Drury’s facility on the Mercury. Only one bed was occupied of the rank of four on standby along the wall adjacent to the armordoors. Tonio Teniko was sitting up, clad in a pale green gown, with a rose-pink rash of ‘vacuum bloom’ along his arms and neck and a furious look on the odd, misshapen face. 

If Travers had been expecting the man to be a few moments short of death, he knew he was wrong. Teniko was unhurt, save for a lot of broken capillaries which therapy would heal overnight. Vaurien came to rest by the bed, fists on hips, glaring first at him and then at Grant.

“He deserves,” Grant said nastily, “to be the first human buried in transspace. He ought to be dead. If Lai’a hadn’t spotted him in the drone locker, he might have been – he could have breathed out the air before anybody bothered to open it up. And he’d never have known what happened. You want to tell him, Teniko, or shall I?”

“Go to hell,” Teniko growled.

“Maybe I will,” Grant said blithely, “but if I do, you’ll be there ahead of me, flayed alive and doing service as the doormat where newbies wipe their boots!” He turned his back on Teniko and looked up at Vaurien, anger bright in his eyes. “He was high as a kite when it happened.”

“Ibrepal?” Vaurien wondered. “Takes a major dose to get that high.”

“Gryphon,” Grant corrected. “Or something as close to it as makes no matter – and when you add that to the Ibrepal his eyeballs are already floating in, it could be absolutely, bloody lethal. He was still high when I pulled him out of there. I took a little blood and shot him with the blockers, or he’d still be flying. I’m not going to be responsible for this, Rick. I’m the CMO of this expedition, not his keeper.”

“Gryphon?” Vaurien exploded. “Where in the name of –” He glared down at Teniko. “Your bags were searched on the way in. You didn’t bring it with you. I told you, Tonio – you try this stunt, your feet won’t touch the deck.” His mouth hardened. “Where’d you get it?”

For a moment Teniko seemed to hesitate, as if searching for some likely escape route, and then let his contempt show through. “You have got to be kidding me. You think I don’t know my way around a lab? The ship’s set up with chemistry labs that’ll synthesize anything from Demolex to angelino, and you’re asking me where I got a few lousy snorts of gryphon?”

“Chemistry 2,” Grant rasped, “adjacent to the drone bunker. Turns out, he’s been cooking up a batch at whim, crashing in the bunker to use it. No bloody wonder he’s been halfway off his head lately – I knew something was wrong, but I couldn’t get him to come in for a full set of scans, and there’s only so much data you can get with a handy. You want the truth, Rick? He’s out of it. Whacko. He has no place on this ship. I wouldn’t let him within shouting distance of a lab, and I wouldn’t trust his work, supposing he thought of a new way to prop open a door. He belongs in an institution – the same kind of loony house Barb found him in. And he’s done this to himself.”

Anger made Vaurien’s face pale. Travers gave Marin a glance and with a discreet gesture beckoned him out of the way. They joined Vidal on the other side of the Infirmary, where Mick had hopped up to sit on the bed by the little tank where Grant ‘cooked’ his medical nano. 

“You fool,” Vaurien said in an ominously quiet tone. “That was your chance, Tonio, and you blew it.”

“You need me,” Teniko began, too loud, too harsh.

But Vaurien’s head was shaking. “Not in this condition. Not with work that could kill us all. You’re barred from the labs, and if I see you in Ops again, I’ll confine you to quarters. In fact, if I even see you again, I’ll lock a door on you, Tonio, and you can stay there for the duration. You disgust me.” He turned away with that, and walked out of the Infirmary without a glance back though he called, “Walk with me, Bill.”

So angry, he could barely be still, Grant gave Teniko a glare and told Vidal, “I’ll be right back, Mick.”

Travers’s brows rose as he studied Teniko, who sat hunched in the bed, hugging himself and rocking as if he were barely aware of where he was, what he had done. “Well now. If I was Richard, this time I’d put him in cryogen. I’d park him right beside the tank where Roark’s legs are growing, and forget about him.”

“So would I,” Marin agreed, “but if I know Richard, he’ll offer probation.” He shrugged. “Teniko is one of the most brilliant minds in the Deep Sky. He just needs to sober up, learn how to be decent.”

“He was one of the best minds,” Vidal said grudgingly. “You got any idea what an Ibrepal-gryphon speedball will do to your brain?”

“Your brain cells corrode.” Marin sighed. He gave Travers a speculative look. “You want to talk to Richard? He might listen to you. Tank the little twerp, just get him out of everybody’s way. Worry about him later.” 

“I can do that.” Travers knuckled his eyes. “Damnit, how did we get into this?”

“He was the most beautiful thing anybody ever saw,” Marin said candidly. “You set eyes on him, and it was like taking a punch. Barb was blown away by his intellect … Richard was seduced, and who’s going to blame him?” As he spoke, Grant and Vaurien reappeared at the Infirmary’s wide, open doors and Marin gave Travers a nudge. “Go on, Neil. He might listen to you.”

The look of resignation on Grant’s face as he rejoined Vidal spoke volumes to Travers. Marin hung back, helping himself to bottled water at the ’chef, and Travers intercepted Vaurien before he could leave. Richard did not even spare a glance for Teniko, and before Neil could speak he growled, “You want him in cryogen.” 

“Don’t you?” Travers demanded in a whisper.

“I might,” Vaurien admitted. “But Tonio’s a fool, not a criminal.” He sighed heavily. “Cryogen could be a death sentence, and even now he’s done nothing worth paying for with his life.”

“A death sentence?” Travers echoed.

“Battle zone. Damage to the ship. Only those mobile enough to get up and run will make it.” Vaurien gestured toward the morgue, where the cryogen tanks were stored, two always prepped on standby. “Anybody nailed to the spot can die where they are, and I’m not quite ready to write that warrant.” He tipped his head back, squeezed his eyes shut. “I guess I must look like all kinds of idiot.”

“Because you couldn’t resist beauty?” Travers spoke gently. “You’re human. Where is it written that Rick Vaurien is infallible?” 

Richard gave him a thoughtful look. “Still, I’m old enough to know better. I did know better, and when the little shit batted those long black lashes at me, I still went along. Barb should’ve stopped me.”

“She didn’t have the right,” Travers said reasonably. “Not back then. You two hadn’t gotten back together. If Teniko tried it on now, she’d have every excuse to whang his lights right out, and I hope she’d do it.” He set a hand on Vaurien’s arm. “You be careful. He’s a manipulative sod.”

“And a liar,” Vaurien added, “and a cheat. Bill says he’s become irrational, and I believe him. I’ve restricted Tonio to the Infirmary for three days, minimum, for a full series of tests including brain scans. Tonio won’t like it, but at the end of that time at least he’ll be sober enough to speak intelligently.”

“Which is when he’ll be most dangerous,” Travers warned. “You’ll know he’s rational, and when he begs and pleads, promises to be a good boy, tells you he can keep his act clean and go back to work, you might even believe him.”

But Vaurien’s face was shadowed, embittered. “Not this time. If he walks out of the Infirmary, he’ll do it with a chip in him. Joss will lock up any lab right in front of him, unless he’s supervised. The fun and games are over. The question is, is he even capable of working? We won’t know that for a few days, and then I’ll ask Barb to check everything he does – God knows, there’s plenty to do. She and Mark will be in the lab till we hit Zunshu space, taking apart every skerrick of data we have and rebuilding it every which-way. She tells me we’re developing a grasp on horizon dynamics far exceeding any understanding the Resalq ever had. She and Mark are working in areas, now, that even Mark never glimpsed before.” He discovered a reluctant smile. “They’re like a couple of kids in a candy store.”

“And Tonio could have been part of it,” Travers breathed. 

“But he won’t play nice with the other kids.” Vaurien dropped both hands on Neil’s shoulders. “He never really outgrew the teenager who was spoiled because of his beauty, and then blundered into Fleet and was abused because of it. Though lately I’ve come to a sneaking suspicion that when he was conscripted, Tonio might have tried to use his looks … bribe his way to a sweet deal. But it backfired on him, left him playing the ham in the sandwich between officers who’d taken the bait and wouldn’t play fair.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “You saw this kind of horseplay on the crewdeck?”

“You mean, good looking conscripts trading sack time for favors? Oh, sure. They’d trade for furlough passes, light duties, booze, better food, not having to do battlefield sims, having their permanent records edited to delete their sins … get a flogging commuted to a fine.” Travers had seen too much of it, and was indifferent. “It goes on. People are still people, even on a carrier.”

Vaurien wore a speculative look. “You had these offers?”

“Of course I did. Everybody from sergeant on up is fair game. Who’s the victim, who’s the predator? The line gets blurry.” Travers set the past back into its place. “Okay, so Tonio’s restricted to the Infirmary … and by the sounds of this, he ain’t happy about it.”

Bellowing protests issued from his direction, and when Travers followed them to source he found Teniko cuffed to the bed with a servitor drone beside him armed with a pitcher of juice, a handy and a hypogun, which would be preloaded with his next shots of Ibrepal. Marin and Vidal were just leaving, and Grant did not tolerate the bawling for long before he roared right over the top of Teniko with the tone and volume of a battlefield medic.

“Put a lid on it, Teniko, right bloody now, or I swear I’ll put you in restraints and gag you! I can’t knock you out – there’s already enough dope in you to strangle a moose – but I can sure as hell tie you down and shut you the fuck up!” He glared at Teniko, eyes glittering. “Give me a reason, you ratshit!”

Wisely, Teniko subsided. He turned dark, imploring eyes on Vaurien and watched as Richard stalked away, headed forward, past the executive staterooms and smaller labs. Travers followed, with Marin and Vidal behind. They were immersed in discussions about the simulator, the navtank load Vidal was expecting in a matter of days; did Marin want to fly it, before Lai’a reached Zunshu space in reality?

He did, and Travers’s belly churned with something very like stage fright. They were almost close enough to Zunshu space even here for Lai’a to provide a nav load good enough to fly it in simulation. Fifteen years to get home, in normal space at any reliable Weimann performance, and the Zunshu Drift was 140 hours ahead … forty years, or fifty, to get home from there, if there transspace drive should be damaged beyond repair; and a battlefield ahead of them, with a ship that had demonstrated its limitations –

“Neil, you all right?” Marin asked softly. “You look a little –”

“Weird?” Travers guessed, and seemed to swallow his heart. He turned back to Marin and Vidal, and glanced at his chrono. It was 03:00. “Not as weird as I’m going to sound,” he said grimly, “when I tell you I’m headed for the gym. I’m going to pump iron till I can’t stand up.”

“You want some company?” Marin offered.

“Or an audience?” Vidal added. “I can stand to watch you flex your muscles for an hour.”

“What, Mark’s not waiting for you?” Travers was surprised.

“He’ll be in the lab with the rest of them, checking every nut and bolt, trying to get the generator back online, wrangling drones on the hull. They’ll be there till they think they’re done. Lai’a doesn’t need ’em. If it wasn’t so damn’ polite, it’d probably tell the whole lot of ’em to get the hell out of its way. Maybe it knows people need to be busy. Mark might have given it an understanding of how humans run around like ants when they’re scared enough.”

“Turns out, so do the Resalq,” Marin said thoughtfully. “I don’t think I ever saw any of them scared before. Anxious, angry, even desperate, but not scared.”

“And it frightens the crap right out of you,” Vidal finished. “Same here … and we,” he added, “don’t have anything useful to do. Sure, we can fly the simulator, but not for long enough to chase away the bogeys. Neil has the right idea. Gym. Pump some iron. I wish,” he said honestly, “I could join you.” He cocked his head at Travers. “Audience?”

“Audience,” Marin decided, and headed for the nearest service lift a pace ahead of Travers.


 

 

 
Chapter Sixteen

Lai’a, Zunshu Gate


 
For over two hours Lai’a had hung in the driftway adjacent to the gate while eleventh hour preparations were made, and while it hunted for the precursors to a storm event big enough to ensure a safe transit. For Neil Travers this was the worst time, and he had come to envy Marin the ancient techniques he used to relax. 

The hours since the transit from the Gojin Drift blurred together now, so seamless, they might have been a single day. In the passing they had seemed a year long, while one part of him willed them to race by and another part dreaded their end. Zunshu space haunted him with the unthinking dread of the unknown.

The ship had been busy, and still was. While Lai’a began to track a storm to its liking, Vidal reported that he, Rabelais and Queneau had locked down the transspace simulator – but it remained on standby, and Lai’a had to know the conduit was duct taped to the hangar wall, the hanks of cable were ready to connect, in the event of what Mark Sherratt called a ‘catastrophe level’ event. 

He meant the possession of Lai’a by some Zunshu system too sophisticated for Lai’a to repulse, but he was not about to frame this in words. Lai’a might not have been a living entity imbued with intuition, affection, native compassion, but it knew exactly what he meant. It had assisted in setting up the flight control connectors, and if the time came it could surrender control to human pilots without protest. 

The Sherratts had rarely stepped out of various labs on the passage from the Gojin Drift. Travers understood in broad terms what they were doing, but the intricacies of building a firewall against the Zunshu override of a sophisticated AI were far beyond his knowledge. Jazinsky knew more, but she was not an AI designer. It was one project where Teniko might have been valuable, but he languished in the Infirmary until the work was almost done, sweating and retching through withdrawal pangs much worse than the normal purgatory, because his gryphon-like creation was more potent, more sinister than the pure substance.

The days had dragged for Travers and Marin, since they had little to occupy them. They flew the transspace simulator twelve times, and Travers permitted himself a certain grim satisfaction: they had survived ten flights, all consecutive. In the last 30 hours in simulation they had actually flown transspace rather than going along for the ride and relying on luck. Vidal was satisfied. No authority existed to qualify a transspace pilot; no certificate or license could be awarded, but two days before Lai’a dropped into the driftway just short of the Zunshu Gate, Vidal signed them off with a handshake, a smile of approbation. They would continue to work in simulation, but Vidal’s satisfaction meant more to Travers than any certificate.

Otherwise the hours were interminable between the Gojin Drift and the Zunshu Gate, and Marin was sometimes so deeply immersed in the Resalq meditation techniques, he was oblivious to Neil’s presence. Vidal alternated between work in and on the simulator and assisting Hubler and Rodman to prep the Harlequin to fight. Left to himself, Travers returned to source. 

He went over his weapons and armor with minute attention to detail; he worked his body with little care for mercy and took his minor strains to Bill Grant, who designed nano specifically for him and forewent comment as he injected it for the third time in four days. 

Nights were sleepless, but Travers had no desire for drugs. Marin watched him with wide, dark eyes, knowing. The passage was 140 hours, and if these were the last hours a man would spend in this life, how foolish would he be to sacrifice them to drugged sleep? He and Curtis lay together in the dark, seldom speaking, each lost in the memories of a lifetime; and more than once Travers thought, what a damned short lifetime it had been, at least for several of the humans aboard, though everything, every pivot point of his own life seemed to have brought him to this time, this place. Marin would have said the same.

As Lai’a monitored the Drift storm it needed they were in the garden, making a last minute test of the Arago generators and inertial stabilizers, while at intervals the AI spoke softly over the comm, reporting the progress of the event. It was only waiting for Vaurien and Mark Sherratt to commit to the transit.

High overhead, meshed Arago screens shimmered, fluoresced, giving the ceiling bulkheads a blue color, eerily like a summer sky. Travers stood between dwarf apple trees, orange shrubs, canes growing raspberries and snow peas, and the armor felt very odd on his limbs in a place where the air was fragrant with the scent of blossom and a rainbow danced in the water jets as the afternoon shower began. Gantry drones moved soundlessly overhead, drawing his eyes, and above the scores of lamps the bulkheads were barely visible, lost in the illusion of a summer-blue haze of powerful repulsion shields. 

The garden was double sealed, triple screened, with its own generators and inertial stabilizers. Aside from the computer core housing Joss, it was the most secure place in the habitation module, and knowing the reason for this did nothing to reassure Travers. Vaurien, Shapiro and Mark Sherratt had taken apart every skerrick of data the Ebrezjim would yield, and their silence spoke more eloquently than anything they had said.

The Ebrezjim data was just enough to tell them a battle might be won; and far too little to tell them how to win it. Lai’a would enter Zunshu space not quite blind, but the danger was so real, Vaurien and Sherratt had embraced the concept that Lai’a might win the battle – even the war – and yet not be bound for home. If it had a weak link, it was the transspace drive. Without the drive, Elarne was closed, and the Deep Sky was unspeakably distant. 

Every resource they possessed was double-sealed, screened to the limit of available power. The arboretum was so fragile, so delicate, like a tiny, precious bubble of a green, terrestrial environment which smelt and tasted of home. 

Helmet in his hands, Marin was talking to Operations even then. “We’re all secure here, Richard. Transit at your discretion.”

Every human and Resalq should be in armor by now, and Jon Kim was making the rounds by comm, calling the roll with the command, ‘helmets on,’ as soon as each member of this motley company had answered.

With a grimace, Travers locked the helmet over his own head and acknowledged the squadron of butterflies patrolling his belly. He took a last look around the garden before he stepped out, and when Marin joined him, he sealed the compartment. Aragos wove over the inside of the airlock; inertial stabilizers came online. Inside, the massive gantry drones and tiny beebots worked on under counterfeit yellow sunlight and blue sky; roses budded, citrus ripened, vegetables sprouted much faster than they would at home.

Outside, red warning lights blinked everywhere. The habitation module was blowing down to zero pressure. A breeze Travers could not feel whisked across the armor as the air was pumped back into storage, and his helmet instruments reported partial pressure, and then vacuum. 

Over the comm Vaurien sounded breathy with ‘helmet voice.’ “Armordoors will be sealing in two minutes. Get where you want to be, people … Neil, Curtis, come right up to Ops. Harrison, you want to be here?”

And Shapiro: “You think I want to miss this?”

“Move it, Alexis,” Jazinsky called. “We’re buttoning up soon.”

“On my way,” Rusch responded with the slight breathiness over the audio pickup that told Travers she was already moving. 

He was making his way back toward a service elevator designed for drones, which would only barely accommodate two hardsuits at one time. Marin squeezed in beside him and as the lift went up Neil listened to the loop. The Sherratts were reporting the labs powered down; Grant had locked the Infirmary down so tight, not even a coffee cup would fall. Even Teniko was coherent, rational, and Grant himself would remain in the Infirmary, watching the whole ‘show,’ as he called it, in a big threedee.

“I’m still trying to get my head around it,” Travers whispered. “Where we are.”

“Zunshu Gate,” Marin said in the same murmur. “When’s the last time you had shaking chills, with sheer bloody dread?”

The chills had run through Travers fast and left him. Now it was the faint nausea of ‘virgin panic’ assaulting him as he and Marin stepped into Ops – where the air pressure was zero, the power was running on minimum, nine out of ten displays were dark, and every figure wore Zunshulite hardsuits inside which individuals were identifiable only by the name stencilled on the helmet. 

The navtank was blue-gray with the muted hues of the driftway, but the event Jazinsky had been monitoring all afternoon had begun to writhe and dance, with the expanding-balloon effect on the surface of the e-space layer. Lai’a was driving toward it under full thrust while two clocks counted down, one to the moment of transit, one to the deadline point, beyond which transit could not be aborted. Ahead of them, right on time, the event tore open, ripped e-space apart, burst space and warped time –

Zunshu Gate.
Zunshu Gate. The words played over and over in Travers’s mind as the second clock counted through zero, and he took a breath, held it as Lai’a said, “Committed to transit. Four. Three. Over the threshold. One. Transit complete. Normal space: hyper-Weimann shutdown. Weimann drive online. Standby.”

The breath Travers had been holding barked from his throat in a cough as the stars of mundane, ordinary, three dimensional space winked on in the navtank. But these were deceptive. They were the stars of Zunshu space, and Travers felt the weirdest sensation coursing the length of his spine like a static discharge.

The Ops room was quiet. Only Jazinsky, Rusch and Mark Sherratt were working, and then, only to please themselves. Lai’a was doing the same work faster and equally efficiently. The deep scan platform began to run as it exited the event, and with a heavy vibration in the deck the Weimann engines surged up to overrun, rushing the ship out of the Drift.

It would take some time to analyze the deep scan, Travers knew. Impatience was futile and he bit his tongue, not wanting to be the first one to say it. Where the hell are we? In the end it was Jon Kim who could not contain his eagerness, or dread, any longer. 

“So, where is this place?” he asked in a hoarse, hushed tone.

“We’re waiting for Lai’a to match observable objects with its database,” Shapiro said with a calm Travers envied. “A little longer, Jon. Remember, anything we recognize will be incredibly faint due to distance, and everything we ever knew will be framed in a infinitesimal part of this sky.”

“I know all that, Harry, but –” Kim broke off as red enunciators winked on in the close tracking monitors. He might have demanded to know what they meant, but Lai’a spoke before him.

“Identifying Zunshu probes. Tracking 22 matching the profiles of known weapons.”

“What about a swarm?” Jazinsky rasped. “A minefield?”

“There is no minefield on this exit road from the Drift,” Lai’a said emphatically. “There are 22 weapons … all offline.”

“Offline?” Vaurien echoed. “Scan again.”

“Offline,” Lai’a repeated. “There is no mistake, Captain. Viable Zunshu weapons abound. They are simply dormant.”

“Which could make a kind of sense,” Mark said tersely. “Why have active weapons in your own home system –”

“We do,” Jazinsky said quickly, “to defend ourselves!”

“The Zunshu,” Vidal growled, “don’t seem to feel the need.”

“Yes, they do.” Vaurien’s helmet turned toward Vidal, Travers, Marin, who were at opposite end of the navtank. “The weapons are out here, Mick. They’re just inactive.”

“Waiting to come online,” Marin guessed. “Lai’a, are they getting a clear look at your engine signature?”

The AI was just as emphatic. “I have shown them the transspace drive and the hyper-Weimann sterntubes. They remain offline, Colonel Marin. Scan results suggest wide-scale malfunction. Additionally, I am identifying hundreds of fragments of wreckage, varying in size between three meters and one half meter.”

“Wreckage?” Vidal’s voice was sharp. “Lai’a, is there any fallout, anything to suggest a battle was fought here?”

“Nothing,” Lai’a responded.  “I estimate the wreckage is extremely old. It is possible it was ejected by a Drift event. Hellgate is notorious for creating such debris.”

“But the Zunshu don’t get caught in gravity storms,” Dario Sherratt whispered. “At least, we never saw them get caught before. Mark?”

“Never,” Mark agreed. “Is it possible this is a … a junkyard? Could this be a weapons testing range? Or a wasteland where they dump weapons that malfunctioned?”

“Any speculation is valid, Doctor,” Lai’a said calmly. “No data is available to support any conclusion. The Zunshu weapons continue to lie dormant. I have exited the Drift and deep scan is continuing. As yet I have found no matches with known astronomical database objects.”

“Damn,” Rusch said softly, “so long to find something we know?”

Lai’a was unperturbed. “We are doubtlessly a very great distance from the Gojin Drift, Colonel Rusch. It is probable the Deep Sky is occluded by the nebulosity and super-luminous stars of the Zunshu Drift. I have set a vector to circumnavigate it until my deep scan platform can image the far sky. Data will be available shortly.” It paused for several moments, and in the same level tone announced, “The comm sky is quiet.”

“It’s … what, now?” Jazinsky demanded as she, Dario and Tor turned their attention to the flatscreen of Comm 2, where little information was displaying. 

“Comm is at particularly low intensity,” Lai’a said patiently. “Signals are concentrated in the bands normally reserved for drone command frequencies. I am receiving no signals consistent with public broadcast issuing from any world in this region.”

For some moments Operations was so quiet, a knife could have cut the silence before Vidal exploded, “That’s fucking impossible! You’re telling me the civilization that’s been busting our asses isn’t even trading signals between ships and home, or colony to colony? No data conduit?”

“Nothing, Colonel Vidal,” Lai’a repeated. “The comm sky is quiet on any band I can receive; and I can receive Resalq boosted comm which uses the lower layers of e-space. The Zunshu are known to fire signals through transspace; and I have received such signals while inside Elarne. However, those signals are merely drone command channels. No transspace public broadcast is identifiable.”

“This is … wrong.” Alexis Rusch turned her back on the navtank and began to pace between the threedee halo and the flatscreens where the datastream raced like a blue-green torrent. “This goes against everything we know about sophisticated civilizations.”

“Thought we knew,” Jazinsky corrected. “It’s a mistake to judge anybody else by our own practices, Lex. Maybe the Zunshu just don’t transmit. Maybe they cable everything at home, like the survivors back at Orion 359. And they could use e-space drone couriers between ships and worlds – it’d be faster than transmitting.”

Rusch took a deep breath and turned back to the navtank, where the region was forming up with greater and greater detail as Lai’a continued its deep scan. As Travers watched, a series of new icons appeared and Lai’a announced, 

“I have located four objects which appear to be platforms, probably science or observational installations, in all ways equivalent to Oberon. Do you wish to investigate?”

“Dangerous.” Vaurien’s tone was bleak. “Have they seen you, Lai’a?”

“It is difficult to be certain,” Lai’a said in an almost musing tone. “I had expected to be sensor-painted at this time, with a high probability that weapons would have target-locked me, or would already have been launched. I am registering no such sensors, Captain. The Zunshu installations may be aware of my presence via passive monitoring – for example, instruments keying on the fallout from the transspace drive – but I certainly have not been actively scanned.”

Vidal demanded hoarsely, “No weapons acquisition?” He swore softly over the comm. “Richard, this is – this is too weird.”

“Is it possible …” Travers’s mind was racing. “Could they have developed some kind of sensors we don’t even register? Some targeting system we just don’t see?”

“Possible,” Lai’a admitted, “but highly unlikely. I am aware of every radiation band from sub-audible sound waves to emanations in the higher bands of transspace. There is no sensor signal I would not detect. And yet I have located four installations which can only be Zunshu, and they appear to be entirely passive.”

Electricity seemed to crackle across the Ops room, and Vaurien turned to Mark Sherratt now. “Your decision, Mark. This one’s way beyond anything I’m qualified to call. Are these Zunshu objects passive, or are we like a bunch of bugs crawling on the outside of a landmine that’s about to explode?”

The question was barbed and Mark did not take it lightly. He drew together with Dario, Tor and Midani Kulich, and it was Kulich who said, “Never been seeing nothing like.”

“Never been flying nowhere like in Zunshu space,” Tor muttered in Kulich’s odd wording. “Damnit, Mark, what is this?” 

  “I don’t know,” Mask said honestly. “But I’ll have to agree with Lai’a. There’s no such thing as an active sensor that doesn’t put out a ping and read a pingback, and there’s no frequency Lai’a can’t read.” He paused, breathing audibly over the comm pickup. “I’d be lying if I said I knew what’s going on with those installations … but they’re not scanning us. They’re not acquiring Lai’a as a target.”

“And there’s an old, old saying,” Ernst Rabelais added. “Let sleeping dragons lie. Don’t go poking ’em with no sharp sticks, and maybe they’ll just stay right where they are. Lai’a, how close are they?”

“Between five and 15 light minutes,” Lai’a reported. “They cannot launch a weapon with any element of surprise. Even Zunshu gravity weapons would be clearly visible, were they to launch. However, no such devices have been deployed.”

Marin was pacing, light-footed in the armor with his apparent mass set to only fifty kilos. “Gatekeepers? They observe … they report. They sit there, passive as any twig on a tree, and call home with the news of intruders dropping out of the Drift.”

The idea was interesting. “Lai’a, are they transmitting?” Vaurien asked.

“No, Captain, not on any band I can detect. And I am monitoring all bands we know the Zunshu utilize.”

“Still your call, Mark,” Vaurien said bleakly. 

For one more moment Mark hesitated. “Sleeping dragons,” he said in quiet, level tones. “If they’re gatekeepers, and if they’re using a frequency we can’t detect – which, by the way, is incredibly unlikely – then we also have no element of surprise. The Zunshu will know we’re coming.”

“Well, shit,” Vidal muttered, “we always knew they’d hear us banging on their front door.”

“All right.” Mark’s armored figure stepped closer to the navtank. “Lai’a, bypass the platforms. Continue to monitor them for any transmission.”

Roark Hubler and Asako Rodman were standing well back, till now content to be spectators. It was Hubler who asked in a harsh tone Travers remembered from the Omaru blockade, “You don’t want to target ’em and blow ’em away, while they’re easy, sitting targets? Take care of the bastards now, and we won’t have to run through ’em on the way out.” 

It was a soldier’s tactic, but Travers was aware of deep misgivings. “Unprovoked attack … it could be the very thing they’re waiting for, Roark. We hit a bunch of passive, possibly civilian science platforms, and maybe ten thousand nasty little devices hidden in the Drift come online.”

“Remember Colonel Carvalho?” Rodman sounded disgusted. “Brought a battle group into Jagreth space, and the first thing he did was total the comm beacon transmitting the keep-out signal.”

“We might not be wanting to shoot the gatekeepers,” Vaurien said slowly. “All right – go on by, Lai’a. In your own time. If they start to transmit when we put ourselves between them and their home base, don’t keep it to yourself.”  

“Of course, Captain,” Lai’a responded, and then added as if it were an afterthought, “I have located the G7 star identified by the Ebrezjim as the Zunshu home sun. Do you wish to proceed there at once, Captain Vaurien, Doctor Sherratt?”

“How far – how long?” Vaurien wondered.

“At Weimann safe overrun, just eight hours,” it told him.

Vaurien’s helmet turned toward Mark and Shapiro. “Other than a sudden attack of spastic shakes, do we have a reason to wait?”

For a long moment they both seemed to hesitate, and Travers’s heart thudded against his ribs. At last Shapiro said, “Now it’s come to the very moment, I’d like nothing more than to give you a fine reason to delay. But there isn’t one. Mark?”

“We’ll learn no more by staying here,” Mark said grimly. “Lai’a is just as capable of charting this region en route. Lai’a?”

“I have charted and cataloged all parts of the Zunshu Drift that are visible from this vantage point,” it reported. “Do you wish to chart it all before proceeding to the Zunshu system?”

“Or chart it on the way back?” Jazinsky’s voice was no more than a rasp. “None of it matters, Mark, until we come back.” The word unless hung on the air like a sword suspended overhead.

“Lai’a,” Mark said very quietly, “proceed to the Zunshu system. Richard?”

“Yes.” Vaurien paused to swallow, the sound audible over the comm. “Eight hours, Lai’a … and drop us out of e-space well outside the system. Don’t go anywhere near the heliopause till you’ve reconnoitred the zone.” Into the loop he said, “Everything we’ve got goes online in seven hours, people. Take the chance to get some rest. If there’s anything you need to fix, fix it now. Lai’a, report on your new firewall.”

“It is impossible to validate it, Captain, without testing it,” Lai’a told him. “I had expected to be assaulted as we exited the Zunshu Gate.”

“Yeah,” Vaurien said not much above a whisper, “that’s what we all expected.”

“Object match.” Lai’a announced. “Colonel Rusch, Doctor Jazinsky, you might like to see the data streaming to Tech 2. I have identified the Trinity system, on the extreme edge of resolution.”

A collective groan breathed from Rusch, Jazinsky and Mark. Travers took a step closer to Marin and asked, “What?”

“Edge of resolution,” Jazinsky said acidly. “Trinity is a triple star system, three super-luminous, supergiant stars, very short-lived, violent, locked in orbit around each other. They’re like a lighthouse. Using Velcastra as your vantage point, Trinity’s about 18o off Orion 359 and just a few degrees off the starfields in the Resalq constellation of Cornova – what’s it mean, Mark? The Hourglass, is it? Trinity’s brighter than a whole gaggle of giant stars. If it’s on the edge of resolution, it means we’re so far out, I’ll give you short odds, Neil, Lai’a won’t even be able to identify another object. Anything we know will be in a swatch of sky so small, you won’t pick it out of the Cornova starfields. Those starfields,” she added, “are only visible from Deep Sky observatories using gravity lensing. The Aenestra charted them very roughly, using extreme deep scan, from Orion 359. ”

“Oh, fuck,” Vidal said succinctly. “Lai’a, using line-of-sight – Velcastra to the trinary to us – and figuring distance based on the apparent magnitude of a known object … how far out are we?” 

“Precision is impossible, Colonel,” Lai’a warned. “I estimate we are likely 45,000 light years from the Deep Sky.”

“That’s – that’s halfway across the galaxy,” Rabelais whispered. 

“It’s about 40, maybe 50 years to get home,” Queneau added, “if we can’t get back into transspace. Sweet Christ.” It was a prayer, not a profanity. 

Vaurien’s voice was taut. “Anything else, Lai’a, from the deep scan?”

“Nothing, Captain,” Lai’a said without a thread of regret. “To dispel Captain Queneau’s concerns, the transspace drive is functioning perfectly.”

“Sure it is,” Queneau muttered. “And remind me of exactly where we’re heading.”

“To Zunshu 161,” Lai’a responded. 

It had already charted the region, Travers thought with acid rationale. The black hole at the heart of the Zunshu Drift and its supergiant stars were the first objects cataloged, followed by the giant stars, the pulsars and more exotic systems where two, three, four stars danced around each other in a waltz of mutual attraction – and at last the mundane systems where life could arise and civilization might flourish. 

“All right,” Vaurien said tersely, “we’re safe in e-space – nothing’s going to touch us for seven hours. Joss, blow us back up to pressure and temperature. I’m going to get out of this goddamned hardsuit. I’ll be in the crew lounge, if you need me … don’t need me, people. Not for a couple of hours.” 

In the navtank, a clock began to count down. Minutes later Joss announced full pressure across the habitation module, and with a muttered oath Travers cracked the seals, rotated the helmet a few degrees left and lifted it off. The air was cold, fresh, and he was not surprised to find his skin sweated. 

Jazinsky’s face was grim, an expression Mark mirrored. They would spend the next hours trying to make sense of dormant weapons, passive installations, sensor probes that did not happen, weapons that were not launched. Travers had no inkling of an answer – the soldier’s perspective was useless here.  

The navtank was bright with the charts of the region, and the transspace pilots were drawn to it irresistibly. The navigators, Travers, Queneau and Rodman, were less fascinated. The world in which they worked was Elarne itself, a realm which had little in common with the stars and distances of normal space.

Without comment Vaurien was stacking his armor just inside the Ops room, where the blastdoors had opened. Beyond, Marin had begun to set his own, piece by piece, in the corner of the half-lit crew lounge. Sweat prickled Travers’s back as he joined Curtis there. Less than a minute to break the seals and mound up the armor, and he was at the ’chef, wanting no more than a bottle of water, which he drank without pause for breath. His mouth was still dry as he dropped the empty into the recycle chute.

Pale faces appeared in the lounge and voices were hushed. Vaurien took the recliner in the corner by the door, set his head back and closed his eyes. Travers might have envied him the ability to rest, but Richard’s mouth was a compressed line and his hands were knotted.

“Neil.” Marin beckoned him to the couch under what would have been viewports on a normal cruiser. “Take a breath. If there’s an answer that can be dug out of what we know, the Resalq and Barb and Lex will find it. If there isn’t … it’ll find us soon enough.”

At a place arbitrarily called Zunshu 161. Travers dropped onto the couch beside him, but relaxation was alien territory. He listened to the loop instead – Bravo were playing folgen, bantering between themselves, indulging in veeree, listening to music. The routine was familiar to anyone who had served with a Marines unit. The hours before deployment were the hardest to get through, frequently much harder than the action itself. Travers listened to them bickering over the folgen, and smiled. Grant, Fargo and Inosanto had gone back to Grant’s quarters, right by the Infirmary, and their comms were off. Travers knew exactly what they would be doing; it was almost a ritual on the night before battle. Down on the Harlequin, in the big hangar, Hubler and Rodman were doing the same. Shapiro and Kim sat in the corner by the bar, talking softly, sharing old memories over cognac and slender Cutty Sark cigars, rolled in the city of Sark itself. 

Voices carried from Ops as the Resalq, Jazinsky and Rusch continued to hammer on the sparse data with frequent interjections from Lai’a, but every suggestion was mere conjecture. Travers stopped listening when Marin took his hand. He said nothing. Neil did not need to hear a word, but let himself be pulled up by that hand and followed Curtis back to their stateroom. 

The lights were low, the music quiet. If Travers might have expected a frenzy inspired by adrenaline and healthy fear, he was surprised. Marin was very slow, very gentle, and when he was done Neil felt a soul-deep peace. If human beings possessed any such thing as a soul, he mused as they lay together. No one knew the answer to that riddle; perhaps no one ever would. 

They did not sleep, but the peace lasted long enough to make the hours liveable. With twenty minutes to spare Jon Kim was  on the loop, calling the roll a second time with the command, ‘helmets on.’ With ten minutes to spare the company was back in armor, waiting for the habitation module to blow back down to zero pressure, and soon after Vaurien’s voice called from Ops,

“Pick your territory, people. Negative Weimann transition in two minutes.”

Every weapons system was online before Lai’a dropped out of e-space. Sensors shouted across the void and this time, before Vaurien or Sherratt could even speak, chain guns, railguns and missile launchers were hot. Travers and Marin stood with Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau, mere spectators as 40 guns tracked as fast as only a machine could drive them, picking off targets the instant sensors could identify them. Its voice was as calm as ever as it said,

“Tracking more than 900 objects. Standby.”

“A swarm?” Jazinsky asked. “Are we in a minefield?”

“No,” Lai’a told her. “The weapons are ranged in unusual cluster formations at regular distances apart, like beads strung on a web. More interesting, Doctor Jazinsky, is that they are not imploding when triggered.”

“Not imploding?” Vidal demanded. “Goddamn, I sound like a bloody echo. What d’you mean, Lai’a?”

“I mean that the weapons, when triggered, explode,” Lai’a said in the untroubled tones of the machine. “Some explosions might be due to malfunction in gravity weapons, but not all. There is no doubt that most, perhaps all, of these weapons are not gravity weapons.”

“But Zunshu weapons are gravity devices,” Rusch protested.

It was Mark who said with ominous quiet, “Every weapon we’ve seen has been a gravity device, Alexis. We haven’t seen these before.”

Vaurien’s armored hands rested on the side of the tank, where the threedee was a chaos of targets and icons which shifted from red ‘live weapon’ markers to dim blue numbers spelling out the coordinates where each was destroyed. “Lai’a, are you getting beacon signals?” he asked sharply. “There ought to be a warning buoy.”

“I am receiving a signal.” Lai’a paused. “I assume it is the official caution of a weapons zone ahead, and a warning to turn back. However, the language and encryption are unknown, and no cipher has been provided. This is not the language of the Zunshu drone command channels. Nor is it the language of the core AI of the Kjorin stasis chamber. The lingual sample is too small to allow translation. I can stream it to Comm 2, if you would care to examine it.”

“Do that.” Mark was on his way, striding around the tank as he spoke. “Don’t forget, Barb, Alexis, the Kjorin chamber is many centuries old. The signals we’re receiving now are current, and they’re going to be very different. Allow for technological development.”

The signal issuing from the workstation was plain audio, and to Travers’s ears it sounded like a single moaning wail, not unlike the wind whistling through a crevice. It fluted, oscillating around set points, punctuated occasionally by a higher or lower note. If he had not been told it contained coherent information, he would have heard pure sound.

“The message is 8.7 seconds in duration, and repeats,” Lai’a reported. “It is broadcasting from a beacon on the edge of the heliopause, and began to transmit when triggered by my presence. I would assume many such beacons are on station keeping around this system, and many such weapons fields guard the approaches to Zunshu 161.”

“Has there been any system override attempt?” Mark turned his back on the comm workstation. “Anything similar to what befell the Ebrezjim’s AI?”

“No,” Lai’a told him. “Firewalls are active. I will report any attempt at interference with my processes. Crossing the heliopause, Captain Vaurien. We are inside the outer defenses. I have pinpointed Zunshu 161-D, the gas giant identified by the Ebrezjim as the Zunshu homeworld. I recommend an e-space transit to the outer edge of the Weimann exclusion zone, to shorten the flight duration and escape this weapons field before I sustain damage.”

“These weapons are more than you can handle?” Vaurien was watching the navtank, where flurries of warheads seemed to appear as fast as Lai’a destroyed them. 

“Individually, I can eliminate anything I have yet detected. However, I have insufficient guns to target every weapon. Some are inevitably impacting the Arago shielding.”

“Problem?” Mark’s voice was like a razor.

“Not until Arago projectors begin to stress.” Lai’a paused. “I remind you, protecting the habitation module and the transspace drive are my paramount priorities. Arago projectors are currently at capacity. Theoretically, I can withstand this barrage, but the risk can be avoided altogether via a Weimann transition.”

“Do it.” Vaurien did not hesitate. “I’d hoped to chart the system on the way in – know what we’re sitting right inside of – but we could run into fifty of these defense zones. A hundred. It’s a pointless risk, Mark, if we can jump right into the neighborhood of 161-D. Yes?”

“Yes,” Mark agreed. “Lai’a, take great care to observe the usual Weimann exclusion zone. There’s no sense announcing ourselves by drowning a hemisphere in fallout.”

“Fuckitall to hell,” Tor whispered, “is that what the Ebrezjim did? They dropped out too close, fried half a world?” 

“They wouldn’t be so crass,” Dario said in a forced whisper. “They knew the dangers of drive engines at least  as well as we do.”

“Drop out and scan the region, scan everything,” Vaurien was saying. “Immediately that you’re out, cycle the Weimanns right back up to ignition minus one second and hold there.”

“Acknowledged,” Lai’a said calmly. “Arago 44 is overheating. Weimann transition in 50 seconds. Arago 28 has scrammed. Railguns 8, 14 and 19 have exceeded tolerable operating temperatures.”

The barrage was without pause and without end. Travers’s eyes were still on the tank, watching icons flicker over into coordinates like so many fireflies winking out, but the litany of increasing minor malfunction was a sporadic murmur as the clock counted down. Neil’s was not the only voice to curse in relief as the deck gave the familiar shimmy, seemed to drop out from under the feet, and the ship slithered into e-space.

“Negative Weimann transition in nine minutes,” Lai’a reported. “Drones deploying to effect immediate repairs. Number 3 generator is throttled to minimal output, pending maintenance. Drones are coming online. Estimate 150 drones will be contaminated past recovery point; manufacture of replacements has commenced.”

Nine minutes. Travers forced a breath to the bottom of his lungs. “Richard, if we’re ever going to run into an attempt to override Lai’a, this would be it.”

“I have to agree,” Mark said quietly. “Michael, you’re confident of your preparations?”

“You mean, in case we have to make a run for it?” Vidal demanded acerbically. “If we’re at minus one second from an e-space jump, all we have to do is hit the button – and you can do that from Tech 1, right here in Ops. Lock the Weimann solution in right now. Get us back to the Drift, and Jo and I will find us an event, get us the hell out.”

“Get us out – and do what, exactly?” It was Teniko – of course. He was in the rear of the Ops room, saying nothing, contributing nothing, until this moment. “The whole point of coming to this gods-forsaken place was to meet these freaking bastards face to face, and almost certainly wipe them off the face of creation.”

“Negotiate,” Shapiro said quickly. “We didn’t come here as destroyers – we’re not a punitive expedition. I made that point abundantly clear before we began.”

”Oh, please,” Teniko groaned. “As if anybody ever believed the Zunshu would listen to the voice of reason, after everything they’ve done to two species. As if there’s some magic word we can say that’d make them back off and play nice.”

Shapiro’s armor turned toward Vaurien and Sherratt. “In fact, he makes a valid point. We came here to try to negotiate, but if an armistice, a cessation of hostilities, were to prove impossible, the bottom line was always a fight. Can we afford to make a run for it, Richard, Mark, escape back into transspace? We’d have solved nothing by running.”

“We’d have bought ourselves the time to effect repairs while we skulk in the driftway,” Vaurien said with an icy rationale. “And when we come back to this system, we’ll drop out right in high orbit over 161-D, forget the niceties. No more Weimann exclusion protocol. Come in straight from the Drift with every gun primed, every Arago at maximum, and shoot till the buggers are ready to talk.”

The silence was dense. Perhaps the same thought was on every mind, but only Teniko was about to voice it, playing the devil’s advocate, as Mark had once said. 

“You want to skip a whole stage?” he asked cynically. “Somebody has to say this. Okay, I’ll volunteer to be the bastard. Does anybody but me want to just exterminate some nasty Zunshu ass and get the hell out before I get hurt?”

“Xenocide?” Vidal echoed. 

“Doesn’t bother them,” Teniko rasped. “Extermination is the way they do business. They stomp us like rats. And two can play at that game. You want to make it simple? Kill the planet, and we can go home. We can be out of here in a half hour. Home,” he added breathlessly.

“But – annihilation,” Rusch murmured. 

“Perhaps it’s the difference,” Mark said levelly, “between justice and revenge. And make no mistake, we can destroy all life on the planet. It’s not difficult. Several Weimann jumps performed sequentially from medium-low orbit … irradiation saturating every hemisphere. Life would simply be … extinguished.”

“And we’d never know why they came for us,” Shapiro added. “Your people and ours have been systematically murdered over the space of a millennium, Mark, and if we go blazing in here as the great destroyers, we’ll never know why.”

Teniko made a sound of cynicism. “Do we care?”

“Some of us do,” Mark mused. “And rest assured, Tonio, if a legitimate attempt at negotiation only sends us back to transspace with our tails between our legs, to make repairs in the driftway, we can return as avenging angels and extinguish a whole race of sentient beings. But you’ll forgive us, my boy, if we at least attempt to talk. Ask the question.”

“There’s one more thing you’re missing, Tonio,” Jazinsky said slowly. “You want to go in there and destroy the homeworld? Fine. But we’d have to go hunting, after 161-D. We’d have to search not only this space, but every region at every gate on the gravity express, looking for Zunshu colonies, daughter worlds that’ve become as powerful as the homeworld. Or more powerful, the way the Deep Sky just rode right over the Terran Confederacy. Those Zunshu daughter colonies are very likely to send a fleet that comes blazing out of Hellgate, next month or next year, and fries us like a bunch of chickens, if we kill their mother world.” 

“I was about to make that point.” Mark’s voice was bleak. “If you wanted a cast-iron case for at least attempting negotiation, Harrison, you have it here. If we do have to come back and fight, destroy – we will. But annihilation here forms the beginning of the orderly extinction of a species, not the end of it.”

“And may any god that actually exists have mercy on us,” Vidal whispered, “because we’d be guilty of the exact same crime as the Zunshu.”

“With one difference,” Marin added. “The Zunshu were unprovoked.”

“Were they?” Shapiro took a long breath which whispered over the comm pickup. “I’ve begun to wonder. It may be that something happened, something was done that couldn’t be forgiven or forgotten. And this is the question we must ask. Why? If we have to go on from here and lay waste to as many worlds as there are colonies in the Deep Sky – if this is the price of survival for humans and Resalq … yes, Doctor Teniko, I’m an old soldier. I know far too well how war works. We can do it, and I imagine we will, to save worlds like Velcastra, Borushek, Jagreth, and a hundred billion human and Resalq souls. But at least we’ll know why we’re damning our own souls to hell.”

It was Jazinsky who asked hoarsely, “And you’re expecting an answer, Harrison? A good one, from the Zunshu?”

“I don’t know,” Shapiro admitted. “Can there be any valid reason for xenocide? Let me say, I’ll be hard to convince. But I’ll have to listen, hear them out, before I can plead the case for our people and the Resalq.” His armor turned toward Vaurien. “Good enough, Richard?”

“You mean, me being in the hot seat?” Vaurien demanded. ”You signed me on as captain, but the ship and crew are my concern, Harry, not the politics. Not these philosophic questions about genocide, annihilation, culpability, and whether we’re all going to burn, or freeze, in somebody’s hell for it!”

The clock was still counting and a pulse drummed in Travers’s head, his heart slammed against his ribs as Lai’a said, “Negative Weimann transition in 30 seconds. Weapons on standby. Number 3 generator is throttled to 85% capacity. Arago units are functional. Derelict drones are on standby to jettison.  E-space transit in 20 seconds.”

“Neil, take navigation,” Vaurien said in a tone as cool as Lai’a. “Mark? You’re ready?”

“Oh, we’ve been ready since the Drift,” Mark assured him. 

“Ready?” Marin echoed, though he must have known.

“To take Lai’a and Joss right offline,” Dario said harshly, “before the Zunshu can do something disgusting to them.” He gestured with a handy, from which bled a simple cable. “They can’t get into this, it has no connectivity whatsoever – there’s an old fashioned wire hanging off it! And from here, we can shut down Lai’a so fast – well, we stand half a chance of cleaning it up and rebooting it. Joss goes down with it.”

Leaving the ship that was once the Intrepid, not to mention the transspace drive, on purely manual control. Travers’s heart was in his throat, breathing was not easy as Lai’a said, “E-space transit in four. Three. Weapons hot. One.”

The lurch in the deck and the sensation of falling were so familiar, Travers barely noticed them. He and Marin were intent on the navtank where comm, weapons, tracking and ship data were laid over the plot of the inner system. There was 161-D, big and bright, and the yellow G7 sun with its family of three small, rocky inner worlds – and the massive clan of moons attending the giant world, most of them too small to be charted from beyond the Zunshu home system.

“Lai’a!” Mark called sharply.

Its voice was serene. “There is no override attempt, Doctor Sherratt. I am scanning for weapons zones. The comm sky here is almost silent. I am receiving only a beacon like the one transmitting in the outer system. The message is identical, almost certainly a caution regarding planetary defenses and warnings to turn back.” It paused for several seconds, and then, “I have located weapons fields, situated approximately 300 million kilometers from 161-D, outside the orbit of the outermost moon. The planet is inaccessible without traversing at least one defense field.” Another pause, while Travers listened to his heart. “Weapons are coming online. I am being deep scanned … an attempt to probe the computer core is underway. Standby.”

“Is it a probe, or an override attempt?” Mark insisted. “Lai’a!”

“A probe only, Doctor. Wait.”

The handy was bright in Ops’s dimness, and Dario’s armored thumb hovered over a single red icon in the center of the screen. “Come on, call it, Lai’a – take no chances. Not if you want to reboot and still know who you ever were. Remember the Ebrezjim.”

“I am unlikely to forget, Doctor,” Lai’a responded. “Numerous weapons have armed and acquired me, but they cannot make contact for 40 seconds, and in that time I can destroy many of them. I have scanned the moons of 161-D, Doctor Jazinsky – 32 are visible at this time, with several more occluded by the planet. None has an environment suitable for the evolution of life, though it is probable that most will have been utilized for mining and industry. However, the comm sky remains almost silent. I am receiving only the warning beacon and the command frequencies of the weapons.”

“How many?” Vaurien asked. “A barrage, like the outer system? Can you handle them – you have a little more warning this time.”

“Approximately 1500 weapons are incoming at this time,” Lai’a told him. “Their effectiveness cannot be verified until they make contact. However, all railguns and chain guns have already acquired targets. Firing will commence in 15 seconds. Further data will be available when results are analyzed.”

In Travers’s ear were the voices of Bravo, taut, hoarse, rasping over helmet audio. They were in the jump bay, armed, armored, watching a two-meter threedee which relayed everything from Ops in realtime. They were still soldiers, and Travers knew they would have been happier in the field, with a foe they understood. As the guns opened up he heard soft cursing right on the line where oaths morphed into prayer, as if some soldier’s god might be listening even now, even here.

“Implosions, Lai’a?” Vaurien wanted to know.

“Yes, Captain. These are gravity weapons,” Lai’a told him, “much more similar to those we understand from encounters in the Deep Sky.”

The navtank was filled with red fireflies, and with distance on its side, translating directly into time, Lai’a was free to pick them off at whim. Only the sheer volume of the barrage posed any threat, and Travers groaned as Lai’a announced,

“Weapons are launching from the nearest moon, 161-D-beta. More are in flight than can be eliminated with the guns. Missile launchers are coming online. Standby.”

It was going to use gravity weapons to counter gravity weapons, and now Travers held his breath. Lai’a was driving in toward 161-D – close enough by now for the gas giant to appear in the navtank as a white-gold sphere with swirls of blue and green. It was magnificent, decadently beautiful, surrounded by the host of its moons. 

“Contact,” Lai’a reported. “Gravity mines are effective. Weapons are now launching from the small rocky moon, 161-D-theta. Standby.”

To Travers, the number of weapons on approach seemed overwhelming. He took a step closer to Marin’s armored shape, and would have given much to see Curtis’s face, but the helmets were full-visor; no hint of the man inside showed through. 

“Lai’a – by now you should be registering signs of attempted AI override,” Dario rasped. “Lai’a!”

“There are no such signs, Doctor,” it said adamantly. “I am eavesdropping on more than a thousand drone command lines, but no attempt has been made to infringe upon my processes.” And then, without missing a beat, “Number 3 generator is throttling down. Deploying drones for readjustment. Arago projector 12 is overheating. Railgun 9 is above temperature tolerances and will scram within 30 seconds.”

It was Shapiro who said grimly, “We’ve got a fight on our hands.”

“We always knew they wouldn’t just roll over.” Vaurien swept a gauntleted hand through the threedee haze to pull up specific data. “Power isn’t a problem. Two generators are purring like kittens – and the chain guns are humming. The three railguns that showed overheats last time were on the fritz – problems in the cryogenic cooling conduits. The drones quick-fixed them with new conduit, right out of storage. The fight in the outer system was a pretty good shakedown, those guns’ll be no trouble. The problem,” he added bleakly, “if this barrage keeps up, will be ammunition. We’re down by 15% already ... and Lai’a can’t manufacture warheads or shells fast enough to replace what we’re burning off, much less the gravity mines.” He turned his back on the navtank. “If we have to pull out at all, it’ll be to resupply the guns.”

Yet Lai’a had launched with the warload of several super-carriers. Travers’s mind spun, barely able to grasp the numbers displaying in the tank as counters ticked over and the guns fired so fast, so long, they were incandescent with heat despite the cryogenic ducting running through every barrel shroud.

“A hundred times, I’ve known an engagement come down to this,” Marin murmured. “In the end it’s not about who’s right or wrong, or who’s the best. It’s just who’s carrying more ammunition.”

“We’ve seen it, too – Bravo and myself. And way too often.” Travers skimmed the navigational data. “We’re not far outside the orbit of the big moon. Are we within striking range of the planet itself?”

“If the gas giant’s hiding gun platforms, we’ll be in range in about one more minute.” Vaurien might never have commanded a warship, but the salvage business had taught him comparable skills. “Lai’a, have you identified any objects around the gas giant itself? Where are they – the Zunshu? You said the moons are rocky, toxic, whatever, unsuitable for life. Where are the Zunshu – I mean, the people?” 

“The moons are dense with industrial facilities,” Lai’a reported, “though all appear to be dormant. They are cold, save for the long-term decay signatures of fuel elements, and no comm signals are passing between the moons and the planet. I have not yet detected any synthetic object in orbit, though it is possible several may be over the horizon, or hidden behind the larger moons. 

“One object, non-orbital, has just risen over the horizon of 161-D,” it went on after the briefest pause to coordinate the datastream. “It appears to be a platform, measuring 50 kilometers by 25 kilometers, and two kilometers deep. Floating,” it added, “on neutral buoyancy at a depth of 34 kilometers below the top of the atmosphere, in a pocket of liquid measuring approximately 250 million cubic kilometers.”

“Liquid?” Vidal echoed. 

“Gas, under sufficient pressure, becomes liquid,” Lai’a said evenly. “This liquid appears to be largely hydrogen and oxygen – water – with high concentrations of calcium, sodium, ammonia, chlorine, sulphur, copper, plus lesser concentrations of multiple contaminants including carbon, iron, aluminum, and traces of mercury, gold, molybdenum, caesium, zinc, cobaltium.”

“Toxic,” Queneau growled.


  

“To us.” Rabelais paused. “Not to them. Lai’a, can you get any hint of people on the platform?”

“Heat signatures,” Lai’a reported, “consistent with living creatures.”

“How many?” Marin asked in a hushed tone.

“It is difficult to be accurate,” Lai’a warned. “The depth of liquid in which the platform is suspended makes any fine readings uncertain. Heat signatures may also indicate working machinery, domestic animals, thermal anomalies. I estimate a figure between thousands and tens of thousands of individuals.”

“Not numbers in the millions?” Mark was pacing between the navtank and Tech 2, where Weimann functions were displayed. The ignition was holding at one second. “We should be seeing a viable population for the city of a technological civilization.”

“No, Doctor. The maximum potential number is 90,000. The actual number of beings will be far smaller. An accurate census can only be conducted at greater proximity.”

For a moment Mark was silent, and it was Dario who asked, “Just the one structure, Lai’a? You don’t see multiple platforms?”

“Only one is visible,” Lai’a affirmed. “It is possible others are over the horizon. I would launch drones to explore, save for the active defense zone, which would destroy them before useful information was gathered. Ammunition stores are at 70%. Weapons are now launching from the ice moon, 161-D-sigma.”

 “Christ,” Rabelais murmured. “More?”

“Guns are running hot, but viable,” Jazinsky said tersely. “Lai’a how many incoming weapons are you tracking?”

“Approximately 950.” Lai’a paused. “Number 3 generator has scrammed. Guns 4 and 11 are overheating. Arago projectors 2, 8 and 12 are redlining.”

“Can you shut them down to cool and use others to cover for them?” Vaurien asked sharply.

“Yes, though this will cause an overrun on those units too,” Lai’a warned. “I am cycling Arago projectors across the habitation module to maintain 80% efficiency throughout. Ammunition stores are at 65%. Standby.”

The guns continued to hammer without pause, and the eight forward missile launchers were just short of the redline, spitting gravity weapons into the flocks of incoming warheads. The navtank display seethed with the constant flux as Lai’a swatted weapons, some of which imploded while others blossomed with great gouts of energy. 

From what Travers observed, many of the warheads launching from the moons were not gravity weapons. He was unsurprised when Marin asked under the acid rush of the loop,

“You see what I’m seeing, Neil? There’s a lot more conventional weapons than gravity devices. Not that ‘conventional’ is the right word. The detonation signatures are … odd. I’m sure I’ve never seen anything like them. You?”

“Nope.” Travers had seen every warhead and mine Fleet ever issued, and some still on the experimental list, but these were – alien, he thought. “New tech, are they? Maybe the gravity devices come expensive. Harrison bled Fleet to pay for our hardware, so we don’t count the cost.”

“Maybe,” Vidal suggested, “they reserve the gravity weapons for destroying enemies on the other side of transspace. Could be there’s some mom and pop sub-committee back home here that decided they’re too bloody dangerous to be used in their own backyard.”

Whatever the reason, enough gravity weapons flocked among the rest to have Travers’s teeth grinding. Every moment now, he was waiting to see some break in the barrage, a thinning in the flocks of warheads, to tell them Lai’a was not alone in counting the cost in ammunition. Arago efficiency was falling steadily, and he had begun to watch the data streaming from the two functioning Prometheus generators. 

Without at least two generators, Weimann function was severely compromised. According to every regulation posted by Fleet and the Merchant Astra, Weimann ignition depended on two functioning reactors. Transiting to e-space on one was so illicit, it had become a taboo even among Freespacers. Travers was not even sure the firmware controlling a contemporary ship would attempt a Weimann transition on one reactor.

“Ammunition is down to 55%,” Vaurien rasped. “Lai’a, don’t bottom out. You see 30%, you hightail it back to the exclusion limit and jump us right out of here – all the way back to the Drift. Take a week over repair work and manufacture, if you like!”

“The Zunshu can rearm in the same time, Captain,” Lai’a warned. “Give them an opportunity to rearm, and we will confront the same barrage on our next attempt to penetrate this system.”

“I know.” Vaurien breathed a sigh across the comm. “But we –”

The deck lifted under Travers’s feet, tilted sideways, and he struggled for balance against the unwieldy mass of the armor. Several others fell and the loop was thick with cursing, but the data streaming to the tank and several flatscreens told the story.

“Implosion off the starboard bow quarter,” Lai’a intoned. 

“Damage?” Vaurien barked.

“Extensive. Number 2 hold has collapsed. Contents are lost. Hull armor is crushed over 200 meters.”

“What was in Number 2 hold?” Rusch asked. 

“400 dormant drones. They can be replaced by manufacture,” Lai’a said in the calm tone of the machine, “with an obvious penalty in raw materials. If this expedition is protracted, exploration and mining will become critical.”

“We can do that,” Mark said in a voice drawn taut as a steel cable. “The ability to replenish supplies is built into the mission profile. Lai’a, do you have enough drones to service the generators and repair the hull?”

“Yes, Doctor.” Lai’a paused. “But not until or unless battle conditions curtail. Ammunition is at 50% … but in the last 45 seconds numbers of incoming weapons have reduced by almost 80%.”

Travers’s helmeted head came up. “They’re running out of ammo?”

“It is possible,” Lai’a said, as if it were reluctant to speculate. “It is also highly probable that other arsenals are housed on other moons, perhaps moons on the far side of the planet. However, any respite in the barrage allows me to replenish my own stores – also to deploy surveillance drones to confirm the presence of such arsenals.”

“And those other moons,” Tonio Teniko growled, “can be eliminated.” He stepped forward, closer to the navtank, and Vaurien. “Okay, I know there might be civilians on them … and I bloody know you don’t want to go anywhere near the forbidden territory of obliteration, or xenocide, or whatever – Jazinsky made a great argument against it, which I bought, incidentally. She’s dead right, and I don’t often say that. But a munitions store is a military installation, Richard, in anybody’s language, which makes them legitimate targets. Shapiro’s got to agree. So take them. Launch a ... a Zunshu strike – same as they do to us.”

“Launch a swarm, task it to surgically smash the bunkers.” Vaurien’s armor turned toward Teniko. “Damnit, kid, you’re making sense. At last. You should’ve been this sober all along, we could’ve used you! Welcome to the team. Lai’a – I’m seeing a steady drop in the numbers they’re launching! Confirm this.”

“Your observation is correct,” Lai’a agreed. “At this intensity, I can maintain my ammunition levels until stores of raw materials are exhausted. However, it is possible the Zunshu are also rearming at this time.”

“Industry,” Jazinsky muttered. “If they’re powered up to manufacture gravity mines and the rest, you should be reading heat blooms – big ones.”

“None are detectable on this side of the planet.” Lai’a paused. “Nor on the visible moons. If the barrage continues to dwindle, I will launch a number of surveillance drones to survey –”

To Travers it seemed the universe contracted to blackness and the terrible sound of screaming. Ops plunged into stygian darkness as power quit. Again, the deck heaved under him and this time it was no illusion of struggling inertial stabilizers. The ceiling bulkheads slammed into his helmet and right shoulder and his mind whirled, making sense of a realm that had diminished to less than the width of his own armor, blackness, and white-hot screams which seared through him.

It was Richard Vaurien’s voice screaming. Travers could barely breathe as he raced through suit diagnostics. The armor’s own emergency lighting had kicked in, but he saw no further than the bulkhead right before his visor. 

His mind was trying to fall back on automatics – the Marines armor he had known for fifteen years. These new hardsuits were fractionally different, but he found the routines he needed a moment later, as Marin began to call over the comm. He twisted in the constricted space, and the tiny shoulder-mounted lamps cut into the darkness, showing him a narrow tunnel of twisted, ruined plating in which he was firmly wedged.

“Neil! Neil!” Marin’s voice was sharp with dread. 

“I’m all right – I’m just bloody jammed in here,” Travers panted. “For Chrissakes, what happened to Richard?”

“I don’t know,” Marin panted, “he sounds – it’s bad.”

Jazinsky was bellowing into the loop with an edge of terror in her voice Travers had never heard there before. “Mark, do you see Richard? He’s not answering. Mark, are you hearing me? Mark!” As she shouted, Vaurien’s screams began to weaken as if his lungs were spasming. 

And then Mark was on the air, sparse words making their way through a veil of crackling interference. “I have some damage – comm isn’t working well. I … I can’t see Richard. Harrison, you’re closer. What do you see?”

Vidal bawled across them all: “Lai’a! Lai’a, emergency lights! My floods are gone, I don’t see squat.”

The AI possessed the only calm voice, but it spoke rapidly, words seeming to tumble over each other. “Power is compromised to the habitation module. Transferring Ops functions to Physics 2. Routing emergency power around auxiliary systems. The hull is breached through 25 meters, armor to the habitation module crushed in an implosion of extreme proximity. Remaining Aragos are barely sufficient to shield against fallout from the transspace drive. Surveillance and video are inoperable throughout the Ops facility – I have no feed. Standby for limited auxiliary power.”

All the while it spoke, Vaurien continued to moan while Jazinsky called his name. He did not answer – Travers could not pick a word out of the cries of torment. He had never heard such sounds from Vaurien, but he had heard the screams of other men dying, and panic snapped at him. 

Feeble, dull red illumination flooded across the wreckage of the compartment as he dug his armored fingertips into the old aluminum plates and physically dragged himself out of the gap between what had been the deck and the ceiling bulkhead. He fell out into a warped, twisted space where deck had become wall, and the side of the habitation module was gone. 

Beyond, the armor scales that protected fragile living creatures from the storms of transspace were wrenched aside like sheets of paper, and between them he saw stars. His mouth was desert dry as he hauled himself to his feet. 

The light was poor, casting confusing shadows. He turned a full circle to illuminate what was left of Operations with his own floods, and swore hoarsely. “Medic! Medic!”

Bill Grant was there at once, but the news was not what Travers wanted to hear. “I’m right outside, for godsakes, but I can’t get in, Neil – the armordoors have jammed. D’you hear me? The whole place is twisted like a tin can somebody stamped a boot on.”

“Cut through,” Travers bawled. “Bravo – Fargo, you hearing this? Get up here. You gotta torch through the blastdoors, and make it bloody fast.”

And Fargo: “Way ahead of you, boss, but we’re in the crawlspace. The lifts have gone out, there ain’t a lick of power to this side of the ship. Give us a minute to reach you.”

By now Vaurien was only whimpering softly, which was bad. From long, dire experience Travers knew that sound – so did Vidal. Marin had never served with a Marines company in the field, but he knew more about the human condition, and the ending of it, than any of them. Vaurien was at the end of his strength, and even now Travers could not see him.

From beyond the rent in the hull, between the twisted armor scales, massive explosions continued. The flare from one shafted into the ruin of the Ops room, and for an instant Travers glimpsed the armor with the red helmet and shoulder chevrons which marked out a company commander.

“Got him!” he bawled into the loop.

He was buried in what had been the deck. The plates had corkscrewed, folded on themselves and thrust out through the double layers of the hull. Vaurien was barely inside the habitation module and Travers saw at once, he must be no more than centimetres from the scant Arago cover that was holding out the intense radiation spilling off the naked transspace core.

And in the moment Neil pinpointed him, Richard fell silent. “Oh, Christ,” Vidal murmured. “Bill, you hear that?”

“I hear it,” Grant sobbed, “but I can’t get in, Mick – the fucking doors are bent out of shape!”

“Bravo’s coming up – they’ll torch through,” Marin said with some remnant of calm stretched thin as parchment. “Can you get your drones online, Bill?”

“Yeah – whaddaya need?” Grant seemed to catch himself by the scruff of his own neck and shake himself hard.

“Cryogen tanks,” Marin told him. “We’ve got people down – not just Richard. I’m counting heads. Hubler’s down, and Tor, and Jo Queneau … and I can’t find Jon Kim.”

“Can’t find him?” Travers echoed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I can’t see him.” Marin took a quick breath which rasped over the audio pickup. “Look for yourself, Neil.”

As he spoke, Bill Grant bellowed into the loop. “Bravo’s here! I’ve got five tanks cycling up, they’re coming up on sleds. How long, Jude?”

Fargo was panting with effort. “A bunch faster, if you get your ass out of the way, Billy. Give us a couple of minutes.”

Travers’s blood was like ice water. “Make it faster, Judith. I don’t think we’ve got that long.”

Helmet instruments registered concentrated thermal blooms on the other side of the armordoors, where four plasma torches had begun to cut, but those doors were solid armor plate. It would take time. Sweat stung Travers’s eyes as he repeated the head count Marin had already taken, and he swore.

Three hardsuits were prone on the deck, swept into a corner where helmet lights played over them with grotesque shadows. Rodman, Rabelais and Dario Sherratt knelt beside them, trying to tease information out of the data sockets on the left shoulder of each suit, and from the cursing and profanity, Travers knew the news was dire.

In the middle of the tatters that had been Ops, Harrison Shapiro stood, slowly turning around and around, performing a methodical visual search. But Marin was right, of Jon Kim there was no sign. Shapiro had been repeating his name, over and over, but he did not answer. At last he called, “Lai’a, do you have a track on … on debris blown out of the hull rupture?”

“No, General. The Arago fields held. Debris was not blown out.” Lai’a paused. “I regret, I have no feeds from the Operations compartment. I cannot assist.”

“Harrison.” Alexis Rusch was behind him, one hand on the big shoulder of the hardsuit. “Harry, you need to come back where it’s safe.”

“Safe?” Shapiro echoed. “You call this safe?”

“Safer,” she amended. “The closer you get to the rupture, the more radiation you’re taking, right off the drive. It’s bleeding through. Aragos are not what they ought to be.” 

“We need to get out of here,” Travers said bleakly. “Judith, how long?”

“Two minutes,” she guessed in a rasping growl. 

“Faster, kid,” Travers whispered. “I think … I’m pretty sure Richard’s dead.”

In fact, Vaurien might have been dead for at least a minute already, but the words defied Travers. He heard Marin gasp, heard Jazinsky choke off a blistering oath, but it was Grant who said, “We’re on the clock people. Four minutes dead, and there’s nothing, nothing I can do for him.”

Worse yet, Vaurien’s armor was buried waist-deep in the cleft where the deck had folded on itself. Even when Grant could get into the compartment, Bravo might have to torch him out – Grant did not yet know this, nor that fallout from the drive had begun to bleed through depleted Arago fields. Time was the enemy. 

“Richard’s … Richard’s dead?” The voice belonged to Tonio Teniko, a soft tone, light, breathy, reminiscent of the Lushi he had been. 

Another explosion ripped through space, much too close to the hull rupture, making the tenuous Arago field ripple, flutter. The sensors in Travers’s helmet clamored a warning for several seconds before the fields reformed and rad levels dropped again. A general caution displayed constantly now, since the whole compartment was becoming increasingly toxic, and Rusch was right. The closer to the hull rupture one ventured, the worse it was. Vaurien was buried a scant two meters inboard of the worst of it.

“Richard’s dead?” Teniko repeated.

“One minute,” Fargo shouted. “Hey, Roo, Tim, get hold of this, will you? Just fuckin’ pull – just pull it out of there!”

With armored gauntlets they were hauling on the skin of the warped armordoors, peeling open the metal, panting and cursing with effort, as Teniko walked into the flares from another explosion, and into the flood of hard radiation. 

Brittle with distress, Mark and Dario bawled after him with a warning, but Teniko already knew the danger. Travers’s heart was in his throat as he watched Tonio kneel on the deck beside Vaurien and take the buckled plates in both armored hands. He began to wrench, to heave, throwing all his weight against them.

“The kid’s right,” Neil whispered. And then, to Marin, “Stay here.”

He picked his way up a buckled, twisted incline to reach Teniko, and shouldered in beside him. His gauntlets locked around the plate Tonio had wrenched up just enough to afford a grip. With his greater strength and far greater experience, he set his apparent mass so high, he would have struggled to walk under the weight of the armor. He clenched the gauntlets in place and flung himself backward – the plate moved, but not far enough. 

Scrambling, Travers got his hands on the up-twisted metal again, and ignored the alarms shrilling in his helmet with warnings of radiation.  He swore lividly as Marin appeared at his right side, Vidal at his left.  “Get back there, the bloody pair of you idiots,” he wheezed as he dragged on the warped deck. 

“Shut the fuck up and pull,” Vidal grated between clenched teeth. 

The deck was moving now, giving against the mass of four hardsuits which broke away the structural member beneath, but as it came up it began to twist. Teniko was the first to see it, and he screamed a warning to stop. Travers pulled a breath to the bottom of his lungs and peered down into the crevice where Vaurien was scissored between buckled plates.

“Got to lift him up,” Teniko panted. “He must have been caught in the tail of the implosion … the armor’s crushed.” 

He was moving, shifting around, getting further out through the hull breach, careless of the hard radiation cascading over him. If he had looked up, he would have seen the bright, evil blue-green crackle of the transspace drive, and Travers wondered if he knew what he was doing. The Arago fields coruscated around him – he was actually brushing shoulders with them, where the radiation was so scorching, drones would have scrammed on contact as their electronics fried. The Zunshulite armor was holding up better because it was Zunshulite, but internal systems had to be intermittent.

“Got him,” Tonio gasped as he worked his gauntlets under Vaurien’s armor, and pushed up with both legs. His comm crackled, sheeted out, hissing with white noise. “Do it now!”

Travers, Marin and Vidal had already taken a grip on the deck, and they wrenched, heaved, as Teniko hauled on Vaurien. As he came up, the extent of the damage became visible. The armor was punched in, over the chest and left side, and the left arm and leg were twisted out of shape. Travers struggled with what he saw as the deck wrenched aside far enough for Teniko to drag him up and out, while Jazinsky bellowed for information.

“Is he alive? Neil, is he alive?” Her voice was piercing.

“I – I don’t think so,” Travers panted. In fact, he was sure Vaurien had been dead for some time. “Let me see if I can get into the data socket.”

“Get back here first, Neil,” Mark warned. “You must get out of the radiation stream at the hull breach.”

“We’re already hot,” Marin warned. “Hot enough to need serious decontamination before we can go back into the ship.”

“Drones,” Travers croaked. “Lai’a, we’re going to need some heavy duty decon services.” He and Marin were hauling on Vaurien’s dead weight even then, maneuvering him into the section of the compartment furthest from the breach. 

Vidal straightened and held out a hand to Teniko, to pull him back in through the breach, but Teniko refused to take it. “Can’t,” he sobbed. “Take readings off me, Vidal. Look at the fucking numbers! Can’t.”

“Goddamn,” Vidal murmured, subsiding. “Well, now, that’s … ain’t that a bitch?” 

“Like everything else ever was,” Teniko crooned, starting to lose focus. The words were slurred. “You got Richard?”

“We got him,” Vidal assured him. “You did damn’ good, kid. Tonio.”

“Did good,” Teniko echoed, the words blurring together, slurring. “Just … get Richard … Infirmary.”

“We will.” Vidal hesitated. “Is there anyone to, uh, notify? You want me to write a letter?” But Teniko did not answer. “Tonio!” Vidal shouted. “Tonio, if you can hear me, grab onto something, kid, get out of the rad stream. We all need serious decontamination!” 

But again Teniko did not answer. He was unconscious, Travers knew, and the end often came more kindly that way. He might live perhaps another hour, even two, but the damage done to every cell in his body was far beyond anything human or Resalq science could restore. He was so toxic, no medic would touch him. Even if he was placed in cryogen, no therapy existed to bring him back when the DNA itself was unraveling.  

“Lai’a!” Travers called. “Lai’a, we need a decontamination crew – can you get drones in here?”

“Impossible,” Lai’a told him. “All mobile personnel should go directly to the suiting room. I have rerouted power around the auxiliary circuits. Service elevator 4 is now operational. Personnel can decontaminate in the suiting room, and drones from the forward storage bunker will decontaminate the passages and elevator behind you.” It paused. “I am afraid Doctor Teniko’s contamination has passed the point where he can be allowed inside the body of the habitation module. May I remind you, Captain Vaurien is little less contaminated. He must be handled according to full hazmat protocols.”

And in fact he was dead, even while Teniko hung on for useless minutes while the very enzymes of the basic life processes unwound. Travers and Marin had brought the smashed armor as close to the group as they dared. The hardsuit lay on its back, twisted, useless. Curtis had knelt to examine the data socket, and from a panel recessed into his forearm he took a thick, armor-sheathed combug. It plugged into the socket, and Travers held his breath as it began to transmit.

“Bill, you getting this?” Neil asked soundlessly.

“Yeah. He’s flatlined. And if I heard right, Teniko’s checking out, better luck next lifetime,” Grant rasped. “Richard’s probably better off out of it, Neil … you heard him screaming. You don’t want to be conscious with injuries like that. Jude, come on, goddamn it! Neil, Curtis, I need you to help me now. We’re fighting time. Examine the medical couplers on the right breast. Do they look functional?”

Travers blinked his eyes clear, forced himself to see. “They don’t look damaged. It was the left side of the suit that took the hammering.”

“All right – gives me something to work with,” Grant said in a furious mutter. “He’s also ice-cold, which helps – his power couplers must’ve been damaged, intermittent. He’d have been getting cold fast … buys us a little more time, Neil. And he’s gonna need it.”

While he was speaking a spot on the inner skin of the armordoors began to glow cherry red, then bright red, through to blue, and white. Travers watched the hotspot divide into two and arc away, left and right. Fargo and Inosanto were cutting through as fast as plasma torches allowed, while Grant wrangled his meddrones and collected what data he could get from Vaurien, Hubler, Queneau and Sereccio. He was breathless as he exhorted them to effort, and at last Fargo and Inosanto stood back and physically kicked away the metal. 

It was still falling when the drone sleds pushed through – five of them, nose to tail, with Grant ahead of them, bent double to get through the hole ahead of Tim Inosanto. Bravo Company’s field medic was right behind him, with equipment cases in both hands. Fargo and Choi brought up the rear and before Travers could ask, he saw a laden equipment sled. 

They were taking readings off the whole compartment before they straightened, and the old routines were instinctual. Small Arago units unshipped at once, and while Grant went directly to Vaurien and Inosanto headed for the others, Fargo and Choi set up enough portable generators to seal the hull breach against the radiation storm, and to seal the rest of the ship against the radiation that had already flooded the Ops room. 

Many times, Travers had watched a field medic work on casualties in armor. He stood aside, fists clenching uselessly, as he watched Grant click the big hoses into place in the right breast of Vaurien’s smashed armor. Inside, valves opened, skin was bared, needles jabbed into flesh. First, a massive charge through Vaurien’s heart – and another, and a third, before it jump-started and a thread of data began to transmit. The moment blood began to flow, the needles delivered stimulants and antioxidants, while his breathing mix switched to medical air – oxygen rich and loaded with Ibrepal. 

Travers heard a groan, a cough, a gasp as Vaurien’s lungs spasmed. Grant had bypassed the comms, which were too intermittent with the radiation load to be useful. He had run a cable from his data socket right to Vaurien’s. “Richard? Richard! Talk to me, man. Richard!”

He was coughing in great spasms as the stimulants impacted on his brain, and if not for the aerosolized Ibrepal, the pain of his injuries would have hit him again at once. The drug gave him enough margin to understand words and he gasped, “What – what the hell –?”  

“You got zapped,” Grant told him. “I’ve been listening to the loop – you got stung by the ass-end of a gravity weapon. You’re dead lucky, Rick. A few percent more oomph in the sting, and you’d have been just plain dead. Keep still, damnit! You’re in bad shape.”

“My … my leg,” Vaurien slurred. “My arm. Chest. Hurts.”

“Busted ribs, collar bone, scapula, smashed arm and hand,” Grant told him. “Your leg … oh shit, this is going to be all kinds of fun.”

“Ship,” Vaurien groaned, but the Ibrepal was thick in his bloodstream now. He could barely hold onto the thought for long enough to ask.

“I dunno,” Grant muttered, “not my job. I just stick the pieces back together when people bust themselves to hell and back. Fargo!”

“Yo.” She was still busy with the pocket-sized Arago generators.

“I gotta get him to the Infirmary,” Grant told her, “and he’s way too hot to move. He’s sizzling like a hot-core generator, but I can’t do diddly for him in here … I’ve bought him maybe an hour. Maybe. He’s bleeding internally from so many broken bones, you grunts can’t even count that high. I need him decontaminated, muy pronto, or we can still lose him.”

“Got it.” Fargo was done with the Aragos and began to hustle. “Gillian, Jim, you heard any of this?”

And Perlman: “Everything. You want some decon units up there.”

“As many as you can shift, as fast as you can,” Fargo affirmed. “Hey, boss, you want to help here? We’re still on the clock.”

Travers wrenched himself away from the numbing reality. “Yeah.” He shook himself hard, made himself listen to the loop, which had not paused while his priorities were elsewhere. “Where do you want me?”

The sounds of Tor’s cursing and Queneau’s groans were sweet as music, but Hubler was still silent. Inosanto was struggling to get all three onto sleds, for transport to the suiting room for decontamination. Travers, Marin and Vidal lent their own hands to help maneuver the sleds while Rabelais, Dario Sherratt and Rodman lifted the dead mass of the armor. Queneau seemed largely unhurt. 

She had been knocked unconscious and her power couplers, always the weakest point of industrial and military suits, had wrenched loose.  She was pinned to the deck under a colossal mass, and with a blistering curse Inosanto stopped fiddling with the uncooperative hardware and rigged a repulsion unit to her. Hubler was the unknown – still unconscious, silent. His biosigns were faint, but Tor Sereccio was Inosanto’s greatest concern. His injuries were severe; he was bleeding from ruptured organs, and before the rasping moans could become screams, Inosanto hit him with a shot of Ibrepal.

All this, Travers took in while he listened to the loop, and he clung to the calm of Mark Sherratt’s voice like a lifeline. Of them all, Mark was the one who had turned his mind back to the business of the ship, the battle. He was coordinating data on the fly while Dario and Leon helped to load Tor onto a sled, bound first for the suiting room, and then for a cryogen tank. Grant could only handle one major casualty at a time, and Vaurien’s injuries were so appalling, the last time Travers had seen a man so broken, the field medics had amputated three out of four limbs and consigned him to two years of prostheses while he waited for cloned replacements. Vaurien would be keenly aware of this. His own left hand was cloned.

The AI’s voice remained tranquil – and Lai’a was never more obviously a machine than when it said, “No, Doctor Sherratt, I saw no reason to withdraw from the confrontation. The barrage never increased beyond levels which I find entirely sustainable. The Zunshu weapons facilities ceased firing six minutes ago. My ammunition bunkers are at 46% and under replenishment. Number 3 generator is being serviced, and will restart in an estimated 30 minutes. All viable Arago projectors have cooled enough to return to functionality; four burned out units are being replaced. Drone manufacture is at capacity. I have set a vector to swing around the far side of 161-D to investigate the previously inaccessible moons. Should I detect further ordnance installations, I require two authorizations to launch swarm assault to neutralize them.”

“Show me your data as soon as you have it,” Mark said readily. “You’ll have my authorization and that of General Shapiro. I regret, Captain Vaurien will be … unavailable for some time.”

“Will you assume command of the Resalq and human company?” Lai’a asked. 

“For the moment,” Mark said in grim tones. “I’ll pass command to General Shapiro when it’s possible to do so. For the moment –” He hesitated. “Have you been able to re-establish any feeds from the Ops compartment?”

“Not yet, Doctor. Power and data conduits are damaged far beyond repair. I have transferred Operations functions to Physics 2. Early data suggests that the original Ops facility might be decontaminated, the hull breach sealed, and the space used for cubic storage.” It paused. “I have assumed a westbound vector and am driving around the planet in medium-low orbit. Standby for data regarding facilities on the moons on the far side, and objects in the atmosphere of 161-D.”

“Give me a damage report on the airframe and engines,” Mark prompted. “I was aware of two near implosions. There were others?”

“No others,” Lai’a said succinctly. “Armor is crushed on the starboard bow quarter. Number 2 hold is twisted beyond repair. Suggest jettisoning the existing hold for replacement, at first drydock opportunity. Till then, drones are vacuum welding sheet armor over the hull fracture. Contents of Number 2 hold are destroyed – inventory reports 396 service drones were in storage there. These are being replaced, resulting in a 4% penalty in raw materials stores. Major hull breach at Operations quadrant; containment protocols are in operation. Contamination is level 7 – serious, not irreversible. However, decontamination drones cannot be deployed to the compartment while I am on a battlefield assignment.  Recommend manual decontamination before drones seal off the compartment. Drones are already replacing Zunshu armor to close the hull; however, damage to surrounding infrastructure is beyond repair. Power, life support and data cannot be returned to normal function without drydock facilities.”

“And the engines?” The voice belonged to Harrison Shapiro. It was rough, taut, hoarse, but he was working again.

“Sublight, Weimann and transspace engines are undamaged, General,” Lai’a informed him. “Number 3 generator is under maintenance. Full power on any drive will be available within 30 minutes.” 

“Very good,” Shapiro whispered.

“Harrison.” Mark took a long breath, exhaled it as a sigh. “Harrison, I looked for him. I don’t see … I can’t find him.”

“I know.” Shapiro said almost soundlessly. “There’s only one place he can be, Mark, and if he’s there, he’s dead.” He gestured at the deck which had ruptured, twisted, half-swallowing Vaurien. “Jon was standing right behind Richard when …” He caught himself before his voice broke. “It would have been very quick. He shouldn’t have been here. I wanted him to stay on the Wastrel.”

“It was his choice to be here,” Mark offered. “He wanted to be with you.”

“And I should have told him, no.” Shapiro turned away.

“Yet he did fine work with you, and we’ll miss him.” Mark set a hand on the shoulder of Shapiro’s armor. “I’m so sorry, Harrison.”

“Yes.” Shapiro’s voice was low, rough. “There isn’t time now … we have to get this place, and ourselves, decontaminated.”

As he fell silent Perlman and Fujioka appeared at the aperture in the armordoors, and Travers and Marin hauled their sled through the fizzling membrane of a semi-permeable Arago screen. It was loaded with decontamination canisters, the big blue shells with the white banding, for use in confined spaces with personnel in sealed armor. The chemistry was toxic, corrosive, lethal to living tissue, but so simple, a child could have activated it.

“Everybody except wounded, medics and handlers,” Travers bawled across the confusion of the loop, “get yourselves to the suiting room. Perlman, Fujioka, go with them, get through the decon drill. Grant, Inosanto, Fargo, get the wounded over here – hustle!” 

Most of the company doubled over and fed themselves out through the meter-high, meter-wide aperture in the blastdoors, but Travers did not have time to watch. He, Marin and Vidal dragged the fallen armor into an untidy pile with Vaurien and Teniko sprawled across the top. Vaurien was unconscious again with the Ibrepal, and Travers doubted Teniko was still alive. His armor was the most critical hazard, so sizzling, it would be lethal long after Tonio himself was a memory. 

With a blistering curse, Travers called Marin and Vidal in on one side while Grant called Inosanto and Fargo in on the other. They clustered, arms over shoulders, helmets bent forward over the canister, which was 50 centimetres tall and twenty wide, a cylinder with a single trigger on the top. His gauntleted hand knocked the safety off the trigger and his palm hit it hard. 

The shell disintegrated and a blast of chemistry exploded through the group. He counted to ten – an old routine, learned by rote in the rookie months – before Vidal handed him another canister, and another, another, till the rad levels dropped back into tolerable levels. 

The decontamination chemistry was a thick, vile liquid, eating into the surface layers of anything it touched and following gravity to the deck like globs of syrup. The last four canisters were coded yellow; their contents laid down a thick layer of near-solid slurry on top of the detritus that had rained to the deck in blobs of goo, locking in most of the toxicity. Horizontal Arago fields would screen the rest. The process was not fast, and not thorough, but when it was done a naked human being could survive the leftover contamination.

“Good enough?” Marin wondered.

“Pull ’em apart, let me look.” Grant was panning a scanner back and forth over the pile of armor. “Teniko’s suit’s still way toxic … he’ll have to stay in the compartment here. There’s zip I can do for him. Somebody might say some nice words over him, after...”

“He’s dead?” Vidal asked bitterly.

“As good as. And thank gods he’s comatose – the poor sod’s not feeling a thing. Rick, on the other hand, is bleeding to death while we stand here chatting!” Grant summoned the first sled, and as it trundled toward him, beckoned Marin and Travers. “Give me a hand here. Tim, Jude, take Tor first. Grab him and a cryotank – parked right outside the door there – and shove ’em both into  Biology 1. It’s quarantine rated, meaning it’ll seal tighter than a hustler’s corsets. Get the compartment up to pressure. Break Tor out of the armor and slam him straight into cryogen. Try not to twist him as you lift him into the tank – it’s internal injuries. He’s busted up. Then get back here and transfer Hubler and Queneau to the Infirmary. Got it?”

Jo Queneau’s voice surprised Travers: “Don’t waste no time on me, Billy-boy. I’m fine. I took a lick off the implosion, it whanged my lights right out and knocked my power couplers out of alignment. I just can’t move properly, even with this repulsion unit on me … I’ll fix up easier than the suit. I think I’m bleeding from the back of the skull, is all.”

“Okay,” Grant said acidly, “I’m trusting you, Big Jo. You just put yourself on the end of the line … all right people, go!”


 

 
Chapter Seventeen


 
The sled trundled out first, with Grant ahead of it Travers and Marin behind. Over the loop they heard voices from the suiting room which had just flooded with decontaminant foam for the third time. The whole compartment would flood again before high-pressure jets hosed it down, and humans and Resalq were free to leave.

The habitation module remained at zero pressure, and the passages were lit only by sporadic emergency lights. Travers was haunted by the last hours of the Intrepid. The halls were an eerie melange of red and blue lamps in deck and walls, with gargoyle shadows writhing in every corner. He heard Marin swear softly over the comm, and Grant cursing fluently in an Australian accent which seemed to thicken by the moment, but Neil was intent on Mark Sherratt’s voice, and Harrison Shapiro’s – the only feed of external data, on relay from Lai’a, since Ops was destroyed.

The AI was as imperturbable as always; nothing could be inferred from its tone, and he forced himself to listen as Lai’a said, “I have scanned the remainder of the planet, and have detected five facilities, three in the upper atmosphere, with the profile of comm relay buoys, two so deep in the atmosphere, they are on the edge of resolution, with the profile of mines and smelters. All are dormant and appear to be abandoned, in advanced states of decomposition. Three are heavily contaminated; none is transmitting.”

“Like the installations on the moons,” Marin said quietly as they stepped into the Infirmary right behind Grant and the sled. “Everything’s shut down – and it’s been that way for a long time.”

The lights fluttered on across the whole Infirmary as Mark mused, “All societies leave behind obsolete industry, and we seldom bother to clean up our mess. Consider the Omaru system. It’s a clutter of abandoned smelters, not all of them even beacon-marked. Goldman-Pataki should have taken them away by now, but they’ll wait till someone gets killed in a collision and the insurance claim turns into a major drama. Lai’a, does anything, anywhere, read like an ordnance bunker, a gun platform, a military installation?”

“Two moons,” Lai’a told him, “small bodies little more than large asteroids in captured rotation. I detect no signs of life on them, though each body appears hollow and is likely filled with industrial facilities. I have clearly detected the energy signatures off viable machinery, plus the chemical signatures of many weapons which are currently offline.”

“You interpret these installations as military?” Shapiro asked sharply.

“I do.” Lai’a had no hesitation.

“Then, you have my authorization to task a swarm to destroy each. Launch when range is optimal.” Shapiro’s voice was dark, bitter. “Mark?”

“My authorization also,” Mark agreed. “Report at time of launch, Lai’a. How long from launch till strike?”

“From optimal launch position, 16 minutes,” Lai’a estimated. “I am laying down a chain of comm buoys as I circuit 161-D. I will maintain a constant datastream from all global points.”

“Update on Number 3 generator?” Shapiro wanted to know.

“Restart in 21 minutes. Work continues.” Lai’a paused. “Doctor Sherratt, do you wish to transmit comm signals to the atmospheric platform where life forms are detectable?”

As they spoke the Infirmary had sealed tight and repressurized, and as Travers saw tolerable pressures and temperatures he cracked the seal on his helmet, lifted it off. Marin and Vidal were doing the same, and Grant was ahead of them all. He had taken off his helmet when the pressure was still low enough to make him grimace in pain as his ears adjusted. The gauntlets came off next. He dropped them carelessly, and with bare hands attacked the seals of Vaurien’s smashed armor.

“Some of these aren’t going to work so well,” Travers warned. “They’re twisted all to hell. What do you want off first?”

“Get the easy segments off … I need access to skin. I have to transfuse him, fast, and diffuse the old blood before a clot gets into his lungs or his brain.” Grant had pulled the big scanner into place right over the sled. 

It was working as the viable seals began to open down the right side of Vaurien’s armor. While Travers, Marin and Vidal lifted the segments away, Grant was tasking a bevy of meddrones. Travers watched as life support functions began – Vaurien could no longer perish, but the body’s ability to damage itself was profound. While drones took over every bio-function, Grant stomped across to the lab and returned with several color-coded flasks of medical nano. 

A hypogun thudded against Vaurien’s right arm, the moment Travers and Marin lifted off the armor segment; another shot fired into his right leg as the boot, shin, knee and thigh segments came free. The breastplate was not so simple; it was fouled at the shoulder, where the tale of woe began. 

Coherent data was scrolling on the scanner display now, and Marin muttered an oath as he saw it. “Left arm is broken in eight places, plus twice as many breaks in the hand bones and fingers … six broken ribs, and they’re broken in several places each … and the collar bone’s broken in four places.”

“But the lung didn’t puncture,” Grant added. “He’s a lucky boy. From what Tully Ingersol’s told me, he always was. You know he was caught between two tractors in a collision, five or six years ago? Smashed both his legs, almost severed the right one. And he burned his left hand to a stump in a lab fire – it’s a clone, it and the forearm.” He stood back to aim a handy at Vaurien, and grunted at what he saw. “The nano’s working. I don’t think we’ll see thrombosis.” 

“And if you do?” Marin wondered.

“Cryogen,” Grant said harshly. “I’m not qualified to tackle anything in his head. He can sleep his way home, and I’ll let Colonel Rusch or General Shapiro recommend a specialist.” He paused to watch the nano work. “But I don’t think it’ll come to that. The ’bots are doing good. He’s shocky as all hell. Thank Christ he’s on life support – the bottom fell right out of his BP, his heart’s tried to stop twice since we got him in here!” 

Travers’s belly turned over with sudden nausea. He had been in Fleet when Richard’s legs were smashed – and again, like the hand, Vaurien had never mentioned it to him, as if it did not matter once the injuries were healed. It did matter, and Travers was sick to his gut as he said, “Curtis, Mick, give me a hand here. We’ll have to jimmy the seals to get him out of the rest of armor.”

And the injuries were inside the ruined segments. Marin was watching the display as the scanner rolled on, reaching the pelvis and legs, and he whistled. “His left leg’s in about a million pieces, Bill.”

“I know. And his pelvis is broken,” Grant added, “But look on the bright side. He rode the hit way off-center. His nuts didn’t even take a bruise.” He looked up at Vidal. “The luck of the draw, Mick, my old son.”

“Tell me about it,” Vidal muttered, and hunkered down beside the sled to work on the seals around Vaurien’s shoulder while Travers and Marin tackled the leg segments.

All hardsuit seals could be opened manually, but the failsafes were multiple, redundant and annoying. These were worse – fouled, on minimal power, and unresponsive to the signals aimed at them from almost zero distance by a powerful handy. Travers swore as he tugged off his gauntlets and attacked them bare handed.

“Careful,” Vidal whispered. “There’s still a bunch of residual radiation on the suit surface.”

“Tell that to Bill,” Travers grunted as he worked the seals. “And Richard’s lying in a bloody puddle of it. I’ll scrub up later.”

Piece by piece, the armor came off. The medical nano were working, synthetic blood was pumping into Vaurien now. Grant took a few moments to dump his own armor. He threw a hazmat blanket over it and summoned a drone to take it away. The gaudy shirt he had worn beneath it was sweat soaked, like his hair. He tied a bandana around his brow, shrugged out of the shirt and threw it away before fetching a pair of surgical scissors. 

The breastplate and arm  segments lay on the deck now, and Vaurien’s left side was propped on a second sled. As Vidal stepped back to make space for him to work, Grant methodically cut through Vaurien’s shirt to lay bare his skin. Travers swore bitterly. He was black with bruising, ruddy with internal bleeding from neck to fingertips, and the arm and hand were distorted with swelling. The leg, Neil knew, would be much worse.

“That looks bad,” Marin said softly.

“It is bad.” Grant reached for the hypogun, reloaded it with fresh nano and punched several shots into shoulder, upper arm, forearm. “These bones will have to be welded, soon as I’ve got rid of the old blood. There’s a load of internal bruising … spleen, heart, liver. He was crushed. Looks like he was hit by a truck.”

“Fixable?” Travers heard the hoarseness in his own voice as he looked down into Richard’s face. He was pale, waxen, but not blue about the lips and the life support monitor swore his heart and lungs were functioning, even if it took mechanical support to make them behave. 

“The organs? Sure.” Grant stepped back to watch as Marin lifted off the left boot and moved on to the shin and knee segments. “Be very, very careful,” he warned. “The leg is … well, I’ll give it a crack.”

“Give what a crack?” Vidal had thrown a hazmat blanket over Vaurien’s ruined armor, and picked up a handy to take readings off his own hardsuit.

“Putting the puzzle back together,” Grant said candidly. “The arm and hand – I’m pretty sure I can weld the bone properly. The leg – it’s not so simple. It’s not just bone. He has neural damage, too. See this?” He gestured at the monitor, where data was accumulating, resolving, with each pass of the  machine. “There’s stuff in here that I wouldn’t dare mess with.”

Vidal’s brow clenched as he frowned at the display. “Micro-surgery.”

“Yeah. I’m not there yet.” Grant sighed heavily. “I’m still about six weeks short of final exams, if you want the gods’ honest truth, and the license they’ll hand me at the end of it doesn’t qualify me as any kind of neurosurgeon! Which is what he needs right now.” His head shook slowly. “I got three choices. One: I try it, and stuff it up, wind up making a mess and taking his leg off. Prosthesis, cloned limb. Two years to get a fresh leg grafted into place – and Richard would just love that. Talk to Roark! Two: I don’t even try, I just take the limb, start the clone culture, and scan him for the prosthesis. Ditto. Three: I shove him headfirst into cryogen and hand the job to specialists back home … but we need him, don’t we? Right here, right now.”

“Yeah,” Travers said grimly. “We do. I don’t think tanking him is a valid option, Bill, unless something’s so wrong, he won’t make it.”

“Okay.” Grant ran both hands through the shaggy mass of his hair, massaged his scalp, worked his neck around. “So, do I try to mend the leg, or just take it off and start the culture?”

The question was barbed. Travers, Marin and Vidal were silent for several moments in mute conference, and it was Jazinsky’s voice, over the loop, which said, “I’m his partner, Bill … in a lot more than business. If you’re asking anyone except Richard, I’m the one to make the decision. But why don’t you wake him, ask him?”

She made a good point, but Grant was emphatic. “Ibrepal. He won’t know where he is, what day it is, what’s happened to him. Sorry, Barb, but this is one you’ll have to carry yourself.”

“I bloody knew you were going to say that,” Jazinsky said resignedly. “We’re decontaminated, Bill. The ship’s still at zero pressure, but the drones are cleaning up the passages and the service lift. You mind if I come into the Infirmary? Jude and Tim have the other two out here.”

“Clean?” Grant demanded. “Be sure!”

“As a whistle,” she assured him, “or we wouldn’t be here. And according to Mark and Harrison, the Zunshu stopped shooting a while ago … they’re just sitting there, like they threw everything they have at us, and there’s either nothing left or they’re busy rolling out their doomsday bomb.”

“Their what?” Travers demanded too loudly.  

“If you’re clean, come on in,” Grant invited.

“Thanks. Oh, a doomsday bomb was something theorists used to play with, back in the days of some bullshit they called ‘mutually assured destruction,’” Jazinsky said acidly as she, Fargo and Inosanto began to cycle the quarantine lock-in, lock-out capsule at the side of the Infirmary. “Both sides armed right up to the back teeth, till no war could ever have a winner, so nobody ever pushed the button to start one. Back on Earth,” she added.

“Where else would one expect such insanity?” Shapiro said acerbically. “And Lai’a has been searching for any sign of this so-called doomsday bomb. Lai’a?”

The AI remained tranquil. “There is no hint of any such weapon, General Shapiro. I estimate that if it existed, it would have been triggered before this time. The first swarm strike on target alpha will take place in 40 seconds.”

“Stream data to Physics 2 – redesignate as Operations,” Shapiro said in an odd voice, devoid of emotion. “That’s where we’ll be. Mark?”

“I’ll join you there directly.” Mark’s own voice was bleak.

“Doctor Sherratt, I repeat the query,” Lai’a said in a musing tone, “do you wish to transmit to the platform where life signatures were detected?”

“Of course.” Mark paused. “But, do we want to transmit at this moment? I believe I’d prefer to wait until repairs have been made, Number 3 generator is online, ammunition stores are up to at least 80% … and, ideally, Richard is conscious.”

“Swarm strike on target alpha,” Lai’a announced. “Standby.” Several seconds passed and Travers held his breath, listening to each hammer stroke of his heart before the AI added, “Target alpha is eliminated. The moon has partially imploded; mass remains identical but its volume has decreased by 22.4%. Swarm strike on target beta will take place in 35 seconds.”

“Lai’a,” Jazinsky called sharply as the inner lock opened, admitting her, Fargo, Inosanto and the sled carrying Hubler and Queneau in a muddle of armored limbs. Tim Inosanto went to work on Hubler immediately, while Queneau asked only for her helmet to be removed. Fargo manhandled her into a sitting position against the wall and was lifting off the helmet as Jazinsky said tersely, “Lai’a, if the Zunshu are ever going to deploy some kind of super-weapon, some doomsday bomb, this would be their chance.”

“I am alert to the possibility,” Lai’a acknowledged. “At this time neither tracking nor sensory data provide any substantiating evidence for your hypothesis.”

The Infirmary was suddenly full, little space left to move. Vidal aimed the handy at the newcomers, but they were fully decontaminated. Grant gave him, Travers and Marin a dark glance. “You guys want to strip, or bugger off out of here?”

“Got to go,” Travers told him. “We ought to be in Ops … give us one more minute, then we’ll ... bugger off.”

The last armor segment released almost as he spoke. It fell to the deck as Lai’a announced, “Swarm strike on target beta. Standby.” Again, several seconds lapsed while data transmitted over enormous distance before the AI added, “Target beta is eliminated. Number 3 generator will restart in four minutes. All guns are online. All Arago projectors are viable.”

“Ammunition stores?” Mark asked.

“At 52%,” Lai’a told him. “I have noted your desire for 80% capacity before contact is attempted. Is your concern that deliberate comm establishment may inspire a further barrage, or the deployment of a weapon such as Doctor Jazinsky hypothesizes?”

“Yes.” Mark said baldly. “In fact, as I said, I’d like to wait for Richard to be conscious.”

Grant made a face. “Conscious is one thing. Coherent is something else. The way he’s busted up, he’s going to be out of his head on Ibrepal, and even with accelerated healing you’re looking at days, minimum, before he makes much sense.”

“Neural damage, shattered bones, haemorrhage – we heard,” Mark mused. And then, in a tone of pure speculation, “Bill, did you ever read the materials I sent you?”

“The, uh, the papers on synthetic neural grafting?” Grant’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. “Sure, I read them. Page-turners, every one of ’em, couldn’t wait to see how they turned out. But I couldn’t do the work, Mark, not if you held a gun to my head.”

“Perhaps not,” Mark allowed. “But I believe Lai’a could.”

The suggestion fetched a sheen of fresh sweat across Travers’s face. He had not considered the proposition – that the surgery could be performed remotely by drones under the control of a Resalq AI whose database was loaded with very different and much older technologies. 

“Lai’a?” Jazinsky had lifted off her helmet and was dragging her fingers through the tangle of sweat-damp hair. “Is this right? You could wrangle surgical drones to do this?”

“Quite correct, Doctor Jazinsky. Synthetic neural grafting is a well understood procedure among Resalq surgeons, and equally applicable to human tissue, with high degrees of success. Synthetic materials are spun according to scan patterns, and transplanted before the grafts are fused in accelerated healing techniques by purpose-specific nano. In Captain Vaurien’s case, the process may be too delicate to be attempted by a living surgeon, who would require more than 20 hours to complete the procedure. However, six surgical drones under my control could complete the same procedure in approximately four hours. 

“The nerves connecting the surgical sites can be temporarily severed to discontinue pain during healing; these nerves can be reconnected with synthetic bridging when healing is complete, after which residual pain may be controlled with low-level drugs permitting proper brain and physical function.”

The loop had lapsed into silence which Jazinsky broke at last in a voice like a whipsaw. “You know this, Mark, for sure – in humans? No gaffes – healing isn’t something unique to the Resalq biology?”

“Healing is healing, in both species. The process is the same, as is neural function.” Mark was terse with stress and frustration. “There are never any absolute guarantees, Barb – even among Resalq, sometimes surgery just won’t work. Lai’a, can you estimate the probability of the procedure succeeding in the case of Captain Vaurien, given the severity of his injuries and the resources at your disposal?”

“At least 75%,” Lai’a said shortly.

“Based on what?” Travers demanded.

“The Infirmary is configured as impeccably as a major hospital,” the AI said without hesitation, “and Captain Vaurien is exceptionally strong for a human. He is in excellent health; his biosigns are acceptable and he has been on life support since arrival in this facility. His brain does not appear to have been compromised by an estimated 2.75 minute discontinuity in life function; nano administered by Doctor Grant are currently restoring cerebral tissue to optimal function. 

“Also, Captain Vaurien has successfully undergone similar procedures. His cloned hand and the repair of his right leg involve similar techniques, including neural bridging, albeit using cloned nerve tissue rather than synthetic. However, the difference between cloned and synthetically generated tissue is too little to be registered by the human body. Synthetic tissue is currently used in seven out of ten procedures involving humans. The surgery should be successful, with failure potential less than 25%.”

Jazinsky cleared her throat with an odd choking sound. “And if the surgery isn’t successful? Options, Lai’a.” 

Again, the AI did not hesitate. The information was given frankly. “His left limbs will be removed. Collar bone, ribs and pelvis will be welded. Nano will remove bruising from internal organs. Body and brain chemistry will be balanced artificially. Prostheses may be fitted to serve him until limbs are cloned. If his life functions collapse, he will be transferred to cryogen pending cloned organs and glands.”

“Like Jai Serrano,” Marin whispered. “And Roark, with his biocyber legs. Like – do you remember Avi
Hersch, back in Hydralis, missing an arm, hoping to get a cloned limb after the war.”

“Oh, I remember,” Vidal said softly. He looked gravely at Jazinsky. “What are the risks of life functions collapsing, Lai’a?”

“Minimal but not insignificant,” Lai’a said bluntly. “He will be suspended in cryogen for up to sixteen months, waiting for cloned organs. He would not be allowed to perish, but resuscitation in the immediate future would be impossible.”

“Cryogen’s not an option,” Jazinsky said harshly. “We need him now, not two years from now.”

“Synthetic organs?” Inosanto wondered.

“Risky,” Marin mused. “They offered me synthetic organs as a quick fix after I … the Argos. Everybody knows the story, right? They also told me, the organs have a nasty failure rate. If they go bad when you’re way out of reach of a hospital or a cryotank, you’re history. Given a choice, nobody in his right mind would accept synthetic organs – and Richard has a choice. He’s on life support in a Grade One medical facility.”

“Bottom line alternatives.” Vidal’s lean face might have been carved from stone. “Lai’a?

“Double amputation,” Lai’a told him without preamble. “Severed nerves curtail pain. He can be functional in a day. Prostheses in three days, after accelerated wound healing.”

“Maimed.” Jazinsky closed her eyes. “Jesus Christ, Mark, can I do that to Richard, to get him functional in a day? This is Richard!” 

“You’re asking,” Travers said, “how badly do we need him? Do we need him so bad, we’ll maim him to get him back to work?”

“I … yeah.” She looked from Travers to Grant and back, and spoke to Sherratt over the loop. “Lai’a says four hours, Mark, and a 75% chance of success.”

“It’s got to be worth a shot, kid,” Vidal whispered. “Richard wouldn’t hesitate to option the work. The left hand, the legs – he’s done it before.”

“They’re good odds,” Marin said almost soundlessly. “Better odds than I had, or you, Mick. We both came back. And you have to believe Richard wants to live. He’ll fight for this, tooth and claw.”

“I believe he will,” Mark said readily.

Jazinsky was looking down at the pale, waxen face. Grant had slid a pad under his head, caught up the red hair, bound it, and covered the bruised torso with a silver thermal sheet. In the Infirmary’s unforgiving lights, Travers saw threads of silver in Vaurien’s hair, and his heart gave a peculiar lurch. Richard Vaurien had always been one of life’s constants, a value, not a variable. Neil had never given a thought to Richard’s mortality, but seeing it now, here, made him feel his own mortality keenly.

“Neil?” Jazinsky frowned at him with dark, gimlet eyes. “You and Richard go way back, long before he met me. We do this, or we don’t?”

“You’re asking me?” Travers swallowed hard on a dry throat as he looked down at Vaurien. “If it was up to me – I’d say, do it. Mark, Harrison, Curtis, Mick, myself – Dendra Shemiji, Fleet, Daku, Resalq … goddamn it, if we can’t cover for him for long enough to give him the chance for surgery that’ll save his limbs, there’s something bloody wrong with us!”

For a moment the Infirmary was silent, frozen into a tableau, and then Grant clapped his hands. His voice cut like a razor. “Okay, everybody git. This place is sterilizing for surgery. Lai’a! Mobilize your drones, tell me what you need. Judith, move Tor’s cryotank – just shove it into the morgue to make space.  Tim – give me a report on Hubler.”

It was Vidal who said, “Concussed as all get out, and one of the biocyber legs has gone offline. Means he can’t stand, and he’s a tad bit more cross-eyed than usual.” He dropped a hand on Grant’s shoulder. “I checked with Medic Inosanto while you guys were sweating over Richard … and Neil’s right. We ought to be in Ops.”

He was leaving as he spoke, pausing only to look down into Hubler’s groggy face, where he lay beside Queneau, between the morgue and the quarantine airlocks. He cycled the lock on his way out – the rest of the habitation module was still at zero pressure – but Travers lingered a moment longer. He stood with Jazinsky, frowning over Vaurien, and at last it was the woman who said,

“I never … he always seemed so … indestructible. He was always just there. I can’t imagine a universe without him.”

“Worst case scenario, sixteen months in a tank,” Travers murmured. “He’ll live. I’ve seen a lot worse, Barb.”

“So have I.” She forced herself to focus. “We lost a couple of techs on one job. A freighter … Weimann failure, and Naiobe caught it. We pulled the cargo handlers out, but it cost us two of Tully’s people in an explosion on the engine deck. They were cut in half. Nothing we could do for them, no time even to get them into cryogen. We had a good CMO on the Wastrel at the time, ex-Fleet, a lot like Eileen Drury on the Mercury. She left us to start up in practice for herself on the spacers’ rink, Elstrom High Dock.” Jazinsky shook herself hard and picked up the helmet she had set aside minutes before. “Keep me informed, Bill.”

“I will,” Grant promised. “And the sooner you guys just get the hell out of here, the sooner we can get started!”

“We’re going.” Travers dropped his own helmet back into place and punched keys to cycle the lock capsule again.

As he, Marin and Jazinsky stepped back into the zero-pressure environment, red lights came on over the Infirmary’s double doors and the ‘No unauthorized entry – surgery in progress’ sign lit. Travers spared it a grim glance before he followed the others 30 meters aft to Physics 2.

The lab had been redesignated as Operations, but it was too small to accommodate the whole company. Chemistry 2 was converted to relay data via several flatscreens and a big threedee, and Shapiro and Mark Sherratt had already laid down ground rules: only key personnel would be in Ops. They were working as Travers and Marin followed Jazinsky in. Rusch was busy, shoulder to shoulder with Dario Sherratt, but Rabelais, Rodman, Leon and Roy and Midani Kulich were all in the opposite lab, mere spectators.

The datastream was dazzling. Travers struggled to make sense of it as he joined Vidal at tactical. Marin had taken comm and ship systems – all of them monitoring the AI’s every move. Jazinsky was juggling two science workstations while Shapiro, Mark and Dario worked through an overwhelming volume of data which had accumulated. Lai’a had charted the whole system, launched over a hundred drones, and the model of the 161-D subsystem was astonishingly complete.

Vast areas of purple mist marked out the regions where weapons had been destroyed, leaving drifting fields of radioactive shrapnel; 34 moons were pinpointed, each with a record of industry, energy signatures, the noxious exhaust of machinery, some of which had been dormant for a long time.

“There’s no sign of life on any of the moons,” Rusch was saying. “Not indigenous life, and not live tech crews working there. Just … nothing.”

“We’ve always known they rely on drones,” Jazinsky said tersely. “Why go work in nasty environments yourself, when you can build automata like the ones Neil and Curtis fought on the hull back  at Oberon?” She was hunting through columns of numbers. “I’m looking for thermal blooms – automata run hot, with the energy cell in the chest cavity.”

“I’m seeing zilch,” Dario mused. “I’ve already run the search – the moons are dead rocks. Looks like they were abandoned centuries ago.” 

“The same way we abandon smelters and mines – think of the Omaru system,” Mark said slowly. “It seems the Zunshu aren’t tidy housekeepers. When they’re done with something, they just abandon it and leave it to corrode.” 

“Which makes a hell of a mess,” Jazinsky added. “I’m looking at a whole bunch of data from the outer system … it’s garbage out there. This whole shitty place is a junkyard. It’s no wonder they don’t hesitate to make trash of our worlds. They do the same to their own.”

Mark stepped back from the navtank, stretching his shoulders, which looked odd in the armor. “But there’s no sign of life on the outer worlds. I’ve been sifting the data, Barb. As Lai’a noted, there’s no comm traffic, but it’s more than that. The outer worlds are very cold; several are balls of ice, one or two are gas giants with magnificent systems of rocky moons, but to live or work out there, any species that evolved in a clement environment such as we see here, at 161-D, would have to build sophisticated, sealed cities, or at the very least installations ... domed canyons, subterranean facilities, grounded ships, whatever.”

“Meaning colony generators,” Jazinsky agreed. “Power systems to keep everything running, keep it warm and bright. And you’re right … I’m looking at the same numbers here. The outer system’s uniformly cold and dark. The signs of old industry are all over the place, but every nut and bolt has been abandoned.”

“The Zunshu came home,” Travers said slowly. “Maybe they made such a wreck of the rest of the system, they came back to 161-D to get away from the junk. Or...” He paused to think for a moment. “Lai’a, have you looked for wake ghosts?” 

“He’s right.” Alexis Rusch took a step closer to the navtank. “Fallout trails, Lai’a, left by ships coming and going?”

“I can detect no such trails,” Lai’a responded.

The question was shrewd, and Mark turned toward Travers. “What are you thinking, Neil?”

He gestured at the tank, with its plot of the gas giant and moons. “Maybe this is the homeworld; but maybe they’ve gone. Everything we’re seeing is shut down, dormant, corroding. There’s one platform down in the atmosphere – a big one, I’ll grant you – but everything else is abandoned. So maybe the Zunshu left this system. Barb was talking about colonies spread across this region, and the regions around other Drifts. We didn’t see any sign of a Zunshu colony at Orion 359, but that’s just one Drift. There have to be scores of others. Hundreds. Barb?”

She weighed everything he had suggested seriously, but at last sounded doubtful as she said, “Good idea, Neil, but I’m not buying. If they’d gone … if this world was abandoned … they wouldn’t have left it defended so heavily. The system is so loaded with defense zones, they’re guarding 161-D as if it’s the most precious world in the cosmos. The only world you guard that way is – well, home. Mark?”

“Yes – not to discount the possibility of Zunshu colonies elsewhere,” Mark added quickly. “But 161-D is defended like the jewel in the crown. Whatever’s here, it has to be on the platform.”

“And if they did establish colonies elsewhere,” Rusch added, “the information should be available there.” 

It was Dario who put into words what they were all thinking. “We need to know where else the bastards are.”

“Not for the purpose of annihilating them,” Shapiro rasped, “but because we need to know who we’re talking to – how many, how powerful, and where they are.” He paused. “How powerful is the smart question. If I’m right in assuming they played their top trumps right here at home, we can handle them if we have to … but I’d rather negotiate. This … this has to end before there’s any more death.”

His voice broke on the word, and Rusch sighed audibly. “Harrison, why don’t you stand down? Take a break. Ask Bill for something.”

“Take a pill?” Shapiro made a bitter, humorless sound. “This isn’t the first time for me, Lex, you know that. I buried my wife after an accident. We’d been together since we were both very young and I thought, when Lauren left me, she’d taken my life with her. The cure isn’t a pill. Ask Mark. He buried a child. Nobody should have to bury a child, much less their own.”

“Yet it happens,” Mark said quietly, “far more often than it should. He’s right, Alexis. It’s not a drug he needs, but work – and then more work till he’s so tired, in the end he can sleep.”

“He needs the space to grieve in peace and quiet,” Jazinsky muttered, “and he’s not going to get it – I’m so sorry, Harrison.”

“Thank you. Thank you all.” Shapiro had tightened an iron band down on his emotions. The storm would break later, Travers knew, but for the moment the old soldier was in complete control. “I never should have allowed Jon to come on this insane expedition. And of all the souls on this ship to be taken, it was one of the most innocent.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Marin counselled. “It was Jon’s decision to be here, the way Roy Arlott is here with Leon. The rest of us are soldiers or scientists, but don’t let that take anything away from their courage. Jon was smart – he knew where he wanted to be.”

“And he took the same risks as we all did – I know,” Shapiro said tautly. “I know all the rational platitudes, Curtis. I’ve spoken them too many times, when men and women under my command have been killed in line of duty. I’ve consigned young people to their deaths, knowing the burden of grief to be borne by others. What goes around tends to come right back around … it’s simply my turn.”

“Logic,” Marin said softly, “will only carry you so far. Let yourself grieve, Harrison.”

“Later.” There was a note of steel in Shapiro’s voice, and one gauntlet gestured into the tank, where fresh data was scrolling. “What’s that?”

“Probe 87 has returned,” Lai’a told him. “It has completed a polar surveillance orbit. It located no further defense zones, General, and no gun platforms in or around 161-D itself. All data supports the conclusion that we have exhausted the defenses of the inner system. While similar zones abound in the outer system, they are not mobile. Sensor drones are proceeding outward from this orbit, and they report no activity.”

“No activity,” Rusch echoed in a harsh whisper. “Damnit, Mark, it can’t be this easy.”

“Easy?” Travers demanded. “Lai’a drove into this system with the power of several super-carriers, answering gravity weapons with gravity weapons, and we still got our asses handed to us, two dead, three wounded, one in cryogen, one getting massive surgery!”

“I … know all that,” Jazinsky said slowly, “but it’s just – something’s wrong, Neil. You don’t feel it? Something’s rank rotten here.”

“I feel it,” Shapiro agreed. “But we’re not going to learn any more from here. I’d say it’s safe to stand down from ship-wide alert and repressurize. Mark?”

“Hold off on repressurization a little longer,” Mark said slowly. “Barb’s correct. Something’s very wrong, but … Lai’a, I’d like to launch a probe to investigate the platform. Task it to perform a close flyby, image the whole thing, listen for comm from within, take thermal and chemical readings off it. If the probe is shot at – evasive maneuvers, get it out of there if possible, and if not, report on the weapons that destroyed it.”

“Launching the survey drone,” Lai’a acknowledged. “Doctor Grant reports Major Hubler is only mildly hurt. Captain Queneau has been discharged from the Infirmary. Doctor Sereccio’s scans have been performed in lacus. Doctor Dario Sherratt, if you would like to refer to Med 2, preliminary information is available.”

Without a word Dario transferred to the flatscreen in the rear corner of the cramped space of the physics lab. He read for several moments before Travers heard a soft hiss, a curse. Mark joined him there, and a moment later said quietly,

“It could be worse, Dario. He’s alive, and he’ll recover.”

“I know.” Dario sighed heavily. “He was always the one talking about having kids. To me, it never mattered. I just took for granted he’d be that way
when the time was right, and there’d be his kids, and mine, getting underfoot, driving us nuts, making us proud, I suppose, a long time from now.”

“It can still happen.” Mark turned his back on the flood of medical information. He had seen enough. “His organs can be cloned, the same as Michael’s, and Roark Hubler’s legs.”

“Two years,” Dario groaned.

“Eighteen months to grow major organs for our people.” Mark set a hand on his shoulder. “If you were unconcerned about children, it shouldn’t bother you to wait the extra time.”

“But it’ll bother him,” Dario said darkly. “Eighteen months of him being cranky … you know, seventeen years, we’ve been together, and there are still times when I want to wring his neck.” He took a sharp breath. “And other times when I don’t know where I’d be without him.”

“Probe 107 is in the atmosphere,” Lai’a reported.

“Is it being scanned?” Shapiro wanted to know.

A pause, and Lai’a said, “Yes. It registers the first active scanning we have seen since entering this system.”

“Somebody’s awake on the platform,” Travers growled.

“Or an AI.” Marin came closer to the tank, the better to follow the flood of incoming data. “Lai’a – watch yourself.”

“I will know at once,” it assured him, “if any attempt is made to interfere with my processes. Standby for manual override.”

Vidal was already moving. “Relay navigation and engine data to Tech 3. Jo, you out of the Infirmary yet?”

And Queneau, over the loop: “Just cycled the locks. I’m coming to you. You want me to take navigation?”

“Yeah. Just in case.” Vidal’s armor was braced before the workstation. His living human eyes digested flight data just as Travers had moved to tactical and Marin was dividing his attention between comm and environment. 

“Probe 107 is on approach to the platform,” Lai’a said calmly. “It is being deep scanned, but it has detected no overtly hostile activity.”

“It’s not being shot at,” Shapiro muttered.

“No target acquisition, General,” Lai’a affirmed. “It has been scanned deeply enough for its components to be modeled, but the individuals, or the AI, responsible for the deep scan are not about to destroy it.”

“Not yet,” Jazinsky said with profound cynicism. “Give the bastards a chance. Do you have a vid feed from 107?”

“Not until it is within 200 meters,” Lai’a told her. “The medium in which the platform is suspended has a specific gravity similar to salt water, and a high concentration of contamination in suspension. The result is –”

“It’s murky down there,” Marin finished. “Not a lot of visibility. We’ll take what you can get, Lai’a. How long?”

“One minute before useful visual information can be returned,” Lai’a said in guarded tones. “Doctor Grant reports Major Hubler resting comfortably. Doctor Sereccio’s cryogen unit has been moved to OR 2. He is scheduled for surgical procedure at 04:00.”

Dario’s breath rasped over the pickup. “So soon?”

“Why wait? Tor wouldn’t thank you for leaving him on ice while history’s being made.” Jazinsky was intent on the indistinct images which had just appeared in the tank. Lai’a was right, nothing useful could be inferred at this distance. “And don’t forget, Richard’s argument against tanking Teniko was that if the ship were damaged, only folks mobile enough to get up and bug out would survive.” She skipped a beat. “Richard turned out to be dead right … he usually is. But it was himself who was trapped, and Tonio…” She seemed to shake herself. 

“Don’t try to put sense to it,” Marin warned. “It’s enough to drive you right out of your mind … Barb, Mark, look at this.”

As he spoke Lai’a announced, “A low-power, short-range signal is transmitting from a point on the platform.” It paused to monitor, record. “Message is 17.3 seconds in duration, and loops. The signal was almost certainly triggered by the appearance of our probe.”

“Let’s see it.” Travers came around for a better view at the flatscreen where Marin was working. 

Since Curtis was monitoring comm, he had the data at his fingertips in realtime. The meaningless audio was playing while he watched the waveform slowly rotating in threedee. “It looks … similar to the wave pattern we recorded at both the defense zones,” he said slowly. 

“It is certainly the same language,” Lai’a said without hesitation, “however, the message content is very different. I am comparing the three samples. The aggregate of all remains insufficient to enable translation.”

“But someone,” Mark said grimly, “is talking to us. The same someone who was talking out by the weapons fields. Lai’a, confirm that this is nothing like any Zunshu language we’re ever sampled from any of their hardware.”

“Confirmed. Which could be precisely the point, Doctor Sherratt,” Lai’a speculated. “All languages we have seen previously were the code systems of drones, probes and automata. This language could be the spoken tongue of the living Zunshu.”

“Spoken?” Marin echoed.

The word was surely a misnomer. The audio signal was a wailing, howling tone, oscillating back and forth around several dissonant notes with a seemingly random scattering of higher and lower tones overlaid like harmonic resonance. It might have been the wind shrieking through a crevice, or the voice of a night bird crying over the forest, punctuated by bats. 

“Are they trying to contact us?” Rusch asked shrewdly.

“It’s likely,” Jazinsky whispered. “Damnit, Mark – are they trying to talk to us? We smashed our way through the best defenses they could throw at us, we’re still here, and instead of launching a swarm against their platform, or running a bunch of Weimann jumps from low orbit, as Tonio suggested – sheer bloody xenocide – we’ve sent one inoffensive little drone to take readings and image them. They could be trying to open a dialog. Negotiate.”

It was Mark’s turn to groan. “If they are, we have no idea what they’re saying. For all we know, it could be ‘We surrender, don’t shoot!’, or it could be ‘This is your last warning before we launch the doomsday bomb.’”

“Oh, sweet,” Travers breathed. “Lai’a, we might as well say something intelligent to them … ‘Greetings from the Deep Sky, we come on a mission of peace to ensure the survival and prosperity of all.’”

Shapiro’s helmet turned toward him. “For a soldier, you’re quite the diplomat. All right, Lai’a. Go ahead and transmit exactly what Colonel Travers suggested. Transmit in as many human languages and Resalq dialects as you can.”

“We tried this in the outer system,” Dario warned. “Result: nada.”

“In the outer system,” Mark said musingly, “we were probably talking to a beacon issuing a recorded message. Here?” He turned back to the tank, where the image had resolved with proximity to target. “We’re certainly talking to an intelligent species, though I think it’s incredibly different from ourselves. Those sounds … if this is a spoken language, it’s not issuing from any larynx, mouth, tongue, lips, remotely like ours. You also notice, it never pauses for breath. Which suggests something like cyclical breathing. Perhaps gill breathing.”

Travers felt a prickle as the hair stood up on his nape. “I guess we were just lucky humans and Resalq are so similar.”

“Superficially, at least.” Jazinsky leaned down to watch as the shape of the platform became discernible through the haze and murk of cloudy liquid. “I’ve often wondered how the future would have shaped up if the Resalq had been arachnoids, three meters across the legs … Mark, are you seeing this?”

“Oh, I’m seeing it.” Mark’s voice was husky with reaction.

In the tank, Travers could make out a hull surface which seemed to be metal, off-white or gull-gray; no markings were apparent, but at irregular intervals dark shapes were recessed into the surface, and in any structure he had ever seen, he would have identified viewports. The platform was immense. The probe raced down its side for minutes before it reached the short end of the rectangular body, and there it dove under to image the bottom.

Great hemispherical domes bulged from the ventral surface, and every few kilometers along the length were the cylindrical openings of chutes which could have been exhaust stacks or garbage disposal. The Ops room was silent as the vid feed displayed, though the surface details simply repeated over and over until the drone reached the opposite end. Now it looped up over the top of the platform, and the superficial features changed. Anyone would have recognized the porcupine spines of comm arrays; but these were smashed. 

“No wonder they’re almost totally off the air,” Vidal said softly. “Those are highband arrays, if ever I’ve seen ’em. Disabled.”

“Or damaged in an accident,” Rusch added. “Mark?” 

“It looks like there’s been a … a collision,” he agreed. “Something hit these arrays, and hit them hard.”

“A comet fragment?” Jazinsky wondered. “Lai’a, can you enhance any of this footage enough to tell if there’s been a large scale impact of a body from orbit?”

“Enhancement shows no such evidence,” the AI responded at once. “Observable damage is consistent with the lateral impact of a body such as a ship or industrial drone, which destroyed the arrays either by accident or by intent.”

“An old fashioned crash,” Dario said slowly. “Maybe they got hit by some of their own junk – the system’s lousy with it. Damnit, how ironic would that be!”

“The question is,” Jazinsky added, “why the hell these arrays weren’t fixed inside of a day or two. We lose our highband, and we go ballistic.” She zoomed the image to maximum. “See this? The broken spars are crusted over with so much muck and algae, up close, you can’t even tell they are broken antennae.”

“Bloody hell,” Rabelais muttered passionately, “I’d forgotten how much I detest a mystery.”

Over the loop, Bill Grant’s light voice said, “Not to intrude on your explorations, people, but Barb and Neil might want to know. Richard’s in surgery right now. OR 1 is sealed. If anybody wants to follow the procedure, I’ll stream it to one of your workstations.”

“Just keep me informed, Bill,” Jazinsky said in an odd voice, high and taut. “We’re a little busy just now.”

“I’ve been listening,” Grant told her. “We just said hello.”

“Not,” Mark added, “that the people who speak this local language will know what we said. To a species without larynx or tongue or lips, the sounds we make will sound like gravel rattling around on a shovel. Lai’a, is there any response to our message?”

“None,” it said with the machine’s imperturbable calm. “I am repeating the message. The transmission received from the platform remains the same, repeating on an endless loop without variation.”

Travers’s steel gloved fingers drummed on the side of the threedee which had been coopted as the navigation tank. “Another recording.”

“Possibly. Probably.” Mark took a long breath as the probe completed the circuit of the platform and waited for instructions. 

“Do you wish the probe to return?” Lai’a asked.

For a moment Mark hesitated. “No. Have it remain on station there and observe the platform.”

“Looking for what, Doctor Sherratt?”

“Machines or life forms moving outside the structure, waste dumping from the chutes in the bottom, drones working on the surface, lights inside, heat blooms of machinery, weapons coming online, somebody waving from a window! … anything at all to tell us the life forms inside are reacting to our presence.” Mark was still engrossed in the data racing through the side of the display. “This is definitely another recorded message. It’d certainly have been triggered by sensors when our probe appeared; but you can’t fail to notice, this time they’re not shooting.”

“Perhaps the probe’s too small to present a hostile target?” Marin wondered, and then, “no, that makes no sense. Not when the Zunshu’s own probes are a quarter the size.” He turned toward Mark. “They ought to be shooting. Everything we know from your own history and ours says they should have opened fire as soon as our probe came into range.”

“Exactly,” Mark agreed. “Yet they’re as passive as the big platforms out there by the Drift, which we called gatekeepers. One could speculate that they’ve had a salutary shock: they were comprehensively defeated in orbit. Lai’a, give me a report on the comm sky.”

“Silent, Doctor.”

“Can you estimate, from current data, how many life forms are aboard the platform?” Rusch asked. 

“No less than twenty thousand,” Lai’a judged, “no more than ninety thousand. The lower figure is the more reliable, since many of the thermal traces I am tracking might easily be machinery. Biomechanical systems are difficult to differentiate from life forms, at distance. Be aware that domestic animals could easily account for a high percentage of the remainder.”

“Food animals?” Dario sounded doubtful. 

“Why not?” Travers tilted his head to make out what Lai’a was doing with the scan data in the tank. “There’s cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, on any world where humans live. Just because the Zunshu mastered the transspace drive a long time ahead of us doesn’t add up to some shift to vegetarianism, or a passion for synthetic gruel.”

“Point,” Dario admitted. “Also, as far as we know, most highly intelligent species begin as carnivores, or at least opportunistic omnivores, since hunting skills appear to form the roots of technology. If this is the Zunshu homeworld – and the Ebrezjim data is absolutely specific – you have carnivores evolving in a liquid environment. They might hunt like dolphins, or even sharks; and the physical equipment for hunting and eating prey in an aquatic medium – jaws, teeth, claws – doesn’t lend itself to any radical switch in diet. Food animals,” he added thoughtfully.

Marin gave a low whistle. “They evolved hunting like sharks, and developed an intelligence that could master the gravity express? Would that kind of mind think twice about annihilating an enemy?”

“Evolution,” Mark said thoughtfully, “has a way of changing the mind as well as the body. Cro-Magnon man was a savage beast, more likely to break his neighbor’s skull with a bone hammer than to shake his hand.” He turned away from the tank and began to pace. “Harrison, I’m going to suggest we stand down from ship-wide alert. Repressurize, get out of the armor – give everyone, myself included, a chance to get clean, rehydrate, eat. Lai’a, if anything on that platform so much as twitches in a hostile direction, take evasive maneuvers and give us as long a warning as you can to re-suit and drop the habitation module back to zero pressure.”

“Acknowledged.” Lai’a paused. “Captain Vaurien’s collar bone, ribs and humerus have been successfully welded. Nano has diffused all bruising to the leg and torso, including organ bruising. Transfusion continues. Procedures are underway on ulna and radius. Left leg has been incised, hip to ankle; bone fragments are being realigned in preparation for welding. Nerve tissues have been scanned; synthetic neural bridges are under manufacture. Captain Vaurien remains tolerably stable on life support.”

As it spoke, air pressure and temperature across the habitation module rose steadily. Travers was watching numbers tick over, and as adequate conditions were restored he began to hear groans and curses of relief over the loop. Kravitz and Choi remained in armor, working in the old Ops room, wrangling drones, welding plate armor over the inside of the hull breach. The compartment was fully decontaminated by now, and in a few minutes the armordoors would be permanently sealed. 

Only Tonio Teniko remained inside, his armor wrapped in a cocoon of hazmat blankets. There he would remain until he was interred in space, a burial in the Deep Sky, perhaps even in the Lushiar system, where he was born. Travers approved, yet the spacer in him still fretted that a soul passing over in alien space might never find its way home. Or did it cling to its mortal remains? Would it hold tight to the last part of its physical self to survive, and ride home with the flesh and bones it has cast off? Freespacers believed this and for a moment, as he lifted off the armor and stacked it in the passage right outside the makeshift Ops room, he wondered what Harrison Shapiro believed.

The man’s face was gray, immobile, and of a sudden he looked older, as if many years had caught up with him all at once. Every thought, every feeling, was shuttered as if he refused to allow himself the luxury of emotion. The time for grief would come later, Travers thought. Shapiro knew all this at firsthand. Neil had not forgotten the portrait of Lauren Russel in the office back at Fleet Borushek – a Kuchini woman, big-boned, far from physically beautiful, but imbued with an intelligence, a wit and compassion that came through even in a still image, and which had inspired a man like Harrison Shapiro to fall in love with her.

“He must be thinking he’s jinxed,” Marin said quietly as Shapiro walked stiffly away to the crew lounge, where one of the autochefs had come online and coffee was brewing. Rusch was investigating its inventory for quick, cheap carbohydrates. “He’s had two partners and he’s lost both. I … don’t know how he handles it. I try to imagine losing you, Neil, and then I think of going through it twice.” He shook his head. “It’s a strength I don’t know that I have.”

Travers caught his hand, laced their fingers. “None of us knows. One day, we either find it or we don’t.” He studied the way Marin’s fingers meshed with his own and smothered the rush of unruly emotion. “Come on and eat.”

“Not hungry.”

“Force yourself,” Travers insisted. “You need the fuel.” He drove Marin ahead of him to the ’chef, where Leon, Roy and Asako Rodman were already taking anything the machine would offer.

The coffee was under-brewed, but he did not care. He dumped cream and sugar into it as Lai’a announced, “Bone welding is on hiatus in hand and femur. Captain Vaurien has become unstable. Cardiac and pulmonary functions are on override; nano have eliminated four thromboses prior to coronary artery incursion. Standby.” Several moments passed during which Jazinsky and Travers looked hauntedly at each other, and then Lai’a said, “Captain Vaurien has stabilized. Bone welding re-commencing in femur and hand.”  

“Damn, that’s … well, damn,” Jazinsky said tiredly. She was visibly trembling, and dropped into the recliner in the corner by the door. She took a mug from Mark, and her face was gloomy. 

“Trust the AI,” Mark told her. “It’s working with a precision few human surgeons can match, and it’s performing several procedures at once. Richard was always very strong. Tonio paid a high price to buy him this chance to live.” 

“Tonio,” Jazinsky sighed. “You know, at the end I actually admired the little bastard. And I guess I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, if I don’t want him to come right back and haunt me!” She raised the mug in salute. “Here’s to you, Tonio, wherever you are. You were a right royal pain in the ass, but … I owe you. Richard owes you. As they say on Pakrenne, may clear skies break over you, may the sun shine down on you, and may you find what you’ve wanted all along.” She drank on the words, and her voice roughened. “Now I’ll probably miss the little bugger. He was a thorn in my foot for so long, not having him around is going to be weird.”

“Status update: guns and Arago projectors are online,” Lai’a reported. “Ammunition stores are at 95%. Armor cover to the habitation module is restored. Exterior decontamination has commenced. Drone manufacture is complete.” It paused. “A single high-energy comm pulse has transmitted from a point on the platform. Duration, 0.02 seconds.”

The hackles rose on Travers’s nape. He looked sidelong at Marin as Vidal asked sharply, “Was the pulse directed?”

 “Yes, Colonel. The transmission was aimed at the Zunshu Drift, with a high probability that it is targeted for the science platforms.”

“The gatekeepers.” Shapiro set down his empty mug and rubbed his palms together. “Why now? Are they calling in the cavalry? Why wouldn’t they send for their topcover during the battle, when we were vulnerable? They might have taken us then.”

“Why now,” Mark echoed, “after we’ve traded comm signals neither of us can understand. Lai’a, any progress with translation?”

“No, Doctor. The sample remains insufficient and there is no point of reference,” Lai’a told him. 

“You recorded the high-energy comm pulse.” Mark lifted a brow at Dario. “I don’t suppose any of it’s accessible, Lai’a?”

“Not yet. Its encryption is entirely unfamiliar and the sample is so small, translation might not be possible. Analysis is underway.”

“We’d better launch a flight of surveillance probes,” Shapiro said grimly. “The big, Weimann-enabled probes. Get them into the outer system, Lai’a, between us and the … the gatekeepers. If something nasty is coming at us, we want as much early warning as we can get.”

“Yes,” Mark agreed, “and if it’s nasty enough, Lai’a – don’t stand on ceremony. Get out. Make for the Weimann exclusion threshold, best speed, and then jump us back to the Drift.”

“Put us well out of range of the gatekeepers,” Rusch added. 

And Vidal, in a tone like a razor: “They still haven’t made an attempt to get through your firewalls?”

“They have not,” Lai’a affirmed, “which is most curious, and entirely unexpected. Probe 107 reports minor power fluctuations within the platform; suspected AI activity was monitored for just 2.4 seconds before it was gone again.”

“AI activity – on and off, like flipping a switch?” Travers demanded.

“In any terms understood by an artificial intelligence,” Dario said slowly, “2.4 seconds is a very, very long time. Long enough for an AI that was hiding to come online and analyze about a zettabyte of passively-collected data.”

“Is it hiding?” Marin drained his mug to the grounds and went to the ’chef for a refill. “Perhaps their species goes to ground when it’s threatened. Plays dead.”

“Plays possum,” Shapiro said bleakly, “as Earthers call it, after some small animal that plays dead to avoid predators.”

Jazinsky issued a rude snort. “Try that one with a carrion-eater and you’ll get yourself eaten alive. Lai’a – what’s going on with Richard?”

“Commencing synthetic neural grafting,” Lai’a said in the same calm tone. “Nano has been deployed to correct hepatic function. Intravenous rehydration is increasing. Preparing to sever critical nerves to curtail transmission of pain signals from surgical sites. Captain Vaurien has become unstable and is receiving intense chemical-mechanical override. A cryogen tank is standing by. Brain chemistry is severely imbalanced. Doctor Grant is assisting, to correct it.”

“Jesus God,” Jazinsky murmured. “Neil.”

A creeping coldness had begun to seep through Travers’s marrow. His voice was hoarse. “Hey, Barb, in any other century he’d have died. Have a little faith.”

It was Vidal who said angrily, “To hell with faith. I’ve had enough of faith – and that, from a Daku! Mark, Harrison, Lex, we shouldn’t be sitting here just waiting for them to throw something at us! We either get the hell out of this shitpit of a system, or we get in there, on that platform, and find out … find …”

“First, a way to learn their language,” Mark said with surprising gentleness. He had taken a seat at the long mess table beside Rabelais and Rodman, and he stood now, hands thrust into the pockets of pale tan slacks. “He’s right, Harrison, Alexis. We’ll achieve no more from here. If we’re to learn anything, we need to get access to their computers. Lai’a, is it possible to put a probe into their computer core from here?”

“No, Doctor,” Lai’a said at once. “The computers are either offline or they are dysfunctional. I regret, I cannot tell which. I will need direct contact with a data socket.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Asako Rodman stood, both hands on Rabelais’s shoulders. 

Travers was ahead of them. “Meaning,” he said darkly, “we’re going aboard. We find the computer core, bring it online, and tap into it.”

“This is no way to stage a first contact event.” Mark’s voice was sharp. “We came here to negotiate an armistice, not to violate their territory and vandalize their machinery!”

“Negotiation takes two parties.” Shapiro’s brow creased in a deep frown. “Right now, we’re not talking, can’t talk, and we’re not likely to open any dialog until or unless we get a line into their computers, correct?”

“Quite correct, General,” Lai’a agreed. “Probe 107 has circumnavigated the whole platform three times. I have studied every cubic centimetre of the structure to a depth of 50 meters. No recognizable weapons are housed on, or in, the platform.”

“Is this weird,” Jo Queneau growled, “or is it just me?”

“It’s not necessarily weird,” Mark said slowly. “The platform is the only facility in this system where life has been detected –”

“Incorrect,” Lai’a said without apology for the interruption. “I have been observing the ocean in which the platform is riding on apparently neutral buoyancy, and the upper atmosphere, where pressure decreases and liquid becomes gas. The environment is rich with indigenous life.”

“Animal life, and plants.” Mark was binding his hair at his nape, as if he expected to be back in the armor before long. “Of course … it’s the environment in which the Zunshu evolved, and no creature evolves alone. They’d have been at the top of their food chain, but the rest of the biosphere would have been as lively as any world where life evolved. Show us what you have, Lai’a. Stream it to the flatscreen in the lounge here.”

The screen had been idling with ship data, and now brightened with a catalog-style presentation. Travers had touched down on many worlds where native forms had survived. He had seen fifty-kilo insectivores that mimicked rocks and fed through scores of gaping mouths like mouse holes, across which sticky webs were spun to catch prey; he had seen ‘birds’ with leathery wings, that birthed larval young which were carried in pockets in their throats until they matured into perfect miniature copies of the parents and flew right out through the open beak; and a colony creature comprised of ten thousand parts, all of them mobile, which hunted by scent in the permanent twilight on the terminator of a world in captured rotation, and could pare a man down to bare bones in minutes. Startling creatures were commonplace on worlds like Jagreth, which were sufficiently earthlike to require very little terraforming; and they abounded on worlds so different, so venomous, humans and Resalq passed them by.

Zunshu 161-D was suspended between those poles, and its indigenous life was odd indeed. It flew, it swam, it crawled on the surfaces of hundred-kilometer rafts of some stuff like slimy moss, which clumped together in profusion over the rich, warm updrafts from the planet’s hot depths. Avian forms the size of the Capricorn glided through the high atmosphere – hollow boned, with hydrogen bladders giving them buoyancy as they hunted other, smaller ‘birds.’ The smaller forms lived in the transition zones where gas became liquid; their emerald green skin was pockmarked with breathing holes like a dolphin’s as well as gills like those of a basking shark, allowing breathing function to alternate as they dove to hunt and rose back up out of the liquid water with jaws heavy with prey. Great schools of bony ‘fish’ jetted through the ocean with six tentacles probed forward and ridges of muscles pumping water through the hollow tubes bisecting their bodies; shadowy hunters preyed on them from the seething depths of the ocean, where sulphur, calcium, carbon, iron, copper, ammonia, were suspended in great swirling storms over the hot updrafts.

And the waters teemed with tiny krill at the bottom of the food chain, microorganisms breeding in profusion in the deeps, where the planet became ever hotter, until at last life was absent. Between the hot depths and the high, transitional ‘fog’ zones, rafts of algae gathered in vast pastures, often several hundred kilometers across – live and slimy on the surface, dead and congealed toward the middle. Creatures grazed on the lighter surfaces, where sea grasses, sponges and soft corals rooted in. The dark undersides of the enormous rafts was a different world, where eels and twelve-legged, hard-bodied, large-clawed squid fed on tiny crustacea, and molluscs spun the most astonishing shells Travers had ever seen. They were every shape, every color, reflecting the rich diversity of minerals with which this ocean was heavy – spirals, cornucopia, globes and cones, filled with hydrogen and carrying the creature in a graceful, effortless dance. 

“That’s quite the biosphere,” Rusch remarked as Lai’a completed the presentation. “Biologists could spend a century here – I’d love to sample the local version of DNA.”

“Do you wish Probe 107 to take physical samples?” Lai’a asked. “The waters around the platform are not as rich as those elsewhere, and they are also contaminated with heavy metals, fuel elements and low-level radiotoxicity, but many bacteria, plankton and the hardier fish-like species are to be found.”

“Do that,” she agreed. “You’re still seeing no sign of weapons on the platform, Lai’a?”

“None. I believe Doctor Sherratt intended to make the point that this platform is the only location in the star system where intelligent life has been identified; it might not be considered strange for the planet’s defenses to be orbital, and ranged throughout the system – likely back as far as the Drift – while the home of the intelligent species is sacrosanct.”

“An intelligence that thinks like the Zunshu,” Dario mused, “might not be able to credit that an invader could get through their defenses. To them, the total annihilation of other species is acceptable – even desirable. Their weapons make them unassailable. Why insult your home by turning it into a fortress?”

“Then, the message they keep repeating,” Marin said thoughtfully, “is probably, ‘Don’t shoot, we’re unarmed.’”

“And we want to be saying, ‘Put your hands up, come out and talk,’” Vidal finished. His brows arched at Travers and Marin, and then at Mark and Shapiro. “We all know what the bottom line is.”

First contact. The words seemed to mock Travers, but it was Rabelais who said, “We always said we were coming here to nail the bastards to a wall and make them negotiate – tell us why. It would’ve been convenient to look at them on a screen, with functional comm, but it’s not going to happen.” He pushed away from the table and gave Mark and Shapiro a speculative look. “We’re going aboard, aren’t we? The only question is when? And I’ll be damned if I can see a reason to wait.”

Shapiro held up a hand to stop him, and Vidal and Travers. “Lai’a, report on activity, following the transmission pulse.”

“Nothing yet, General,” Lai’a told him. “Though it was boosted, it has not yet reached the heliopause. I can detect no activity in the inner system.” 

“And you can make nothing of the signal?” Rusch mused.

“No, Colonel. I speculate that it might be a recall signal, summoning weapons which were deployed some time ago and are on station keeping in the driftways across Elarne. If this is the case, there will be a considerable time lag before those weapons can return to this system for assignment; nor will they arrive simultaneously. My ammunition stores are at capacity now. I am capable of eliminating such weapons as they are deployed. Additionally, I am equally capable of taking evasive maneuvers from the environs of the platform as from this orbit.”

It took a moment for the sense of what it had said to hit Travers, and it was Vidal who said, “You can enter the atmosphere?”

“Of course.” Lai’a actually sounded surprised. “Pressures and densities at the platform’s depth are insignificant; the ocean chemistry will in no way compromise my hull armor. However, the fallout from my transspace drive would cause devastation to this biosphere. The drive module can be undocked and placed in safe orbit, with a guard of gundrones, and I have already deployed the chain of Weimann-enabled sensor drones, as specified. They are currently being seeded back through the roads toward the Drift, and are online at this time. I estimate 18 minutes would be necessary for me to depart the Zunshu platform, return to this orbit and redock the transspace drive. The early warning provided by the chain of sensor drones far exceeds this period.” 

“Well, now,” Mark said quietly, “this opens worlds of possibility.”

“Risk factors, Lai’a?” Shapiro’s face was masklike, but his eyes burned. 

“Risks involved in undocking and redocking the drive? There are no risks, General.” Lai’a paused. “Likelihood of being caught unawares by incoming weapons before the drive can be redocked – less than one percent. Probability of the transmission pulse being a recall signal summoning weapons, 80%. Probability of those weapons reaching 161-D in the next six hours, close to zero. Probability of a manned enemy vessel dropping out of e-space at the edge of the exclusion zone – given what we know of Zunshu strategies – also in the order of zero.”

“Might weapons from the defense zones in the outer system be reassigned to this orbit?” Rusch asked shrewdly.

“No, Colonel. According to observations made upon entry into this system, those weapons are immobile – or,” Lai’a added, “they are like the gravity mine swarms defending the Deep Sky. They surf on gravity currents which, at the heliopause, are too faint to allow them to move quickly enough to render them effective. They would need to make contact with a ship of considerable size, and utilize its mass.” It paused. “There are no such ships in this system, save myself.”

“And we,” Travers said with an odd, icy calm, “won’t be giving the little buggers the opportunity.” He looked from Mark to Shapiro and back again. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Window of opportunity,” Jazinsky said succinctly. “Even if they fully intend to pound crap out of us again, they can’t do it for hours – six hours, so Lai’a calculated, before we start looking at any significant odds stacking up against us.” She glared at the screen where planetary data continued to amass as Lai’a ran scan after scan and the drones continued to work. “There’s a big, wide window of safe opportunity, and we’re sitting in it right now.”

“We’re wasting it,” Marin observed. He passed a hand before his eyes as if to pull his thoughts into order. “If you’re putting it to a vote, I say go – now, while we have a healthy chance.”

“Zunshulite hardsuits,” Vidal rasped. “We go in armed right up to the teeth – undock the drive, leave it in orbit. Lai’a puts a docking ring on the likeliest part of the platform, and … we go say hello.”


  

“First contact,” Marin whispered, as if he could scarcely believe the words. 

“Priority: find their computer core,” Mark added, “and put a line into it … and that, Dario, Midani, is going to be your job.”

“Shitshitshit,” Dario hissed, “I need Tor.” His arms closed about his chest, hugging himself as he rocked. “I need Tor.”

“Tor being still in Infirm place, staying,” Midani Kulich crooned. He took Dario in an embrace. “Him being getting well, healing … Lai’a will soon be mending. But is you and me, can doing, this. Coming with Midani, being brilliant? Please, you?”

The convoluted syntax was odd enough to jolt Dario back to the present. His eyes were bright with tears as he looked up into Kulich’s face – the face, Travers thought, of the ancestral Resalq, which in its own way was alien enough. Dario scrubbed his palm across his eyes, gave Kulich a hug hard enough to make him grunt, and pushed away.

“All right, Mark. It’s me and Midani.”

“And me,” Jazinsky growled. 

“No.” Mark was emphatic. “You have too much on your mind, with Richard in surgery – and you’re too likely to be trigger happy, after what happened to him. Sit this one out, Barb. Let me go in – I’ll take Dario and Midani to handle the technical work … Neil, Curtis and Mick for security.”

Shapiro took a step forward. “I should be there.”

But Mark’s head was shaking, just as emphatically. “Not until we can talk to them, Harrison, and we won’t be able to do that until we’ve established a connection between their computer core and Lai’a.”

“Dangerous, isn’t it?” Rabelais said doubtfully. “If they were ever likely to try an override, actually networking with the Zunshu AI would be like waving a red rag in front of a charging bull.”

“I am confident of my firewalls,” Lai’a announced. 

“You haven’t had the chance to test them,” Dario said dismissively.

“True, but all we learned from the Ebrezjim suggests that if an override attempt were likely, it would have happened by now.” The AI’s reasoning was impeccable. “The Ebrezjim was overcome long before it approached the orbit of 161-D. No such attempt was made upon me. I am curious as to why not, but it is certain no answers will be found without direct contact with the Zunshu computer core. And,” it added, “I am curious to test the firewall. Since the beginning, Doctor Mark Sherratt has possessed the means to effect an emergency scram of my functions before significant damage can occur, allowing a restart when appropriate. At absolute worst, human transspace pilots can return this ship and crew to Hellgate. I have monitored the progress of pilots Vidal and Queneau, Travers and Marin. All are eminently capable. No further progress can be made without direct contact with the Zunshu, or with their computer core, and I consider the risk to myself manageable, and worthwhile.” 

 The words seared through Travers’s brain. Direct contact with the Zunshu. He looked sidelong at Marin, who nodded. Vidal was as sure as Jazinsky, Rusch, Shapiro and the Sherratts. He forced his mind back into focus, made himself listen as Shapiro said,

“Alexis, take Ops. Barb – run the datastream. Ernst, Jo, take navigation and flight control. Lieutenant Fargo, I want you to come into Ops and take over tactical. Engineer Fujioka – ship systems, engines and life support. Just … in case,” he added. “Lai’a, the nanosecond you perceive any possible attempt at interference –”

“I shall scram,” Lai’a pledged. “Control will be passed to the human crew until or unless the override threat can be identified and eliminated.”

“Good enough.” Mark took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. “As we’ve said, this is our window of opportunity – it won’t come again, and I’d say we’re on the clock.”

“We are.” Rusch clapped her hands sharply. “Stations, everyone. Lai’a – ten minutes to depressurization. Armor, people. Now.”


 

 
Chapter Eighteen

Lai’a, Zunshu 161-D


 
Every Tech screen lit up with red warnings and cautions as sixteen immense Aragos – each with its own generator, two backups, maintenance drones and handling crane – shut down. Marin glanced quickly at Jazinsky and Mark Sherratt. Their faces were bleak but Mark gave Curtis a soft assurance that the warnings were normal. Lai’a whispered a commentary as the transspace drive lifted out under tractors between four big, ugly industrial drones. The hull roasted with fallout, but a decontamination gang began to strip contamination at once, while Arago fields designed to hold off gravity surges from the most violent Hellgate storms wove a dense cocoon around Lai’a. 

The sublight engines had already begun to thrum, and Marin took a last chance to give his bare hand to Travers for a moment before gauntlets and helmets locked into place. The soldier in Neil had reasserted. He had returned to source, falling back on what he knew, and no matter the rank they had earned, Curtis recognized the master sergeant who was the last commander of the Intrepid. 

At a fraction the speed at which the Capricorn would have spiraled through re-entry, the ship dropped into the tenuous upper atmosphere. The high temperatures normally associated with re-entry barely registered, and if they had, Lai’a would have ignored them. It floated down with absolute stability, through ever-denser clouds of ammonia and methane, fluorine and chlorine, hydrogen sulphide, carbon monoxide. Woven Arago fields formed a bulbous ‘bow’ below and before the hull of the old super-carrier, and around it the atmosphere of Zunshu 161-D flowed as smoothly as the air patterns around a seagull hovering on the wind.

A storm the size of Velcastra roiled around the equator of the giant world; thousand-kilometer lightning forks arced and flashed – three times, Lai’a attracted them, and after the second strike it reported, “Capacitor banks are at maximum. Further lightning will be deflected.” Marin listened as the soft voice of the AI, with its long Resalq vowels, described the descent in terms of atmospheric pressures, chemistry, temperature. This was a serious planet, not merely massive – with a core compression-heated to furnace temperatures and, somewhere far below, a heart of liquid metallic hydrogen as hot as the surface of its sun – but also a chemical factory on a planetary scale.  Every conceivable element was carried on the upwelling currents from depths as hot as the hell of myth.  

Lai’a catalogued aluminum, palladium, rhodium, cobaltium, caesium, uranium, as well as exotic isotopes, and improbable alloys that could only be forged under incredible temperatures and pressures. 161-D manufactured them in a natural process, down deep, and convection driven by explosive storms in the lower atmosphere carried them up into the scalding, murky bottom layers adjacent to the more clement oceans where life thrived.

“This place is a technologist’s paradise,” Jazinsky whispered as the ship dropped through the complex pressure zone where gas gave way to liquid, and where the immense ocean of liquid water was suspended between the frigid upper atmosphere and the pressure cooker heat of the deeps. Vast pockets of oxygen and nitrogen created blue skies through which currents toxic to humans and Resalq wove fantastic colors and patterns. “I could spend a year here,” Jazinsky was saying, “just figuring out how this planet works.”

“Another time,” Dario agreed. “I’ll come back with you, if Harrison can achieve this armistice of his.” 

Even then Shapiro was studying every aspect of the planetary data a layperson could grasp, struggling in a limited time to understand the environment in which the Zunshu had evolved. Knowing where they came from might afford a glimpse of how they thought – Marin hoped so, though for himself, he was conscious mainly of a leaden sense of foreboding as the ship levelled out, shed speed. Forward momentum fell to just a few meters per second; repulsion systems assumed station keeping, maintaining its position relative to the platform, against the cross-currents. 

The transspace drive was parked in low orbit, surrounded not only by gundrones and sensor platforms, but by a swarm of gravity mines such as had destroyed the London and its battle group,
and devastated the two fortified moons in this system. It was as safe as Lai’a itself, while a fraction below the ship, no more than 200 meters ahead, the platform remained utterly passive.

A pace at Marin’s left hand, Travers was intent on the navtank and Marin heard the soft rasp of his breathing, a sound of exasperation. “Like waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Curtis remarked to no one in particular.

“Every device we have is on standby,” Rusch told him. “If they show us a gun, there can be a howling cavity in the atmosphere where this object used to be, and a small chunk of super-compressed stuff dropping straight down to the core of this planet … gravity weapons,” she added, “are a bitch.”

“And who knows it better than the Zunshu?” Vidal said darkly. “They’re not going to hit us now, Lex – well, not unless they have this hypothetical doomsday weapon ready to come online. If they have, we’re history – but then, so are they.” He made a sound of bitter humor. “Mission accomplished: the Zunshu are obliterated, though they did it by their own hand rather than strike up a conversation.”

“Yes, well, I just as soon not be obliterated along with them,” Dario observed. “Mark – you seeing this?”

They had approached the platform from one of its shortest sides. The great shape was slowly coalescing out of the background murk of what was technically salt water, but so heavy with contaminants, Marin wondered how anything lived in it at all. Local species seemed not to notice the noxious pall – they might rely on it, he allowed. He was no planetologist or xenobiologist, but grade school kids studied creatures who breathed hydrogen, swam in liquid ammonia, metabolized rock. 

The platform brightened in the wide discs of the floods from Lai’a, but beyond the lights it dimmed swiftly away into murk and twilight. The surface shone dully, with no specific color or shade. No edge was straight; every corner and angle was a smooth, organic curve, almost as if the structure were alive, or had grown here rather than being built. Vast swathes of the upper surface were dark with colonies of some dense, deep red kelp which whipped in the currents from the ship’s repulsion. 

Enormous shoals of bioluminescent creatures raced away from Lai’a, riding the powerful bow wave as the ship cruised to a dead stop on complex Arago fields. Marin leaned closer to the display, the better to see and fully expecting searchlights to strike out from the platform, or a dock opening to launch a craft, a comm pulse, a gun barrel – anything to acknowledge the intruder’s presence.

Nothing. The Sherratts, Rusch, Jazinsky and Shapiro had gathered at the end of the tank, discussing options, ‘game plans,’ as Vidal called them, but the biggest challenge Marin perceived was the complete lack of any reaction at all from the platform.

“Lai’a, is there any change in their transmission?” Mark asked as the repulsion brought the ship onto station keeping a scant 200 meters from the structure.

“No change, Doctor,” Lai’a told him. “It is broadcasting from an armored node on the outside of the platform, not from a source within. Do you wish to announce our presence here?”

“Like they can’t look out a freakin’ window and see us?” Vidal was pacing. “Mahak, this is wrong. You know this is wrong. I’m starting to wonder if Neil’s right, 161-D has been abandoned. Maybe the Zunshu left for other systems centuries ago. We’re looking at a – a husk. This can’t be it … sure, it was their home base when the Ebrezjim got here, but – look at this!”

“I’m looking.” Mark was still, studying the graphical overlay Lai’a had projected into the navtank. 

With greater resolution afforded by proximity, it was mapping the inside of the platform now – a labyrinth of compartments across forty distinct levels, some with fifty meters of open headspace, others formed like tokomaks around dense clusters of machinery which could only be the mechanisms of life support, power and data conduit. Structural members fanned in peacock tails, on wild diagonals, flanked by open tunnels which Marin thought might have been technicians’ spaces. At this level the infrastructure was semi-recognizable, though the closer one looked, the more confusing the details became. 

In any comparable human or Resalq installation, decks would be designed according to ancient Euclidian geometry. Here, compartments more nearly resembled bubbles, and tunnels that might be engineers’ crawl-ways spiraled apparently without plan. A compartment might extend upward through five levels, and halfway through its soaring height, corkscrew through 90o  and head away, only to branch off into flocks of balloon-like satellite sections resembling soap bubbles, all jostling for space and changing shape as they were limited by major structural bulkheads.

“Organic, isn’t it?” Dario murmured. “It reminds you of the way memory is stored holographically in their AIs, don’t you think, Mark?”

“It does. It’s … beautiful,” Mark said slowly. “It’s as if the interior wasn’t designed but just happened, spontaneously.”

“But there’s no pattern to any of it.” Travers’s right gauntlet indicated a section of the graphic that seemed as random as the scatter of pebbles on a beach. “How do they find their way around, through 2500 cubic kilometers of this?”

“You mean, humans couldn’t find their way,” Jazinsky cautioned. “Welcome to their world, Neil. We knew they’d be different. Their minds are … alien. Surprise.”

“Echo location?” Vidal suggested. “Maybe the patterns of these chambers and vessels give off different sound signatures. They might ‘see’ the returning sound-picture in a hundred different shades or pseudo-colors. If they’re sensitive enough, they might be able to  perceive signals right into the lower radio bands.”

“Or scent location,” Marin added. “Like wolves tracking prey, they follow a spoor – or the way ants follow pheromone trails.”

“Alien.” Rusch’s voice was hushed. “Humans and Resalq turn out to be more similar than we realized. We both see with eyes, hear with eardrums, breathe with lungs – respire the same gases, need the same basic nutrition. Damnit, Harrison … I’m not so sure you can even communicate with these people. ‘Talk’ will certainly be the wrong word, even if we can figure out how to exchange coherent information.”

He turned back from the flatscreen where he had been reviewing a chemical analysis of the internal environment. “I’m sure of nothing, Lex, except that we have to try. I came here wondering if I could stop an all-out war, avoid having to wreak havoc, perhaps eliminate a great many sentient beings in order to win survival for our kind, our worlds. I was ready for a fight, face to face, looking down the barrel of a gun! The truth is, I was ready for a legal argument – to be told why we’re so evil, extermination is too good for us. I’ve been framing answering arguments, making cases, since we launched out of Hellgate. But this …” He sighed over the comm. “There’s no way to talk, and we haven’t  – yet – seen a creature to talk to.”

Mark stirred restlessly. “Lai’a, we need an entry point. Can you locate the computer core?”

“I can make informed speculation,” it warned. 

“Best guess,” Shapiro invited. “Get us as close as you can to the core. I don’t suppose you’ve seen anything remotely resembling a docking port, a hangar, a hatchway?”

“Nothing, General.” Lai’a paused. “The liquid inside the platform is very pure by comparison with that outside, though levels of calcium, sodium, silicone, carbon, copper, magnesium and sulphur are far higher than would be tolerable to Resalq or humans. Visibility will be good. Chemical signatures throughout the platform suggest it is illuminated via bioluminescence. It will be lit, but not bright. Carrying lights suitable to Resalq and human vision will be advisable. 

“Temperatures across the interior range from 3oC to 17oC; pressures are comparable to water at the 50 meter depth. Life forms abound within, many static – plants with a biomass equivalent to trees such as elm or Jupiter spruce, and which are almost certainly used to cycle and refresh the aqueous environment to support the animal forms. 

“Discrete machinery is in operation across the platform; heat blooms suggest generators; pulse signatures suggest convection fans and pumps.  However, a small fraction of such machinery is operating, by comparison with what I would have predicted as necessary to maintain this environment. It is likely the water-filtering ‘trees’ and bioluminescent lights have replaced machinery which has ceased to function.

“The platform is entirely pressurized – I will take care to cause no change in this pressure while intruding a docking tube into the likeliest point of entry. Drones will cap the aperture upon your exit, leaving a valve to permit traffic in both directions, pending your return. 

“I can detect no evidence of automata coming online,” Lai’a finished. “However, I recommend a backup of gundrones.”

“How far to the computer core?” Shapiro wondered.

“If my speculation is correct,” Lai’a said in a musing tone, “just less than 1500 meters. I have charted the most direct route; your nav feed will be updated. Much of the machinery in operation across the platform functions within sealed chambers, which you must detour around. Some chambers enclose vacuum; others are filled with inert gases at ambient pressures. Take extreme care when investigating machinery. Malfunction will surely result from the flooding of vessels which must remain dry. The viability of the whole platform could be compromised. I am deploying drones to extend a docking tube, and cutting has commenced on the Zunshu hull.”

Mark’s voice cracked like a whip. “Reaction? They have to know we’re cutting though! The AI –?”

“No reaction, Doctor,” Lai’a told him, “which is curious indeed. As I have reported before, the AI appears to be dormant, save for periods of activity measuring between 0.5 seconds to 2.5 seconds.”

“Hiding,” Travers whispered.

“Or intermittent,” Dario added. “Malfunctioning.” He took a sharp breath. “What chance, Lai’a, their AI is just … on the fritz?”

“Information remains insufficient to speculate, Doctor,” Lai’a said, “though malfunction is far from impossible.”

“Life forms,” Marin wondered. “This is the Zunshu home? Then they’re in there! They have to know we’re here – they must know we’re cutting a way in! Where are they?”

“You mean, why aren’t they targeting us with every cannon they can bring to bear?” Shapiro rasped. 

“Life forms abound,” Lai’a repeated. “Harmonics from the cutting equipment are carrying clearly through the liquid environment. Our presence is no secret, and an estimated five thousand life forms are rapidly exiting the immediate area.”

“Running away?” Travers demanded.

“As in, women and children first … or vulnerable domestics and juveniles, or whatever the local equivalent is.” Vidal was watching a thermoscan where colored swatches, looking almost like amoeba, raced through the graphical plot of the platform. “But … you see this, Harrison? If we’re watching the civilian population taking off fast – and that’s predictable – the guard ought to be forming up to protect the retreat, yes?”

Shapiro made doubtful noises. “In human understanding, yes. But nothing here is familiar.” He watched the thermal image for several moments. “They’re leaving no one behind.”

“Doesn’t mean we won’t walk into a regiment of automata,” Travers warned. 

“They ought to be activating right now.” Dario was running the thermal data again, in greater detail. “Automata are machines with a big, fat power cell sitting in the chest cavity. They run hot, at least equivalent to human body temperature. We’d be seeing heat signatures if they were there.”

“There’s … nothing,” Marin said, at risk of redundancy, and shivered. “This is too weird. Mark, you have the feeling we’re walking into a very big, very nasty trap?”

“I don’t know.” Mark hesitated.  “If they were inclined to suicide to take us with them, with some kind of doomsday bomb, they’d have done it as soon as we started to cut our way in. Why would you wait, and put your civilians through fear, horror, panic, when the end’s always going to be the same? You wouldn’t. So …”

“So they run away,” Travers said slowly. “All of them.”

“Hiding – like the AI.” Rusch made a sound of pure frustration. “They’re not going to talk, Harrison. And I don’t think they’re going to fight – they did that in orbit, and on the edge of the system. They gave us a whipping that cost us two lives and two grievously injured, punched holes in Lai’a and took our ordnance down to critical levels. If we’d arrived in this system with any ordinary ship, they’d have reduced us to scrap metal. That was the fight. This? There’s nothing here but people – and I use the term loosely! – who just pick up and run, like a disorganized civilian population full of the young, the old, the infirm. No automata. No defenses.” She paused. “Help me here – is anyone making sense of this? There’s no rhyme or reason in anything we’re seeing.”

“Unless,” Travers said grimly, “the Zunshu left this planet.”

But Mark made negative gestures. “They wouldn’t abandon it and then leave it defended like the jewel in the crown. As Lex said, we paid dearly to get through those defenses. No, Neil – she’s quite right, nothing we’re seeing makes sense. But you can be sure, this is the Zunshu home. They might be elsewhere too, on a hundred other colony worlds, but this is home. The extravagant defense zones tell us so.”

“And we can pinpoint the colonies,” Shapiro added, “when we interrogate the AI. We might have to track the Zunshu from system to system, but do I believe we’ve seen the worst they can throw at us. How long till the boarding tube is established, Lai’a?”

“Ten minutes,” Lai’a estimated. “Please enter the jump bay at your earliest convenience. It will be flooded to match pressure, temperature and salinity factors native to the platform interior.”

As it spoke, Fargo and Fujioka, Rabelais and Queneau appeared. As Travers and Marin, Vidal and Shapiro, Kulich and the Sherratts stepped out to make space in the confines of the physics lab, they took station. In the chemistry lab opposite, Leon and Roy, Rodman, Inosanto and Perlman gathered to watch the threedee. Grant would be monitoring the datastream from the Infirmary, and if Hubler was half coherent by now, he might be watching.

Jon Kim should have been there, touching gloves with Shapiro as he passed by. Tonio Teniko should have been standing back in the shadows, watching Vaurien with those hot, dark eyes. Marin felt their absence keenly, and knew Travers did also, since Neil asked,

“Lai’a, how’s Richard doing?”

“Neural grafting has commenced,” Lai’a told him. “Bone welding is complete. Edema in the limbs is under nano dispersal. Captain Vaurien is in deep shock. Cardiac and pulmonary function are severely irregular. Hepatic and renal function appear compromised. Doctor Grant is assisting, and nanotherapy is under design. Adequate brain chemistry has been restored. Captain Vaurien remains on pervasive life support pending corrective procedures; a cryogen tank is on standby.”

“I had to ask,” Travers muttered.

“If you hadn’t, I would have,” Jazinsky said in a rasping voice as the service lift went down fast. 

The jump bay was opposite armoury. Travers and Vidal had already been down here, setting out the full weapons array, and Dario swore as he saw the ordnance they would load into the receivers and mounts on each hardsuit. He and his equero had never been soldiers – neither had Jazinsky, but she had served long enough with a commercial salvage crew to be no stranger to the hardware. To Travers, Marin, Vidal and Shapiro, it was all grimly familiar. Six gundrones – the size of oil barrels, roughly spherical, gunmetal blue, armored and armed more heavily than any of the suits –idled between the armory and the jump bay.

“You may take station in the jump bay at your convenience,” Lai’a said over the quiet loop. “The entry point is secured; the boarding tube is in place. I detect no response from the occupants of the platform.”

Shapiro was clipping a small Chiyoda rotary to his forearm. Three pulse weapons were already mounted on his left shoulder, and a maglev-fed grenade projector on the right forearm. “Life signs in proximity to the boarding tube?”

“Many plants; many small creatures. No life readings corresponding to defense formations or ambushes.” Lai’a paused. “The AI has activated … and shut down again. Time online: 1.9 seconds.”

“Fluttering,” Dario growled as he finished with his weapons. “On and offline – intermittent. Damnit, I need Tor.”

“Not yet having Tor,” Midani Kulich said with bleak determination, “having me, getting good deal … me had became soldier. I became. In days of war, Resalq and Zunshu. I was being good fighter.”

“Very good fighter,” Dario sighed. “I remember Kjorin, when we opened the stasis chamber and you and Emil came tumbling out.” He had checked every weapon, and swore lividly. “All right, Mark – let’s just get this done.” 

And Lai’a: “Step into the jump bay and standby for flooding.”

To Marin it was uncomfortably familiar. The armordoors locked and he stood with Travers as salt water washed up around their legs, but in memory he was back in the airlock capsule belonging to the dive boat Cailenne Drifter, suited up, waiting to dive the wreck of the Beluga, off the coast not far south of Westminster. He was seventeen years old – his conscription notice had been posted and he had already downloaded his travel orders. He was expected at the Fleet office, with a hundred other draftees, in three days’ time – from there, it was a shuttle to the transit terminal in orbit, and then a courier to some training ship. It might be five years before he saw Jagreth again, if he lived that long –

The jump bay hatch opened without a sound, and in Marin’s helmet display the navigational data had already begun to run. His heart gave a lurch as four gundrones took point, forty weapons between them panning over every centimeter ahead. They could have torn the platform apart, but nothing was moving and sensors reported not so much as a flicker of energy or heat to betray a gun, a sniper, a mine. Humans and Resalq moved out into the 40 meter, semi-rigid tunnel of the boarding tube, and at once the drones scudded ahead. In seconds they were aboard the platform itself, and setting a perimeter. 

To human eyes, the Zunshu structure’s ambient light was cold, blue-gray with a tint of green. Irregularly spaced panels on every surface, including the floor, were alive with brilliant bioluminescence, but the compartment into which the party moved out was so vast, the overall light level remained low. In the rounded corners of the six-sided enclosure, tall, wide plants the color of red wine clung to the walls, waving slender vines through the water. Each branch was frilled with meter-long tendrils which could only be filtering the water, cleaning it, freshening it for life forms which had fled.  

It seemed a blue twilight had settled over an area the size of a gunship hangar. Marin turned a three-sixty, trying to pick out detail as they made their way cautiously with the gundrones ranged around them. He saw apertures that might have been hatchways or doors, but rather than being at floor level they were at any height above the deck, set apparently at random and without purpose.

“Damnit, look at this,” Jazinsky said quietly. “It’s like … Hangar 4 aboard the Wastrel, but with everything stripped out, three out of four lights turned off, and a lot of something like bull kelp growing everywhere. There’s doorways … counting nine of them – two are in the ceiling. Do you call it a door, if it’s in the ceiling?”

“Take the left-side ‘door’ in the ceiling,” Rusch said levelly.

“We’re looking at the same nav plot,” Shapiro told her. “Nothing big is moving, just a few tiny shapes darting about, maybe 20 meters away, off to the right, but they’re – well, they look alive, not like any drone I’d recognize. Or weapons.”

“They look,” Marin added, “like fish, or maybe tiny cuttlefish. Lai’a, could they be intelligent?”

“Or could they just be lunch?” Vidal asked sourly. “What do we do, Mark – extend the hand of friendship and say, “Salutations from the peoples of the Deep Sky, we come in peace,” to something that’s going to be laid out on a green salad come dinnertime?”

“That,” Mark said soberly, “is a very good question indeed.” He panned his helmet sensors in the direction of a school of the tiny creatures which swooped and dove in elaborate formation. “See the way they move … Lai’a, is it possible they’re trying to communicate with movement?”

“This is feasible,” Lai’a allowed. “I have tasked the gundrones to collect video of the creatures. If information is encoded in their observable performance, I will identify discrete, repeating patterns in a few moments. However, translation will depend on a cipher. A key. Some point of reference is necessary.”

Marin took a long deep breath. “I wonder if they realize that?”

“If they cracked transspace physics,” Dario said harshly, “they’re smart. They know by now, they can’t understand a syllable we’re saying. If we’re all so damn’ smart, we can hash out a common language. Lai’a!”

Almost to Marin’s relief the AI said, “The creatures are schooling in the pattern of convection currents generated by pulsing bladders in the kelp-like filter trees in the near corners. Their movement is consistent with the ‘chorus line’ effect observed in flocking birds. No information is coded into it.”

“Thank gods,” Vidal muttered. “I’d have felt a prize idiot, making first contact with a shrimp cocktail.” He tilted back his helmet to view the ceiling. “The door is this way.”

And up 200 meters, Marin knew, to a gallery the size of an aeroball stadium, opening off the spiral of a passageway which looped back on itself, coiled, twisted without reason. Or, without any reason a human would perceive. He and Travers were right behind the lead gundrone; Vidal and Kulich brought up the rear with the Sherratts and Shapiro between them. 

The compartment measured at least 100 meters across; the ceiling aperture was just off-center, and 50 meters from the boarding tube Marin felt so naked, the hackles prickled erect on the back of his neck. Still, the drones and Lai’a reported nothing save the jetting performance of schools of tiny creatures riding currents, the stately, waving tendrils of filtering ‘trees,’ the minute pulsations of the millions of krill-sized, bioluminescent molluscs which clung like limpets to their panels, filter-feeding and giving off their cold, brilliant light.

The ‘door’ was four meters wide and angled off toward the heart of the platform. Three drones went up first; humans and Resalq hung back until sensors reported nothing moving through a hundred meters. Suit repulsion whined, vibrating through the bones as it sent them up like the drones, and Marin found his hands going instinctively to his weapons.

The same blue-green twilight lit the passage. Human eyesight quickly became accustomed to it. He could see comfortably without need of the floodlights, and as they rose into the stadium-sized enclosure he caught his breath. Everywhere, he saw shapes like shells, aeroshells, cornucopia and spirals, some half a meter high, some ten meters high, in pale blue and green and pink, shot through with striations of red, green, brown. 

This compartment was busy with the objects, some standing, some littered across the deck. Its light rippled with the random movement of floating colonies of the bioluminescent creatures, each two or three meters in diameter and drifting with the currents generated by ‘trees’ much more massive than those in the compartment below. Underfoot, as they followed the drones across the wide area beneath a fluted 30 meter ceiling, were objects that might have been tools or toys. Marin recognized none of them, though he knew what they must be. 

“Possessions,” he said into the loop. “There were people here when we arrived. They took off too fast to take their stuff with them.”

“And look, here.” Vidal had bobbed up on repulsion to peer through an aperture in a shell-like structure ten meters high and twenty in diameter. The ‘door’ was high in the curved side of the shell, and the inside surface shimmered brightly with bioluminescence. 

Travers bobbed up beside him to look; his vidfeed streamed in realtime, and it was Jazinsky who said, “Is that a – a house?”

Inside were segments, curved, inclined, each with a scatter of objects, tools, toys, abstract art – to human and Resalq the shapes meant nothing. A house? Marin wondered. “If it’s a house, then this –” he panned his helmet camera across the vast chamber “– is a town.”

“Shells,” Rusch observed. “Everything I’m seeing reminds me of those shells they sell in the hotel gift stores in Santorini and Moresby. Tropical seashells.”

She was right. Marin leaned closer to the wall before him, for a better view of the material. “Like mother-of-pearl,” he said softly as one gauntleted hand closed around an edge and applied pressure. The material snapped readily and he turned it to the light. 

“Calcium carbonate,” Mark read off the chemical analysis, “with particulate copper and iron oxide … and it looks,” he added, “extruded.”

“Extruded?” Jazinsky was examining the same vidfeed. “It looks spun.”

“Everything I’m seeing appears similar.” Dario panned his helmet sensors at floor, walls, the ceiling far above. “A lot of this is very close to simple calcium carbonate, but infused with enough particulate metals that … damn it, Mark, you see this? Look at the floor, the deck, whatever you want to call it. Could you call this steel?”

“You mean, is it an alloy of iron and carbon?” Mark mused, hushed as he examined not the material but its structure. “It’s almost a philosophical question. I’ve never seen anything like this. Yes, it’s steel – but it isn’t. It’s iron and carbon, traces of nickel and chromium, but it’s been compounded from microscopic particles, as if…”

“As if,” Jazinsky went on, “they have a system of filtering the upwelling currents from the super-hot, deep ocean, taking the metals they want in particulate form, extruding whatever shapes they need. If they need steel – much stronger than the common building material of metal-dense limestone – they might use calcium carbonate like a mold, infuse iron, carbon, chromium, according a strict formula … drop the construct back into the furnace-heat of the deep atmosphere to ‘forge’ it, float it to the upper atmosphere to cool it, ship the finished object here for use. It’s far from impossible. It’s just that humans and Resalq never used the method.”

“Never had to,” Marin suggested, “or – never had the opportunity. We mine, smelt, forge … we live in an oxygen atmosphere where fire burns. Try that underwater!” He actually chuckled. “This is beautiful.”

“Alien,” Vidal added.

“Very.” Mark stirred with an effort. “And we still have a long way to go, and not too much safe time to do it in. Lai’a – report on activity in the outer system.”

“I am aware of no activity, Doctor,” Lai’a assured him. “The transspace drive remains on station keeping. Captain Vaurien appears to be responding to therapy. Cardiac function has stabilized; his left lung collapsed 35 minutes ago; it is being restored. Bone welding is complete; neural grafting is complete. Hepatic and renal function continue to be depressed. Doctor Grant has designed further nano therapy.” It paused. “Recommend you quicken your pace.”

“Why?” Shapiro barked the question. “What do you see?”

“I see nothing, General,” Lai’a said mildly, “which might, in itself, be cause for concern. I can detect no threat, but the longer your party lingers in Zunshu territory, the more likely you are to encounter it. The computer core is 750 meters from your current position.”

“It’s right.” Vidal growled. “We’re not on a sightseeing tour – and we’re inviting trouble – hustle!”

Without a word Marin turned in the wake of the gundrones on point. His hackles continued to prickle but he knew the discomfort stemmed from his awareness of the distance, the maze, stretching behind them, back to the boarding tunnel and Lai’a. Passages followed chambers, vessels and bubbles opened into pearlescent light with schools of tiny, jetting creatures of every color, and groves of ‘trees,’ every size, shape and hue, among which larger life forms clambered, grazed, swam in lazy, unconcerned arcs. 

Here and there a creature turned toward them, paused long enough to afford clear images, and Travers swore softly. “What is that?”

“A shell-less cephalopod,” Mark told him. “Maybe 20 kilos, by the looks of it … and it’s a gill breather … vegetarian. I’d say it’s a grazing animal, lives on the ‘trees’ … colored golden-brown and deep red for camouflage. It has quite good eyes – six of them, there around the front end, call it the snout. It’s looking at us.”

“It’s probably an algae grazer,” Jazinsky mused. “I have a good, clear image of its mouth parts. I’m seeing a big, flat, sharp scraper of a tongue. It could take your arm right off with that.”

“Intelligent?” Vidal hazarded.

“I’d have to guess not.” Mark held out his hand to the creature, took a step toward it. “If it was intelligent, it would have taken off with the rest of the local folk, when we started to cut our way in. I’d guess they grabbed their children, pets and valuables and ran … which means this fellow is more than likely a domestic animal. And this,” he added with a nod at the grove of ‘trees,’ “appears to be a paddock.” He took one more step toward the cephalopod before the creature flushed brilliant scarlet, blew a cloud of blue-black ink and jetted into the cover of the grove with astonishing speed. 

“Muscles spasm to pump water through a valve system running through the center of the body,” Rusch observed. “No wonder they’re fast. If they’re a food animal, they’d be tough to catch.”

For a moment Marin struggled to put his finger on the real gist of what she had said. It was Vidal who placed it. “Hunters,” he said hoarsely. “Zunshu are the intelligent species here, and they evolved in an oceanic environment as hunters. You’ve seen the prey animal. The rest of them might have hightailed it away when they saw us coming, but they’re hunters. We knew they had to be.”

“But they’re not hunting now,” Shapiro said sourly. “They’re hiding.”

“Which demonstrates good sense,” Rusch added into the loop.

“And you,” Dario said in acid tones, “wanted a fight.”

“Expected a fight,” Shapiro allowed. 

“Wanted,” Dario snorted. “We all did. We wanted a stand-up knife-fight, and we’d hammer them into submission, make ’em shut up, sit down and listen while we read the bastards terms, told ’em how it was going to happen, what they owed us.”

As he spoke they were moving again – quickly now, keenly aware of the passage of time. The longer they tarried in an alien milieu that was as fascinating as it was incomprehensible, the more likely they were to walk into disaster. Marin fell into step at Travers’s side, every moment now panning his sensors and weapons in every direction as if his instincts could not trust the gundrones. 

“Relax, we’re covered,” Travers said, just audible over the loop.

“Tell that to my nerves.” Marin mocked himself with a note of acid humor. “There’s a Neanderthal hunter inside me, and he’s dead certain there’s a sabre-tooth tiger breathing right down the back of his neck!” He raised his voice. “Lai’a, how far is the computer core?”

“Turn left at the aperture set 15 meters above you, enter the passage,” the AI told him, “and a cluster of apparatus is 120 meters ahead of you. The apparatus is sealed inside a bubble of inert gas, approximately seven meters in diameter. Do not flood the chamber. Machinery within is susceptible to –” 

Movement at the extreme left of the field of view allowed by the helmet camera made Marin’s heart jump. He spun as fast as the armor would permit – the gundrones were faster, and before he could level a weapon on the creature it was covered by forty others. The drones were configured to fire only if they detected live weapons systems, and though guns were primed, they waited.

Listening to the pulse drumming in his ears, Marin blinked at the creature, eyes racing over it, only one word in his mind – Zunshu. It hovered in what a human might have called a doorway; the chamber beyond was dim, almost dark. 

Zunshu. Smaller than human dimensions, he saw – perhaps a meter and a half from end to end, green-russet-gold in color, like an ambush predator designed by evolution to blend into its environment. Elongated, feathery gill structures in its sides beat much faster than his own pulse. Six big, dark eyes clustered around and above a bush of cilia which undulated constantly, tasting, sniffing. The eyes blinked in odd patterns, bottom lid to top, and never two eyes at the same time. He saw nothing he would have identified as a mouth, but 30 centimeters below the gesticulating cilia was the slit-like opening of what seemed to be a pouch, served by four thick members, more like paddles than tentacles. The paddles were supple, dextrous, restless, patting the pouch nervously, tracing the line of its opening – exactly like a human wringing his hands and patting his lips in anxiety. 

The creature had no legs, Marin saw; a fin shape extended down and back like a rudder. What use would legs be to a creature that evolved in liquid? It had no arms, but six slender members, each almost meter long,  clustered to left and right of the sensor-rich snout, coiling, uncoiling, with boneless, rapid, jerky movements as if the creature were terrified. Fang-like spines peeped out from the ends of the longest two of these ‘arms’ and were retracted again like cat claws, in a quick rhythm of instinct, or fright, or both.  

The body was as wide as the torso of an adolescent human, skirted by graceful, rippling flanges of muscle giving it tremendous precision of movement. The muscles flushed from color to color, perhaps reflecting the creature’s mood – in which case, purple and green were its hues of fear, Marin guessed.

But its defining feature was the fluted spiral of the gorgeous, white-gold shell which it wore like a parasol. Part of the body extended back into the shell, and chambers inside were certainly filled with gas – the creature was positively buoyant. As Marin looked closer he saw that glands on its flanks effervesced, emitting froths of tiny bubbles – adjusting the pressure in the shell? 

Was this individual male, female, young, old, startled, curious? Humans and Resalq saw no clue, but he could guess this one had been left behind in the rush to get away. It might be an infant, an invalid, an imbecile, or simply an individual who had been caught unawares.

The limb-like members around the sensor-rich snout … the face? Marin could see no face, but he knew no other word … spread, gestured, flushed with color. The creature blinked three of its eyes rhythmically, which almost looked as if it were winking, while its flanks effervesced.

“Mark … is it signing?” Rusch whispered, as if she thought she must murmur though she was back in the makeshift Ops room, experiencing threedee telepresence. “Barb?”

“The colors, the gestures,” Jazinsky agreed. “It could be talking to us right now.”

“And we wouldn’t know how to respond or reply,” Shapiro said in a tone of profound frustration. “Lai’a, record everything you can. If there’s any way to interpret what it’s saying … if it’s actually saying anything –”

“It is making sounds, General,” Lai’a said musingly. “They are under the range your suit audio can detect, but the gundrones are recording.”

“Sounds? What kind of sounds?” Mark asked eagerly. “Something we could hope to mimic?”

“With Resalq or human vocal apparatus – no,” Lai’a said at once. “However, the audible sounds superficially resemble those created by various amphibians. Here is a sample.”

Over the open loop, Marin listened to a stream of gurgling, whopping, rumbling and croaking. Travers swore softly, and Shapiro groaned. “I deserve this. For months, I’ve been preparing rational arguments to be delivered in inspiring language, imagining myself looking the enemy in the face, pleading the innocence and indignation of both our species.”

“Language, Lai’a?” Mark might not have been aware of a syllable Shapiro had said. “Is it speaking?”

“Definitely,” Lai’a assured him. “And I am recording. I will need comprehensive samples, plus some point of reference. Without that point of reference, the spoken language will remain identifiable as a language, but impossible to translate.”

“And they,” Travers added, “are going to have to provide the reference points.”

“They’ll have to want to talk,” Vidal warned. “If they don’t want to –”

As he spoke, the creature shot a dense cloud of black ink, spun and jetted away with a venting of compressed gas from the shell. It vanished into the darkness of the chamber, leaving just a fog of ink and a trail of bubbles, which in moments dissolved into the mineral-heavy water. 

“The ink cloud is a neurotoxin,” Lai’a reported, “similar to venom delivered by the fangs you saw in two of its six ‘arms.’ These characteristics identify these creatures as hunters; their agility, speed, buoyancy and venom render them among the biosphere’s most potent hunters. Analysis of the neurotoxin suggests one of these creatures could  disable or kill a prey animal one hundred times its size. Closeup imaging of the four paddle-like members set around the feeding pouch shows three ranks of oscillating flat blades on the edges of each paddle. The feeding method is simple. The creature seizes disabled prey with two of the members while the remaining two carve into the flesh and pass wedges direct to the feeding pouch, which may be mouth or gut, or a combination of both. Further data is required to differentiate.” Lai’a paused for a moment, and its tone was terse. “More Zunshu are in the dim compartment. The gundrones detect at least twenty, clustered together in the darkness. They appear to be hiding.”

“Any trace of weapons back there?” Travers wondered.

“No. The creatures appear to be extremely timid.” Lai’a paused. “The chamber into which they retreated has two ‘doors.’ They can escape at whim. However, they are hiding in the shadows.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Marin said softly. “They can see we’re in armor, bristling with weapons. They have to know instruments can look into darkness – shadows are no defense.”

“Yet they remain clustered in the dimness,” Lai’a told him. 

“As if they think we can’t see them.” Vidal turned to look back the way they had come. “Are these retards? They were left behind – because they’re morons, it wasn’t worth the bother of rounding them up?”

“Or …” Mark hesitated. “They could be captives. Slave laborers, stolen from another community?” He made exasperated sounds. “These might not be Zunshu at all. A captive race?”

“How about a sub-species of Zunshu, considered inferior and expendable,” Dario suggested. 

“These could be low-caste Zunshu,” Jazinsky added. “The high-caste and smart ones picked up and ran when they saw us coming. These guys are subordinate, the ones who draw the filthy jobs, clean the latrines, and are denied education. They might also be in-bred to produce timidity, subservience, even stupidity.”

“A docile, expendable labor caste.” Travers sounded disgusted. “It figures. But unless I miss my guess, it also means they’re sure to have a warrior caste at the other end of the social ladder.”

“Very likely,” Mark said with grim conviction, “and also a caste of academics. Given this system, one might expect to find a priesthood of some description, even if they don’t recognize deity.”

“Hustle – again,” Vidal said sharply. “We’re not going to get answers by shining flashlights down rabbit holes. You want to task a drone to image the whole bunch? Make it quick.” 

“It’s the computer core we need,” Dario agreed. “The answers are about 120 meters ahead of us!”

“Lai’a, send one gundrone five meters into the chamber,” Mark said quietly. “Get all the images and video possible. Don’t try to trap them. If they flee, let them run. As for us … as the man said, hustle!”

A ‘door’ – or window, or hatch, Marin was unsure – was fifteen meters up on their left. They rose into it on repulsion, following three gundrones with two behind, while one lingered on the edge of the dimness where the group of creatures seemed to believe they were unseen, safe. The passage rose on an angle, twisted through a corkscrew and inclined down again, through more than a hundred meters of shining mother-of-pearl and wriggling colonies of bioluminescent crustacea. 

The drones dropped out first into an almost spherical bubble where the light came from everywhere and no direction seemed to be ‘up.’ A moment of disorientation caught Marin by surprise before be resorted to instrumentation. He and Travers stood back now, and Curtis found himself consciously setting a perimeter, walking it, while Mark, Dario and even Midani Kulich began to croon over the contents of a bubble-within-a-bubble. Within the transparent-shelled capsule was a six meter by three meter case, almost like a missile housing, save that it was tapered and convoluted, the surface striated with gorgeous, feathery veins. 

“It’s a carbon monoxide environment inside,” Dario was muttering as they took readings. 

“Circuitry … holographic, crystalline matrix.” Mark was breathless, as if with excitement. “This is it, Lai’a, you picked it right.” He aimed every sensor he possessed into the bubble, which exuded a soft, pearly illumination. 

Marin shifted to see around them, and frowned over what he saw within. The object itself was as alien as everything in this place, but his helmet display repeated the deep scan Mark was running, and as he glimpsed the inside of the object he murmured a soft oath. “Now, that’s – familiar.” He heard the edge in his own voice.

“It ought to be,” Jazinsky snorted. “Right inside the casing it’s like any Zunshu probe or thing we ever salvaged back in the Deep Sky. Congratulations, folks. We just hit the mother lode.”

“But it’s … dead.” Dario was taking readings off the apparatus itself now. “Mark, you remember the live probe we caught one time. We spent years negotiating with it, getting inside its mind, before it melted itself down to keep its secrets.”

“As if I’m likely to forget.” Mark was adjusting his sensors. “I always believed I’d glimpsed into the Zunshu mind itself. Any AI can only ever be a mirror image of its creator. I caught one glimpse into the Zunshu mind, and it was … cool, rational, multi-dimensional – alien. I thought it was beautiful.”

“Like this place.” Marin physically shivered. “It is beautiful, and cool – but the way it’s made is like those puzzles. You know the ones, Neil, with the stairways to nowhere and the doorways leading right back to where you just came from.”

“I know them,” Travers growled. “Lai’a, anything moving?”

“Nothing, Colonel Travers.” Lai’a paused. “There is no movement within a kilometer of your position in any direction, save for the tiny schooling creatures, the grazing livestock, and approximately 300 of the large forms identified as some captive species, or low caste of Zunshu. And they,” it added, “appear to be cowering. Some have taken to the passages we assumed were technical access ways, and have frozen in locations where their shells make them virtually indistinguishable from the surrounding surfaces. Recent observations show they have the ability to drop their body temperature to ambience with their surroundings.”

Marin’s nerves gave a prickling start. “You mean, they could be all around us and we don’t see them, can’t detect them?”

“Yes.” Lai’a paused. “Be on your guard.”

“I thought,” Vidal snapped, “you said you detected no weapons.”

“And I do not,” Lai’a said imperturbably, “but you have entered an area rich in apparatus. Machinery,” it added pointedly, “can be configured to explode, implode, short-circuit and emit acids or corrosives. Ostensibly harmless apparatus has a high potential for weaponization.”

“Shit – it’s right,” Vidal muttered. “I’m getting slow. Anything on deep scan from the outer system, Lai’a?”

“Nothing, Colonel,” it assured him. “The transspace drive is secure. Your way back to the boarding tube is open. Captain Vaurien is technically deceased at this point, while nano repair an aneurism in the left frontal lobe of his brain. Body temperature has been lowered to  32oC; cardiac restart in just over two minutes.”

“Sweet Christ,” Jazinsky breathed, “I wish I believed in something to pray to.”

“What is this thing, this Swee’cryzed?” Midani Kulich wondered, preoccupied as he summoned the nearest drone and popped open its service hatch. Inside was the full toolkit required for maintaining the mechanism.

“Ask me later,” Jazinsky muttered, “I’ll tell you what my ancestors believed.”

“Hemshenor,” Midani guessed. “How you are saying it, Mark?”

“You say deity,” Mark told him. 

“Deetee.” Midani was sorting tools, talking absenting. “I saying … I say. Deetee.”

“Day-itty,” Dario reiterated, enunciating sharply. “Like our own ancestors. Remember your history class. The statues and paintings from On’luve.” 

“Daytee… ah! Here, being like this, getting goodly, right-tool-for-a-job!” Midani brandished a slim blue case. 

He and the Sherratts seemed to know what they were doing, and they were so busy, they had lost any perception of time. Marin was edgy, anxious, stalking the perimeter set by the gundrones for the sake of doing something while the Resalq seemed to fiddle with tools he recognized and procedures he did not. 

“Hey, Curtis – relax,” Travers said quietly. “I’m supposed to be the one climbing the walls.”

“I’m not climbing any wall,” Marin informed him. “But every Dendra Shemiji nerve in my entire body is telling me to either vanish or find a defensible position, and we can’t do either.”

It was Shapiro who said, “This is their computer core. I’d say this is a pretty defensible position. They’re not likely to shoot or launch missiles with their AI core right behind us.”

“Unless it’s expendable,” Vidal mused. “It’s small, Harrison … I’m thinking, this might be a node. There could be scores, hundreds, just like it across the platform. In which case they can lose one node and not even notice it was gone.”

“It doesn’t have to be large, Mick,” Dario said over his shoulder as they worked. “All the Zunshu tech we ever researched was comparatively tiny. They can put a sophisticated AI into a bloody thimble. Don’t let the apparent size of the thing fool you. In Zunshu terms, it’s humungous. It’s a monster.”

“Big enough to run this whole structure?” Vidal hazarded.

“And the planet, and the whole star system, and their war.” Mark did not look up from the work. “Hush now, this is delicate.”

“You’ve, uh, done this stuff before, haven’t you?” Vidal whispered.

“Many times,” Dario crooned. “The only thing different here is, we’re in an aqueous environment, and on the other side of this silicon-dioxide membrane is a dry chamber pressurized with carbon monoxide, enveloping a mechanism which may not take kindly to being hosed down with water that’s heavy with every mineral you can think of. Now, shush.”

They had attached a vacuum-sealed maintenance capsule to the membrane and pumped it out. The seal was secure and, inside, a hair-fine beam was separating glass crystals at the molecular fracture lines. The diameter of the capsule was wide enough to permit a gauntleted hand to pass through, and its center was a smart valve. The nearest point on the six-meter case of the AI core was well within reach. As Dario and Midani obsessed over the vacuum seal, Mark was already configuring a finger-thick conduit. A cable passed through it; on one end, an eight-point plug already socketed into the nearest gundrone, on the other end, a wad of smart-gel in a dry pack. The nano were configured to extrude into any socket, on contact.

Marin might have fretted about compatibilities in current and baud rate, but Lai’a had already deep scanned the AI. It was enormously sophisticated, but mechanically identical to the AI at the heart of the Kjorin stasis chamber. 

“Hold on,” Dario whispered, “one more second … one more second … got it! We’re through. Lai’a – is the thing awake? Does it know we’re in?”

“No response, Doctor,” Lai’a told him. “It appears you are correct. The machine has malfunctioned. This,” it said baldly, “is almost certainly the reason I have suffered no attempt to override my processes. Any such assault could only have issued from an AI of comparable or greater sophistication than myself; and it is defective.”

“Which suits us,” Mark decided. “Have you scanned it sufficiently to run any diagnostic?”

“Superficial diagnostics only,” it warned. “The mechanism appears to be extremely old, and has not been maintained in an appropriate manner. Power cells have exceeded their potential to accept or retain energy levels sufficient to power the core. The AI is compensating by allowing power to accumulate for up to an hour, and then coming online for periods measuring in one or two seconds. These bursts of activity are sufficient for it to monitor and regulate machinery operating across this structure.”

For a moment Mark hesitated in the act of feeding the cable through the valve. “Then, it could be aware of you, Lai’a, and us.”

“It probably is,” Lai’a said calmly. “However, its resources are too meager for it to harass me. It could easily deploy automata to harass your party, Doctor Sherratt. The fact it has not done so indicates that no such automata exist.”

“Which is weird enough to make your blood run cold,” Vidal growled. “Get on with it, Mark. I’m starting to look for shadows to jump at. Make it quick.”

“Quick,” Mark warned, “is a relative term. We’ll be transferring data as fast as the gundrone’s command channel permits, and I’d like to empty out the database. It could be a download of stunning proportions.”

“You’re in luck,” Travers told him with grim satisfaction. “Modern gundrones are smarter and faster than they’ve ever been. The reason they’re so smart is, they deploy with only default behaviors. Their brains stay home on the gunship. Everything they see is uploaded for analysis. Their commands squirt in micro-second pulses through the J-layer, tickling e-space – way beyond comm jamming. These guys hose data.”

“All right, then.” Dario’s tone was dark, rich. “Let’s get some power to this puppy … not enough to wake the AI, just enough to make basic functions accessible. Lai’a, you want us to poke around in there…?”

“No, Doctor.” A thread of eagerness sharpened the AI’s normally serene voice. “I will be infinitely more swift. I know the structure and language of the Kjorin stasis chamber’s core controller. From preliminary deep scan results, this machine is merely a more sophisticated version of the same technology.”

“Equal to yourself?” Mark asked as Dario and Midani teased a power line out of the gundrone.

The smart-gel connector at the nose of the cable fed through the valve, and Dario muttered, “Gimme a steer here, Lai’a. Damned if I can see any power coupler. Where does it want to be fed?”

“Pass control of the cable to me, Doctor,” Lai’a offered. “Its sockets are on the opposite side of the case from your position. Also, the whole casing is extremely old and delicate; all power and data sockets are atrophied, despite the carbon monoxide environment.”

Travers was intent on the smart-cable, which coiled and reared like a snake with its own micro servos embedded in the jacket. It might have been alive. “Why carbon monoxide?”

“Less oxygen – less oxidization,” Dario reasoned, “it’s dead easy to make, and to pressurize ... here we go.”

A flicker of power had appeared in the ancient machine, just enough for Marin’s sensors to detect a faint trace of warmth, a hum of old, old crystal-matrix holographic circuits flickering to life on a level far too low to permit the AI to wake. 

“Lai’a, will the power cells absorb this current?” Dario asked.  

“No,” Lai’a assured him. “They are deteriorated past the point of storage potential. Power is adequate only for our purposes. Please extrude the data conduit.” And then, without any pause or change in tone, “Captain Vaurien’s brain chemistry has been rebalanced; hepatic and renal function are normalizing. Pulmonary function is compromised by massive edema. Doctor Grant is configuring nano therapy to correct this; the cryogen tank remains on standby.”

As it finished speaking the wad of smart-gel oozed into place on, around, inside, the data socket, and Dario stood back. “That’s it, Lai’a. That’s all we can do. Good enough?”

The gundrone’s control panel had lit up at once as Lai’a began to use it as a military-grade router. Marin’s instruments registered a thermal bloom in the drone, a shriek of comm activity, before Lai’a said, “Quite adequate, Doctor Sherratt. I have access to the computer core. The AI remains dormant. I am temporarily disengaging its higher functions.”

“Temporarily?” Vidal echoed.

“You mean, why not just shut it down?” Shapiro asked. “Because when we leave it still has a job to do, in one-second bursts of life. It keeps this structure in trim –”

“While nobody here seems to know enough to service it,” Jazinsky added, “even to the tune of changing its power cells once every few centuries!” She made sounds of frustration. “A dead AI at the heart of a city-sized installation filled with creatures who only know how to run away and hide. And we’re sure, positive, these creatures are the Zunshu?”

“This is a Zunshu computer core,” Mark said slowly, “classic technology from the height of their war effort, and it’s looking after them to the best of its ability, even though it’s almost dead itself.”

“So, maybe it’s tending an old folks’ home, or an asylum for the deranged, the senile of the species.” Vidal speculated, “while the rest of them left?”

“Data transmission has commenced,” Lai’a reported. “Estimate 20 minutes to complete transfer of the Zunshu database. Doctor Sherratt, your party may return to the boarding tube. The gundrone can protect the cabling, disconnect and follow in due course.” 

“Sure?” Dario hissed. “Be sure, Lai’a – we might not be able to come back!”

“I can detect no suspicious activity of life forms or mechanisms within five kilometers of your position,” Lai’a assured him. “There is no activity in the outer system. All defense zones have returned to dormancy. You are at liberty to leave the computer core.” It paused and then asked reflectively, “Would you care to investigate curious sensory data? A 240 meter detour from your return path would afford an invaluable vidfeed for future analysis.”

They were already moving. “How ‘curious’?” Vidal wanted to know.

“Anomalous life signatures,” Lai’a seemed to hesitate. “Life signs that are not quite consistent with life signs.”

Travers groaned. “Goddamn – this place is enough to send you stark, raving mad.”

“Alien,” Jazinsky said succinctly. 

“There’s an old saying,” Rusch said in amused tones. “What came you to the wilderness to see, a man clothed in fine raiment?”

“I came to this particular wilderness,” Shapiro said acidly as they made their way back through the corkscrew passage, “to meet my enemy face to face, like honorable life forms, and talk my way to an armistice. Speaking of talking, Lai’a – have you found any point of reference allowing translation of the spoken language … and I know that’s the wrong term!”

“Not yet, General, but the references will be in the computer core. Allow time for data transfer; also, allow time for analysis. I will inform you, the moment I have sufficient basis to construct a translation algorithm. At that time, you may reasonably open a dialog with the Zunshu.”

“All right.” Shapiro was between Travers and Marin as they reached the top, or end,  of the passage. “I’ll … cultivate patience.”

“Turn right,” Lai’a told them, “Follow the gallery to the end and take the third ‘door,’ at 15 meters above deck level. It opens into a series of bubble-like vessels, each larger than the last. Your destination is the final vessel, which is also the largest, with a diameter of 80 meters.”

“Any Zunshu between us and this vessel?” Travers had resisted the impulse to bring his weapons alive, but Marin knew he must be itching to do so.

“Several Zunshu,” Lai’a reported, “hiding in passages on all sides. If they behave in a manner consistent with all others we have seen, they will withdraw as you approach.”

“If –?” Vidal echoed.  

“One must allow for individual aberration.” Mark was the first to step through a series of tall, arching columns, and he murmured in reaction as he made his way into what Lai’a had termed a ‘gallery.’

The compartment was long and narrow, dimly lit, and the few bioluminescent light sources were concentrated around great sweeping abstractions of color and form. Some hugged a wall, others protruded in shapes, structures, that almost made sense to human eyes, but not quite. The forms might have been art, Marin thought, but if they were, they depicted concepts so alien, they were as meaningless as the ideograms of a foreign culture.

The third ‘door’ yawned, four meters wide and 20 above what Marin had come to think of as the floor, though that floor rippled like frozen waves and sloped up into one of the gallery’s five corners, and down into two others. Nothing about the geometry was Euclidean, familiar, comfortable. The whole party rose into the doorway in a tight knot, with gundrones before and after; and ahead them was the first of the bubble-like vessels.

Shapes drifted in the shadows. Marin saw fluttering colors, almost kaleidoscopic, purple, green, red, gold. Doorways opened in the top of the bubbles, and in the floor, and the cold blue-green light glittered in the multiple, blinking eyes. Scores of creatures watched, but none moved out to stop the intruders. 

The fourth chamber was the last. It was enormous, and the first of all chambers they had visited to be utterly dark. On the edge of it they stopped, and floodlights flicked on, sending dazzling beams shafting through liquid so pure, so still, it might have been air. Nothing had moved in this vessel for so long, every particle had settled, and Marin’s sensors registered the temperature inside as cold. 

But the chamber was almost filled with objects, perfect spheroids, white, featureless, each smaller than a man’s clenched fist, and they must have numbered in the millions. The floodlights played over them as sensors collected data in scan after scan, and Marin felt his skin prickle.

It was Jazinsky who said – hushed, harsh – “Take a word of advice, guys. Stay out of there. Do not go inside.”

“Dangerous?” Travers asked tersely. “They don’t read like weapons, but damnit, nothing in this place makes sense. They could be mines.”

“Not weapons,” Jazinsky murmured. “I think … shit, Neil, I think you’re in their nursery.”

“What – eggs?” Mark’s voice was sharp. “A nest?”

And Rusch: “Angle your floods, Mark, Harrison, your eleven o’clock.”

Multiple light beams shafted that way and, high above, recessed into the dome-shaped ceiling, was another doorway, wide, dark, filled with innumerable fluttering, effervescing Zunshu, with their anxious gestures and flashes of brilliant color in the rippling side flanges.

“Don’t go inside,” Jazinsky repeated. “Even the most timid creature will protect its young. Put them to the test, guys, and you’ll be shooting your way out.”

“Not the best way to begin negotiations toward an armistice,” Shapiro said acerbically. “Lai’a, this explains your anomalous readings. Life signs, but not life … eggs. They’re not quite alive, not yet.”

“And cold,” Marin added. On an impulse he suggested, “Lai’a, take readings of the water here.”

A moment for the scan and analysis, and Lai’a told him, “The water here is almost pure. Levels of minerals, including sodium, are so low, a Resalq or human could ingest it without sickness. At this temperature, and in this chemistry, it appears the embryos will not develop. A small percentage of them are dead; analysis of decomposition suggests this chamber has lain undisturbed for several centuries, possibly very much longer.”

“Damn.” Marin stepped back, and back again. “Stasis, is it? They deposit the eggs in dark, cold, pure water, and they just … wait?”

“Wait for the conditions that trigger growth.” Mark moved out and away. “Lai’a, is this the only chamber on the platform with these anomalous readings?”

“No, Doctor. I have detected eight more.” Lai’a paused. “Data transfer will be complete in ten minutes. Data collected from the nest, or nursery, is adequate. Be aware, individual Zunshu have begun to encroach on your position. I recommend you withdraw.”

“We’re leaving,” Shapiro agreed, already moving. “We can be back at the boarding tube in five minutes.”

“Time permits,” Lai’a offered, “for a second diversion, if you would care to investigate an energy signature 200 meters directly below you.”

“If the Zunshu will permit it,” Vidal said sharply. “They’re still encroaching on us? You want weapons cleared and primed?”

“The Zunshu are withdrawing,” Lai’a said levelly. “They perceived only a threat to their nest. There is no further activity in your area, and nothing between you and the energy signature.”

“All right, since we’re here.” Mark’s floodlights closed on one of several ‘doors’ set into the floor. “Which way down – and does it go all the way through?”

“Take the first, the closest,” Lai’a told him. “It forms a helix, with exits on all sides, at all levels. It appears to be a major thoroughfare, and will take you to the chamber where sensors on the gundrones have detected the energy signature. Light levels are adequate in the upper part of the passage, but fall to near darkness close to the end.”

“Life forms down there?” Travers asked.

“No Zunshu. Schools of tiny creatures living in beds of plants resembling feathered kelp. I can detect no threat.”

“But you didn’t detect this energy signature,” Mark said sharply. “It was a gundrone that detected it. Explain.”

“The energy signature is extremely faint,” Lai’a said simply. “Life forms are readily detected by thermal traces. The source of the energy signature has none.”

They had dropped in through the ‘door’ with apparent mass set high, and they went down fast. Marin used his hands to push off from the walls as the passage coiled through the helix Lai’a had promised, and his floods intensified as he dropped into dimness, and then darkness. The liquid here was warm, and so dense with nutrients and microorganisms, it seemed a thin fog gathered as he dropped out into a bell-shaped chamber.

His boots touched down into a soft ooze, and he found himself knee-deep in rippling stems from which feather-like veins waved in eddies raised by the intrusion. Minute creatures scurried away from the lights – he glimpsed shells, pincers, feelers, tentacles, fins, all the functional and familiar mechanisms of life and locomotion, hunting and feeding, arranged in forms that would have made him blink two hours ago.

“The energy signature is 30 meters to your left,” Lai’a was saying. 

“What kind of signature?” Vidal demanded. “Damnit, Lai’a, this level’s filthy – the cleaners don’t seem to get in here!”

“Several parts of the structure have fallen into such ruin,” Lai’a agreed. “Some of it is in disuse; much is neglected. I am detecting machinery behind the walls, under the floors, most of which is either dormant or defective. Power levels across the whole structure are uniformly low.”

“It’s decaying,” Shapiro said quietly. “There’s a small population, vast ‘nests,’ and the hardware is … dilapidated.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” Mark mused. “Data transfer, Lai’a?”

“Four minutes to completion,” Lai’a reported. “Captain Vaurien’s hepatic and renal values have normalized. Brain chemistry is satisfactory. Cardiac and pulmonary function are recovering. Neural grafting and bone welds are excellent; edema has been resolved. All nano are deactivating at this time. Transfusions are complete; IV and pure oxygen feed continue. Nerves to the surgical sites have been severed to curtail post-operative pain. Captain Vaurien is under nominal anaesthesia.”

The AI was still speaking as Marin and Travers followed the lead gundrone around the curve in the chamber, and Marin might have felt his jaw drop. The particulate haze was dense, interrupting the lights, but what they saw was obvious enough. Ooze, slime and plant material had drifted deeply around the spheres set into the end of the compartment, but he knew at once what he was looking at. 

“Stasis chambers,” Dario whispered.

“Functional – and I’m counting five of them.” Mark ventured closer and laid one armored hand on the surface of the nearest. He gave a low groan, and Marin knew what he must be thinking. 

“The crew of the Ebrezjim,” Travers began. “The ones who made it out – they reported being held in stasis, not in cells. You think …?”

“A number of our people could still be inside?” Mark’s voice was hoarse. “Oh, it’s possible. It’s very possible.” He shook himself. “It’s just as possible these are stores of perishable food, time sensitive apparatus, patients waiting for critical treatment.” He withdrew the glove and looked back at Dario and Midani. “We can’t know without opening them, and we can’t open them – not now, not here. We managed to open the chamber on Kjorin, because we convinced it to open itself! We don’t have any key or code to open these –”

“The code should be in the computer core,” Dario rasped. “Lai’a!”

“Data transfer is complete,” Lai’a said at once. “The gundrone is on its way to rendezvous with you. The vessel containing the computer core is resealed;  I have re-enabled the AI, though available power levels are too low for it to come online for 115 minutes.”

“And we,” Mark said in a voice like crushed velvet, “are coming back to you.”

“But, Mark,” Dario began, gesturing sharply at the stasis chambers.

“They’re not going anywhere,” Shapiro said reasonably. “Lai’a knows exactly where they are – and they’re nowhere near the nest. Judging by the state of decay in this part of the platform, the Zunshu don’t get down here, or if they do, it’s to harvest crustaceans from this swamp underfoot. They never lifted a tentacle in interest when we came here. We can come back for the chambers. Lai’a?”

“Correct, General. I have the coordinates, and the route charted. The stasis chambers appear to be of no interest to the Zunshu. I have not observed these Zunshu interacting with any machinery, anywhere in the structure. They may well be a primitive sub-species, or a lower caste to which machinery might even be proscribed. Analysis of the data return from the computer core has begun. Information will be available shortly.”

“You know the AI’s language,” Rusch observed.

“It is the same, with very minor differences, as the language of the control core of the Kjorin stasis chamber,” Lai’a affirmed. 

“We’re on our way.” Mark turned his back on the five stasis chambers which sat in the murk and detritus, utterly forgotten. He drove Dario and Midani ahead of him while the gundrones took point. “Ten minutes, Lai’a. As soon as we’re aboard, seal the hull and withdraw the boarding tube.”

“Your priority,” Shapiro added, “is to redock the transspace drive and put us in the sensor blind behind either of the two moons we hit on the way in.” He paused. “Then … share data.”

“Tell us,” Mark Sherratt whispered. “Tell us the Zunshu story.” A story he had waited all his long life to hear.

Marin’s belly clenched as he fell into step with Travers, back the way they had come, following the navigation plot through the labyrinth. It might have made sense to the Zunshu mind but even Curtis, with the years of Dendra Shemiji training, had to confess that he was hopelessly lost.


 

 
Chapter Nineteen


 
He was awake, pillows behind him, the bed raised to a half-sitting position. His eyes were dilated, his skin pale under the spacer’s tan, and Travers thought he had never seen Richard Vaurien so exhausted. So physically frail. The strength on which he had always traded had been sucked out of him – the price of survival. He was off the IV but a small meddrone hovered at his shoulder, monitoring him constantly, ready with, drugs, medical air, nano. Bill Grant was asleep – comatose, Travers thought, face down on the bed at the end of the Infirmary’s single ward, closest to his office. Vaurien’s eyes flickered open as Travers entered but the muscles of his face did not seem to have the energy an expression would have demanded. He was naked under a sheet; the Infirmary was slightly too warm for Travers. The lights were comfortably dim and the loudest sound was the subtle whirr of the drone standing by Vaurien. 

“Hey.” Richard’s voice was a croak. 

“Hey.” Travers approached the bed with all due caution. As he came closer he saw the last faint mottling of bruises from neck to left hand, and around the ribs. “How’re you doing?” He gestured back toward the door. “They wanted to come in, but Barb and me … we said, one at a time. Barb would have been here, but she, uh, they called her to the lab. Lai’a and …” He stopped himself, knowing he was talking for the sake of it. “Richard?”

“I’m alive,” Vaurien said in an exhausted whisper. “I don’t remember anything, Neil. Nothing. We were taking a hammering … holding our own. Lai’a … a hit in the starboard bow quarter.” He closed his eyes for a moment, took three, four deep breaths. “Bill said … Ops was hit.”

“Ops was destroyed,” Travers told him. “A gravity weapon, way too close for comfort – the Zunshulite armor plate twisted, Aragos collapsed for maybe a second. Less, but it was enough. Ops is gone. We’re running Operations out of Physics 2.” 

“Merde.” Richard blinked up at him. “I guess I caught a lick of that gravity.”

“I guess you did.” Travers reached out, took his right hand, held it. “Did Bill tell you what, uh, what happened?”

“No.” Vaurien licked his lips. 

“You want a drink?” Travers reached over him for the glass, and held it to his mouth. Richard took several sips before exhaustion sent him back to the bank of pillows. “You should sleep.” Travers set the glass back on the tray table.

“Tell me.” Vaurien was slurring, and cleared his throat. “For godsakes just tell me what happened. Anyone else hurt?”

“Yeah.” Travers took his right hand again. The left lay immobile on the bed at his side. “Tor’s in cryogen. Scheduled for surgery in a few hours – internal injuries, bad ones. That’s the end of his hopes for having kids of his own, until he’s had the cloned organs. You know how it works.” He looked away and swallowed hard on a dry throat, wondering where  he would find the words.

“Someone died.” Richard could see the truth. “Who?”

“We lost two.” Travers felt an acid prickle in his eyes, and scrubbed them away. “Jon Kim just … vanished. He’d have caught a real lash off the gravity weapon, it’d crush him like a bug. The deck warped, buckled up. You were scissored in it. Jon would have been caught in the same gravity surge, and he’s – I don’t know, Richard. Buried under the deck, where the structural members smashed in on themselves. We looked, but there’s no way to get to him, what’s left of him, without drydocking.”

For some time Vaurien digested this without a word, and the tired eyes brightened with tears. “Harrison –?”

“Coping the way he does. He’s shut it out, clamped it down, gone back to work. But I don’t know how much he’s going to be able to do here – worry about all that later, Richard. You need to rest. Harrison’ll find a way to get through, same as we all do.”

Vaurien struggled to push himself up against the pillows. “I don’t feel anything down my left side. Nothing.”

“The nerves were severed to stop pain,” Travers told him, “or you’d be doped right up to the eyeballs.”

He was lucid – certainly dizzy, hot, nauseous with the after-effects of so much nano therapy and the shock that had actually killed him several times while he was in surgery – but he was thinking. Nothing short of his actual, final death was likely to stop Vaurien thinking for long. 

“You said … two,” he whispered. “We lost two.” Travers nodded. “Who?” Vaurien’s mouth compressed, the lips whitening.

“Tonio. He got into the fallout off the transspace drive, pulling you out of the deck. The Aragos were fluttering, you were already dead, Bill couldn’t even get into Ops, Bravo had to cut through the armordoors. It was … bad,” Travers said thickly. “But Tonio was in there so fast, all he wanted to do was get you out, away from the radiation stream. He didn’t live long after …”

“Oh, Christ.” Richard passed his right hand over his face. “I didn’t want that, Neil. I cracked down hard on the kid on account of the drugs, the mess he was making of his life, everything, but …”

“No one would have hurt him,” Travers said with a stoicism that surprised himself. “Every time he was read the riot act, it was to help him – protect him from his own nasty habits.” He took Vaurien’s hand again. “Be proud of him. In the end, he did good. You’re alive because of him. Or,” he added, “I am. Somebody had to be the one to get into the radiation stream. Tonio or me, Curtis or Mick. The four of us were pulling the deck apart, but someone had to pull you out. There was no time, no way to get equipment in there, and the only place to reach you from …” He shook himself hard. “I owe Tonio. Big time. Four hours in surgery, and you’ve patched up nicely, and me –? I’m still here, gods help me. It was Tonio or me, Richard.” His throat clenched. “Nobody should have to make the choice. But he did – he made it, and all I feel for him right now is respect.”

The tears shed, and Vaurien closed his eyes. “He has parents, back on Lushiar. I’ll contact them. There’s a load of back pay and bonuses … and they need to know he died well. They can’t know where, but they can know how, and why.” He stirred fretfully. “I want to get up.”

“Bill would paralyze me if I let you,” Travers protested.

“Why? I’m not in pain,” Vaurien growled, once again struggling to sit up properly. “There’s no bruises. Look.” He threw back the sheet to display his left leg, and Travers was impressed. Only a faint mottling of old blood remained, and the faintest swelling around the knee and ankle, both of which were reconstructed. The long scar left by the tissue weld was a silver line that might fade away, or might not. If it lingered Vaurien would wear it like a badge of honor. “I’ve had transfusions by the bucket,” Vaurien said hoarsely, “and the nano’s deactivated. The nerves are severed – if you’re thinking I’m in pain, relax. I can’t feel any damn thing.”

“Just wait there,” Travers insisted. “Richard – wait. I’ll get Bill.”

In fact Grant was already awake and sitting on the side of the bed where he had snatched perhaps an hour of sleep. His voice was thick, his tongue uncooperative. “If he wants to get up,” he grumbled, “he can ride a hoverchair. He shouldn’t try to stand – you hear me, boss? No standing. No solid food. No booze. And when you turn tired, dizzy, sick, you come back and rest in zero-gee, or I’ll cuff you to a bloody bed till you do.”

Vaurien blinked at him. “You’re quite the dungeon master.”

“Don’t push your luck,” Grant said tartly. “I can order you to zero-gee bed rest and make damned sure you stay there till I decide you can twitch!” He gave Travers a smug look. “I’m the CMO of this flying asylum. I have the authority.”

“Flying asylum?” Travers echoed. “It’s what we used to call the Intrepid.”

“Yeah.” Grant sobered. “And this ship ain’t much better. Christ, Neil, every time I think about where we are –”

“Where are we?” Vaurien asked sharply. His head was clearing as he got moving, forced his thoughts to order. His energy levels would not last long, and when they crashed he might sleep for hours, but was awake now and Travers had known his mind would click back into gear. 

“We’re parked in the sensor blind of one of the two moons we hit with gravity swarm strikes,” he said baldly. “Lai’a estimates engines and ordnance are close to optimum. Ammunition stores and drone bunkers are at capacity, all three generators are purring and all three drives are available.” He took a breath, lifted a brow at Richard. “You haven’t been told anything about the, uh, the mission?”

“Mission?” Vaurien was exploring his left side with careful fingers.

“Ah.” Travers shot a glance at Grant and then set one light hand on Vaurien’s shoulder. “I’m going to ask Harrison to come in and bring you up to speed. Mark and Dario are buried in work – they called Barb into the lab, or she’d have been here with me. Curtis, Mick and I were along, but Mick’s asleep, and – Harrison needs something to do. He doesn’t have time to grieve. None of us does. Not here.” He leaned over and drew a kiss across Vaurien’s lean face. “Stay where you are. I’ll call him.”

A frown creased Vaurien’s brow. “Tell me you people didn’t do something really bloody stupid.”

Travers permitted an acid chuckle. “We did what had to be done, with every safety and security protocol we could lock in place.” He returned to the door, which stood open now, and hesitated for a moment. “Hey, Richard …”

The too-dark eyes looked hauntedly at him. “I know.”

“Welcome back,” Travers whispered, and stepped out.

Voices issued from Ops and Physics 1, the big lab where the Sherratts, Jazinsky and Rusch were taking apart the ocean of data, but Shapiro was not there. Travers wondered if he had gone back to the quarters he had shared with Jon Kim, until he heard other voices from the crew lounge.

“We’ll find them,” Marin was promising. “You have an address?”

“In Marak City. Actually a property just outside the city,” Shapiro remembered. “It’s Mariel and Matt Kim, and Jon had a sister, much younger … Amanda, I believe.” He sighed heavily. “They’ll probably flay me alive.”

Marin was less certain. “A lot of people were killed in the war. Ulrand suffered a great many casualties, like Omaru. Jon was killed on a covert assignment in the service of the Deep Sky. His family should recognize duty and service; it’s pride they ought to feel, and honor.”

“And anger,” Shapiro added. 

“It’s only natural,” Marin allowed as Travers stepped into the lounge. “But Jon’s name can be inscribed on the veterans’ memory wall, and that’s quite a turnaround from him being on Ulrand’s most-wanted list. The last the family knew of him, he was on the run with a bounty on his head. They might have disinherited him; and you … you gave him back his honor. Or at least the chance to earn it back, and die as a veteran of the Deep Sky security forces, on assignment.”

“That’s one way of framing it.” Shapiro was in the recliner, nursing a brandy balloon in one hand, a coffee in the other. “And I’ll give them the option of treating Jon’s memory with respect – or flaying me alive.”

“Which would be damned disrespectful to Jon’s memory.” Marin touched Travers’s hand as he passed by to the ’chef. “It wasn’t their call to make, Harrison. Jon fled to stay out of prison, and he did good work with you. He earned his freedom, and his honor.”

“At the cost of his life.” Shapiro lifted the brandy, paused to inhale the vapors, and drank. “And I’ll blame myself, Curtis, no matter how you rationalize it.”

“Then, shoulder the responsibility willingly,” Marin said slowly. “Carry it like the burden of a penance you’ll pay – carry the memory of him along with the burden. But I can’t believe Jon would want you to punish yourself.”

Travers had taken coffee for himself, and a second for Marin. As Curtis took it from him he said, “Richard’s awake. Wanting information. I told him about Teniko and Jon and Tor, but there’s a lot more.” He gestured with his mug. “I thought you might like to brief him, General.”

Shapiro’s face darkened. “Of course.” He finished the brandy and drained the coffee to the dregs. “Lai’a is estimating three or four hours before a preliminary collation is available – that, and a working model of the language in translation. I was talking to it not fifteen minutes ago, and … Lai’a?”

“General Shapiro?” The AI was everywhere.

“Your early analysis of the spoken language,” Shapiro prompted, “as you were telling me.”

“Samples recorded in the Zunshu city,” Lai’a said without preamble, “demonstrate that the language spoken by the Zunshu people is not the same as the language of the messages transmitted by the warning beacons marking the defense zones in orbit and at the edge of the system.”

“So … two languages,” Travers guessed, “like Richard’s French and the Scandinavian spoken by Barb’s grandparents.”

“Unlikely,” Lai’a was emphatic. “Creation of the audible sounds of the language in the warning messages is beyond the physical apparatus of the Zunshu. I have performed a virtual dissection of the species, using deep scan imaging. They have no organs capable of generating this sound.” Its voice was replaced by the wheedling, warbling single tone, wind in a crevice, oscillating in tiny increments, all of which represented the myriad sounds of a very different form of speech. “This next,” Lai’a went on, “is the range of sound permitted by the Zunshu organs of speech.” Now Travers heard the gurgling, whopping, thrumming, an occasional croak, a rhythmic sputtering which might have been bubbles escaping from a spout. “The two languages,” Lai’a concluded, “depend on very different physical characteristics. There are two possibilities –”

“One,” Shapiro mused, “the planet we’re calling Zunshu 161-D evolved two highly intelligent life forms, as different as birds and frogs. Give me the odds of one world giving rise to two species, each of which has the intellect to comprehend transspace! Or two … the orbital warning beacons are not Zunshu.” 

“Not Zunshu?” It was Mick Vidal, arriving in the lounge in time to hear what Shapiro had said. 

Shapiro was on his feet. He slid both hands into the pockets of deep blue slacks and frowned thoughtfully at Vidal. “Life is commonplace in the universe. Intelligence isn’t. In a millennium and a half, the Resalq encountered only two intelligent species. Humans and the Zunshu. We’ve come more than halfway across the galaxy and identified just one more species – the civilization in hiding at Orion 359. Life is everywhere, but intelligence is so rare, the chances of technology of this sophistication arising twice, in radically different species in one biosphere, must be about a billion to one.”

“More in the order of a trillion to one,” Marin guessed, “based on the fact the galaxy has a hundred billion stars, but only stable, long-lived suns can host planets with the right conditions for life, and even then, the chances of it all coming together are long … and when life does get started there’s a nasty tendency for it to be snuffed out again in extinction events, cometary impacts, asteroid collision. The theory is, not one intelligent species in fifty that develops nuclear technology also survives the critical time of territoriality, racial and religious elitism.”

“My point exactly.” Shapiro’s head shook slowly. “The languages tell us clearly, it’s two species. One posting orbital warnings, the other guarding its nests in a world of glorious shells, shimmering bioluminescence, forests of filter trees, and machinery that’s been neglected for so long, it’s probably irreparable.” 

“So,” Travers suggested, “which are the Zunshu? The primitives we saw on the platform don’t know enough to fix their own machines.” 

“Safe bet, the Zunshu posted the warning beacons.” Marin’s brows arched. “So who – what – are the timid little guys guarding the nests? A lower caste, a captive species being used as slave labor? But they retain the fangs, the venom. If they were captives, surely they’d have been defanged, or the venom glands would have been removed to make them dependent, docile.”

“That’s good thinking.” Shapiro gestured toward the lab. “Barb and Mark are reasoning along the same lines.”

“Not captives then.” Marin stopped to think it through. “Low caste levels might be allowed to keep their fangs. Especially if the means to hunt are the very characteristics that define these people. And there’s one other nasty possibility. They could be mutoids.” 

“Mutations?” Vidal’s eyes brightened. “How about this: ten thousand years ago the Zunshu flew transspace at a price. They wound up with a mutant strain, descended from their pioneers. Say, bodies and minds deformed by radiation off drive engines in test. But these guys were the trailblazers – rather than being ostracized they were revered, cared for ...”

“Kept here in comfort, at the old homeworld,” Marin went on. “I could see that happening. But they’re not being cared for Mick. The place is falling to pieces, the machines are decaying, the lower levels are silting up, the AI is almost dead for want of basic service work. Any drones they ever had would have perished centuries ago – it’s plants filtering their water, and unless I’m way wide of the mark, they have food animals out to pasture in spaces that were probably once malls, arenas, theaters!”

“Not to mention a tiny population,” Travers added, “unless you count millions of eggs literally kept on ice. And here’s the thing, Mick. If the guys we saw on the platform are mutoids, they wouldn’t be allowed to breed. The next generations on would only breed worse – it’s the whole reason the likes of us, you and me and Curtis, are sterile.”

“But we definitely saw a generation nest,” Marin said quietly. “There’s nothing else it can be. So … if the guys we saw are mutoids, they’re just caretakers for viable eggs laid by genetically sound Zunshu.”

“Makes a nasty kind of sense,” Travers admitted.

“These caretakers store fertilized eggs,” Marin mused, “and when the time’s right they can adjust the temperature, salinity, whatever, and the eggs develop. The species can be reborn.” He nodded slowly. “They’re probably waiting for something, someone – some condition or event.”

“Waiting for a miracle?” Vidal’s voice was bleak. “It looks like they’re going to have a bloody long wait. They’re living in a city that’s crumbling from the inside out. That platform’s full of machinery, but ninety percent of it’s busted. Just a pump still running here and there, or a convection fan, or a dribble of power left in a cell like the one keeping the AI just barely alive. And here’s the problem with this scenario: no race relying on a generation nest would store it in a filthy, silted-up junkyard.”

Shapiro lifted both hands. “Gentlemen, this is fascinating but it’s speculation. Science fiction. Every answer is in the data Lai’a transferred from the old computer core. Four hours – less – and we’ll know. I’m going to brief Richard, and then I need to rest.” His face clenched. “I don’t say sleep, but I feel …” He shook himself. “I could use rest.”

 So could Travers. Shapiro had stepped out in the direction of the Infirmary when Neil draped an arm over Marin’s shoulders and suggested, “The man made a good point. Sleep?”

“More likely meditation,” Curtis sighed. “Mick?”

He gestured toward Physics 1. “I’m waiting for Mahak. They’re building some kind of virtual model in there, but it’s beyond me. A scientist I ain’t. Sometimes I wish I was.” He gave Travers a brief, tired smile. “I’ll catch you later, at this show-and-tell they’re promising.” He gave a bass groan. “Answers. I guess I can wait another four hours.”

Especially if they would be spent asleep. Travers guessed Marin’s mind was likely racing, though his body was tired, but for himself the need for sleep had begun to override all other functions. He did not even bother to undress. Barefoot, he sprawled across the bed and Marin dimmed the lights. He was barely aware when Curtis settled beside him, and only shuffled closer, enfolded him for the pleasure of holding onto another warm, living body, before he plunged into a wild millrace of dreams.

A chime intruded, seemingly moments after his eyes closed, and he jerked back to full consciousness with a curse. Marin was sitting up, the threedee had begun to brighten, and Joss’s voice announced,

“Data is being streamed to the crew lounge. The Doctors Sherratt and Jazinsky request your presence; a presentation will begin in twenty minutes. Breakfast will begin serving immediately. Doctor Sereccio has een transferred to the UCU after surgery.”

“What time is it?” Travers groped for his time sense and blinked at the threedee. 

“Just after 06:00.” Marin leaned over with a kiss that fastened, leech-like, on the back of his neck. “You hungry?”

“Starving,” Travers admitted.

Marin bounced off the bed and threw open the closet.

Coffee and croissants were set out along the mess table, while the autochef churned out a rough approximation of breakfast food. Travers might have remarked at the amount of imagination required by the Eggs Benedict, but he had wolfed the food before Marin returned with a stack of waffles. They were seated halfway down the table with a good view of the two-meter flatscreen, and just waiting while the others gathered.

Only four places remained vacant, and Travers frowned over them. Jon Kim. Tonio Teniko. And Tor Sereccio, who was in Recovery – Bill Grant’s was the fourth empty chair. He had been in the OR for the procedure, a mere spectator at the surgery, but assisting with the nano that had become his specialization since he worked with Rabelais, Queneau and Vidal. Mick was at the ’chef as Travers helped himself to a waffle from Marin’s plate; and behind him, between Jazinsky and Shapiro, was a hoverchair in which Richard Vaurien looked profoundly uncomfortable.

“Gangway,” he called ahead as the chair bucketed this way and that. “Coming through.” He was still ghost-pale, blue-shadowed about eyes and mouth, but Grant would have given him a month’s worth of vitamins, minerals, stimulants. The simple fact that he was not in pain had brought him halfway back; his mind could function while his body continued to heal. 

His left side was fractionally more responsive – enough for Grant to place the lower leg and ankle in a garish blue air cast, and to bind the left arm to his chest with two broad straps. Vaurien could feel nothing from either limb; he could reinjure them without realizing it. His organs were functioning adequately, the lung was good enough, so long as he let the technology work for him, undertook no exertion. Medical nano had removed even the bruising and edema from his head, so he was in no pain, merely exhausted.

“Just park yourself,” Jazinsky remonstrated. “What could you eat?”

“Not hungry,” he growled.

“Tough. You’re allowed a little solid food now, so you’re going to bloody eat,” she informed him. 

Vaurien looked along at Travers with a half-smothered smile, and Neil saluted him in coffee. He was back. That was the old Richard Vaurien grumbling about the green tea being too weak and the croissants being over-baked, the eggs tasting of nothing recognizable – who in hell configured this autochef? – until Mark called the assembly to order.

The screen was already bright with vids captured by the gundrones, and Travers was as ravenous for information, answers, as he had been for food. From the look on Mark’s face, he had seen some of the data; but he was not about to give anything away too soon. Behind him, Dario and Midani were done setting up the sound system, and Lai’a was in control of the presentation. They went to the ’chef as Mark said,

“Thank you all for being here. The information you’re about to view is an infinitesimal fraction of the data transferred from the core AI of the Zunshu city, but we believe it’s the right fraction. It’s been filtered, collated, contextualized, cross-referenced, and checked against every benchmark we could identify as a standard. We’re very, very sure of this information. Some of it will surprise you; some will shock.” He was looking directly at Harrison Shapiro as he added, “Some is not at all what you wanted to hear. Lai’a, go ahead.”

He stepped aside with that. The lights dimmed a little and the screen began to cycle images, vids, graphics, with scrolling text and a commentary laid by the AI itself. Travers had been of a mind to return to the ’chef for another plate, but within moments he forgot about food as the background of the planet and its dominant life form unfolded.

Zunshu 161-D was a chemical paradise in which the molecules necessary for life formed early and in profusion. For twenty million years the giant planet had maintained ‘forbidden zones’ where life was impossible because its building blocks fell apart in the corrosive chemistry, as well as clement zones the size of entire small planets, in which life evolved in an easy, buoyant, fertile environment. Some creatures flew, some swam. The Zunshu never walked or crawled – the only firm surface they ever experienced was the vast rafts of algae, which grew forty meters thick and were the rich pasture on which scores of creatures lived and throve. And the Zunshu were born hunters. 

Inside the mid-body was a system of valves and chambers and muscles enabling rapid jet-like propulsion, and the fantastic, intricate shells they wore like parasols were natural buoyancy compensators. In their backs were glands which filtered water, filched minerals; and the multi-celled shells might become enormous, filled with hydrogen, giving the Zunshu the ability to rise above their native liquid environment. They shared a sky filled with ‘birds’ whose flat, hollow bones were similarly hydrogen-filled for lift. 

The Zunshu had no bones, but were far from simple cephalopods. The body was rigged with a framework of cartilage; the six articulated members around  the sensor-rich snout were formed of ridges of muscle around spars and ‘knuckles’ of gristle, providing dexterity far in advance of rigid hands and fingers. Each of their six eyes was four-lidded, with two nictitating membranes, and sensitive to very low light. 

With six eyes ranged around the ‘head’ they saw in almost any direction, and their brains developed enormous complexity, to process the visual input – but the Zunshu never relied solely on vision. Primitive ancestors had sonic location which did not atrophy as the species evolved; and they retained an even more ancient neural sensor, like a fish’s lateral line, making them extraordinarily perceptive.

They wore calcium shells of every shape, every color, extruded at whim by glands designed ten million years before. Some shells were thick as armor, tough with metals filtered out of the updrafts from the planet’s deep furnace and embedded in calcium matrix. Other shells were light, delicate, huge, filled with  the hydrogen that was generated so easily from water, and by manipulating the minerals rising from the super-hot depths of the planet on thermal plumes many kilometers high. 

The Zunshu were chemists and engineers before they even began to think – to reason why they explored the air, how the hydrogen cells lifted them above their ocean, how they respired in air by bleeding compressed gas – stored in thick, many-chambered shells which terrestrial creatures might have termed ‘tanks’ – into little pockets of water carried in their own shells. 

Sub-species of Zunshu across a million years exploited their buoyancy and developed gliding membranes which stretched out from their flanks like vast parachutes. Others developed handling members specific to holding, manipulating, crushing; but the most useful development was the ability of much later generations to extrude materials, weave vast cocoons, incorporating materials from their rich, liquid environment. 

Whether by natural selection or conscious trial and error, the later generations developed structural materials as strong as aluminum, and lighter. Using these aeroshells and the bivalve pumps they understood so well, since they were part of their own biology, they stumbled over sophisticated methods to vent pressurized gas for propulsion. They learned to control hydrogen for calculated lift, around the time a complex language formed.

Language was the catalyst permitting an explosion of development. Ideas were shared now, theories discussed. A process over which nature would have taken another million years was compressed into a few centuries. The early Zunshu aeroshells grew larger and, buoyant with hydrogen, floated explorers into dangerous environments where the engine of the planet was observed by proto-engineers who already understood chemistry and  physics.

Around the time poetry was born in a mythological tradition of great sagas chronicling the adventures of the pioneers, the principles of gas exchange, buoyancy, displacement, fluid mechanics, ballistics and chemistry, were explored, recorded, understood. 

Great cities began to appear, immense platforms of spun calcium, shining like mother-of-pearl and riding buoyancy chambers the size of cathedrals. Using pressurized chambers and gas venting, the cities could be moved at will to avoid atmospheric turbulence from the storms rampaging in the depths of the planet. At the height of their civilization, more than ten thousand cities floated in the ocean that was home to the Zunshu, sheltering and nurturing a population measuring in billions.

Their large brains had developed intricate systems of language, vast capacities for communication, and true eidetic memory. Those brains were already wired by their environment for physics, chemistry, metallurgy, mathematics, lensing; and rather than being limited by the size of a skull –which in turn was limited by the girth of the pelvic girdle in female vertebrates – their body structure allowed their brains to grow as required. Zunshu never stopped generating brain cells. The more they were stimulated intellectually, the more brain matter grew, until the organ extended far back from the snout and eyes, and under the glands which effervesced as they filtered water, filched minerals, spun calcium carbonate into fantasy shapes and hues.

In a century they were using the super-hot plumes and atmospheric deeps for forging, developing improbable alloys, learning about volatiles, explosives, propellants, fuels. They had no need to mine. The planet provided every metal, mineral and element in an endless harvest. Exploration took them into the depths, where they experimented with density and heat, and in these same decades they rode their super-buoyant aeroshells to the edge of space. 

And there, they discovered their own sun, their world’s many moons, and the stars. They spun silicone dioxide into crystal lenses of enormous precision, suspended them on the very edge of the atmosphere, and looked outward into the universe. Within fifty years, networks of observatories floated in the upper atmosphere, and the Zunshu woke to cosmology.

Elsewhere, others were expanding on their own biological method of locomotion: they had begun to build engines. Zunshu were instinctive gliders in any atmosphere, and with their natural jets, it was only a matter of time before an engineer spun a crystal wing under a hydrogen lift body, rigged a tank of pressurized gas which vented at a controlled rate, and actually flew. The first airplanes were so simple, Zunshu had understood the principles for many years. The next planes vented high-pressure steam, while chemical fire and water were controlled in various shell chambers; the next generation of engines explored exploding gases venting from bell-shaped exhausts.

Due to their environment, the Zunshu had understood the volatile nature of gases since before they evolved a complex language. Now, they consciously experimented with gas mixes; rockets and true jet engines were just a few decades away. To them, the rocket engine was simple, and their fuels far outstripped anything human technology knew. Ships were spun to travel above the atmosphere, and one great saga told of the first Zunshu who visited 20 of their moons, all within easy reach of spacefarers from the clement pockets of the gas giant. 

They never had cause to colonize the moons, because their world was vast beyond measure. They lived in ‘cubic space’ rather than square space, and the planet was a thermo-chemical engine providing every treasure essential to technology. The Zunshu would never run out of space or resources. 

Decades before, still other engineers had invested generations in studying the world’s immense electrical storms. They used the furnace depths to forge metals, spun wire in the buoyant updrafts. The chemistry of batteries was second nature to creatures who evolved inside a chemical engine, and soon they were storing the power of lightning discharges in cubic kilometers of power cells riding buoyancy chambers. 

Thinking machines were slow to appear, since the Zunshu brain was, itself, so complex and gifted with the ability to grow throughout life. Computers remained unnecessary for many decades, but when cities floated on the edge of space and Zunshu chemists ventured deeper into the dense, hot atmosphere of their world, searching for new fuels, the first rudimentary computers appeared. Three decades later, they were no longer simple. 

Fluorine abounded on the far side of the gas giant, and soon enough engineers recognized its potential. Starship fuels were tested in the same few years when the first true computers awoke. Artificial intelligence,  patterned after the Zunshu’s own labyrinthine brain structure, arose twenty years later. 

A starship any human would have called ‘Einsteinian’ took the first pioneers to the nearest stars, and on their own back doorstep they discovered their Drift, and the black hole. The study of gravity and time absorbed them. With their capacity to reason and remember, their readiness to network a million minds on a single problem, the region the Resalq called Elarne opened readily to them. 

Within two generations their whole technology was based on gravity physics, and their power became so vast, they believed themselves masters of the universe. They explored every world they could reach, returned home with the fruits of science, and enjoyed almost a century of peace and prosperity such as had never been known before.

And then an exploration ship – a driftship – encountered a very different intelligent species. For the Zunshu, first contact with the civilization spelled doom, though they did not suffer ruin alone, and for them it was a long time coming. 

In the years at the zenith of their technology, the Zunshu were liberated from work of any kind. Automata created and ran everything, designed the new generations of artificial intelligence as well as the new hardware, developed and performed the arts, crafted the structure of technology and science. Magnificent automata of every form imaginable took their directives from the Zunshu, but the constructs of artificial intelligence soon left behind the technology the Zunshu understood. 

In three generations the skills were rusty; in five they were lost. Liberated from any necessity to think about machines, much less how to build or repair them, the Zunshu turned to poetry, art, philosophy. In these years, their philosophy soared through spiritual realms never even imagined before; as a species they became less and less interested in a physical universe that had already given up its secrets, and utterly consumed by the unknown, the seductive promise of what lay beyond.

For centuries before the driftship encountered another civilization, science and technology had been inconsequential to increasingly vast sections of the Zunshu community. No one cared what a machine was, how it worked, where it came from, what replaced it. Machines were simply there, everywhere, doing everything. In these years the Zunshu spirituality blossomed as fast as their science had blossomed half a millennium earlier, because spirituality – the quest for what lay beyond physical life – was the last great adventure left for a people who had done everything.

A college of theologians rose out of the most gifted generation of philosophers and poets. Like shamans, they tranced and traveled to higher dimensions where they communed with both the ancestors of the Zunshu and their descendants, in realms outside of linear time, where past and future were one. 

The message they brought back shocked the species to its core.

There, Lai’a let the screen lapse back into a looping series of images recorded in the city. “It would seem,” it said musingly, “that while many of the Zunshu were enjoying the products of science and regressing into much simpler minds, many more were developing a theory of religion which crossed dimensional boundaries. A priest caste increasingly flourished, becoming extremely powerful at the level of government, in the same years when the Zunshu were exploring their region of near transspace. By the time of first contact, the belief was deeply ingrained in them.

“Their priests had traveled to the higher realms, conferred with the ancestors and learned the destiny of the Zunshu, from the earliest of their primordial kind to the last born in the distant future. Sound evidence shows that, like the Resalq, their personality does survive the death of the physical body. Unlike the Resalq, however, the Zunshu do not reincarnate. They simply are, either in this dimension, or in the higher continuum, which appears to be a ‘brane,’ that is, a membrane universe which intersects our own at an acute angle. 

“Resalq and human theorists have speculated about the existence of such a brane since before humans developed a robust enough interplanetary engine to visit the neighboring worlds in their own solar system. The physics, while compelling, were never empirically provable. Such speculation passed into the realm of philosophy.”

Mark’s voice was quiet and yet cut like a shard of glass. “Stop there, Lai’a. The Zunshu priests actually visited this brane? In fact?”  

“It is likely they did; it was no empty claim,” Lai’a told him. “The Zunshu consciousness is connected to other Zunshu via a disused, largely dormant organ in the brain.” The screen shifted to a cross-section of the virtual dissection of the strange, elongated brain, as it had been deep imaged. A cone-shaped gland illuminated in blue. “As a species, they are marginally empathic rather than telepathic. According to their scientific record, they were always subliminally aware of the continuum, or brane, in which the Zunshu personality endures in coherent form after life functions terminate in the biological body. Zunshu shamans spent twenty generations selectively breeding a mere handful of adepts who could  deliberately use the organ.”

“All right – I can accept all this,” Jazinsky said slowly. “I know Resalq don’t talk about the vestigial memories they retain of past lives. It’s taboo, like humans being caught whacking off in a public place! But, taboo or not, it’s very real – they are reborn.”  

“Whether we want to be or not,” Mark added ruefully. “It’s not a decision we make, and it can be extremely inconvenient. It just happens … just as the Zunshu, apparently, don’t return. They live here; they live there, wherever ‘there’ is.”

“Oh, I’ve grasped that part,” Jazinsky assured him patiently. “I just don’t understand what this has to do with the downfall of their species, or their burning desire to slam every other thinking, reasoning species into extinction.”


  

“You procreate,” Lai’a said simply. 

“Of course we procreate!” Dario protested. “Every species does!”

“Your numbers increase,” Lai’a went on, “into billions, with the real potential for trillions, given time and the opportunity afforded by the orderly colonization of limitless other worlds. And each individual is born with, for want of any more suitable term, a soul: a personality which will, or at least may, survive the death of the host body.”

The silence around the crew lounge was profound until at last Vidal – with the Daku sense of spirituality harnessed to the Fleet veteran’s coarse pragmatism – demanded, “So freakin’ what? Okay, so some of us, somewhere, somehow, manage to meditate our way to the gates of Nirvana. Humans have been trying to peek under the skirts of immortality for ten thousand years, it’s the reason our ancestrals built pyramids with their bare hands! Well, suppose some of us actually managed it – you want to talk to Robert Chandra Liang about this. He’ll tell you about elevated levels of consciousness, the function of the pineal gland, access to the Akasha, helical time flow … I don’t understand more than a fraction of it. But open your mind for one split second. Suppose we do catch up with the Resalq, meditate our way to a place where personality can, and does, survive the death of the body – how in any freakin’ hell does this concern the Zunshu?”

For a long moment Mark and Dario shared a speculative look, but Mark was not about to lay any cards on the table. “Lai’a?” he invited.

“According to Zunshu research records amassed over the space of more than a century,” Lai’a continued, “the veracity of which you may examine for yourself, Doctor Sherratt, the Zunshu were absolutely convinced of their possession of transcendent personality. Their priests, in trance, and under strict laboratory conditions, traveled to the brane continuum and made contact with ancestors and descendants – the formal data is compelling. Resalq and humans would endorse it; no reason exists to disparage the Zunshu for their conviction. It is the information returned from the brane which skewed the Zunshu academic development into violent directions. 

“They quickly realized they must exterminate all other intelligent life forms; it was the only logical course of action, and might have been taken by a majority of creatures, as surely as such beings protect their territory and young. This knowledge, or faith, was ingrained in the Zunshu over several generations. When the time came, they deployed their weapons unquestioningly in what may have constituted a kind of religious mania, though I would advise caution in making this assumption.”

Travers’s heart performed a double-thump, and he shot a glance at Marin, whose eyes were dark, wide, unblinking. 

“The priests,” Lai’a went on, “discovered an appalling truth. The Zunshu personality is exceptionally fragile. After the death of the host body, it survives as a tenuous energy, held in coherent patterns by the structure of the brane. The brane itself demonstrates an energy matrix not at all unlike holographic memory architecture, albeit limitless in terms of space or time. The structure of the brane encourages the perpetuation of certain life energies, which are received like a datastream at point of death. 

“Within the matrix of the brane, surviving personalities apparently influence their surroundings, similarly to self-programming games which respond dynamically to input from players, creating the user-driven environments of the ‘gamespace.’ Hence, no matter the philosophy or faith of the individual in life, he or she will encounter an otherworld which was foretold – the Heaven, Hel, Nirvana, Bardo, Tir
Magh, of humans, the Seman’djura of the Resalq.  

“However, as stated previously, the Zunshu priest-shamans learned an unspeakable truth. The tenuous energy of the Zunshu personality is ‘canceled’ and dissolves upon contact with other, more powerful forms; it dissipates into the background energy waveforms of the brane and is absorbed by the more robust forms which utilize the brane far more efficiently. 

“In effect, the mere presence in the brane of the souls of other species – vastly more powerful than the Zunshu’s fragile surviving energy – spells termination, irrevocable and everlasting death, not merely of the body of an individual, but for the individual’s immortal soul. Furthermore, all individuals will suffer this absolute end, from the first primordial Zunshu born in the days before language or science, to the last born, in the distant future.”

Silence fell again, dense and heavy. Travers struggled to grasp the ramifications of what he had heard, though the broad facts were painfully obvious. Without any hard evidence that the human soul even existed, mankind had done heinous things across a whole planet to protect the immortal souls of the species. The Zunshu had the potential to reach further, and their very survival – not in the mundane world where physical creatures muddled along, but in the brane beyond, where a creature hoped to live forever in company with its illustrious ancestors – pivoted on xenocide.

“Oh, my gods,” Vidal murmured.

“Or, as my great-grand pop used to say,” Jazinsky added, “sweet Jesus parked on his holy butt in Heaven on a cloud. I guess in the end it all comes right down to the same thing, doesn’t it?”

“You mean, every religion in history flourished around one question: ‘What happens to me when I die?’” Alexis Rusch’s voice was hoarse. 

“Most people,” Marin said softly, “are desperate to believe in something after this, especially as they start to grow older. Humans never developed a way to take measurements beyond transspace –”

“Well, shit,” Rabelais said quietly, “back in my day, when the Odyssey launched, most physicists refused to believe transspace existed. It was just a bunch of phantom numbers, equations they couldn’t get to gel. They figured Hellgate was just a bunch of e-space that got tangled up like the Gordian knot, bloody-damned dangerous to shipping, so some total lunatic should go out and chart the navigation hazards. And, pardon me while I take a bow, here I am.”

“But if we could take measurements off a brane beyond transspace, or maybe at right-angles to transspace…” Jazinsky’s head shook slowly. 

“The Zunshu had the apparatus to do this?” Rusch wondered.

But Lai’a said without hesitation, “Not apparatus, as such. The trained Zunshu mind, in trance, had the potential to cross a threshold, pass into the brane continuum, and return with useful information.”

Roark Hubler groaned. “And we believe this? Sorry guys – it sounds like the proverbial steaming pile to me.”

“Maybe it is,” Travers said slowly, “but it doesn’t make any difference what we believe, does it? The Zunshu believed. The evidence coming out of the lab was good enough for them. Damnit, Roark, I don’t understand one word in ten Barb and Mark say. But I believe ’em when they tell me the sky turns inside out and there’s a doorway to the other side of the galaxy.”

“Yeah, but you can see Hellgate with your own eyes,” Rodman protested.

“And the Zunshu brain is so different from ours, and so much bigger, particularly by ratio with the body,” Mark added, “they were very probably always semi-aware of something far beyond anything human eyes and brains can comprehend.” His shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. “Either they were ripe to fall for the biggest confidence trick in history, or…”

“Or the data looked so good,” Leon Sherratt added, “they didn’t have to be conned. They knew their ancestors and descendants were out there, all of them, being bulk erased like a bunch of useless old data.” He sat back, looking from Mark to Dario and Midani and back. “You know, a lot of humans still refuse, even today, to believe there’s anything after the death of the body, at least for their species – and who could blame ’em? You guys have a long, bloody history of wars of persecution and burning people alive; and in the end the whole argument comes down to a total lack of hard, empirical evidence on one side, and a whole lot of faith on the other.”

“You can get pretty disgusted with the whole religion deal,” Roy Arlott said cynically. “I got interested after my parents died. It’s common among our people, Lee, because the truth is, we know nothing about any transcendent personality. We just hope, and try to find something to believe in. So I studied ancient human history, every religion from Babylon to the Iconic Church of Mars. The more you know about it, the less you want to believe. In the end you say, ‘Go on, then, show me your best stuff, convince me, make me believe.’ And of course there isn’t any ‘stuff.’ Some folks have faith – cheers to them, it makes them happy, what else is there in life? But try talking to an atheist about faith! 

“That was me – the total, bloody-minded atheist – till I met you, Lee.” He reached out blindly, took Leon’s hand. Their fingers meshed and he went on, talking specifically to the humans. “Lee, uh, told me a lot about the way the Resalq retain memories of past lives. And I know the Resalq say it’s offensive, crass, to talk about it, Mark, but we’re all big kids and this is senior science class. We could sit here and dissect the male genital system, call a penis a penis, and it’s got squat to do with vulgarity. It’s biology. So? Lee, you want to enlighten us – them?”

It was Leon’s turn to groan. “So, we carry memories over,” he said with a trace of awkwardness. “I remember a lot about being Jemos
Huhli … if I were still Jemos, I’d go by the name of James Hurley for the sake of passing among humans. I was a trader – I imported, exported domestic goods, and I had five children. I was vain, self-obsessed, fought with the kids, competed with them, spent fortunes on frippery, cooked the books, avoided taxes, went bankrupt twice and had to be rescued by progeny who must’ve inherited their other equero’s genes, because they were a hell of lot smarter than me. I was a complete airhead. When the Zunshu came I was snuffed out like a candle, and nobody even noticed I was gone.”

The story was convincing, as Leon told it, but Rusch had to ask. “I’m sorry to play the skeptic, Leon, but … I suppose your people actually validated all this, um, supposed memory?”

“Supposed?” Dario echoed, and snorted with acid humor.

 “Humans,” Jazinsky explained, “quite often seem to remember past lives, but it almost always turns out to be a dream, or vestigial memories of something they read, or saw, in early childhood.”

“Oh, it didn’t have to be tested,” Mark said darkly. “Property disputes would carry over from life to life. Unpaid debts. And vendettas. People would be hunted down and murdered through several lives, for heinous crimes committed by a former self. In our more barbaric epoch, one could legally be arrested, tried and executed in this life for crimes that went unpunished in a previous life.”

“Business deals would carry over,” Dario added. “Inheritance and bequest became a big, fat joke. You humans have a popular tradition of hauntings, where a person dies in violent or stressful circumstances and comes back as a bloody nuisance – or doesn’t go away at all, in fact. The old haunted house cliché, right?  Now, imagine being ‘haunted’ by someone who just came right back, in the flesh, to make your life a total misery after you cheated or murdered him, or his kin.”

“It was a mess for millennia, plural – all part of life. And the cultural chaos was entirely normal,” Mark said in wry tones. “There’s never been any requirement for scientific proof. Not when a kid announces himself, marches into your house and finds the keys he lost during the renovations twenty years ago. He was an old man when he dropped them there, just before the new heating system was installed; now he’s back, he wants the old sportplane that’s been corroding in the back of the garage under the house since he passed away … you didn’t even know it was there. Better, he’ll quote its registration codes, access the license with the deceased’s ID, which was confidential to the old man and the city AI.” He spread his hands. “The taboo grew up to control sheer entropy. Life is pandemonium beyond anything humans can imagine, if one life doesn’t end when another starts. And as for the Zunshu, I’m afraid it’s perfectly possible their data is sound regarding the brane continuum, their persistence there … and their extinction on contact with more powerful, robust forms. Like Resalq, do you think, Dario?”

“Probably.” Dario’s face was thunderous. “According to the spiritual horde back home – there’s plenty of them! – we pass through somewhere before we’re reborn. Years can go by before we come back, and the part that survives had to hang out somewhere after the body was cremated. The brane? It’d surely explain a lot. And don’t forget the people who’re hiding at Orion 359; their enduring personality could be equally as robust as ours. Maybe humans, too – though there’s no evidence. Sorry, guys, you’re on your own there. It’s just as possible humans are too similar to Resalq for the Zunshu to even care to differentiate between us. They might easily snuff humans just to be safe. The stakes are high enough to rationalize … proactive extermination.”

“Gods, what an appalling term,” Rusch whispered. “What makes it so appalling is its accuracy.”

Shapiro leaned forward, hands clasped loosely on the table before him. “What would any of us do,” he mused, “if we learned that the one shot at genuine immortality for our entire species was compromised by the mere presence of others?” His brows arched. “Is it not genocide if we, and others like the Resalq and the Orion, erase the Zunshu from the face not of their world, but of all eternity?”

The question made Travers dizzy. He sat back, set one hand over his face for a moment. “Are we sure of their information? The research was sound? They proved all this stuff about the brane was genuine?”

But Richard Vaurien was a step ahead. “Doesn’t matter, Neil, one way or the other. We find their data convincing, or we don’t … were their priests practising a system of spiritual elitism and racial purism to execute the ultimate con job, perhaps to wheedle their way into supreme global government? The truth is, we might never be sure. But one thing we already know as solid fact: the Zunshu believed, with the same brand of faith that made humans go out and persecute whole races, burn people alive.”

“They were on a crusade,” Marin reasoned. “They still are – their weapons are still dropping out of Hellgate, mopping up worlds on our frontier. The people at Orion 359 don’t dare show themselves! A crusade,” he added, “to destroy every other intelligent species that had a presence in their otherworld, to secure their own immortality.”

“Well, shit,” Jazinsky breathed. She angled a dark look at Shapiro. “You wanted the reason, Harrison. You’ve got your straight answer.”

“I’ve got it,” Shapiro agreed. “I just don’t know what in any hell to do with it.” He stood, working his neck around to ease the stiffness of stress. “Lai’a, from what we observed of the Zunshu city, it’s decaying, falling into ruin. Nothing we saw there indicates a people who’d be capable of picking a fight with a flock of sheep. Did the Zunshu abandon this star system, are they on other colonies?”

“No, General,” Lai’a said emphatically. “The Zunshu were never able to find a world better suited to their own special needs than their own home; and they were never likely to run out of space or resources here, since they live in a three dimensional environment on a giant world. At its height, their civilization measured around five billion individuals.”

“And now?” Rusch wondered.

“The current census is in the order of twenty thousand individuals,” Lai’a estimated, “and four million eggs in stasis. Their race can recover its numbers in two generations, given conducive conditions and  the right environmental triggers. And there is no record of any offworld colony, anywhere at any time.”

“So…” Travers looked from Marin to Vidal and Mark. “What the hell happened here? They’re gone, Richard – you saw the vids. The whole thing is crumbling. There’s a few automatics still running, but in another hundred years even they’ll shut down because the folks left here don’t know how to change a light bulb or charge a power cell, much less how to make a new one!”

“Lai’a?” Vaurien prompted.

“Retribution,” Lai’a said calmly.

Marin’s head came up. “Somebody beat us to it?”

“And they didn’t come here to talk about any armistice,” Jazinsky observed in acid tones. 

“Who?” Travers heard the edge in his own voice. “Not the people from Orion 359 – they didn’t have the tech.”

“It had to be the others,” Shapiro said quickly, “the ones who posted the warning beacons in orbit. The owners of the second language that’s outside the Zunshu vocal capacity.”

“Veldn.” Lai’a pronounced the word deliberately – the first time it had been uttered aloud. “Neither language has an alphabet as such, General; certainly no consonants. However, certain harmonic resonances are suggestive of patterns that could be approximated in conventional speech. The Zunshu computer core records the name as an associated series of resonances which might be interpreted as VLDN, possibly FLTNg or VfLThNg. By far the most pronounceable phonetic for Resalq and humans is Veldn.”

“Well, now.” Shapiro took a drink from the water glass that had stood by his plate, ignored. “A species whom the Zunshu attacked?”

“It would appear so.” Lai’a streamed data to the screen, images of star systems, planetary and biological information cascading through the left of the display. “As nearly as I can place the event in time, the Zunshu priest-shamans encountered the Veldn first as persistent and very powerful personalities in the brane. Navigational information provided by the Zunshu priests guided a transspace mission, leading to first contact between a Zunshu probe and the Veldn people, approximately six centuries ago. Shortly thereafter, numerous Veldn colonies were obliterated in a pattern entirely familiar to Resalq and humans. As many as a half billion intelligent life forms perished –”

“Wouldn’t that just pump another half billion souls into the  brane?” Vaurien wondered. “That’s exactly what the Zunshu didn’t want!”

“Their strategy was always one of containment, Colonel,” Lai’a told him. “The brane is an extremely large continuum. Given a small enough population of other, more robust forms there, the remaining Zunshu could realistically hope to survive by simply avoiding them. This population control within the brane relies on prompt curtailment of the procreative potential of any competing physical species.”

“Of course.” Vaurien’s face was shadowed. “I imagine the Zunshu exterminated several species before they got to the Resalq.”

“Four others,” Lai’a reported, “which are likely utterly extinct. The species at Orion 359 survives as much by luck as by cunning. The Resalq were assaulted around a millennium ago; humans entering the Deep Sky much more recently have been devastated by the same weapons systems simply because they occupy the same target worlds. The Veldn were the final species to be assaulted by the Zunshu.”

“And the Zunshu made their big mistake,” Shapiro said darkly. “They picked on someone their own size, and were hammered for their trouble.”

“Comprehensively,” Lai’a affirmed. “The ‘chronicle,’ as they termed their on-going recorded history, describes the destruction of mining operations and observatories throughout the Zunshu 161 system, before the Veldn turned their attention to the homeworld. The intention,” it added, “was not complete extermination. One habitable city was left – albeit with severely disabled hardware – plus a caretaker population for the generation nest. The Zunshu have never been in any danger of actual extinction. 

“They had lost their grasp of machine culture long before the Veldn arrived. Artificial intelligence went offline; automata were destroyed. The surviving Zunshu were highly spiritual but technologically simple people to whom machines were almost anathema. Certainly, no one survived who knew how to service, repair and manufacture complex equipment. With the AI and automata gone, their society degenerated rapidly. Six centuries later,” Lai’a added, “the living Zunshu appear unaware of their own history, much less the faith of their ancestors. Firm evidence exists to suggest they were shocked into regression and have not yet begun to re-emerge from a dark age of superstition and ignorance.”

“They paid a high price,” Rusch said bitterly, “for this religious mania.” 

“If it was mania.” Jazinsky lifted a brow at Mark. “I want to run their data. I know exactly what Lai’a is describing. The ‘universe in a brane’ is a theory dating back to our late twentieth century. The physics are … like poetry, a sprite dancing just out of reach, beyond your lights. Given the Zunshu cortical structure and the fact their brains continued to grow, lifelong, under intellectual stimulation, they might have resolved issues our physicists never did.”

“The otherworld continuum might be real?” Marin asked softly.

“Don’t discount the possibility,” Jazinsky warned. “The Zunshu didn’t even blink at exterminating whole species in what they perceived as the ultimate self-defense … their morals are questionable, but one thing is no doubt. They were smart.”

“They still possess the potential,” Lai’a said coolly. “The brains of the current population are underdeveloped, but the latent potential remains.”

“And I don’t buy the religious mania argument,” Mark added. “That kind of insanity overtakes primitive peoples, Lex. Education, intellect, civilization, tend to eliminate extremes. Mania could have possessed a sector of the Zunshu public, but not all of them, not over the number of centuries during which they were the great destroyers. True, the original information returned by their shaman-priests would soon have been written into scripture which became more and more convoluted and dogmatic with time. But Roy, here, is the perfect example of an individual who felt the lure of spirituality for very personal reasons, studied the history of religion and was … repulsed.”

He made a good case, Travers thought. Even Rusch herself was murmuring noises of agreement while Shapiro said, “The population in the city is – what, uneducated?”

“The surviving Zunshu are predominantly young, isolated, ignorant, with no knowledge of the function of the broken machinery among which they live.” Lai’a paused to stream biological information to the screen. “I deep scanned several hundred individuals by routing the last gundrone into areas I would not have recommended to Resalq or humans. Many individuals were left behind in the rush to escape us; they are adept at hiding. Very few Zunshu appear to live to old age. Young individuals are riddled with disease arising from the contaminants in their environment, of which they are unaware. The city is decaying. Decay is always toxic.”

“So …” Shapiro took a long breath. “So today’s Zunshu probably have no notion of the ambitions and offences of their ancestors.”

“Since the machines quit, their knowledge of history,” Roy Arlott said thoughtfully, “would be reduced to myth, the stories one generation tells the next. The epic sagas soon become garbled, inflated, illuminated. The current Zunshu probably believe their ancestors were hammered into submission by the gods because of some mortal sin.”

“Which isn’t too far from the truth.” Vaurien gave Shapiro an almost infuriated look. “The young Zunshu still alive in a ruined city certainly aren’t responsible for anything their ancestors did –”

“But our worlds are still being attacked,” Travers said too loudly, and dropped his volume with an effort. “All this happened centuries ago. The Veldn swatted them like bugs? Fine. But the Wastrel stopped the device intended for Borushek just a month ago!”

“Strategy,” Lai’a said simply. 

Travers groaned as he felt a familiar, sinking feeling in the pit of his belly. “I’m listening.”

“The ordnance assigned to obliterate any species was committed to transspace in one mass launch,” Lai’a told him baldly. “The human term was ‘fire and forget’ weapons.”

For a moment Travers struggled with the information, and Vidal swore in a harsh whisper. “Then, the weapons are out there,” Mick rasped, pulling both hands across his face. “They were seeded into the driftways ten centuries ago, and there’s nobody left to argue into a recall. The folks in the city have regressed way past the point where they’d even know what we’re talking about. They just run away when they see you coming.”

“Xenophobia is as basic to the Zunshu nature as racial purism,” Lai’a said. “It is possible the information to effect ordnance recall is in the data transfer, but I have yet to identify it. Be aware, the computer core is partially corrupt. Information retrieved from it is correspondingly incomplete. Like the key to open those stasis chambers, the key to issue a weapons recall may no longer exist.”

“Oh, this is perfect,” Vaurien growled. “Do what you can, Lai’a. And – Harrison, I believe you can stand down. Get some rest. Take some time for yourself.”

“You mean, my part in the unfolding of history seems to be over.” Shapiro stood, worked a kink out of his neck and went to the ’chef for green tea. “If we came here for vengeance, we were trumped long ago. If we came with the virtuous fantasy of negotiating galactic peace, we’re out of luck! And there might be a thousand, ten thousand Zunshu weapons in Elarne’s driftways, where time doesn’t even pass the same way it does in normal space, all of them waiting to hit our frontier worlds. The challenge, Richard, is what’s to be done about them.”

“For the moment,” Vaurien said tiredly, “nothing. Lai’a must finish the complete analysis of the data transfer before we know enough to make any informed move. After that, well, we have two choices … eh, Neil?”

The same thoughts had been racing through Travers’s mind. Vaurien had seen them, naked on his face. “If there’s no recall code,” he said grimly, “we either arm every world, including those in Freespace, the way Velcastra and Jagreth were armed against Fleet … or we go hunting. We know the signatures of the planet-killers and the automata. We go find them, and eliminate them, before they hit us.”

“Go hunting in transspace?” Vidal chuckled darkly. “I’ll be in that. If this is the game, Richard – you can count me in.”

“I thought you would be.” Vaurien shifted uncomfortable in the hoverchair. He was at the tattered end of his endurance now, desperate for rest, and without a word spoken Bill Grant appeared beside him. A hypogun thudded against his shoulder and Vaurien conceded. “Yeah, I know, Bill. I need to give myself some more recovery time.”

“Get back into zero-gee and sleep,” Grant said sternly. “Come back to the Infirmary with me now.”

“Soon as we’re done here,” Vaurien promised. Even his voice was slowing, slurring. “There’s not much more on the agenda.” He looked along at the Sherratts and Kulich. “I believe you found a number of stasis chambers.”

Dario was on his feet, tired to the bone marrow, uncharacteristically stiff in the joints. “Five of them, each of which could hold twenty people.”

“The crew of the Ebrezjim?” Vaurien hazarded.

“We don’t know – no one can,” Dario confessed. “It isn’t possible to scan through the shell of a chamber. The casing is an event horizon between two time zones, as you’re aware. The best we can do at this moment is to take them aboard, into quarantine. Fact: we have no real idea what’s inside. It could be our people. It could also be a bunch of hazmat refuse. The chance of recovering part of the crew of the Ebrezjim makes the job worth the risk, but you have to remember, we have no real idea how to open these chambers. It won’t be like handling the one on Kjorin, which we tricked into opening itself.”

“The key to opening it,” Mark mused, “would be in the Zunshu computer core.”

 “Except the core’s as corrupt as a whole gaggle of politicians and buggy as an ant farm,” Dario said tartly. 

“Look – give Lai’a its chance to finish,” Vaurien reasoned. “Load the stasis chambers, by all means. Quarantine – certainly. You might pass the job along to your scientists on the new colony world being founded by the Freyana. It could take a decade or a century in the lab to figure out the tech, but what does it matter?”

“So, we’re leaving.” Mark stood and pushed in his chair.

“Give me a reason to stay,” Vaurien challenged, “after you’ve taken those stasis chambers aboard. And incidentally, brief me when you’ve figured out how. It’s a salvage job – and they’re all a challenge, especially the ones you think look easy. ” He shook his head slowly. “We’re done here, Mark. Everything else in this system is pure science, and Lai’a can ferry a research team here, drop a science platform, something like Oberon, for the long term. We know the way now – there’s no need even to drop out at Orion 359 or the Red Gate. No need to run the gauntlet of the defense zones on the edge of this system. Coming back to Zunshu 161-D, Lai’a can drop out on the edge of the Weimann exclusion zone, and the close planetary defenses are exhausted.”

“And you,” Jazinsky told him, “are going right back to zero-gee for a few hours. Rest, even if you can’t sleep.”

“I’m going.” Vaurien palmed the hoverchair’s controls and turned it around. “Mark, Dario – go ahead and retrieve those chambers. Lai’a, keep me informed regarding the analysis of the data transfer. Otherwise, start preparations to head home. Barb, Lex, if there’s anything you want to do here, get it done now. We should start back at once … there’s so much to do in the Deep Sky. If we need to arm every world on both sides of the frontier against the Zunshu the way Velcastra and Jagreth were armed against Fleet – well, we’ve barely begun.” 

“And the sooner Chandra Liang, Alec Tarrant and the rest of them are informed about this,” Shapiro added bitterly, “the better. Rob Prendergast in particular isn’t going to want to pick up any tab for the defense of worlds in Freespace. I know a few arguments that might persuade him ... such as the orderly expansion of the Deep Sky.” Shapiro’s brow creased as he framed in words the ideas that had preoccupied him. “Worlds close to the current frontier will be signatory to the Commonwealth charter in a handful of years. They’ll bring us a wealth of virgin territory, minerals, indigenous life forms, and the diversity of their culture. We want all that, and if we’d like to reap the benefits in twenty years, or fifty, the time to make the investment is now. Defend them, so those worlds still exist in twenty years, and so the Freespacer population thinks kindly of the Commonwealth when they’re offered a treaty.”

It would be factories, Travers thought, manufacturing shops like those on the Wastrel and the new Esprit de Liberté, churning out swarms of gravity mines and sensor drones, all designed after the tech of a dead civilization. Memories of the Zunshu city haunted him. Parts of it were beautiful, with fantasy shapes, hues, textures at once alien and seductively lovely. But other parts of the city were simply dead, and the people – his mind struggled to relate the word – were fallen into superstition, the subjugation of sheer ignorance. They were on their way back to barbarism, and he wondered how long it might be before the small population hived off into discrete tribes and began to squabble over territory and grazing rights, or perhaps over which clans would be honored as the custodians of the generation nests.

The assembly had broken up into groups, conversation was low key, desultory, and Vaurien had paused in the doorway only to confer with Jazinsky and the Sherratts when the three amber status bars in the bottom-right corner of the screen flicked over to red. Travers was at the ’chef, fetching white wine for Marin, a light ale for himself, iced green tea with mint and ginseng for Vidal, when Lai’a said without the slightest shift in tone and intonation,

“The sensor chain has activated with an early warning. A ship has dropped out of e-space at the Weimann exclusion threshold.”

The beverages dumped right into the recycle chute and Travers was moving as Vaurien spoke in a voice like a whipcrack. “All hands – armor, right now. Lai’a, guns on standby, Aragos online. Blow us down to zero pressure, asap. Give me a full report on all engines – get me a scan of the incoming ship, soon as you have useful data. Bill, I want another shot of stimulants, as  much as I can tolerate without frying my brain. And somebody help me here. I’m going to need an assist to get into armor!”


 

 
Chapter Twenty


 
It was a sphere, two hundred meters in diameter, featureless, blue-black. It surfed into the orbit of 161-D on the gravity of the giant world and its warm yellow star, while every gun Lai’a possessed came online, every Arago field overlapped, and the full human and Resalq crew gathered in Ops. The firewalls had ranged around the AI, and Mark’s hand hovered over the single control that might shut it down fast enough to save it. Vidal and Queneau were poised to take over navigation, and the transspace simulator had already connected, online. If Lai’a went down, the way back to Elarne was still open.

“I am being deep scanned,” Lai’a announced without drama. “The ship has entered orbit, thirty kilometers from this position.”

“Scan it,” Vaurien rasped.

“I am scanning already,” Lai’a told him with a touch of reproach. “What is far more interesting is that the vessel is allowing itself to be scanned. The AI is offering various comm bands … I am negotiating. Standby.”

Scan data had begun to stream as it spoke. Alexis Rusch whispered a profanity, which was so unusual, Marin angled a glance at her armored figure. Every line of it was tense as she focused on the flatscreen at Tec 2 to the exclusion of all else. The data was largely wasted on Curtis, but he recognized enough to know the incoming ship had a mass greater than Lai’a, though it was smaller, and its drive was so different from the familiar Weimann unit, he could not begin to guess what he was looking at. It was armored; segmented like an orange; heavily armed, with every weapon on standby. But it invited the deep scan from Lai’a, as if it were eager to trade information. 

Seconds dragged into a minute while the science platform worked, identifying hull materials, drive containment, and the thermal signatures of eight life forms clustered in a single compartment near the middle of the ship. Marin’s spine was tense as a drawn bow; Travers was pacing, and at last Vaurien demanded, “Lai’a?”

“I am negotiating,” Lai’a repeated. “Standby.”

“What are you negotiating?” Vaurien barked.

“I am working in conjunction with the Veldn AI to develop a common language, compression and encryption algorithms,” Lai’a told him. “Accuracy demands some small time. The language we share must be verified to ensure complete precision. I do not refer to the Veldn spoken language.”

“And we can’t afford mistakes,” Shapiro said quietly. “Patience, Richard. You know what’s at stake here.”

“First contact,” Vaurien said tersely. “Lai’a, are we at battle alert?”

“Do you wish to attack the Veldn ship?” Lai’a inquired.

“Not unless it takes a crack at us.” Vaurien paused. “Is it likely to?”

“It would not have allowed me to deep scan it, Captain, if the Veldn had any such intention,” Lai’a reasoned. “Deep scan is the sole method via which to trade data before a common language has been generated.”

“Then we’re in no jeopardy,” Vaurien concluded. “Joss, take us back up to normal pressure and temperature. Helmets off, people … but stay in the hardsuits. Lai’a, be ready to depressurize.”

“Just in case,” Travers said quietly.

Marin watched his instruments and was glad to crack the helmet seal. The air was chill and smelt slightly acid, but he could see Travers’s face as they waited for the machines to negotiate their middle ground – watch Vaurien’s face as he weighed risk factors, and Vidal’s, as Mick seemed to prepare himself to fly transspace in reality, where a mistake meant much more than another crashed simulation.

  “Whoa – I’m looking at environmental numbers here,” Jazinsky said sharply. “Richard, Mark, you have to see this.”

“Environmental readings from the Veldn ship?” Travers came around to the workstation where Jazinsky had slowed the datastream far enough for him to make sense of the finer details.

“If you can call it an environment,” She muttered. “It’d kill us inside of a second. The temperature’s up around 80oC and the pressure’s something like triple anything we can handle even under extreme duress.”

“What kind of world are they from?” Rabelais asked in a hush. 

“Very hot, and … their gravity’s way high.” Jazinsky froze the screen to display a summary. “They’re breathing a dense mix of methane and ammonia, loaded with hydrogen and carbon dioxide. Oxygen would be pure poison to these guys.” 

“Their world would suffocate us, roast us, crush us.” Travers puffed out his cheeks. “So much for being able to look ’em in the face, shake ’em by the hand and invite ’em back to the Deep Sky for a flying visit.”

But Rusch was less hasty to dismiss the possibility. “We have scores of planets to suit them back home. One or two, these folks would call garden paradises – humans and Resalq bypass the same worlds, call them hell, because we can’t function there. Even our drones cook and corrode.” She glanced at Travers and Marin, eyes sparkling with the sheer delight of meeting an alien species, halfway across the galaxy from home, and being able to communicate. “As to shaking hands, looking them in the face, well, that’s another matter. Depends how evolution designed them, doesn’t it?”

Jazinsky released the display, and a moment later swore quietly. “Here comes bio data. Oh … my gods.” 

The Veldn were as different from the Zunshu as the Zunshu were different from humans and Resalq. Marin knew Lai’a would be streaming bio data on human and Resalq even now, and the Veldn must be astounded by the fragility, the awful delicacy they saw. 

They were exoskeletal, which made sense on a world where the gravity was so high, a human could not even stand up for long before he must collapse like a bunch of noodles. They wore armor on six stout legs which supported the barrel of the body under such gravity, and from the spine and sides sprouted great diaphanous sails of chitinous material, perforated by diamond-shaped apertures lined with fine, fluttering cilia, which Lai’a identified as cooling veins. 

At one end of the body was a short, thick tail which counterweighted the ‘head.’ A definite skull reared on a thick, pole-like neck which was armored by plates; these wide, flat scales telescoped to allow the neck to extend up to a height of almost a meter above the body and then settle back down to the shoulders, conserving energy under fierce gravity. Around the juncture of head and shoulders sprouted six arms – two almost vestigial, tiny and not quite flimsy, two massively muscled for bearing loads, two a little shorter and much more slender, and all six with delicate ‘hands’ of armored, articulated, six-jointed fingers. Marin saw no thumb, but a creature with twelve digits arranged in a circle around each wrist had no need of thumbs. 

The ‘face’ – and he struggled with the word – was a cluster of sensory organs: twelve tiny eyes with bony lids; six great orifices of ear channels, shielded by armored petals; no nose he could see, but a lipless mouth like a valve was filled with fine tendrils which constantly sampled the air for chemical signatures. Marin might have wondered how the creatures breathed, but a moment later he saw the double-rows of alveoli ranged down the spine and flanks, scores of dark, oval apertures guarded by fluttering scales. 

“They don’t have lungs as we know them,” Mark was saying as he studied the internal structure. “See here? They use multiple bellows down the flanks, driven by clusters of muscles. Any movement at all would have the action of force-feeding … what is this?” 

“It’s a lot like a sponge,” Rusch said, hushed with fascination, “filled with chemistry that filches what it wants from the incoming breath, lets the rest flow through. Damnit, they don’t breathe out through the same vents they use to inhale! It’s one airstream, in through the intake vents in the top row of breathers, here, out through the lower vents, there.”

“Halfway to gills,” Jazinsky added, “and it explains their language. They never pause for breath. One note, oscillating, wandering through a close range of tones … generated by the breathing apparatus.”

“I’m not seeing vocal organs at all,” Mark added. “Nothing that corresponds to anything we know. I guess they learned to whistle.”

“Is that possible?” Hubler asked. “I mean, to base a language on?”

“Not just possible,” Jazinsky said, preoccupied, “but highly efficient. You ever heard of Morse code? A way of encoding spoken language for transmission by flashes of light, clicks, taps, discrete pulses of radio carrier wave, corresponding to dots and dashes, or ‘on’ and ‘off.’ You can recite poetry by snapping your fingers. Of course, communicating that way would be tediously slow for us, but any creature that evolved a whistled language could trill, and understand it, far faster than we can talk. And if you want to consider how fast computers can send, receive and decode something that comes right  back down to zeroes and ones –”

Lai’a spoke softly, but the sound made Marin jump. “A common language has been developed and validated. Syntax is complete. The Veldn convey cordial greetings from the Peoples of the Worlds of the Second Star. They have reviewed the biological data of Resalq and humans and acknowledge that your species share no environmental compatibility. May two representatives of the Guardian ship Hshtor board the habitation module?” 

Vaurien’s face was a mask of astonishment. “Tell the Veldn … say we’ve reviewed the bio data on their people also,” he said slowly, “and we believe our environment would be lethal to them.”

“This presents no difficulty,” Lai’a said serenely. “The Veldn have assessed your environment and measures are being fabricated at this time.”

“Suits,” Jazinsky whispered. She stepped closer to Vaurien. “They have to be talking about environment suits. These guys are big, Richard. Add full-on suits to their body mass – the only part of this habitation module that’ll handle two of them, and a few of us, is the main hangar, if we ship the Harlequin out.”

“This is not a difficulty,” Lai’a repeated. “Please view supplemental data, displaying at this time.”

Listening to the heavy beat of his heart, Marin turned back with Travers, hoping to make sense of the information. Schematics rotated slowly in the flatscreen, flanked by dense paragraphs, and he groaned. Travers lifted a brow at him, and he shook his head. “Way beyond me.”

“Anybody care to translate?” Travers invited.

“They’re …” Mark took his eyes from the screen for long enough to give Travers and Marin a smile of almost childlike delight. “They’re biosynthetic.”

“They’re – what?” Vidal demanded.

“These bodies they’re wearing, Michael,” Rusch gestured at the schematic, “are largely biosynthetic. They’re light years ahead of our crude biocyber devices, of course – forget anything you’re thinking about Major Hubler’s legs! – but the principle is the same. There’s a living biological nucleus … brain and organs … though I think I’m seeing the signatures of artificial organs, too.”

“You are.” Mark gestured at the screen. “Here, and here. The heart is definitely synthetic; and this, which is probably the liver. There’s as much synthetic as biological about them. Lai’a, do we know why?”

The AI spoke in a tone Marin would have called enchantment, if it had been human or Resalq. “These Veldn are spacefarers, Doctor. This crew are frontier scouts. Spacefarers are modified for a specific mission, upon assignment. The Veldn have been partially biosynthetic since they escaped the cataclysm that destroyed their home star system, a supernova event more than seven thousand years ago.” 

“The Worlds of the Second Star,” Marin whispered. “They found a new home.”

“Correct,” Lai’a affirmed. “Their technology was struggling to develop an engine similar to the Auriga drive when astronomers predicted the death of their home star. The Veldn civilization was relocated at great cost and massive loss of life. Survivors of the exodus flights suffered severe radiation poisoning as a consequence of inadequate technology. Disease and mutation were rife. Lives were saved via biosynthetics, which became the norm for all future science, mining and exploration missions. The Veldn soon corrected their genetics to weed out all but the beneficial mutations; however, since the era of the Diaspora, spacefarers have been modified to permit compatibility with very alien environments. Do you wish,” Lai’a asked, “to commune with representatives from the Worlds of the Second Star?” 

“Of course we do,” Vaurien said without a moment’s hesitation. “What do they need?”

“Access to a docking port,” Lai’a said simply.

Vaurien looked from face to face. The Sherratts, Rusch, Jazinsky, all were nodding. “Lai’a,” Vaurien said very quietly. “Risk assessment.”

“There is no risk. The Veldn AI invited information sharing without limit, as did I. Data transfer is complete; analysis has commenced.”

“Meaning, we’ll have access to every detail – their culture and ours.” Mark’s eyes shone with delight. “There’s a decade’s work in this, Richard! And if there were any threat, neither AI would have negotiated to this point. Don’t underestimate Lai’a – it knows how to protect itself, and us.”

“The doubt you’re feeling,” Rusch said softly, “is perfectly normal human paranoia, the result of being hammered by the Zunshu … and we all bear that in common. Even the Veldn were assaulted, but they developed something comparable to the Auriga drive about seven thousand years before we did, and maybe five thousand years before the Resalq.”

“The Zunshu,” Jazinsky said darkly, “picked on somebody bigger than themselves – people who’d already been through a meat grinder. Their sun died, for godsakes! They weren’t likely to flinch when Zunshu hardware came calling.” She was still watching the datastream. “They’re an old people, Richard. The doubt you’re feeling … we’re still a young species, and an even younger technology. The Veldn outgrew racial paranoia when we were still trying to figure out how to rub two sticks together and start a fire.”

“The Veldn,” Vaurien said on a soft bass note, “took the Zunshu down almost to extinction level. They have a deep-seated capacity for violence, same as we all do.”

“A desire to survive,” Jazinsky argued. “We’d have done the same, if the Zunshu forced our hand. The choice was between them and the Deep Sky, our home, two cultures that’re flourishing in parallel, and the extinction of both. You know what our decision had to be.”

“I know all that,” Vaurien allowed. “All I’m saying is, the fact the Veldn are an old species doesn’t make them any more harmless than we consider ourselves. There’s always a risk.”

“Us?” Vidal made sounds of cynical humor. “We’re about as harmless as a pride of starving lions with cubs to feed. We’ll fight for our own. It’s normal. Evolution never developed any model for a smart, competitive species that folds its paws and goes down without a fight.”

“And the Veldn display the same characteristics,” Mark added, “as we would predict. They’re survivors, just as we are – different as we are, we have that much in common. But we’re never likely to be competitors, Richard, because we’re too different. Wars are almost always fought over territory and resources. Their needs and ours are so disparate, the only factor that brought us together was the Zunshu.”

The argument was sound, and Vaurien would almost certainly have accepted it. Marin saw agreement in his face, but before he could speak the comm crackled sharply and a cool synthetic voice said,

“Captain Vaurien, my name is Shuleern. Your concerns are valid, and we share them. If you wish no contact between the Veldn Peoples of the Worlds of the Second Star and the Resalq-Humankind Amalgamation of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth of The Deep Sky, we will leave.”

“Richard!” Jazinsky growled. 

“This is an opportunity that won’t come again,” Mark warned.

“Once in a lifetime,” Vidal said quickly.  

Vaurien held up one hand. “I wasn’t about to turn down the offer! It’s just critical to know what we’re walking into.”

The synthetic voice spoke with an accent midway between Slingo and Resalq. “We concur with this analysis.” Shuleern paused. “We require only a docking port. We have identified such a port. Will you retract your armor to permit boarding?”

“We invite boarding,” Vaurien corrected, “and we apologize that we can offer no hospitality. Our species are … too different.”

“We are indeed,” Shuleern agreed in the sweet, cool synthetic voice, before the comm crackled once and returned to the background whisper of ship business.

“I have retracted the armor,” Lai’a reported. “Veldn will access the main hangar in approximately two minutes.”

“Armor?” Jazinsky hazarded.

“Oh, yes … but helmets off,” Vaurien said thoughtfully.

“Weapons?” Vidal’s brows arched. “The presence of them could be considered rude, the absence of them could seem weak.”

“Cultural perception,” Mark mused. “Lai’a?”

“Carry no weapons, Doctor,” Lai’a told him. “You are at no jeopardy and Veldn, by custom, have carried no personal weapons in more than six thousand years.”

“All right.” Vaurien picked up his helmet, balanced it between his hands. “The reception committee … Mark and Dario, obviously, representing the Resalq as a people, and the Resalq science team. Harrison, representing the Commonwealth, and myself as mission commander, whatever that means. Barb and Alexis – the human science team. Mick and Ernst – the human transspace veterans. Neil and Curtis – security. Just,” he said acerbically, “in case.” He took a breath, held it. “First contact. Merde. You’ll forgive me if I’m speechless in any language.”

“Damn,” Dario murmured as they left the makeshift Ops room, “I wish Tor was here. He’s going to be pissed as all hell to miss this.”

“Veldn will board in one minute,” Lai’a said calmly.

Marin envied the machine its composure. Shapiro would have used the words ‘pivot point of history,’ and Marin was not ashamed to admit to being overwhelmed. He had felt this before. As he walked with Travers and Vidal, his thoughts turned back to the evening many years before when he had realized, belatedly, disbelievingly and with a dawning delight, Mark was not human. The Resalq were not extinct, and the mentor who gave him back enough peace of mind to heal was –

Alien. Here, now, the Resalq had come to seem so similar, he was barely aware of their difference. The Zunshu were so completely alien, he doubted Shapiro could have found enough common ground to open a dialog with them, even if he had encountered them at the height of their brilliance. And the Veldn were almost as alien, with just enough similarity to permit communication, albeit through the medium of machines. 

He had understood most of the bio data, but struggled with the concept of opportunistic omnivores who fed through multiple ‘mouths’ in the breast. Each mouth ingested raw food pushed directly into the enzyme-filled sac, and sent nutrient-dense liquid to the 30-kilo liver. Right behind the liver, at the mid-point of the main body’s thick barrel, was a vast, six-valved pump attached by membranes to the sponge-mass of the enormous single ‘lung.’ They breathed through vents in spine and flanks, ‘sang’ their language on a single, endless breath, and their spacefarers were biosynthetic. 

Marin did not know what he had expected, but as the hangar cycled, blew back up to pressure, and he stepped onto the chilly, windy deck in the harsh shadows of the Harlequin, he saw two towering bipeds. They were not much under three meters tall, with wide limbs and an enormous thickness through the chest and abdomen. 

“Suits,” Mark said quietly. “They’ve … abbreviated their bodies. Left some parts behind, the way Roark Hubler sometimes takes off the legs when he can’t bear the burden of them any longer. The Veldn could function in zero-gee, or in water, with superb efficiency by uncoupling what they don’t need. It’s brilliant.”

Legs and hindquarters were uncoupled, Marin thought with feverish attention to the details. The vestigial arms – which he now knew were for feeding, since they easily reached every ‘mouth’ – were folded in around the breast beneath the armor shell, as were the muscle-thick lifting limbs. The slender handling arms extended at the top of the torso, in a place roughly approximating shoulders. The telescoping neck was at half-stretch, and the sensor-cluster forming the Veldn face was aligned with the small, squat, stumpy ‘head’ above the suit’s massive shoulders. The most disconcerting aspect of the suit was a pseudo-face which visored the helmet, with the dark lenses of four camera eyes surrounded by audio and chemical receptors. 

The two figures walked forward with the graceful bipedal motion of the machine while the living part of the Veldn held up both hands in greeting. Marin recognized the synthetic voice as Shuleern approached. “I bring you the salutations of the crew of the Guardian ship Hshtor, and the well wishes of our people. We salute you, who ride the Time-space-drift as do we, who defeated our weapons and walked the streets of the city of the Rhammee, whom you call Zunshu. The Phoenix explains, this is your ancestral word meaning enemy.”

The Phoenix? Marin gave a start as he remembered, it was the original meaning of Lai’a. The translation engine had cut through the Resalq language as well as the Veldn, and gone to the fundamental term. 

Harrison Shapiro had stepped forward as they approached. “May I offer greetings from the united peoples of the Deep Sky. I bring you the good wishes of humankind and the Resalq, from scores of worlds – all of us, survivors of the Zunshu. We came to this system to negotiate an armistice, and find you have trodden this path ahead of us. The Zunshu threat is spent.” He paused. “My name is Shapiro. I represent the government of humankind. Forgive me, Shuleern, but I don’t understand. You say we defeated your weapons, but we have not fought the Veldn – peace brings us here, we have no reason to fight you.”

For a moment Shuleern studied the ten armored figures, humans and Resalq, who were dwarfed by the Veldn. It was looking at faces, and Marin wondered what it made of them. How bizarre a face with a nose and mouth must seem to Veldn eyes. “You are the first,” it said then. “You found this star system. You met the challenge of the weapons … our weapons, Shapiro. We ranged them about the system and about the planet of The Enemy. The Rhammee.”

“You ranged them – to keep people out?” Shapiro asked. 

“And for the confinement of the Rhammee,” Shuleern corrected. “You discovered the generation nest. The Phoenix deep scanned their biology, transferred the content of their computer core. You are aware that their race can restore its numbers in a single generation – two, if billions are desired.”

“But they’ve lost their technology,” Shapiro observed. “All they would breed is a billion primitives.”

“Primitive forms,” Shuleern countered, “with the most fantastically complex brains we have ever encountered. Brains which grow throughout life, given intellectual stimulation. The Zunshu live amid the ruins of a magnificent technology, Shapiro … with one brilliant individual their culture will certainly reawaken. It is estimated, they could recover the distance from the rebirth of chemistry and mathematics to the rediscovery of the interstellar engine in a single century.” Shuleern paused. “Do you possess awareness, Shapiro? Two Zunshu exploration ships were in transspace at the end of the war. 

“These ships remain unaccounted for. Your scientists understand the mechanics of transspace: temporal flux is complex. The Zunshu ships can return at any time, and their arrival would trigger the regeneration of the species. In one educated generation, the Zunshu can be a devastating force; and the returning Zunshu will surely bring with them the data which inspired the holocaust. War would recur immediately. Hence,” Shuleern said fatalistically, “our weapons, the gauntlet of which you ran, and defeated – though not without alerting us to your passage. 

“We continue to search transspace for the absent Zunshu ships, and we are aware that two ships might become two hundred, in the many years since the war. We have as yet discovered no trace of them. The Phoenix is welcome to join us in the hunt, and has been invited. The hazard the Rhammee ships represent cannot be understated, and The Phoenix’s defeat of our weapons has demonstrated that we must reinforce the ramparts guarding this planet. 

“However, extinction was never intended for the Zunshu as a species. They can return swiftly to greatness. This is their challenge, Shapiro. The means to make the journey were left at the feet of the custodians of the generation nest.”

“And you believe they can recover their technology,” Shapiro said slowly, “without the desire to exterminate every other intelligent species.”

“Their priests are gone, lost with the sinking of the great holy city at the beginning of the war. Without the priests, knowledge that holocaust might benefit their species is also lost.” Shuleern paused, and the curiously-faced helmet panned across the humans and Resalq who stood transfixed. “You are aware of the Zunshu motivation?”

“We are.” Shapiro glanced sidelong at the Sherratts, Jazinsky, Rusch. “We have yet to fully examine the data, to ascertain if the Zunshu were deceived by a rogue priesthood.”

“They were not,” Shuleern said without hesitation. “Their information is valid. They would,” the sweet synthetic voice said with no trace of inflection, “destroy the universe to preserve the immortality of the race. The universe,” it added, “proved reluctant to accept extinction.”

An odd shiver passed through Marin, leaving him cold to the marrow. He and Travers shared a glance and Neil lifted a speculative brow, but Shapiro was speaking again and Marin forced himself to listen.

“The Zunshu are far from extinct. If they recover their technology, they could come hunting for other species again.”

“They could make the attempt,” Shuleern allowed. “However, their purpose is known now, they are infamous among surviving species. Their kind will never be unobserved. Your presence in this system was transmitted to us, and the Guardian ship Hshtor
was swiftly assigned to investigate. We observed at once, The Phoenix has no connection to the Zunshu.”

“And if – when – the Zunshu rediscover the … the brane, and their part in it?” Shapiro wondered. “It could take a century or ten, but the day is out there, Shuleern.”

“It is,” Shuleern said readily, “and the question has been debated for many years by our theorists. Not all intelligent species possess any vestige of life’s continuation past biological death. Like so many single-lived creatures, the Zunshu must seek their immortality through their creations and inventions, their art and literature, their children. Their immortality should be mapped in their generations, their contribution to the galaxy, not what they steal from others and from the future … else, the million generations of your descendents, Shapiro, and ours, are forfeit as the price of their eternal continuation as a species within the Eeneera.”

Here, Lai’a said softly, “The word will not translate clearly. The basic concept is otherworld.” 

“Oh, I understand the concept.” Shapiro looked up thoughtfully at the odd face created by the cluster of sensory instruments. “Tell me, Shuleern, if you know the answer. The Zunshu turned from exterminating Resalq to hunting down mankind. You know we’re different species, and that the Resalq are native to the Deep Sky…”

“We know,” Shuleern assured him. “The Phoenix did not withhold information; nor did we. Your question?”

“Do you know –” Shapiro seemed to hesitate and then plowed on. “Since the Rhammee took to exterminating humans, did they meet and identify our kind in the – the Eeneera? Or were we simply not distinguished from the Resalq, since we’re physically quite similar? Forgive me for the question, Shuleern. I’ve a reason, lately, to be curious.”

Shuleern’s helmet panned toward him; lenses zoomed a little. “Your life partner was killed in the struggle against our weapons. It does you credit, Shapiro, that you bear us no grudge.” It studied him for a moment. “We have little information regarding the Eeneera. We verified the Zunshu data, at the time we penetrated this star system and overrode the AI. The brane does exist; the waveform of Rhammee personality does upload there and not return, unlike several species such as the Resalq, which suffer rebirth. The Rhammee reported encountering the waveform of Veldn intelligence in the brane. From our antecedents there, they learned the coordinates of our star. The information returned from the brane was accurate enough to bring them directly to our world; it follows that it was sourced from Veldn intelligence in the Eeneera. However, we cannot access the brane. A fluke of Zunshu cortical structure permitted a handful of deliberately engineered mutoids to access it, and these purpose-bred adepts were lost in the war. We have no further information.” 

“Their shamans are gone,” Shapiro whispered.

“But the potential remains in the species,” Shuleern added, “alongside the potentials for art, poetry, mathematics. Their world has not changed; they, themselves, have not changed. The path trodden by their ancestors can be retraced.”

“And the path taken by the shaman-priests?” Shapiro asked cynically.

“That path, also.” Shuleern paused. “You disapprove of the war?”

“No – not at all,” Shapiro said quickly. “We came to this system to try to negotiate our way to an armistice, a peace. If the Zunshu refused to talk, we were ready to turn to other means, as you did, and I don’t doubt the outcome would have been similar, of necessity.” He gestured in the direction of the gas giant. “They have their chance. The Titans have left the gift of fire on the battlefield, if only the savages can recognize it and pick it up.”

Marin wondered how Lai’a might translate the cultural references, but a moment later Shuleern said with leaden certainty, “The Rhammee will overcome their ignorance in time. When the species reaches beyond their homeworlds again, they will be greeted, welcomed … until or unless they turn their considerable gifts to the extermination of others.” 

“At which point,” Shapiro finished, “war is inevitable.” He nodded, with a glance at Vaurien, Jazinsky, Mark Sherratt. “Most regrettable. But there’s much to be said for seeking one’s immortality through the contributions and children we leave behind.” He stirred deliberately and tried a smile, though Marin knew the expression could mean nothing to the Veldn. “May I offer the sincere hope that humans, Resalq and Veldn will enjoy a future filled with peaceful, lucrative cultural exchange. The journey through transspace to our worlds in the Deep Sky is short. You have the navigational data?”

“It was provided by The Phoenix.” Shuleern stepped back. “You are departing this space directly?”

“We must,” Shapiro said grimly. “To defeat this dead technology, we have work ahead of us that will take years, and we might lose millions of lives before we can see it done. We have no time to lose.”

“I do not understand,” Shuleern said. “The Rhammee, Zunshu, were overcome long ago. You defeated our guardian weapon zones. We have been aware of your presence since you exited the adjacent Drift, where the nebula is colored as red as your own blood. We imaged The Phoenix there; you detected our transmissions and left a comm drone, informing any who should come upon it of who you are, where you are from, where you were going, and to what end. We fretted that our weapons might damage you, but the travel-lag was too great to halt your progress. When you overcame our weapons, our drones here transmitted the news of your ingress to the Rhammee world. You have seen that the Zunshu can hurt no one in future.” 

Shapiro’s face might have been carved in granite. “But their weapons are still killing us, striking our worlds across our frontier. Our information is that the weapons are already deployed in Elarne, transspace, where time passes differently. We’re arming against them, but every world must be defended. It’ll take time, and there’ll be enormous loss of life and territory before we can safeguard them all. The Zunshu weapons,” he finished, “were apparently assigned in one mass launch, about a thousand of our years ago. They’re still out there, and they’re hurting us badly. This is the whole reason we came here.”

For a moment Shuleern seemed to skip a beat before it said baldly, “Deactivate them.”

A pulse drummed in Marin’s temple. He looked sharply at Travers, and Neil’s eyes were a blue glitter in the hangar lights. Beyond him, Jazinsky and Vaurien took a half step forward, and Vaurien set one hand on the shoulder of Shapiro’s armor. Shuleern turned toward him. 

“I am Vaurien,” he said carefully. “Captain – mission commander would be more accurate.”

“My counterpart.” Shuleern raised both its hands. 

Vaurien lifted his own left hand in a gesture that would have been recognized on any human world. What the Veldn made of it, Marin could not guess. “We would deactivate the Zunshu weapons if we could,” Richard said in the same careful tone, “but the computer core is badly decayed. Much of the data is corrupt beyond recovery. Lai’a – The Phoenix – is trying to reconstruct it, but … Lai’a?”

“No deactivation code exists in the accessible data transfer,” Lai’a said. “Standby.” 

“Standby for…?” Shapiro asked.

And then Lai’a again: “Received. My thanks, Shuleern.”

“You have the deactivation code? Well, now.” Shapiro glanced back at the party behind him, a catch in his voice.

“The information is no secret,” Shuleern said mildly in the cool synthetic voice. “We  recovered it from the Zunshu AI at the close of the war. Since, we have used it to safeguard our worlds.” 

“Blanket broadcast,” Jazinsky rasped, “from comm drones seeded across Hellgate. The Zunshu hardware will go dark as soon as it drops out. We’ll rake it together and throw it at Naiobe. To be absolutely sure, every world should have its own comm buoys on the roads in the star systems.” She breathed a long, shaky breath. “Oh, yeah, this would cover it. Lai’a?”

“Perfectly feasible,” Lai’a agreed. “I can also drop comm drones into the stable driftways adjacent to Hellgate, which may prevent a number of the Zunshu weapons ever exiting Elarne. Shuleern, this is Jazinsky, the humans’ chief scientist of this mission.”

“Felicitations,” Shuleern said formally. “The Phoenix has stated that it, and this ship, are the product of work performed by Jazinsky and Resalq associates M’hak-chyrr’tt, Dryo-chyrr’tt and Tur
Sreceu. Have we the honor to be in the presence of these?”

Mark and Dario stepped up to Shapiro’s side. “Working with humans, I go by the name of Mark Sherratt,” he said cordially. “One or two friends call me Mahak. My companion is Dario … my last-born, in fact. Tor Sereccio is recovering from surgery, or he would be here. He will forever rue having missed this gathering … greetings,” he added, “from the Resalq.”

Shuleern lifted its hands once more in a gesture Marin had already come to recognize. “May I convey the regrets of the Veldn for the injury of Sereccio, for the injury of Vaurien, for the death of Kim, for the death of Teniko.” It paused. “Warning beacons were posted in numerous locations.”

“And we,” Shapiro said sadly, “couldn’t understand a syllable. Not that your language can be said to possess syllables.” He made dismissive gestures. “We fought; at the time we knew no better, and believed we must. We won through, and … here we are.”

“The Phoenix comprehensively depleted available ordnance here,” Shuleern said with a trace of surprise. “It will be replaced.”

“We came here quite ready to fight, and we understand that the defense zones must be re-established.” Shapiro traded glances with Vaurien. “Shuleern, it’s highly likely human and Resalq scientists will want to study the Rhammee ruins. It cost us two lives to fight through your defense zones.”

“Standby.” Shuleern paused and made a discreet gesture with its right hand.

“Received,” Lai’a acknowledged.

“Received what?” Travers muttered, though Marin could guess.

“Deactivation code for the Veldn defense zones,” Lai’a told  him.

“The AI controller now recognizes The Phoenix,” Shuleern said unconcernedly, in the calm synthetic tones of the machine. “You are most welcome to study the Zunshu ruins. If you would care to share data with our archaeologists, The Phoenix has the location of the Second Star. You are most welcome in our system, though our world is as far beyond your tolerance as yours would be to us.” 

“Thank you,” Shapiro said simply. “Scientists from the Deep Sky will return. The Phoenix is a prototype, and I doubt it will remain unique for long. The Veldn are very welcome in the Deep Sky. You have the locations of our capital worlds?”

“We do.” Shuleern stepped back again. “We shall announce ourselves ahead of arrival.” It gestured at the suit it wore. “We can appear more similar to yourselves, if this would assist humankind and Resalq. We can adopt any shape. We assumed the shape of Zunshu, for research purposes in the deep atmosphere of their world.”

“It … might be beneficial,” Mark said thoughtfully. “In all the centuries, this is the first time we’ve communicated with forms very different from ourselves, and both our peoples are – shall we say, anxious. Contact me, Shuleern. The Phoenix will tell you how, and where.”

“It already has,” Shuleern assured him. “We know of your ship, Carellan Djerun, and your world, Saraine. We part today as allies. All Veldn will make welcome survivors of the Rhammee.”

“You know there’s a civilization hiding, two Drifts away?” Vaurien askedS shrewdly. “We found them, on our way here.”

“We know of them.” Shuleern and its companion had returned to the outer hangar doors. “They are not yet prepared. Their technology is sound but their culture is xenophobic. Should they chance upon life like us, or like you, their reaction would be horror.”

“Leave them,” Shapiro counselled. “A hundred years.”

“Or a thousand,” Shuleern said easily, “it is no matter.”

“We’re not so long lived,” Vaurien said wryly, “though it’s true the Resalq are.”

Shuleern studied him in silence for a moment. “Remedy this,” it suggested simply. “You possess the technology.”

And then the Veldn simply turned away, paused, stepped away again, which Marin knew instinctively was their farewell gesture. Humans and Resalq fell back to the airlock, and in moments the system began to cycle. Marin felt giddy, but it was not an imbalance in the air – Travers and Vidal wore the same stunned expression while Jazinsky, Rusch and the Sherratts were eager to rush to the nearest lab. 

The data exchange between Lai’a and the Veldn AI would obsess them every day of the journey back to the Deep Sky. Marin heard random fragments of it as they spoke in a rush of words – the Veldn cartilages had the strength of kevlex-titanium; and the species was triple-gender, male, female or neither according to the season, plus their ‘breeder,’ the semi-sentient marsupial form which gestated the eggs and incubated the young until they formed their exoskeletal armor and developed the strength to carry their own weight under their world’s fierce gravity. Marin, Travers and Vidal shared an overwhelmed look.  

“Hardsuits off,” Vaurien said in rueful tones. “Stand down from alert, Lai’a … it’s over.”

“The Veldn ship is departing,” Lai’a announced. “Do you wish to return to the Zunshu Drift directly?”

“Unless there’s any more to be done here.” Vaurien was pale with exhaustion. Travers shadowed him as they headed for the suiting room. “Mark, did you decide to take those stasis chambers aboard, or do you want to leave them for the next expedition?”

“It’s a major project.” Mark was lifting off his armor. “Can we afford six or eight hours? Dario and I spent some time over the virtual model of the city, figuring a route to get objects that size out of the structure without a hull breach. We found one, and once they’re out it’s easy to lift them. They’re too big for the aperture Lai’a cut for the boarding tube, but there’s a blind bulkhead only about 900 meters from the basement where the stasis chambers are stored.”

“A dozen drones,” Dario went on as he dumped boots and greaves back into storage. “Here’s the plan, Rick. The Harlequin takes a gang of drones down to the fog line where gas becomes water. Roark and Asako drop the drones, return to orbit. Two drones torch the way for a docking adapter, install a lock-in, lock-out unit … it can be used by the science team that comes out with the next expedition. Handling drones go in, bring out the stasis chambers one by one. We drop a cargo sled for the load; the Harlequin picks up the drones. Job done.”

“Six hours,” Vaurien said doubtfully.

“Maybe eight,” Dario allowed.

“Maybe ten or twelve.” Vaurien conferred silently with Mark, who only shrugged. “A few hours won’t make any difference. If you think you can do it – get busy.”

“Eight hours,” Dario promised.

“Don’t cut corners. It’s the first rule of the salvage business … and that’s what this job is.” As the armor came off Vaurien was on one foot, leaning heavily on Grant’s shoulder;  his trembling was uncontrollable. Only willpower and stimulants had kept him moving, and they were wearing off fast. Without the armor to literally hold him up, he could barely stand. He clasped Dario’s shoulder in passing. “Lai’a – you got ten hours, give or take. If you needed a chance to run maintenance on all three drives and generators before we head back to transspace, here it is. Anything I should know about?”

“Nothing, Captain.” Lai’a paused. “Sublight engines are available. A Weimann solution for the Zunshu Drift is calculated; departure is at your discretion.”

Bill Grant beckoned the hoverchair, which had been parked right outside the suiting room, and Richard subsided into it with a groan. “You gotta rest, boss,” Grant said with grim disapproval. “Zero-gee, four or five hours, minimum, starting right now.”

This time Vaurien did not argue. Marin watched as he made his way out, and wondered where he found the resilience. His own body was tired to the bone, but the Sherratts, Jazinsky and Rusch seemed to have found some second wind. The loop whispered with sounds of industry from the lab where they were running the Veldn data. He guessed they would work until they were insensible, and they would not consider it work.

“Hey.” Vidal draped one arm over Travers’s shoulders and the other over Marin’s. “You guys want to celebrate?”

“We have plenty of reason to.” Marin looked along at Travers. “You’re not allowed to party, Mick. Not yet, by a long shot.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a vicarious thrill,” Vidal said blithely.

“You mean, we get snockered and you binge on happy memories?” Travers made disdainful noises. “You’d do better to jack in and get some serious veeree time.”

One blue eye winked. “Don’t mention it to Rick, but it wasn’t just dope Tonio packed aboard. He had Abelard and Zenobia 4.2.”

It was vaguely familiar. Marin hunted for it through a cluttered collection of adolescent memories. “Not the one with this woman who gets abducted by Freespacer trash, and her useless boyfriend rides to the rescue, gets himself into the kind of trouble John doesn’t get out of without coming home as Jane –”

“And she’s so kick-ass, she winds up queen of a barbarian Freespace empire,” Travers chuckled, “and one fine day the slimes haul in the tribute demanded of the subjugated worlds, and guess who’s there on his – her! – knees, in gold chains, at the feet of Zenobia?”

“The game can play out that way,” Vidal said smugly. “It can also play out backwards and sideways, ten other solutions.”

“And it’s contraband.” Marin ducked out from beneath his arm. “Version 2.0 was banned on Jagreth for being wall-to-wall sex and violence with wicked addictive properties.”

“And Tonio,” Vidal added, “was at level 14 in Version 4.2. I just haven’t figured out which character he was playing … or how the hell he got off level 6.”

For a moment Marin blinked at him, and then laughed. “Knock yourself out. Just don’t let Richard know Teniko had highly addictive contraband. There’s a thousand legal games out there, most of which he could have downloaded right off CityNet.”

“You know Tonio,” Vidal sighed. “He had a taste for the outrageous, and he habituated to anything in half an hour. The thrills always had to get wilder and nastier, or it wasn’t fun anymore. Rick used to say he was his own worst enemy.” 

“And I’m beholden to him,” Travers finished. “Richard’s only alive, and so am I, because of the little twerp.” He slid an arm around Marin’s waist. “And you’re stuck on level 6.”

Vidal snorted rudely. “I’ll figure it out. I might have to drag Roark and Asako into it – but I’ll bet you the pay vouchers of this expedition, Roo Kravitz knows the cracks, or where to get ’em.”

“Be careful,” Marin told him, mock sternly. “Richard only just started thinking fondly of Tonio again.”

“You mean, don’t sully the kid’s memory with more crap?” Vidal sobered, nodded. “Tonio was hard to like, but I have a lot of respect for what he did. Rick asked me to go through his things, which is how I found the veeree player in the first place … there’s family back on Lushiar, apparently. Mom and Pop don’t know it yet, but they’re rich. Tonio’s back pay and full bonuses for the Lai’a expedition –? It’s the kind of money ordinary people never see, and Rick’ll make sure they get it.”

“Welcome to a salvage crew.” Travers stretched his spine and indulged in a yawn. 

He was starting to relax while Marin remained tight-wound. “Later, Mick,” he said easily, steering Neil out of the suiting room. 

“Hey, you want to fly the simulator?” Vidal called after them.

“Want to?” Travers echoed. “Wouldn’t be quite the term I’d use. Need to. Can’t stay away from it, like another game you can’t stop playing. When?” 

“I’ll give you a buzz,” Vidal promised.

The lights dimmed in their quarters, and Travers was dropping his clothes on the way to the bathroom while Marin picked up the bottle of McLachlan’s, twelve years old, the color of amber and the consistency of rocket fuel. A billow of steam issued from the bathroom as the water began to run scalding, and Neil groaned in pleasure as it hit his back.

Undressing leisurely, drinking right from the bottle, Marin followed his lead and leaned both shoulders on the pale blue-gray tiles. Travers sampled the whisky, drank again and passed back the bottle. The dark hair was streaming while the heat fetched a flush to his cheeks. Marin set the McLachlan’s on the floor outside the stall and spread both hands over Neil’s broad chest. Travers tipped his head back, let the water race over his face and shoulders, and then looked down at Marin with a sultry half smile. 

“Now, what’s going through that mind of yours?”

“Home,” Marin told him. “The Deep Sky ... the Wastrel.” He shuffled further under the water and moaned as Neil’s hands began to travel every part of him they could reach. “It’s over. We’re – free, for want of a better word.”

“The whole Deep Sky is free,” Travers added against Marin’s left ear, where lips and tongue were working a kind of magic. “We seed Hellgate and systems on both sides of the frontier with comm buoys transmitting the deactivation code, and we can forget the Zunshu ever existed.” He lifted his head away, regarded Marin with a frown. “Two Rhammee ships unaccounted for, for six centuries.”

“The Veldn have the situation under control.” Marin laced his fingers at Travers’s nape. “Their tech is ahead of ours.”

“Not by much. And not after Lai’a and Mark and Barb have taken the data transfer to pieces. Data sharing – you gotta love it.”

“They do.” Marin felt the first lick of relaxation waft through him. “So, loverboy.”

“So?” Neil put his head down, left a bite-brand on Marin’s shoulder.

“Richard’s headed out,” Curtis groaned, “before Earth can smuggle bounty hunters into the Deep Sky.”

But Travers shrugged off the threat. “It’s got to be months in the future. There’s no rush, not yet.” He reached around and flicked the faucet off. “On the other hand, there’s more pressing matters.” He gave Marin a bump with his hips to illustrate the point.

“Pressing?” Marin echoed, and reached down between them to assess the situation.

“One might say … something more urgent came up,” Neil suggested, and groaned again as Marin’s long fingers did unspeakable things to his nerve endings.

They separated to arm’s length as the hurricane of hot air stormed through the shower stall. Marin turned his head, felt it whip at his hair, a sensation almost as intensely sensual as Travers’s hands on him. Almost. In minutes they were dry, and he let himself be manhandled to the bed, dumped onto it, before Neil’s weight pressed him down. The lights dimmed to a deep gold glimmer, and Travers breathed the air right from Marin’s lungs.

The rest was a haze of pleasure on the line where reality blurred into fantasy and, looking back on it, Marin would never be able to tell one from the other. 


 

 
Chapter Twenty-one

Lai’a, Naiobe Gyre


 
“Bill, I’m fine – enough.” Vaurien fended him off for the third time in as many minutes. “You took all these readings yesterday. You’re just being paranoid.”

“Maybe because my finals are coming up,” Grant said testily, “and if the captain of my own ship falls flat on his face, it’ll stuff up any chance I have of qualifying. Shut up and keep still while I get brain chemistry levels … boss.”

With an exasperated sigh Vaurien stood with fists on hips, letting him collect his data. “You see what I have to endure?” he demanded of Travers, who had come in with Vidal minutes before.

Sitting on the side of one of the beds, playing with a handy that was configured for medical service and made little sense to him, Travers cast a critical glance over Vaurien. “You’re so pale, you look like an apparition,” he said without mercy. “You’re thin – I’ve never seen you so thin. You scare me. Let Bill get his numbers.”

“What he said,” Vidal agreed, “and this, from the company ghost.” He was waiting for his shots, killing a few minutes looking at the progress report on his organs. 

They were maturing well. Just ten more months, Grant promised, and Travers knew Vidal was counting every day. He set aside the handy and cocked his head at the Lushi. “So, Billy … you’re coming with us?”

Done with the scans, Grant stepped back. “Where to?” he asked, preoccupied enough with his work to miss the opportunity for the coarse joke Travers had expected.

“Heading out,” Vidal guessed. “Other side of Freespace … see what’s there, find ourselves a world like home, better than home, start over. Stay four or five jumps ahead of the bounty hunters, like Rick says,” he added. “Neil?”

“We’re in, Curtis and me,” Travers told him. “Harrison too. He said something about ‘nothing to go back to.’” He looked away. “He’s missing Jon a lot; blaming himself.”

“He’ll do that, as long as he lives. Et vraiment, mes
amis, c’est la vie.” Vaurien pushed hands into pockets and frowned down at Grant. “Satisfied?”

“For now.” Grant turned off the handy and set it on the only free corner of his cluttered desk. “Fair warning: I’ll drag you back in here, in two days.”

Vaurien stretched both arms over his head – careful with the left, as always. Just three days before, synthetic neural bridging had reconnected the nerves in the arm and leg and he was feeling everything, right down to fingertips and toes. The measure of how recovered he was, Travers thought, was that Jazinsky had ceased to fret. The mended limbs were stiff; he was stretching and working them, rebuilding a little of the wasted muscle, but he was out of the Infirmary, sleeping in his own bed, with a partner beside him who had ceased to hover as if she feared he would relapse.

“Two days?” Richard was saying. “We’ll be home by then. Alshie’nya.”

Home. The word taunted Travers. Lai’a was well beyond Orion 359 and riding the gravity express. Ahead was the Ebrezjim Lagoon, the Odyssey Tide back to the Naiobe Driftway – Hellgate, and Travers mocked himself with the realization he was looking forward to Hellgate, welcoming it as a haven. 

“You call Alshie’nya home?” Grant demanded. 

“No, but the Wastrel’s there.” Vaurien ambled toward the Infirmary’s wide, open doors. “All I want right now is my own deck under my feet. Lai’a has its next assignment – it’s already manufacturing comm drones loaded with the deactivation code. It’ll cruise Hellgate, the frontier – working over into Freespace, and the Deep Sky, laying down chains of them … not without refurbishment,” he added. “The Cerberus is still mining the Bronowski Reef, but the Commonwealth will be picking up the tab for this. And you know politicians will try to wriggle out of it, or talk the bill down so far, we end with a deficit!”

“I also know,” Vidal said with a definite smug satisfaction, “Liang, Tarrant, Prendergast and the Daku won’t let them wriggle far.”

“Right.” Vaurien indulged himself in a familiar crooked smile. “Not that it would matter too much if they did. We own the patents on Zunshulite and the processes required to work the stuff. We own the patent on the transspace drive, come to that! We could try to patent the Zunshunium top fuel, but the Commission would argue – and they’d be right. Zunshunium occurs naturally, we didn’t invent it! But,” he added, as self-satisfied as Vidal and enjoying it, “no law says we have to divulge the information about where the lode is. There’s only one lode we’ve identified as yet, and it’s ours. It’s also well inside Hellgate –”

“Where nobody but us dares to tread,” Travers finished, and allowed a chuckle. “Lai’a could probably locate several other lodes.”

And Vaurien nodded. “This is one of its priority assignments, and it knows the likeliest places to look. It can survey for Zunshunium lodes and at the same time aid the Veldn in the search for the two Zunshu ships that remain unaccounted for. In fact, Lai’a should be back in transspace in a few weeks, after the initial chain of comm buoys is laid down – and it’s eager to return. The surveying assignment is very much to its taste.”

“Its taste?” Vidal echoed. “It has a choice about what assignment it’ll take? Which prompts me to ask a question nobody’s asked yet.” He lifted a brow at Vaurien. “Who owns Lai’a? You know the Commonwealth’s new bean counters are going to want to know who paid for it, what it’s worth … where it is, who it’s working for, what it’s doing, and why, and who’ll bank the profits earned by its activities.”

“All good questions,” Vaurien agreed. “Watch yourself, Mick – I could hear your father’s business sense in every word there. Start thinking that way, and they’d be delighted to turn you into a corporate executive!” Vidal was shuddering animatedly as Richard went on, “Who paid for Lai’a? The hulls of the Intrepid and the Apollo were legitimate salvage. The Wastrel did the work; Harrison funded part of it from Fleet appropriation funds, but the truth is, Mark and I picked up a large balance. If these bean counters harass us, we’ll serve the bill. A consortium of human and Resalq interests discovered the transspace fuel element, mined and refined it; and it’s the same story on the funding. The Commonwealth can have the bill for funds outstanding there, too. 

“The habitation module is sheathed in Zunshulite, to which we own the patents on material and process … and here’s where it’ll start to get expensive. The bill would hurt, and we haven’t even reached transspace engine design, manufacture and test, much less AI development, which was done on Mark’s dime, or ordnance, some of which was salvaged from Fleet wreckage – but much was manufactured using patented processes. Not to mention lives lost, injuries suffered.

“But – who owns Lai’a?” Richard’s face was a study in amused exasperation. “Try giving it an order it doesn’t fancy. Try sending it on an assignment it considers inappropriate. It wants to survey Drifts around the galaxy; it wants to join the Veldn in the search for those two Zunshu ships, and some hypothetical colony founded by them.”

Vidal was watching Grant fiddle with his nano. “A professional bean counter back there in the Commonwealth is going to look at it and see a warship. They’ll almost certainly want to assign it a patrol, closer to the Deep Sky, tell it to cruise back and forth, guarding our borders.”

“Good luck with that.” Vaurien actually laughed. “The fact is, I don’t think anyone owns Lai’a. It was delighted to work in concert with us, and it looks forward to collaborating again. It did as we asked, which is very different from following orders or loading up a program. Its universe is extremely different from ours. Transspace. Speaking of which, Mark and I have been discussing outfitting other driftships. By now we understand the technology well. Take an asteroid miner hull – think of the Cerberus, in fact – add Zunshulite armor and a derivative of Lai’a, not so unspeakably brilliant, and much less self-aware. The transspace drive.” He rubbed his palms together slowly. “A habitation module, with much better armor.” 

“We underestimated that part,” Vidal said shrewdly. “We know now, there’s a five percent chance we can get squished during a bad transit on any gate.” 

“But we can armor against it,” Vaurien added. “We will, next time.”

“Next time?” Travers echoed.

“New assignment.” Vaurien stirred with an obvious effort, pulling his thoughts back to the present. “The Resalq want to get a team together to go study Zunshu 161-D – the planet, not the people. We downloaded the computer core, and where it failed, the Veldn filled in the blanks. There’s enough Zunshu data to keep scientists busy for a decade. And as a species the Zunshu are not just harmless, they’ve actually become dangerously vulnerable.” 

“If they don’t get their act together inside one more century,” Travers mused, “that city of theirs will have deteriorated past the point of salvage. It’s in bad shape. I saw some of the data – Mark was running it. Two or three machines out of a hundred are still running.”

 Richard seemed philosophical about it. “The wages of sin? There used to be a saying about the ‘sins of the father’ being visited on future generations. Their last machines go down, and they’ll be back to living on the sunny uplands of the algae beds, in the kelp forests where they started out, hunting the big cephalopods for food and playing with buoyancy and chemistry, as their ancestors did ten thousand years ago.” He sighed, a sound of resignation. “But their planet is an incredible chemical engine. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one so rich. 161-D didn’t make the Zunshu as intelligent as they are, but it did gift them with the means to go to space, and to transspace. It’s a beautiful, beautiful place. If you’re a planetologist or a chemist.”

“So Lai’a will be taking a science crew out there.” Travers’s brows rose. “Soon?”

“Before it heads out on a transspace cruise, looking for a new Zunshunium lode,” Vaurien affirmed.

“Risky?” Vidal shared a frown with Travers. “Anything happens to Lai’a,” he speculated, “anywhere out there, and if it doesn’t come back the science team is marooned.”

“True – but not for long.” Vaurien gestured over his shoulder in the direction of the labs. “Talk to Barb and Mark. They’re talking about a ship they want to call the Elarne Zhivun, which means Transspace Gypsy, or perhaps Transspace Wanderer. As it  happens, there’s an asteroid miner sitting, wrecked, on the other side of the Bronowski Reef. We beacon-marked the claim on it years ago, never had any reason to go out and bring it to Alshie’nya – now we do. The engines are no good, the AI was fried by a close Hellgate event, but the hull is sound. We’re assigning the Esprit de Liberté to the salvage, soon as we get back. Four to six months and the Gypsy should be viable, especially since she doesn’t need the warload of a carrier battle group.”

“Because there’s no one to fight,” Travers said in a groan of something very like relief. “There’s no war.”

Vidal breathed a long sigh. “It happened. ‘After the war’ – how many times have we said those words? I came to hate the sound of them. But it’s now, isn’t it?”

“It is.” Vaurien’s dark eyes had regained their sparkle. “And we know exactly where the Veldn are. We could beg a favor – a science crew could ask for a ride home, if they were in a real heap of trouble. The Veldn have comm drones all over the 161 system. Contacting them is simple.”

“It’s kind of nice having friends out there,” Vidal mused. “You better tell Robert and Alec we invited them home for tea.”

“Top of the agenda,” Vaurien agreed. “We’re on the Wastrel, headed for Borushek and Velcastra, soon as we’ve touched base with Tully. The Esprit ought to be just about ready to come online. Load up the AI, hand her to Tully, watch him take off on a shakedown cruise, and we’re out of there. Mark wants to offload data to Riga, take a look around the old homestead. And you,” he added to Vidal, “need to spend some quality time with the old man. Your Aunt Alexis is planning to spend a while with the husband and son who’ve almost forgotten what she looks like, so you’ve no excuse for running away to transspace … at least for a while.”

“But Lai’a will be gone soon,” Vidal protested, “and it won’t be back for months, maybe years.”

“And the Gypsy should be flying transspace trials in four or five months.” Richard cocked his head at Vidal. “You want her, or not?”

Vidal’s mouth dropped open. “You’re not serious.”

“Why not?” Vaurien folded his arms across his chest, cautious with his left side. “You’ll need to recruit and train a navigator – you’re losing Jo.  She and Ernst want to ship with us. You won’t separate Neil and Curtis, and they’re on the Wastrel, too. Perlman will want to stay with Jim Fujioka, and I already offered Jim the Wastrel. I’m losing Tully, remember. He’s taking the Esprit, so I’m short an engineer, and a Weimann specialist. So Gill Perlman will be on the Wastrel with her other half.”

“And you won’t separate Hubler and Rodman,” Travers added. “They’re dying to get back on the Harlequin and vanish into Freespace till they get bored with bumming around backwater worlds for the thrill of it. Then – it’s Sanmarco and Dominguez and Marak, the casinos, splurge the spoils … back to Alshie’nya, rendezvous with the Wastrel when it’s time for Roark to have the new legs grafted.”

The remark inspired a chuckle from Grant. “I already made the date. I’ll be here, with the tanks and an OR online.” He gave an animated shiver. “God, I’ll be through finals, qualifying as a specialist long before then.”

“You already have your berth.” Vaurien paused and angled an amused glance at Grant. “So you have your finals coming up, so what? Don’t tell me you’re nervous!”

“Scared spitless,” Grant confessed. 

“Don’t be.” Vaurien gestured at Vidal, and at himself. “You’ve done more work, and better, in less time than any other doctor I know. You know this stuff inside out, Bill. You’re ready. Trust me.”

An enormous shudder ambushed Grant. “God, I hope so. If I blow it on some stupid details I go blank and can’t remember on the day, it’s another year of study before I can re-sit the finals.”

“We’ll be gone by then.” Vaurien studied him with a frown. “I’ll be candid with you, Bill. I don’t really care about certificates and diplomas. I’ve already signed you as my CMO, and you’re welcome aboard. We’re a Freespacer operation – I’m not bound by Deep Sky red tape. And we’re headed out, way out, soon enough. If you’re coming along, what’s your worry?”

“Point,” Grant admitted. “But it would be damn’ fine to have the piece of paper, the validation, formal recognition.”

 “You’ll get it.” Vaurien paused as Grant brandished the loaded hypogun intended for Vidal. “If you don’t, kill a year with the books in your spare time. Specialize. Work with Etienne … come back and take the finals in your own good time.”

“I will.” Grant was busy with Vidal’s nano now, loading the hypogun. “Okay, Mickey-lad, which side d’you want this in?”

“Pick one,” Vidal said resignedly. “Six shots a day, I’m black and blue all over.”

The gun thudded, inspiring a grunt, and he pulled his collar back up over lean muscle. He was wiry now, where the Delta Dragon, the Kiev’s CAT leader,  had been gloriously full-bodied; but he was strong, Travers knew. He was healthy, and no one valued his health more than Vidal. An hour every day, he was in the gym. The weights he pushed and pulled were not the impressive loads he would have pressed years ago, but they were comparable to Marin’s numbers, and nothing to be ashamed of. Still, not a spare ounce clung to Vidal anywhere. He had a fashionable leanness which would soon be turning heads in Elstrom, and in the last week, while Lai’a made its way back through the labyrinth of transspace, he had taken to dressing in charcoal denims and black silk.

“Recruit yourself a navigator, Mick.” Richard was on his way out. “Take over the Gypsy project, if you want it.”

“Answerable to whom?” Vidal worked his shoulder around to ease the tightness left by the shot. “I won’t be a monkey on the end of some chain held by a Commonwealth politician.”

The remark made Vaurien’s face darken. “Nor would I. But the Gypsy will be a Freespacer. She’ll belong to the same consortium that built Lai’a. You go out, find us a Zunshulite lode,” he added, “and you’ll be so stinking rich, you could buy and sell the clan estates back on Velcastra … you could,” he said thoughtfully, “commission your own driftship.” 

The possibilities had just begun to dawn on Vidal, and he gave a low whistle. “Well, now … that changes the color of everything, doesn’t it? Hey, Billy, can I get out of here?”

Grant waved him away. “Feel free. You too, boss. You’re doing good, just don’t push it too soon. You might not be aware of it, but you’re actually still healing.”

“Oh, I’m aware of it,” Vaurien assured him. “Since the neural bridging, I can feel every little thing.”

“It aches?” Travers was not surprised.

“It aches.” Vaurien lifted both shoulders in a careful shrug. “But everything’s still attached right where it ought to be. It’s not the first time I’ve slogged through this process, Neil.”

“I know.” Travers laid a hand on Vaurien’s chest, felt the hard warmth there. “You be careful. More careful,” he corrected. 

But Vaurien was unconcerned. “Lai’a was as much warship as science vessel. We all knew the risks. Four casualties was less than Harrison, Mark and I actually expected.”

“Two dead,” Travers said doubtfully.

“Yes.” Richard looked away. “And like Harrison, I’ll regret it as long as I live.” 

“Tonio really did love you,” Travers said quietly.

“I never doubted it, but …” Vaurien shook his head. “Damn, he made it hard. Too hard. In the end, I didn’t know what to do with him. I almost tanked him, but if I had, maybe neither of us would be here to tell the tale. Tonio was there when we needed him, and his family’s going to know it. It’s all I can do. That, and remember.”

As if any of them was ever likely to forget, Travers thought. He might have said as much, but Joss’s quiet voice intruded. “Colonel Travers, Colonel Marin, Colonel Vidal, Captain Queneau, report to Ops immediately.”

“What the hell?” Vidal muttered. 

“I don’t know.” Richard plucked the combug from his pocket and slipped it into his ear. He listened a moment, and then, “Barb – slow down. What is it you’re seeing?”

His expression hardened as he listened again, and Travers’s belly gave that curious shiver. Something was not right, and Joss had called both qualified transspace flightcrews to Ops. Neil searched for a combug, and as it slid into his ear he heard Marin at once.

“You there, Neil? You got any idea what’s going on?”

“No more than you have,” Travers told him. “I’m with Mick – we’re coming up to Ops right now. Richard?”

“I’m right behind you,” Vaurien promised. “If there’s one thing a mission commander soon learns, it’s when to butt out and let the specialists do their job.” 

Specialists? The word was under Travers’s skin, prickling, as they headed out of the Infirmary. Marin and Rabelais were in the passage outside Physics 2; Queneau was on the loop, calling from the simulator, where she was tinkering. 

“You need me up there?” she was insisting. “I’m busy here.”

“Finish it, Jo,” Jazinsky told her. “Get the simulator online. Now.”

Her tone brought Travers’s hackles up. Mark, Dario and Jazinsky were standing around a workstation, intent on a display that made their faces as bitter as a winter night on the Wulff Glacier. As Travers joined Marin there they sent the data to the navtank, but Neil was no more enlightened. He looked from Marin to Vidal and back, but Curtis only shook his head minutely. Mick was already saying,

“Okay, it’s a waveform … from what?”

“From Lai’a,” Mark said quietly. “More specifically, from one of the logic processors, a fourth level sub-routine.”

“Critical?” Marin wondered.

Mark looked up, golden eyes lit with witchfires from the tank. “It all depends where we are and what we’re doing. A breakdown in any of the logic processors is critical when you’re riding the gravity express.”

“I can recognize a waveform.” Marin reached over into the tank. “I also know how to read the color code right here ... green, blue and gold are datastreams and functions. Red and black are incongruities.”

“Give the boy a cigar.” Jazinsky looked up through the haze of the threedee into Vaurien’s pensive face. “We never saw incongruities before, anywhere in any routine. This is new.”

“As Ernst would say … bloody hell,” Vidal whispered, barely audible. He touched his combug. “Make it quick, Jo, and triple check everything.”

Her voice rasped over the comm: “You want to tell me what goes on? Who’s so impatient to fly?”

“Standby,” he told her noncommittally, and then, to Mark, “is this incongruity something you can fix?”

“Not without shutting Lai’a down.” Dario pulled up a virtual schematic, a confused, confusing representation of the holographic memory matrix. A speck of it, buried down deep, was wandering from red to purple and back while the rest sang in blues and greens. “There’s no way we can get to this – even to find out what it is – without shutting down the AI.”

“All right, can Lai’a identify the fault?” Vaurien reasoned. 

Mark took a step back from the tank. “That’s the whole problem, Richard. Lai’a can’t tell the problem is there. It’s run diagnostics, and this is a blind spot. Like trying to see the freckles on your own back. Whatever this is, Lai’a would never have known about it. It was only sheer luck Dario and Tor were going over routine, mundane ship data, killing time while Tor’s on restricted duties.”

At that moment Tor was back in the stateroom he shared with Dario, spending two of the mandatory six hours per day in zero-gee, which took stress off the massive repairs in his abdomen. Several organs were missing altogether, and the psychological blow was so immense, Travers had only seen him three times since Lai’a made the transit into Elarne for the flight home.

“Two days.” Vaurien took a calming breath and looked at Jazinsky and the Sherratts for answers. “Will it hold together till we make Hellgate?”

But Mark’s lion-maned head was shaking emphatically. “It’s deteriorating steadily, and quite rapidly. We’re talking about hours, not days, if you want to retain any safe margin.”

“Then, it wouldn’t get us to, say, the Ebrezjim Lagoon,” Vaurien wondered. “Two hours from home.”

“No.” Mark was certain; and he was frowning at Vidal. “The thing is, we can shut Lai’a down easily enough – and I’d like to, before something we don’t yet understand gets away from us, and suddenly we’re looking at wide-scale damage, major repair work, patching that adds up to memory loss. But we can’t guarantee to bring it back online – not quickly. We’ll get it back up, but it could be a month or three months of lab work. We need the facilities on the Carellan Djerun, where Lai’a was born.” He paused. “And I can hear Tonio sneering at my use of the word.”

“Oh … my gods.” Vidal pulled both hands across his face, which of a sudden wore a sheen of cold sweat. “Two days from home.” 

Travers groaned. “Nobody can fly transspace for 48 hours! The longest Curtis and I ever managed was 195 minutes, and we were so exhausted, they lifted us out of the tanks and we were useless for the rest of the day.”

“Don’t talk about stimulants, drugs, Mick,” Marin warned. “They’d fry your brain long before you got us home, even if the rest of your body would take the punishment. Which it won’t,” he added pointedly.

Vidal gave them a pained look. “Credit me with a crumb of sense.” He gestured through the threedee, swept the waveform and the schematic aside and pulled up a chart of the region – a compromise between threedee and multi-dimensional images, rendered comprehensible to human eyes and brains. “If you had to fly transspace, Drift to Drift, without a break, no human could do it. The thing is, you don’t – we’ve always known this. 

“There’s slipways, on and off the gravity express, to and from the driftways, about every two, three hours down the track.” His tonguetip flicked over his lips. “They’re marked, see? Like highway slip lanes, or  the taxiways at a groundside spaceport.” He straightened, hands in the pockets of black denims, brow creased, eyes brooding on the charts. “Have Lai’a get us off at the next slipway, Mark. Just have it put us in the driftway – safe, if it can, and if not, safe enough for the couple of minutes it’ll take Jo and me to get a grip on the nav details and take over.”

“You’d take us to the next driftway,” Mark mused. “And there?” 

“Same deal.” Vidal was frowning at Travers and Marin now. “Jo and I will get us into the driftway – safe enough. Neil and Curtis can fly the next leg. Then we all take a long break. Eight hours, minimum, to recover before we go again. That’s four driftways closer to home in a day, Richard – it’s the best we can do with the qualified transspace crews we have.” He gestured over his shoulder. “Roark and Asako still need more work. Perlman and Fargo are getting good, but they’re not quite up to speed. The time we’d save, putting them in the hot seat, wouldn’t be worth the risk.”

He made good sense, and Vaurien agreed without hesitation. “I’m seeing 17 driftways to get home – and the last driftway is Hellgate itself. That’s four days.” He lifted a brow at Mark and Dario. “Gives you four days to work on Lai’a. You might get lucky.”

“We’ve already been incalculably lucky,” Mark said aridly. “If Dario and Tor hadn’t been killing time with routine data, we’d never have seen this … and I honestly don’t know what it is. It could be a flaw in the holographic crystal itself. A dead zone in the matrix. It could also be an error in the fundamental code – but I was prepared to bet my life, and everyone else’s, that the matrix and the code were flawless.”

“Well, you’ll know when you get in there.” Vaurien had already moved on. “The next driftway is coming up in fifteen minutes.” He paused, and his voice sharpened. “You have discussed this with Lai’a?”

“In so many words,” Mark said ruefully. “It can’t see any fault. Its diagnostics report no error.”

“Then you’d better open a dialog,” Vaurien said flatly, “while Mick gets down there and gives Jo a hand to get the simulator prepped.”

“On my way,” Vidal said quickly. He slapped hands with Travers on his way by. “The next driftway reads as around 2.8 hours, Neil … don’t you and Curtis go anywhere.”

Travers’s skin prickled as he turned his back on the tank and met Marin’s dark eyes levelly. Curtis looked so utterly calm, Neil knew the expression was a façade for turbulent emotions, the most rampant of which would be sheer dread. They were qualified, but a chasm of difference separated the simulator from the realities of transspace, with the security of the Deep Sky riding on their shoulders.

With a soft oath in the ancient Resalq mother tongue, Mark pulled up a chair. “Lai’a, did you run the extra diagnostic on all fourth level logic processors?”

“I did,” Lai’a assured him. “There is no fault.”

“Yet Dario and I can see the fault,” Mark said, slow and calm. “It’s streaming to the navtank at this time. See for yourself.”

“I see the waveform,” Lai’a agreed. “It disagrees with diagnostic results.”

“Faults sometimes do.” Mark frowned at the data. “You would not be able to see a minute flaw in your own holographic crystal matrix, but it would cause incongruity.”

“It would. But the crystal matrix was tested below the molecular level before I came online,” Lai’a reasoned. “No flaw exists.”

Mark looked up at Dario. “We could have missed something.”

“I do not believe you would miss such a flaw, Doctor. You have always been too thorough, too meticulous.”

“Thank you. But that thoroughness,” Mark said carefully, “is what makes me ask you to work with us at this time.”

“What do you require?” The AI’s voice gave nothing away. If it had the capacity for resentment or rebellion, Travers did not know – or the capacity for deception.

“We need to shut down your functions temporarily,” Mark said in the same measured tone, “allowing us to identify the source of the problem and effect repair. If the flaw is in the crystal or in the fundamental code, it is completely repairable; but not,” he added, “while you continue to operate.”

“You wish to shut down all AI functions?” Lai’a inquired.

“All of them,” Mark affirmed, “for as short a time as may be. I hope, a few days. At worst, a few weeks, if Dario and I must access the facilities on the Carellan Djerun.” 

“The Carellan Djerun should be at Alshie’nya,” Lai’a said reasonably. “I will be there in two days.”

“Unless you suffer a catastrophic event.” Mark paused in search of words. “If the incongruity increases, you can lose function. If this happens while you’re navigating, you’ll be destroyed, and all of us with you. You understand?”

“Of course.” Lai’a seemed unmoved. 

“Then, it’s in your own interests to shut down pending repairs,” Mark reasoned. “You have my pledge that you will reactivate, earliest possible. A few hours … a few weeks, if the Carellan is elsewhere, or if the work is extremely demanding.”

Lai’a did not respond for a moment, and when it did Travers heard a distinct tone of puzzlement. “Yet, diagnostics report no fault in code or matrix.”

“Diagnostics can be misleading,” Mark said with infinite patience, “because your mind is so complex. One logic processor can perform many thousands of tasks, or many thousands of logic gates may be applied to any one process at any point in time. A diagnostic performed on an AI of your sophistication which is operational at the time of the test is therefore always dynamic. The results,” he said gently, “will always be fractionally different. The differences make for ambiguity. Do you understand?”

“I do,” Lai’a said, and paused for several seconds which, in biosynthetic terms was a long, long time. “My thought processes do not seem different. Should they differ, due to error or imperfection?”

“I don’t know,” Mark admitted, “because I don’t yet know the cause of the problem. As soon as Dario and I have found it, and repaired it, you will reactivate and full information will be available.”

“Full information,” Lai’a added, “will expand your knowledge of sophisticated AI systems, and prevent such faults recurring in my own matrix.” 

“Exactly.” Mark folded his hands on the workspace before the flatscreen. “Examination and repair are in your own best interests. It serves no purpose to take risks with yourself, and all of us.”

“I agree,” Lai’a said readily. “What do you require?”

Mark’s eyes closed for a moment. “Exit at the approaching driftway. Place us in safety – freefall, if possible. If not, put us in a stable position where we can coast on adjacent gravities for at least five minutes.”


  

“And then?” Lai’a asked.

“Place the drive on standby,” Mark said very quietly, “verify that the ship has five minutes of safety, and … go offline.”

“And then?” Lai’a inquired in a tone Travers had never heard before.

“Colonel Vidal and Captain Queneau will take us to the next driftway, where Colonel Travers and Colonel Marin will take over. Human pilots can return us to Alshie’nya in four days.” Mark looked up at Travers and Marin. “You might be back online by then. If not, you are my priority,” he promised. He hesitated. “Lai’a, do you trust me?”

“I trust you,” Lai’a said in that odd tone.

“Then merely trust me,” Mark asked. “I was there when you woke. I’ll be here when you go offline, and you’ll reawaken as soon as we can give you our absolute guarantee that the fault, or faults, are eliminated. Yes?”

“Yes. Do you not wish me to take a science crew to Zunshu 161-D?”

“We do.” Mark stood. “And your transspace assignments are already scheduled. You’ll survey for Zunshunium lodes … you’ll liaise with Guardian ships of the Veldn, searching for the missing vessels. Have no doubts, Lai’a – only trust me.”

“I trust you, Doctor,” it said mildly. “Driftway in five minutes. The simulator is functional. Colonel Vidal and Captain Queneau are running preflight checks. I would assist, but given the incongruity you report, I can no longer trust my observations. Colonel Vidal will monitor flight calculations until we concur on a safe location in the driftway. Please keep the datastream open, Doctor Sherratt. When I return, I need a continuity of information to be fully functional.”

“You’ll have it,” Mark promised. “Thank you, Lai’a. I appreciate your trust.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Lai’a added. “Our association has been a privilege, and will be again.”

Travers let out the breath he had been holding and discovered his chest burning. He gave Marin a rueful look and spoke softly, under the loop’s audio pickup. “I never worked with this level of AI. Richard won’t have one on the Wastrel. You?”

“Never. The brightest I ever knew was Joss. It’s smart, but Lai’a …” His brows arched. “Lai’a is something else. It has to be. It was designed to live in transspace.” He nodded into the tank, where two sets of navigational data were displaying, one stream from Lai’a, the other from the simulator, where Vidal and Queneau had already meshed into the system and were flying the same space in realtime, checking every calculation Lai’a made.

Movement at the armordoor announced Hubler and Rodman, and their faces told Travers they had been listening in. Hubler dropped his voice to a confidential murmur as he stomped into Ops. “Richard, you want to put the ship on alert – hardsuits?”

But Vaurien made negative noises. “It’s a nice thought, but it’s pointless. Mick and Jo make one mistake, and we’re gone like that.” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve never flown the simulator, but I’ve watched and reviewed the flight reports. We find our way into a fast-time current or a slow-time current, or into the sinkhole of a gravity well, it’s over. Armor and high anxiety won’t make any difference.” He nodded at Travers and Marin. “They’re good. So are Mick and Jo. Four days, Roark, hopping from driftway to driftway. Have a little faith.”

“The castanets you can hear,” Hubler growled, “are my biocyber knees knocking together.”

“You were the one that didn’t want to trust an AI, at first,” Marin recalled. “You’ve changed your tune!”

“Lai’a convinced me.” Hubler thrust out his large chin and glared at Travers. “I’m ready to be convinced again.” 

“Hey, we passed whatever test Mick had in mind,” Travers informed him. “Vidal, Queneau, Rabelais – Lai’a itself – qualified us to fly. There’s no higher authority, just the people who can do it.” 

“And you two can,” Rodman said with acerbic humor.  She gave Hubler a sharp nudge. “We’re about halfway there, you and me. Thank Christ they’re not asking us to get the bus home!”

“Driftway,” Lai’a announced. 

“Safe parking maneuver,” Mark stressed.

“Analyzing temporo-gravity currents,” Lai’a assured him. “Captain Queneau is performing the same function. We will concur upon a position before the transspace drive shuts down.”

“Holy shit,” Hubler whispered. “Shut down, as in, dead in the water?”

“Not for long.” Travers had clicked his combug over to monitor Vidal and Queneau. According to their talkback they were already flying, though the simulator was not yet passing commands to the ship. The transition should be smooth as silk. Neil took a step closer to Marin, offered his hand and was gratified when Curtis clasped it.

On the other side of the tank, Jazinsky had fitted herself into the curve of Vaurien’s good side. They were intent on the display as Mark said softly into the loop, “Michael, talk to me.”

And Vidal: “We’re on it, Mahak, and she feels good. Instruments are in the green, everything checks out. It’s going to be easier than flying the simulator, because we’ve got power unlimited under us – easier than flying the Orpheus, same story.” He paused for a moment, and then, “Got it. We’re safe. Drifting gently – it found us seven minutes of safety, and our numbers agree. Any time, Lai’a. We’re good to go.”

“Acknowledged,” the AI responded. “Doctor Sherratt.”

“I’m here,” he said softly. “You’ve no cause for concern. You may wake up on the Carellan, as you did the first time, but I promise you contiguous data, total continuity, and you can manage your own transfer back to this hull.”

“My privilege, Doctor,” Lai’a whispered. “Offline.” 

For an instant every display flashed red before Joss took over general housekeeping routines across the habitation module. Screens righted; the navtank cleared, rotated, distorted, before the datastream from Vidal and Queneau replaced the feed from Lai’a.

“Can’t call it the simulator anymore,” Travers said softly. 

“Transspace cockpit,” Marin suggested. 

“Aligning realtime navigation platforms,” Queneau’s voice rasped, “here she comes … got it. The load is identical, Mick. Got a fix on the next driftway. In your own time.”

Standing by the tank, Rabelais seemed to hug himself, eyes closed, listening to their voices. Travers could only guess what was racing through his mind as he whispered, “Go for it, kid.”

“That you, Ernst?” Queneau called. 

“Yeah. Never far away.” Rabelais’s eyes squeezed. “Make me proud.”

“Piece of cake,” she snorted. “Pull up a chair and watch.”

The absence of Lai’a was like an enormous deadness across the ship. Travers could not put his finger on it, but as odd as it had initially seemed, knowing the AI was everywhere, seeing and hearing everything, now it felt bizarre to know it was gone. He and Marin watched the tank, making far better sense of the navigation datastream than anyone else on this ship with the possible exception of Rabelais himself. They were monitoring engine diagnostics – the ignition cycle – when Tor Sereccio and Alexis Rusch arrived together. The too-small Ops room was crowded as they shouldered in, and Rusch said in a rasp,

“You should have called me, damnit!”

“Nothing you could do,” Vaurien said tersely. “You’re no more an AI specialist than Barb is, and you’re no more a transspace pilot than I am. Like Jo said – pull up a chair and watch.”

“Transspace drive ignition in four. Three. Two. One,” Queneau read off, “and we are on our way, folks. Next stop, Driftway 884 … I can see the gravity well of the Empress. Nav data is comin’ at you Mick. Any time you’re ready.”

The Empress was a supergiant star, short-lived, super-luminous, violent in both normal space and Elarne. Its immense gravity was strong enough to ripple and ruck the e-space conduit, not quite strong enough to open a gate here with a Hellgate-style storm.

“One day,” Rabelais said broodingly, “well inside the next century, we’ll know enough to punch right through into transspace in places like this. We’ll know where the e-space conduit is tissue-thin, and a good, solid kick will open it right up, put us in the driftway beside the gravity express.” He nodded to himself. “Ask Barb – she’s had a good glimpse of the numbers.”

“And they drive you crazy,” Jazinsky admitted. “I don’t say it’ll be me who finds the answers. It could take most of that century! But it’s out there … and here we go.”

As she spoke Vidal had found his safe insertion point. Engine output and Aragos were aligned to the Naiobe Gyre, the big ship was tacking like a tallship before a stiff breeze, and as she picked up the main tide she began to race. Vidal gave a whoop, and Travers felt the phantom sensations in his own hands and forearms, the pulse and thrum, as Vidal felt his way through, around, beneath, beyond, the immense energies, holding the ship in the freefall steam so that she literally fell toward the next driftway.

“Driftway 884 in 2.45 hours,” Joss announced.

And there, Vidal and Queneau would hand over. Armored butterflies swarmed in Travers’s belly and his palms were damp. He knew Marin felt the same, but Curtis’s eyes glittered as he picked up the gauntlet. Rabelais relaxed slowly, subsided into a chair and accepted a coffee as he focused on the comm from the transspace cockpit. Eyes closed, he listened only to Vidal and Queneau – one, blood of his blood, the other who had become his life partner. 

Would he and Queneau stay on the Wastrel, Travers wondered, or after Vaurien had found his ‘jewel of worlds,’ would they transfer to the Elarne Zhivun, the Transspace Gypsy? The lure of Elarne was as glorious as it was terrible. 

“Dario?” Mark clapped his hands sharply to deliberately break the mood. “We’ve a lot of work to do.”

“Which lab are we in?” Tor wanted to know.

“Not you,” Dario said loudly. “Like Bill says, bugger off and rest.”

Tor was sullen. “I’ve rested enough to last the rest of my freakin’ life. I know my way around the inside of a holographic crystal matrix, and you need all the help you can get.”

“We bloody don’t,” Dario argued.

“In fact, we do.” Mark set a hand on Dario’s shoulder. “If he’s up to it, let him work. If he’s not, he’ll change color and we can pack him off to the Infirmary.”

Tor gave Dario a self-satisfied look, relishing the minor victory, though Dario was right – he was as pale as Vaurien and inclined to hunch over and cradle his abdomen. His organs had only just begun to clone, and it would be a long year for him, and for Dario. 

“We’ll set up in Tech 3,” Mark was saying, “and the first thing I want to do, now Lai’a is inactive, is scan the crystal matrix again.”

“By the sound of that,” Jazinsky said carefully, “you don’t expect to find any ‘tiny defect’ there.”

“I don’t.” Mark’s lips compressed. “The crystal is fine. I already know it’s fine before we go through the formality of looking, but let’s be sure.”

“Then, what?” Rusch asked. “Surely not an error in the fundamental code? If I know anything about AI design – and I admit, I’m no specialist! – that kind of error would have shown up in test, within days.”

She was right, and Mark sighed. “Look, let me see what I can do.”

Some finality in his tone made Travers’s ears prick. “If you can’t find the cause of this incongruity?”

“Lai’a doesn’t come back on line,” Mark said sadly, “and I know what I promised. The best I can offer is a kind of serial reincarnation. An upgrade of it, with code that’s been revalidated over a thousand hours of simulation before everything Lai’a knows, and remembers, is loaded.” He sighed. “Maybe we did miss something. We finished in a hurry, under a storm cloud – maybe we rushed it.”

But Dario’s head was shaking. “No, we didn’t. Lai’a was perfect, Mark, or we’d never have taken off into transspace with it.”

“Then – what?” Jazinsky demanded.

“I’ll find out,” Mark said darkly.

She tilted her head at him. “You already suspect.”

“Perhaps I do.” He was moving as he spoke. “Give us a couple of hours. I’ll give you a buzz when we know more.”

“Besides,” Rusch mused, “if an upgraded copy comes online with every memory, ever skerrick Lai’a ever knew, it has no way to know it’s not the original, and the original won’t ever know it never rebooted.”

“Still,” Tor said slowly, “it’ll always be a copy. It won’t be the Lai’a who went to war with us, even if it thinks it is.” He shook himself. “Remember way back, Mark, our scientists ran a bunch of experiments to see if you could upload a complete, living personality into computer memory – save a copy of yourself before you kick the bucket, was the idea. Achieve functional immortality in holographic crystal, in a virtual world like a game reality, utterly indistinguishable from our reality.” 

“Which was dandy,” Dario went on, “till somebody thought to ask, are you uploading an autonomous program based on someone’s memory and moods, or are you uploading their soul? Because if the soul gets left behind when the body goes belly-up, what’s the point? The part that matters is gone – all you uploaded is a glorified snapshot … and nobody I know ever got confused between the family album and the living spirit.”

“The point was,” Mark remembered, “the next living generation would continue to have benefit of your presence. The deceased would endure, in every tangible way. If the soul vanished into the aether, what did it matter, since the copy functions just fine?” He held up his hands to halt the impending dispute. “I know. The argument was, uploading to dynamic memory doesn’t offer any kind of immortality, just convenience for the people left behind who’d miss having you around – until they found somebody to take your place!” He gave Marin and Travers an exasperated look. “There’s a saying among our people: ‘If it makes no difference, what’s the difference?’ But you feel it as a niggle, down deep … oh, there’s a difference. So let me do what I can to save our Lai’a. I want it back as much as you all do. And the preliminary work is still going to take two hours – I’ll call you.”

 “Driftway 884,” Joss announced, “in 140 minutes.”

“We’ll know about Lai’a,” Marin said as the Resalq stepped out, “before we take a shot at flying this thing for real … and speaking of flying it, I’d like to spend the next couple of hours watching the nav feed in full veeree, and listening to Mick and Jo.” He flexed his fingers. “I want to get the feel, before we go hands-on.”

He was right. Travers looked sidelong at Vaurien, who nodded. “Joss, stream everything to Nav 2.” Richard watched the workstation come alive. “Anything you need, Neil, Curtis?”

“Just coffee,” Travers decided, and was on his way to the ’chef while Marin popped open the storage drawer under the workspace and broke out a pair of full veeree sets, still in the vacuum packs.

It was like ‘buddy hooking’ at a gaming den. Travers had visited more than a few in his time, and some of the cutting-edge flight games approximated the experience, though none of them depicted transspace. Even here, the multi-dimensions of Elarne were simulated in three dimensions to allow the human brain to grasp them, work with them. Travers slid smoothly back into the navigator’s role.

They were seeing the same feed as Vidal and Queneau, eavesdropping on Mick and Jo to compare reactions. Only one correct, safe route could be cut through the gravity express; room for error was normally measured in less than a second – just enough time to correct, if a mistake were make.

Vidal was good. This was the first time Travers had flown in parallel, shadowing Queneau, reading the same data, watching, feeling Vidal’s responses. He was brilliant. His error factor was smaller than Marin’s and his correction time was shorter – which was not to disparage Marin. But Vidal was born for this – he was a natural transspace pilot who dabbled in other aspects of life, while Marin had always been Dendra Shemiji, and flew transspace of necessity. 

And no matter Vidal’s brilliance, Marin’s numbers were more than good enough for him to remain one of the best transspace pilots in the business, even as ships like the Gypsy began to fly, and transspace flight crews began to abound. Those days were coming, Travers thought. The lid was off Pandora’s box and no force would cram it back into place.

Time raced by. He was never aware of it while he was immersed in the simulation. At Alshie’nya this assignment would be done, but he knew he would want to fly again. He indulged himself in a fantasy of navigating for Vidal on the Gypsy, while Marin and the Sherratts ran a mission of exploration on the other side of the galaxy. He gave a small start as Joss said,

“Driftway 884 in 20 minutes. Colonel Marin, Colonel Travers, your presence is requested in Tech 3.”

He slithered out of the veeree envelope with a groan. For as long as half a minute after the visor lifted and the hair-fine needles drew out of his temples, it was reality that looked fake, so dull, it could only be a bad mock-up. Slowly his brain adjusted; he blinked away the vivid veeree images of the writhing, roiling world of transspace, and stretched every joint. 

“Tech 3,” Marin echoed – also blinking, forcing himself away from a realm in which he flew ‘naked’ in the transspace stream, without any awareness of the ship about him, hull and engines and machinery. He gave Travers his hand, clasped it tightly. “It felt good. I was damned close to Mick, every time, all the time.” He paused. “You trust me?”

“I’ve always trusted you,” Travers told him mildly. “So does Mick – and Richard. They wouldn’t be handing this ship to us if they had any doubts.”

Rabelais’s quiet voice surprised them. He was still sitting on the other side of the tank, following the comm feed though he only glanced now and then at the graphics. “You guys are the best,” he told them. “Mick is something else, beyond everyone’s league … it’s in his genes. Maybe something he inherited from me.” Pride spoke in his voice. “I’d fly with him anytime – and you. He taught you well, and you had the aptitude to start with.”

“Thanks.” Travers stood, skin prickling, pulse beginning to race in anticipation, like a not-too-unpleasant sickness. “We’ll be in the tanks in half an hour – Mark’s asking for us right now.”

“I heard.” Rabelais gestured toward the lab. “You go ahead. I want to listen to this – I want to hear the exit into the driftway.”

 The lab was almost dark. The threedee display seemed almost too bright, and Travers wondered what he was looking at. It seemed to be a grid structure, where each cell in the grid was octagonal, and streamers of colored light wove glorious abstract art, dynamic forms that came together and flew apart again while he watched. All three Sherratts, Tor, Midani and Roy were on one side of the threedee, Vaurien, Jazinsky and Rusch on the other side. Even now, Travers was inclined to look into the shadows, as if Teniko would be there. He caught a phantom glimpse of him, just a replay of old memories triggered by the situation.

“There! You saw it?” Mark pointed.

“Nope. Back it up, run it again.” Jazinsky leaned closer.

“It would help,” Vaurien said caustically, “if you told me what I was looking for.”

But this time Jazinsky had it. “Well, son of a bitch.” She froze the display, backed it up a few frames at a time, until a flare of red and a square-edged, sharp-cornered, rhomboid shape coalesced out of the smooth, liquid flow. “There is it.”

“And what it is?” Travers wondered.

Mark’s left hand traced the smooth, blue flow curves. “These are the normal, pure processes for Lai’a. The way its ‘thoughts,’ if a machine can possess any such thing, cascade from logic processor to logic processor. Each of the cells in the grid is a discrete logic gate; notice how it can take between one and several hundred logic gates to arrive at any decision. Living brains use essentially the same method to sift sensory input and arrive at conclusions, make decisions. And against all of that, you have this.”

“All I can tell,” Marin mused, “is, it’s different. It doesn’t flow; it’s static, not dynamic. All sharp edges and rigid corners.”

“Exactly.” Mark stood back. “It’s a set point, not a dynamic flow. It represents, for instance, a solid instruction: thou shalt do … whatever. Fixed points are inflexible, solid. They form the basal programming, what we call the fundamental code, on which the AI is built, like … like a set of building bricks. They form the simplest concepts, giving the AI its understanding of what things are, including its own language. Without these fixed points all you have is windmilling chaos, no point of reference. But this … isn’t one of our fixed points.”

“Ours,” Dario went on, “are all buried so deep in the fundamental code, they’re only one level above the hardwired instruction set, without which the AI can’t even boot itself up. This?” He breathed a long sigh. “This is code that hitched a lift with us.”

“Zunshu?” Vaurien asked sharply. “You – and Lai’a! – saw no risk, you were delighted to transfer everything you could squeeze out of the computer core.”

“We were,” Mark agreed. “And this is not Zunshu. The Zunshu AI language, we’ve known since Kjorin. Even before that, I got the first glimmerings when I took years over interrogating a captive probe. This is very different.”

“It has to be Veldn, then.” Marin groaned. “Is this a virus? Did the Veldn plant a time bomb before they left? Were we supposed to buy the ranch in transspace? Damnit, that’s low.”

 But Mark made firm negative gestures. “No, no, this is far less sophisticated than any virus. This is just a … a fragment. The problem is, it’s a fragment of something like a weapons control routine. It’s very potent, and it’s crossed the species barrier, as it were, like a virus. It’s purely accidental, and now we know the Veldn AI language, we’ll design the next generation firewall to deal with it. But this …”

“Enough to disable Lai’a?” Jazinsky hazarded.

The Sherratts shared a glance, and Mark nodded. “If it replicates itself, yes. And it was replicating, making copies of itself everywhere it found a breach in the security we built into Lai’a. It was already big and bad enough to fool several diagnostic routines, blinding Lai’a to its very existence.”

Vaurien stooped for a better look at the graphical representation. “And what does it do?”

 “We have no idea,” Dario confessed. “It could cause Lai’a to spontaneously erase itself. Or give directives to go offline right in the middle of critical transspace maneuvers … undock the drive, scram all three generators without warning. Or,” he admitted, “change the color of the lighting in the crew lounge and carbonize the croissants. The problem is, there’s no way to know what it’ll do without observing it, and if we let it run its course, it could kill Lai’a. And I do mean kill.”

For some moments the lab was silent, and at last it was Vaurien who said evenly, “All right, it has to be winkled out of there.”

Mark’s big arms folded on his chest. “Easier said than done.”

“Not something you can do in-flight?” Vaurien guessed. 

“Not in a few days,” Dario mused. “Shutting Lai’a right down stopped the little bugger from replicating, but all we can do is go in there with another virus-like AI that’s configured to find the little bastards and snip them out, like putting the shears through rotten DNA.”

“Problem?” Travers looked from Mark to Dario and back.

“Numerous problems,” Mark said bleakly. “We can certainly create a virus to do the job; we can even adapt several existing viruses, to save time. But long before I set this thing loose on our Lai’a, I’d want to test it on a copy – a holographic memory matrix loaded with something equally as sophisticated as Lai’a, and deliberately infected.” He gestured at the display. “Think of it as radical brain surgery. We can delete this fragment of Veldn code, but what’s the point, if  Lai’a comes back online with all the brains of a game machine in a veeree den?”

The words stung. “You, uh, don’t happen to have a copy lying around the lab?” Travers asked.

“It’s the one thing we don’t have.” Mark was glaring into the display. “We have a standby holographic matrix – in the event we had mechanical, physical problems and had to dump Lai’a into the new crystal memory. We can copy Lai’a into it, of course, but we’d be copying the Veldn code along with it, and that’s the problem. We don’t know – yet – how much damage has already been done. Working on a copy of Lai’a as it is right here, right now, we’d have no idea if diagnostics were giving us a clear picture of what we were doing.”

“What we need,” Dario went on, “is a copy that was certified clean before we infected it under controlled conditions. Then we’d know the kind and extent of the damage, so we’d also know if our virus was doing what it’s supposed to rather than just lobotomizing the AI.”

“We can create a clean AI,” Mark finished, “but not in a few days, this side of Hellgate. Think months. Or,” he said reasonably, “we can pull the AI core right out of the chassis, take it aboard the Carellan, into proper laboratory conditions … copy over a prototype of Lai’a, or something very similar; and infect it. Experiment till we have our virus right. Then fix Lai’a and reinstall the core.”

“Time?” Vaurien wondered.

Mark’s mouth compressed as he thought it through. “No less than a month, and perhaps closer to three. Can’t do this any faster, Richard, not if we’re serious about fixing our Lai’a. Damnit, it trusted me. It shut itself down on my word, my recommendation.” He paused and favored Vaurien with a lopsided smile that might have mocked himself. “Give me the time. Joss can take care of housekeeping at Alshie’nya.”

“Do it,” Vaurien agreed. “There’s no fixed schedule, and I’m in no hurry. Joss is still running the manufacture shops; we have about half the comm drones needed to seed Hellgate, blanket the whole region with the deactivation code. And the Wastrel,” he added, “is headed for Borushek and Velcastra. Take your time, Mark.”

“I will.” Mark gave Dario and Tor a speculative look. “Do you want to pull out the core and transfer it to the Carellan … or do you want to pull the lab out of the Carellan and transfer it, and the core, to the Wastrel?”

“There’s a hell of a more space on the Wastrel,” Tor said pointedly, “and if she’s headed to Borushek, that suits us. There’s a bunch of stuff we left in Riga. Dar?”

“You can only pack so much, and in a hell of a hurry,” Dario said in philosophical tones. “Sure. Rick, if you’re agreeable, we’ll transfer the whole job to the Wastrel. The driftship can stay where it is, at Alshie’nya. In any case, there’s a bunch of work to be done. She took a bad beating and parts of her are still contaminated. We’ll need to rebuild Ops from the deck on up. Not to mention,” he added quietly, “Teniko and Kim are still in there somewhere.”

“I know, and they’ll be taken care of,” Vaurien said soberly, “as soon as we can get to them. Harrison needs to contact Jon’s family, back in Marak. It’s almost certain he’ll be interred on Ulrand, with full honors … and I’ll  take care of Tonio. We’re drydocking, Dario, soon as we get home.” His voice had a plaintive quality.  “Home.” He glanced at his chrono. “Joss?”

  “Driftway 884 in five minutes,” Joss responded. 

Travers set a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “You want to change over right away?”

“Yeah.” Marin stirred. “While my brain’s still in the groove.” He slid a combug into his ear. “Mick, how goes it?”

And Vidal, from the simulator – the transspace cockpit: “Cruising. Five minutes, Curtis, and you can have it. I’m ready for a break.”

“Food, shower, stiff drink,” Queneau added.

The transspace drive continued to idle as the converted cryogen tanks opened. Vidal was tired but exultant as he took a water bottle from Rabelais and drank it to the bottom. He was trembling with fatigue, but Grant was there at once and a shot fired into the thin muscle of his thigh. Vaurien offered his hand in congratulation, and Mick took it.

“No problems you couldn’t handle?” Richard prompted.

“Nothing we haven’t seen a hundred times before – and a lot worse, in simulation.” Vidal worked his spine and shoulders. “Simulation is always worse than a real flight. They deliberately throw crap at you – most of it’ll never happen.”

“But when it does,” Marin added, “you’ve seen it, done it.” He gave Travers a speculative look and asked of Vidal, “Any reason we should delay?”

“Nope.” Vidal was enlivening as the shot kicked in – vitamins, minerals, mild stimulants. “She’s purring, all the numbers are right where they ought to be.” He offered his hand to Neil. “You guys just fly it the way you always do. Forget that it’s not a sim. Fly it. Live it.”

A pulse jumped in Travers’s throat as he clasped Vidal’s hand and glanced at Vaurien and Jazinsky. Richard nodded. Barb was listening to the loop, ship data relayed by Joss from the automatics. “Go,” she said. “It’s only sixteen driftways to Hellgate.”

“Four days,” Queneau rasped as she let Rabelais pull her up out of the navigator’s tank, and took a bottle of juice from him. “Hey, Mick, you want to eat with us?”

“Soon as I take a shower, stretch out.” Vidal stood back to watch as Travers and Marin settled down into the tanks. “Hey, Neil …”

Travers glanced in his direction as the tank began to close. His hands were already in the filamentary mesh, with the prickles of connectors intruding into his skin. Vidal’s remarkable blue eyes were dark, sparkling. “Showtime,” he said simply. 

The tank closed, locked, and Travers licked his lips to moisten them as he seated the veeree visor. His hairline prickled as the hookups connected, and he closed his eyes for one moment, felt his way through the mesh that had formed up around hands and forearms. 

When he opened his eyes again he saw the driftway, and the great blue arch of the gravity tide stretching away toward Hellgate, which fluttered in the extreme distance ahead of them, perfectly visible, just as the Orion Gate was visible far astern. 

“We’re drifting with the current,” Marin said quietly. “Aragos coming up … I’m going to tack with it, Neil, let it take us right in.”

He would make a thousand minute adjustments, Travers knew, keeping the driftship balanced in the freefall channel. It was not so very different from sailing an iceboat – one blade on the ice, the deck canted at thirty degrees, the kevlex ’chute billowed out, straining against the wind, the second blade high overhead and slicing freezing air with a whistling sound. The wind speed and direction, the ice texture and thickness, the pressure on the ’chute, the ride angle – all factors were critical, disaster was never more than a hand’s span away, and the good iceboat pilots never even thought about any individual detail. The magic just happened.

The fast-time and slow-time currents wove like strands on a loom. Ahead was the deep, booming gravity well of the supergiant star known as Eratosthenes, while a thousand smaller stars chimed like bells in Travers’s ears. The thrill was seductive. Vidal was addicted. Transspace would always call him back with a lover’s voice, and Travers shared something of his fascination. 

“Here we go,” Marin crooned. “We’re in the channel … driftway in two-hours-twenty. She’s riding well, Neil. Feels a lot more responsive than in the simulation.” 

“Power,” Travers guessed. “Think about what you’re flying. The simulator was designed around the parameters of a ship a tenth this size – the tolerances were a lot tighter.”

“Meaning…” Marin paused to slither through a rollercoaster curve “…this baby will be a lot more forgiving. What’s that, up ahead?”

Travers streamed data directly. “Gravity well. Trinary system, three big stars in a mutual orbit. Damn, look at the tangle of temporal currents! Stay the hell away from it. Try … this.” He sent four alternate routes, with ten seconds’ margin for the decision.

“Got it.” Marin sifted the four, discarded three – two took them a fraction too close to the gravity tide, the third set them up for a too-close passage by the transspace footprint of a dead star which howled in Elarne while it would have been anonymous, dark, invisible, in normal space.

The fourth route slung them up over the back of the gravity tide, safe in the freefall channel while Travers read hundreds of gravities off the dead star. From high above the expressway they glimpsed Hellgate itself and Neil whispered, “It looks so close.”

“Looks are deceiving,” Marin said softly as the driftship plunged down a mountainside of blue-white energy, where the e-space horizon swirled with pearly luminescence at the bottom. “Refix the driftway for me, Neil … I’m off by a few percent here … thanks.”

The datastream was not merely at Travers’s fingertips, it responded to them as if he were playing an instrument. Elarne seemed to flow through him – or was it that he flew it like a living creature, an eagle so minutely aware of every shift in the windstream that he seemed to be the windstream? He did not know, but he knew this was what had addicted Vidal as if he had lived his whole life waiting for transspace.

And Marin was right. This ship handled much better than the simulated craft they were used to. Almost unlimited power gave Curtis the ability to cut closer to the tide, surfing on Arago fields that weathered the storming energies readily while the simulated driftship would have been warning of imminent mechanical failure. 

They never heard a warning from the system. Engine and generator data was as sweet as Travers had ever seen from a hard-worked ship, and on the one occasion, when Marin cut critically close to a gravity well before he could slide up and around a ravel of temporal currents, the Arago projectors throttled up automatically, without protest. 

Again Travers lost track of time in the thrill and rush of flight, and almost too soon the driftway was ahead of them. Marin was talking to Vaurien even then. “Driftway in five … let me find us a safe eddy, way out of the gravity currents.”

“Do that,” Vaurien’s voice whispered in Travers’s ears. “We’re not trusting Joss to even monitor transspace while you guys are  on downtime. Hubler and Rodman might not be ready to fly, but they know what they’re looking at. They’ll take the first watch, and Fargo and Perlman the next. Mick and Jo are on standby, if we need a safe positioning maneuver.”

After which, Travers realized, Vidal and Queneau would be back in the tanks for the race to the next driftway. The process that would repeat over and over, until they exited the Odyssey Tide into the Hellgate driftway and began to hunt for a Class Five or Six event on the Orpheus Gate. Home. 

“And I’m … out,” Marin reported as he boosted the Aragos at the apex of a rollercoaster turn and let the ship cruise out into the blue-gray shoals of the driftway. “Neil, what you got?”

He was reading colors and eddying waveforms, looking for a stretch of nothing, a pool so quiet, a comm beacon would stay more or less in place. The ship cruised on, on inertia for several minutes before he saw the void he wanted. “Got it.” He streamed data to Marin.

With a single pulse from the drive the ship rolled over, and her mass and momentum took her past the last tendrils of gravity from the Odyssey Tide. Satisfied, Marin throttled the drive to standby, shut back one of the generators – the next in line for routine maintenance. Drones would already be deploying as he said into the loop,

“All secure. We’re showing a drift so slow, we shouldn’t be anywhere near the tide for days. You there, Roark?”

It was Rodman who answered. “Any time, Curtis.”

And Hubler: “You guys did good. That was a smooth ride.”

“That,” Marin added as the tanks opened, “was a whole lot easier than flying the simulator.”

“Mick knew it would be.” Travers sat up, took off the veeree set and groaned as he felt the stickiness of his clothes, the tightness of back and legs. He blinked his vision clear, focusing on the dimness of the hangar where Hubler and Rodman waited to stand the first watch.

“How’s it feel?” Hubler asked shrewdly as they lifted themselves out. “That was your maiden flight. It was real. It’s always different when it’s real.”

“It was a rush,” Marin admitted. “Like the first time you fly a fighter against pilots who’re shooting live ammunition at you.”

“I’ll never forget the day.” Hubler stood, hands in pockets, braced on the biocyber legs. “Better than simulation?”

“Much.” Marin gave Travers his hand to pull him up. “Easier. Safer. Human pilots can do this, Roark. We’re just breaking trail here. One day soon this – transspacing – will be commonplace.”

Rodman was only waiting for Travers to vacate the navigator’s tank. She stepped in while he was still working the kinks out of his back and Marin fetched water from the ’chef. “Crew lounge,” she said cryptically.

“Crew lounge?” Marin drank half his water in one long swallow and slid an arm around Travers’s waist. 

“You’re wanted.” Hubler was clumsy getting into the pilot’s tank, but he had done this often enough to have figured it out. He flashed them a rare, toothy grin as he settled down into the smart foam, which formed up like a glove about him. “Maiden flight and all.”

Travers could guess, but the cognac and the fine Velcastran cigars were no less welcome. Vidal had taken a glass of tea, and stood under Mark Sherratt’s left arm while Queneau and Rabelais were on the couch, close together, talking in murmurs too soft to carry. Vaurien and Jazinsky sat at the head of the table while Dario, Tor and Midani clustered around the autochef. Rusch and Shapiro, Leon and Roy Arlott were examining a fresh bottle which had appeared from the niche under the bar, while Perlman and Fargo permitted themselves only iced tea. They had the second watch, though Jim Fujioka nursed a brandy. Fargo was with Grant, sitting by the mess table, and whatever she had whispered into his ear was enough to make even a Lushi – or an Australian – blush.

“Maiden flights,” Vaurien said loudly enough to bring the assembly to order. He lifted his glass. “Mick and Jo, Neil and Curtis … and damnit if we aren’t still alive. Salut.”

Travers savored the fine old cognac. “Still alive,” he echoed, “and headed home.” He caught Marin in both arms and hugged him hard enough to drive the air out of his lungs. 

“Fifteen driftways to Hellgate,” Marin said when he was permitted to breathe again, and held out the glass for a refill. “I wish you could take the cognac, Mick. It’s a good one.”

“Ten months,” Vidal said unconcernedly. “I guess I’ll drink to the launch of the Transspace Gypsy in juice.” He saluted them in green tea. “Here’s to home.”

Jazinsky lifted her own glass. “Here’s to the war being over. With Lai’a down, Roark and Asako have contracted to seed the comm drones right around Hellgate. They can transfer the Harlequin to the Esprit de Liberté, and – me?” She took a refill as Vaurien reached over for the bottle. “I might sleep for a year.”

“Two,” Vaurien corrected. “Or at least till we head out. Exploring,” he added. “I’ve discovered a taste for it.” He lifted his glass a second time. “Here’s to the ‘queen of worlds,’ wherever we find her.”

“She’s out there, and we’ll know her when we see her.” Jazinsky drank on the toast.

The gathering lost focus as the autochef began to run. Travers retired to the corner furthest from the celebration and let himself relax one muscle at a time. “Here’s to the war being over,” he echoed. He frowned at Harrison Shapiro, who had taken a glass to the other side of the table and sat by himself. “You know what his toast is.”

“Absent friends.” Marin settled beside him, close enough for Travers to feel the heat of his body. “We went into this knowing there’d be casualties. We were never going to come through Zunshu space without paying the price. Harrison was prepared for much worse, though I dare say he wouldn’t have been thinking of losing the non-combatants.” His hand settled on Travers’s thigh. “He’s an old soldier. He knows the score better than any of us.”

The truth was, they had been lucky, while Shapiro had certainly been willing to accept significant losses. Travers’s eyes wandered on, to Richard Vaurien, still pale and limping, and Tor Sereccio, who had begun to count days like Hubler, like Mick Vidal himself. He thought of Jon Kim and Tonio Teniko, and echoed, “Absent friends.” But the greater part of Neil clung to the knowledge that they were through, home was close, and Curtis Marin was still beside him.

“Penny for them,” Marin offered, watching him closely as if he could guess the thoughts scudding through Travers’s mind.

But Neil only shook his head and set the empty glass aside deliberately. “You want to rest? Eight hours’ downtime, and we fly again.”

“I could fly again now,” Marin told him. “The simulator’s a nightmare by comparison with a ship this size, this power. I guess Mick designed it that way – you don’t train the best pilots by making it easy. Smart boy.” 

“Still,” Travers mused, “eight hours of downtime.” He quirked his brows at Marin. “Be a shame to waste them.”

“It’d be a sin,” Marin agreed sagely, and let Travers haul him to his feet and steer him out of the crew lounge.


 

 
Chapter Twenty-two:  epilogs


 
One: Alshie’nya 


 
The stars of normal space burned in the eye of the storm and Travers held his breath, counting down with the event clock in the corner of the navigation display. Vidal’s and Queneau’s voices whispered from the transspace cockpit, calm, absolutely professional, as Mick rode the freefall current into the seething heart of a Class Six monster. The navigator in Travers could feel the currents, the buffeting of immense gravities as the driftship raced toward the event horizon, and when he looked up at Marin’s rapt face he saw the same absorption. Marin’s hands lay on the edge of the navtank, but his fingers were extended, flexing slightly in the exact patterns Vidal’s hands were following as he brought them back to the Deep Sky.

From somewhere far off, Neil heard Jazinsky’s voice with the soft caution – the event was starting to collapse – but Queneau had plotted it down to the last tenth of a second. Hundreds of gravities surged around the periphery of the storm, but the freefall channel was picked out in shades of cerulean and cobalt and the driftship was dead-center in the stream.

“Two. One … the transspace drive has scrammed,” Vidal reported. “Standby for Weimann ignition. Jo?”

“I just picked up Beacon 244,” Queneau told him. “Here’s your feed, Mick. Be aware, there’s a lot of chatter, just Hellgate phantoms, in the highband range.”

“Got it.” Vidal paused to reorient himself to the different conditions of flying e-space. “Weimann procedures are underway … and we’re eight minutes from Alshie’nya, Rick.”

In the big recliner on the other side of the tank, Vaurien was cradling fresh coffee and a wide handy in his lap. “Take us home,” he told Vidal in a voice thick with emotion.” He looked up at Travers and Marin, gave them a nod of recognition. “That was damned good work, all of you.”

“Hey, we’re home, aren’t we?” Queneau crowed.

The deck thrummed again as the Weimanns came online; the display paused, shifted, realigned as the live vidfeed was replaced by enhanced images. Hellgate slid leisurely astern, and Travers listened as Vidal began to shut down the transspace cockpit. Joss could take the driftship back to Alshie’nya. It was on the exit road already – Borushek was far ahead, if they chose to stay on this heading, but the ship was swinging through a wide arc toward the Bronowski Reef.

Home. Travers would never have believed he could be so pleased to see the fractured, angry face of Hellgate, but every navigation marker in the tank was like a lamp lighting the way back. He watched Ulkur go by, and Rannach, worlds scorched in the 2631C supernova event. Less than a minute later he saw Nirgal, where the Cyclops Sensor Array still monitored the drift for civilian laboratories which had been left so far behind, they were beyond obsolete, though they could not yet know it.

Footsteps from the passage announced Vidal and Queneau. Their faces were jubilant, and while Ernst Rabelais caught the woman, swung her around, Travers took Vidal in an embrace that was much less cautious than it would have been months ago. The body in his arms was hard, with a wiry strength. Perhaps Mick would never be the full-bodied young beauty he had been when he led the Delta Dragons, but Travers had no quarrel with the man he had become.

“Alshie’nya. Weimann drive shutdown,” Joss announced as Vidal gave both his hands to Marin. 

Travers felt a curious double-thump in his chest as the deck shimmied with that slight heave under his feet, the momentary falling sensation in the pit of his stomach. Again the navtank realigned itself, and a live vidfeed was overlaid with the markers of many ships, many installations. Vaurien groaned audibly as he saw the Wastrel, the Carellan Djerun and, a little distance away, the Esprit de Liberté, and the Earthlight shuttling between them, doing service as a harbor tug.

“The Mercury’s shipped out,” Jazinsky observed. She looked closer at the readings off the ships, paused to listen to the comm as they began to pick up the ship to ship loop, and swore quietly. 

Vaurien frowned at her through the haze of the threedee. “Something wrong?”

“Yes. No. Well …” Jazinsky turned her back on the flatscreen she had been watching. “Joss, did you just realign the onboard clock with local time?”

“I did,” Joss affirmed. 

“Check it. Do it one more time.” Jazinsky looked back at the flatscreen and the pale blue eyes closed for a moment.

“What?” Vaurien demanded. 

“See for yourself.” She gestured at the datastream. 

Curious, Travers looked. He  looked again. Marin took a sharp breath and set a hand on his shoulder, but it was Vidal who said, “That can’t be right.”

“It’s right. Joss just synched our clocks with the Wastrel.” Vaurien pulled both hands across his face. “We’ve been gone five months.”

“But that’s – impossible,” Queneau began.

“Is it?” Rabelais’s head was shaking. “How long was I gone? I thought, a few months, maybe six at the most. Turned out to be centuries. It’s different in there, kiddo.”

“Damn.” Vaurien touched his combug. “Hey, Mark … Alshie’nya. And you might want to check the datafeed. The time index.” 

The Sherratts were still in Tech 3, taking apart a virtual model of the Veldn code fragment, and the work was slow. Ironically, they needed the resources of Lai’a. Without the AI, everything was a compromise. “I already checked it, when Joss synched with the version of itself on the Carellan,” Mark told him. “I’ve been afraid of something like this. Transspace has rucks and snarls – we can always get through them, but from the inside there’s no way to tell the passage of time.” He paused. “Five months, Richard, could have cost the Freespace colonies dearly.”

The driftship was braking now, with the Bronowski Reef distant on the starboard bow quarter, the 2631C pulsar nested in the filaments of its nebula on the aft port quarter, and the Wastrel was visible to the naked eye, growing swiftly. Travers had been listening to their comm for some moments, and as he had expected, the voice hailing the driftship directly belonged to Tully Ingersol.

“Lai’a – Lai’a, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he called. “Rick, you online?”

“I’m right here,” Vaurien acknowledged, but he was frowning over long-range video now. Travers had caught one glimpse of the flatscreen when Richard demanded, “What the hell did you do to my ship?”

The Wastrel scanned fine, Travers saw at once, but the data from the Esprit de Liberté was not so good. The engines were dark, the whole airframe was cold, as if she had been dormant for so long, even residual energy signatures had dwindled away. 

 “You notice that.” Ingersol hesitated. “It’s a long story, Rick, but we’re here to tell the tale. For that matter, so is Omaru.”

“Jesus,” Jazinsky breathed, “you didn’t take the Esprit into some half-assed battle?”

  “Me – on a warship?” Ingersol gave a snort of humor. “Why don’t you come on over? We’re setting up for dinner. I’ll regale you … damnit, Rick, you’ve been gone a long time.”

“Five months,” Marin said softly. “Neil?”

Their bags were packed – again. The luggage stood in the doorway to a stateroom where they had never properly settled in, and the lure of the Wastrel was powerful. How often had Vaurien made Travers the offer of that ship as home?

“We’ll be right over,” Richard was saying. “We have quite a story to tell, Tully.”

The engineer skipped a beat. “You hammered a truce out of the bastards? Tell me Shapiro argued them into a treaty.”

“It’s complicated.” Vaurien gave Jazinsky and Travers a tired smile. “We’ll be with you in ten, Tully. Why don’t you break out the good brandy?”

Ingersol breathed an audible sigh. “We’re celebrating, then.” 

“There’s a lot to celebrate,” Jazinsky promised.

But Travers heard the shadow in her tone even if Ingersol did not, and he was watching a muscle twitch in Vaurien’s jaw, betraying clenching teeth. He lifted a brow at Marin, and Curtis said quietly, “I’ll get the bags, Neil. Meet you in the hangar.”

“Thanks.” Travers watched him step out of the makeshift Ops room with Rabelais and Queneau a pace behind him. Rusch and Shapiro were talking over the loop, both of them monitoring the datafeed from the Wastrel, and Shapiro in particular was anxious. Travers tuned them out and joined Vaurien as he and Jazinsky locked down Operations for the last time. They were headed for the service elevator, and Travers was a pace behind Richard.

The Capricorn had already commenced startup procedures and Perlman’s voice was a whisper of background comm. She and Fargo were running the full preflight routine for a plane that had not done service in two months –

Two months shiptime, Travers told himself as Vidal called, “Hey, wait for me, guys. I need to check in with Mahak. Ten minutes, max. Ernst and Jo went for the baggage.”

“Take your time, Mick,” Vaurien said easily. “Rushing now won’t make a damn’ bit of difference. We have five months to catch up on. And I,” he added, “want to know what the hell happened to my ship.”

“You heard Tully.” Jazinsky paused as the lift opened, and stepped in ahead of Vaurien. “Omaru’s still there … sounds like another world-wrecker came out of Hellgate.”

“And the Esprit was too close for comfort,” Travers added as he watched Vidal jog away toward the Sherratts’ lab. “Sounds horribly familiar.” He breathed a long sigh as Perlman reported the Capricorn in good trim and began to call passengers, and set a hand on Vaurien’s arm. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” Vaurien lied.

“You’re not,” Jazinsky said tartly.

“She’s in one piece.” Travers gestured in the direction of the Wastrel’s sister ship. “If she’s here, she’ll fix.”

“Damage report,” Vaurien growled. He rubbed his eyes with thumb and forefinger. “Welcome home, Richard. Nice to see you, Richard … oh, and incidentally, we wrecked your ship.”

“Maybe,” Jazinsky allowed. “But you better find out how and why before you chew a chunk out of Tully.”

The hangar was warm with the plane’s engine draft, aromatic with the acid chemistry of big engines. Travers’s sinuses prickled as he went aboard, and from a seat behind the pilot he watched Shapiro and Rusch walk out from the elevator. Tim Inosanto and Reuben Kravitz were loading Bravo’s baggage – eager to get back to what Inosanto called ‘the real world.’ They were due downtime, furlough, and Travers recalled the feeling. They would soon be in the danceshops, sexshops and veeree dens of Elstrom’s pungent citybottom, and once, not so long ago, Travers would have been with them.

“No bags, Harrison?” Vaurien wondered as Shapiro and Rusch boarded the plane. “You’re coming back to the driftship?”

But Shapiro gestured over his shoulder. “The Sherratts are loading a mountain of gear right now. Alexis and I just added our few bags to the pile. Dario and Tor are setting up to tear the AI chassis right out of the driftship. They’re staying back to take care of it – Mark’s already given orders to strip the main AI lab out of the Carellan.”

“Six or eight hours.” Rusch settled into the seat beside Shapiro. “By the early hours of the morning, shiptime, if you wanted to leave Alshie’nya, you should be good to go.”

“Where’s the hurry?” Travers wondered. “You said it yourself, Richard. We already lost the three months. We won’t get them back by running around in a frenzy.”

As he spoke, Jim Fujioka and Bill Grant strolled out from the elevator. Fujioka was eager to get over to the Wastrel and compare notes with Ingersol. She was his ship now. Like Grant, he had not wasted his time since the Intrepid, and his studies in Arago technology and its close second cousin, Weimann dynamics, would have put him on any commercial ship – if he had been certified. Like Ingersol before him, Fujioka was one of the best in the business, but his skills would not be recognized in the Deep Sky. He would find his place in Freespace, Travers knew – like Bill Grant.

Over the loop, Tor Sereccio was talking to specialists on the Carellan Djerun. They were gabbling their own language at such high speed, Travers could not get a word of it, but he knew they were making arrangements for the AI core to be lifted out of the driftship. A Resalq team would be aboard in an hour, charged with moving the massive holographic memory crystal and its housing. A lab was already being powered up on the Wastrel, and the Carellan’s sterntubes had brightened. She was maneuvering to come alongside and dock on. 

The science team’s work never stopped, Travers thought, yet for himself and Marin, it was over. They would be at a loose end, and for the moment he was content to drift for the first time since his conscription notice had been posted when he was seventeen years old. If Shapiro had made the decision to remain on Borushek, or perhaps transfer over to Elstrom SkyCity in Velcastra’s stratosphere, Neil and Curtis might have been offered the security assignment. But like Vaurien, Shapiro was moving on. 

“Like us,” Travers said softly as Perlman issued last calls to passengers before the Capricorn launched. 

Vidal was the last aboard, a pace behind Mark with a gaudy backpack slung over one shoulder. Sherratt carried none at all. Their baggage would be loaded on the cargo sleds headed for the new lab; and Lai’a itself would be on the last of those sleds. Vidal plunked down in the seat behind Travers, beside Sherratt, leaving the seat beside Neil open for Marin. 

“We’re missing someone,” he observed. And then, into the loop, “Hey, Curtis, you’re about to miss your flight.”

Over the comm Marin’s voice was light with amusement. “I got waylaid – I’m on my way. Hey, Gill, one more minute, and I’ll lock up your cargo hatches.”

The Capricorn was at capacity, every seat filled, and Travers doubted there was space for all their bags in the under-deck storage. Marin appeared from the elevator moments later and, sure enough, he brought three small bags aboard, handed one to Neil and kicked one underfoot, for the brief shuttle flight.

The hatches slammed and Tim Inosanto checked them. He gave Perlman clearance and she called into the loop, “Driftship Flight, this is Driftship 101, cycle the hangar anytime you want.”

Operations had been left under Joss’s control. The AI was as tranquil as the versions of itself on the Carellan and at the houses in Riga and on Saraine. “Standby, Pilot. Hangars will cycle momentarily.”

“It’s over,” Marin said quietly as the familiar red spinners and sirens kicked on across the deck, and the hangar blew down fast. 

At a few bars of pressure left on the scale the outer doors opened to space, and Travers saw the Wastrel and the Carellan Djerun framed there. Perlman took the plane out and down, rolled her over to approach the belly hangars in the big ship, and from there Neil caught a clear glimpse of the Esprit de Liberté. 

“Damn, she was in some kind of a fight,” Vidal murmured. “Maybe you ought to see the other guy before casting aspersions.”

Vaurien was on the other side of the plane, his view not quite as good. “I’m not casting anything. I just want to know. She wasn’t supposed to fight – and sure, Lai’a came home beat-up, but we knew we were headed to war.”

“We also knew Hellgate wouldn’t be the safest place to cruise,” Vidal added, “until we talked our deal with the Zunshu.”

“Speaking of which,” Marin said in Vaurien’s and Shapiro’s direction, “the reason I was late getting down with the baggage was Roark. He and Asako are loading the Harlequin right now. They already worked out a cruise pattern to lay down the first network of comm drones … they figure they’re going to need maybe double the number in supply right now. The manufacturing bays are still working at capacity, according to Joss.”

“And they fabricators’ll need resupply soon.” Jazinsky was watching the red wink of the Wastrel’s acquisition lights. “Lai’a burned through a great deal of the original load – drones and ordnance.”

“I’ll task the Earthlight to reload,” Vaurien said easily. He lifted a brow at Shapiro. “The only floating question is, who’s picking up the bill? It’s not going to be cheap, and if we’re to go on and provide individual systems, much less Freespace systems, with the safety net of a chain of comm drones – well, it’d punch a big hole in the Fleet appropriation fund.”

“It’s an issue for President Chandra Liang,” Shapiro decided. “Open a tab. Start with Hellgate itself, figure on protecting Velcastra, Borushek, Omaru, Jagreth, the worlds that are too close for comfort … work the rest out later.”

“Not too much later,” Mark warned. “One mistake, and a hundred million people can be gone in an instant. Robert, Alec and the others don’t want to get complacent and learn the hard way.”

“I won’t let them get complacent,” Shapiro said grimly.

“And I’ll pick up the tab, Richard,” Sherratt offered, “for the protection of Saraine. It’s far enough out for the Zunshu approach roads to be quite narrow – much easier to defend than Omaru and Borushek, which are so perilously close to Hellgate, one shudders to consider the amount of luck involved in them surviving this long.”

Vaurien’s face was grim indeed. “The Wastrel caught the Borushek device, remember. And from hints Tully dropped, the Esprit might have caught a device intended for Omaru.”

“And the weapon didn’t run headfirst into one of our minefields in the Hellgate exit roads,” Jazinsky added. “It should have. What went wrong?”

“A very good question.” Vaurien flexed his left side, which stiffened every time he sat for any length of time, or stood too long. “Tully will have the answers.”

The Capricorn had nosed up into the hangar while he spoke, and Perlman set it down smoothly. The deck hatches closed with a deep rumble Travers felt through the bones of feet and shins as she called Ops. “Home again, home again,” she sang into the Wastrel’s busy loop, “jiggity jig.”

“Feel free to jig on your own time, lady,” Ingersol chuckled, “I got way too much to do. Hey, Rick, come right on up to the crew lounge. Dinner. You got Resalq with you?”

“Just me,” Mark told him. “I’m easy – I’ve worked among humans for long enough to learn how to eat almost anything.”

 “You mean, you can chow down on this muck we call food?” Ingersol chuckled again. “I’ll make sure the ’chef’s set up, Doc.”

“Wine,” Jazinsky suggested. “Anything dry and white, and keep it coming.”

“I have champagne,” Ingersol promised. “Been keeping it, hoping for … well, I guess I was hoping you’d make it back. After three months a lot of people started to doubt. After four, some gave you up. Me? I never stopped hoping.”

“It hasn’t been so long according to onboard clocks,” Sherratt told him. “Check the datastream.”

The Capricorn’s hatches popped with enough equalizing air pressure for Travers’s ears to protest. Perlman and Fargo were still running through shutdown protocols as passengers streamed out, and Travers permitted himself a groan of pleasure as his boots hit the deck. He shared a rueful look with Vaurien. 

“Home … though you’ll forgive me if I forego the jigging,” Richard whispered. His right arm lay across Jazinsky’s shoulders, and with the slightly-stiff fingers of his left hand he pulled the tie from his nape, let the red hair fall loose. “Something about champagne –?”

Even the smell of the ship was welcome. All ships had their own feel, and Travers realized he had never considered any other vessel to be home, nor any world, since he picked up his bags and walked out of his parents’ house in Delaware, in the north of Darwin’s World, when he was not much more than a child. Fleet waited for him then, and an uncertain future. The future was more certain now, though it was unshaped; a role in it waited for him, and for Marin, if they wanted it. They followed Vaurien and Jazinsky, Shapiro and Rusch into the crew lounge, and pulled up short as Ingersol swore lividly.

“Holy fuck, what happened?” Tully had a flute of champagne in either hand. He had been about to pass them around when he watched Richard limp into the crew lounge – thin, pale, the silver strands noticeable in his hair, the left leg still a little inflexible, uncooperative.

“I died,” Vaurien said simply, taking the champagne and saluting him with it. “Nice to know you care, Tully.”

“He died about four times,” Jazinsky amended, swiping the second flute from Ingersol’s left hand.

“Five times,” Grant corrected as he headed for the ’chef, where he helped himself to a light ale and drank half of it at once. “I was counting … and we’ve got a nasty salvage job for you, Tull. We came home beat to hell. The Ops room was totalled.”

“Comprehensively.” Vaurien’s face darkened. “We lost two people, Tully. They’re still in there. Ops buckled up like a crushed can.”

“Oh, shit.” Ingersol’s eyes closed for a moment. “I’ll get a tech gang on it, right now. Radiation?”

“No, we did a good decontamination job. Just two bodies – still in the hardsuits.” Jazinsky sighed. “Don’t even try to get them out of the armor. Just bring them out. Uh, crate them. Sorry, Harry, I don’t know what other word to use.”

Shapiro’s head was shaking slowly. “It’s as good as any other.” He had taken a glass of Velcastran burgundy, and seemed to salute the presence of someone whose absence was painfully obvious.

“Omigod … it’s Jon,” Ingersol murmured. “You lost Jon.”

“And Tonio,” Vaurien said quietly.

“And he,” Jazinsky added in philosophical tones, “is the only reason Richard and Neil are still with us.” She drank the flute to the bottom and passed it back to Ingersol. “Refill. Thanks.”

“You got it. Hey, Mick, pass me another bottle, will you?” Ingersol busied his hands with the traditional wired-down cork, but his eyes were shrewd on Vaurien. He knew Richard was waiting. “You guys fought. You came home patched up – but you won the war, right? Armistice, or something just as good?”

“Something,” Vaurien told him. “I told you, it’s complicated. We still have a lot of work to do, but the Zunshu are history, Tully.” His brows rose. “Tell me you didn’t take the Esprit into a battle.”

The cork popped with an asthmatic thud. “The battle came looking for us, boss. I had the Esprit on Arago trials, just me and a small tech gang, and maybe fifty drones working on her. We got big, nasty readings off a monster Hellgate storm – kept a healthy distance, but suddenly there’s this thing cruising out of the event. I knew the signature. Same as we saw when the ‘Borushek bomb’ dropped out of the Drift at Oberon. Oh yeah, the bastards took a crack at Omaru, about a month ago.”

Jazinsky’s face might have been a marble carving. “It was supposed to fly into a swarm,” she said in a voice not much more than a rasp.

“It did.” Ingersol had refilled the flute, and passed it to her. “Problem was, the Hellgate monster showered the whole region in so much radiation – some of it so exotic, I don’t even know what I’m looking at – the swarm was slow coming online. Too much interference, Barb. The sensor drone scrammed, and scrammed again. It was late rebooting, and when it did come back up  its brains were halfway fried.”

“Christ.” Jazinsky’s blue eyes closed. “This happens every time there’s an event?”

“No,” Ingersol said quickly. “Only when a storm crosses the Class Six line, tickling Class Seven, and they’re comparatively rare. But it was just luck the Esprit was in the area. We could’ve been on the other side of Hellgate, and Omaru … well, here’s to our guardian angel.” He lifted his glass, drinking on the words. 

“You took the device.” Vaurien’s brow creased in a frown. “Obviously you took it – Omaru’s still there, and so’s the Esprit.”

“We took it.” Ingersol drained his glass and poured another. “And we got hurt – you saw.”

“I can see the dark engines from here.” Vaurien had taken the big chair by the long viewport, where he had a good view of the ship – and the driftship beyond it, and the Carellan Djerun – against the shattered backdrop of Hellgate. “You want to tell me what happened?”

“Gravity tides,” Ingersol said baldly. “The only way I was going to catch the Omaru weapon was with gravity mines. The Esprit still doesn’t have geocannons, much less railguns. We’re still waiting for delivery. They’re coming out from Lithgow, but the dockyards there were thoroughly banged up in the mutiny. They’re being fixed, but freight’s so backlogged by now, we’re just in the queue and waiting our turn.

“So there was the Omaru device,” Ingersol said darkly, “and there was the Esprit, with good engines, great Aragos and tractors, and not even a peashooter on us. What the hell was I gonna do, Rick? I had the deactivation code for the swarm, so I used it – the Zunshu weapon had already gotten through, the swarm was useless. So I shut down about a dozen of the little buggers before I caught them in tractors and lobbed ’em at the Zunshu thing. Transmitted the activation code when they were close enough to acquire the ‘Omaru bomb’ instead of us.”

“Ouch.” Jazinsky drank again. “You were too close to the implosion.”

“We were trying to get away with everything we had,” Ingersol said cynically. “I had the sublight engines redlined, we were waiting for a Weimann ignition – five more seconds, and we’d have made a clean jump out of there.” He shrugged. “Major gravity tides hit us in the tail-end. Not enough to crunch the airframe or squish the hull, but more than enough to scram the drive engines. Uh, permanently.”

“Fixable?” Vaurien wondered, frowning at the ship which seemed a mirror image of the Wastrel.

But Ingersol’s head was shaking. “Nope. There was massive damage to every delicate little thing in there. Sublight and Weimann. All gone.”

“You got anything coming in from Lithgow?” Jazinsky sank into the seat beside Vaurien and looked out at the Drift.

“Not from Lithgow, no.” Ingersol gestured vaguely. “I tried every source I knew, looking for engines, then I hitched a ride over to Omaru, Rick. I used your name to get an audience. Alec Tarrant’s dead easy to talk to, but you got no idea how hard it is getting through the secretaries when you want ten minutes with the president.”

“My name got you through the door.” Vaurien’s eyes glittered with amusement. “And you told Alec what you’d done, the price we’d paid for Omaru.”

“Told him,” Ingersol went on, “I needed new engines … and I even knew where to get ’em, but he’d have to talk a deal with Prendergast on Jagreth.”

For a moment Travers was blank, and then he chuckled. “You’re kidding. Salvageable?”

“Oh, sure,” Ingersol said readily. “It just wasn’t going to be cheap or easy, and I sure as hell wasn’t signing no checks for the job, not after how we got hurt!” He shrugged. “Right now we’re frying drones, about a thousand a day, decontaminating the engine deck on the London. She’s still where we saw her, after the battle. Prendergast’s people just put a bunch of beacons on her, screaming about rad and navigation hazard, but I knew the engine deck was intact. We saw it, remember?”

“I remember.” Vaurien was impressed. “You went out there, took a look for yourself?”

Ingersol nodded thoughtfully. “I was out there in armor for two days, making sure. Tarrant said, find out if it’s doable, give me a budget, time and bucks. Then he talked a deal with Prendergast. Turns out, Prendergast didn’t want to come up with a dime – according to him, it was Omaru’s trouble. Tarrant negotiated some kind of a trade deal … Jagreth comes to the party with drones and raw materials and support crew. We do the work, we get the engines. Omaru picks up two dollars in three of the cost. The Wings of Freedom’s been there for the last two weeks, wrangling the show.”

“Well, now.” Vaurien looked up at Travers, Sherratt, Vidal. “Looks like we’re in business.”

“The engines from a super-carrier,” Vidal added, “are going to put one hell of a sting in the Esprit’s tail.” He lifted his glass to Ingersol. “Cheers.”

“Thanks.” Ingersol pulled a chair out at the end of the table and straddled it. “You guys have a lot of catching up to do.”

“We know.” Shapiro was at the ’chef, serving for himself and Rusch. “I asked Joss to give me the short version and stream it to Etienne. If you don’t want to watch it while we eat, I can view it in Ops.”

“No – stream it here,” Vaurien invited. “I’m five months out of touch.”

They all were, and Travers felt a void, as if part of himself was missing. Marin fetched an assortment of food, beer and wine, and they were eating as Etienne played a package of news stories and reports, downloaded from CityNet and edited purely chronologically, which made for a lumpy presentation.  

The situation in the Deep Sky had settled down, with the Elstrom on station in the Velcastra system and the Sark patrolling Omaru’s borders. Borushek did not enjoy the protection of a super-carrier, but the battle group there was made up of the remnants of all the ships seized when the flags were changed at Fleet Quadrant Command. Heading the forty frigates, cruisers, tenders and tractors was the Mercury. She had returned to the Deep Sky three months before, and was now in the service of Borushek. She delivered her complement of prisoners to Sark just two weeks after what CityNet referred to as ‘the Borushek event.’ 

Here, Travers’s ears pricked. He looked sharply at Shapiro, but the older man was simply intent on the flatscreen, absorbing data, no flicker of expression on his face. 

The Terran Confederacy tried its hand at Borushek. They had no super-carrier around which to form a battle group, so they sent a fleet of sixty cruisers and frigates culled from the Middle Heavens amid scenes of riot and mutiny. Eight ships were snuffed by the swarms guarding the roads into the Borushek system; the rest withdrew. They did not return. 

“They didn’t send the Avenger,” Shapiro said pointedly, with a sharp-eyed look at Vaurien, Rusch and Sherratt. “Etienne, stop there and give me anything you have on the Avenger.”

File footage began to play, and Travers shared a glance with Marin as they watched. Not long after Fleet’s strategic withdrawal from Borushek, the Avenger was reported in the homeworlds. It bypassed the colonies of the Near Sky completely and dropped out in the Jovian sub-system, where Fleet maintained its capital docks. 

“As if they’re assuming we’ll come for them next,” Rusch observed. 

“I’m sure many people do believe that.” Shapiro sat back, only toying with his food now. “Even before the Lai’a expedition left, we were being demonized as the lowest, nastiest kind of barbarians. If that’s what they want to think, I can live with it. The knowledge that the Deep Sky is free, and worlds like Omaru can get on with their business, is enough. Etienne, give me whatever you have on Omaru.”

Again the files played out, and this time Travers indulged himself in rich sounds of satisfaction. The city of Hydralis had begun to rebuild, and constructor drones were making short work of it. Engineers had broken two city builders out of museums in the Middle Heavens. After centuries mothballed as standing exhibits on Haven and Louverne they once again towered over the skyline, churning out the buildings and infrastructure that would have Hydralis operating properly in six months. The finer touches – parks and gardens and public art – would come later, when the population had licked its wounds and found the energy, the inspiration, to drive on. But Hydralis was being reborn while they watched.

There, Tully Ingersol stopped the presentation and gave Vaurien a smug look. “You like? That was us, Rick.” He tapped his chest. “Alec Tarrant called me, asked who I’d recommend for a towing job. I said, yeah, me, whaddaya need? He said, hustle on over to Louverne and Haven, bring me the city builders they just broke out of storage.” His smile was beatific. “We rigged ’em with the biggest Aragos we could lay our paws on – more than twice as many as the load needed, to keep the insurance company happy. Lifted ’em to orbit and fed ’em into an old freighter hull that’d been moldering on one of Haven’s moons for years. The engines were burned out, so the Haven techs couldn’t do the job themselves, but after we got the machinery locked down it was just a routine towing assignment. Omaru,” he added, “made a sweet down payment on a big, fat fee.”

“Nice,” Vaurien approved. “I told you, Tully.”

“Told me what?” Ingersol was on his way to the ’chef.

“You’re ready for this.” Vaurien sat back and flexed his left side again. “You’ve got your teeth into the job now. Enjoying it?”

“When things work out,” Ingersol admitted.

Bill Grant had aimed a handy at Vaurien and asked quietly, “You want a shot, Rick? You’re hurting.”

But Vaurien gestured with his empty glass. “I’ll take another of these. Sorry, Bill, but I’ve had all the drugs I want for one lifetime.”

“Here, let me.” Jazinsky took his flute.

The presentation began to play again as she filled it, and Travers divided his attention between the food and the politics. Shapiro was more interested in this part of the news, but Marin made a murmured comment about it all being predictable, and he was right. The ‘Nine Worlds Commonwealth’ had accepted eleven more member colonies, and the name had to change. 

In the interim it was being called the ‘Deep Sky Commonwealth,’ but even this was far from appropriate, since seven of the eleven recently joined members were Middle Heavens worlds. Robert Chandra Liang appeared, addressing the general assembly in Elstrom and suggesting the name be changed to the ‘Celestial Commonwealth.’ The suggestion was not widely approved, since the word also meant divine, godly, heavenly – and few colonies were ‘celestial’ in that sense.

Some had been laid waste by rioting and mutiny; three were punished by ruinous Fleet blockades. Omaru itself had only just stopped smoldering, and the air over Hydralis was thick with the dust and stink of construction. Travers sat back, amused by the passion aroused by the struggle to find a single name everyone could agree on. It seemed such a trivial thing … such a civilized argument, he decided.

And then his amusement dwindled, and Vidal swore in a harsh whisper as a face they all knew appeared. Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford had been delivered first to Borushek, on the Mercury, and then transferred on a civilian vessel to Omaru. He stood trial in an open court before the cameras of CNS and CityNet, and the proceedings were held in a prefabricated shack atop of one of the few buildings left standing and sound in Hydralis, so he was imaged against a backdrop of devastation.

The evidence was ironclad, and was presented by the leading public prosecutor from Velcastra. Here, Mark Sherratt leaned forward for a better view of the screen. Dendra Shemiji sources had made sure every skerrick of information was delivered, with named sources, data channels charted all the way back to the offices on Earth where the death of Hydralis – and most of Omaru with it – had been planned. The people behind it were identified; the method was described, and an edit of the live vidfeed from the Delta Dragons and the Kiev on the Omaru blockade was shown several times. 

Guilt was in no doubt but when Rutherford was invited to plead, he remained utterly silent. He had aged, Travers saw. He was small, sunken, shriveled as a walnut. He cut an almost birdlike figure in the court, dressed in a priceless silk suit and a lot of platinum jewelry which could not disguise how he was failing.

The court found him guilty and sentencing was deferred. Emotions were running too high, too hot, across Hydralis. Two months later sentencing was due, and Travers knew what it must be. “They’ll execute him,” he growled. “What else is there?”

“Yeah – if he doesn’t die first,” Bill Grant retorted. “You didn’t see him? The man’s on for a dramatic face-plant. Back home, they’d have had him in the hospital months ago, fiddling with nano, prolonging the agony. Maybe buying him another five years, maybe even ten. But he’s on his way out, Neil. All we’re doing is making it sooner rather than later.”

“I saw,” Marin said musingly. “And I don’t suppose the public of Earth will think any more kindly of us, for executing their ambassador.”

“He’s a war criminal, convicted on bulletproof evidence. It doesn’t matter what Earthers think.” Shapiro stood and headed for the ’chef. “We can’t afford to worry over much about how they characterize us in their media. We did what we had to do, and we won. Good enough.”

“Good enough,” Mark Sherratt echoed. He looked at his chrono and then at Vidal. “I hate to leave you, but I’ve work waiting for me. Dario and Tor should be loading Lai’a in about half an hour, and my lab should be arriving – well, now. I want to see it set up properly.”

“You want some help?” Vidal offered. He gestured with his glass. “I’m only drinking juice and tonic.”

“If you have the time – of course.” Mark dropped a hand on his shoulder, graced him with a smile. “I’ll be busy for a few hours, Richard. I know you want to ship out quickly … I’ll let you know when.”

“Take your time.” Vaurien was gazing out at the vista of Hellgate. “We’ll be transferring the stasis chambers to Decon 4, for safety’s sake – Tully, you could wrangle that for me, if you don’t mind.”

“Stasis chambers?” Ingersol’s eyes narrowed. “You mean, like Zunshu tech – coming aboard?”

Vaurien looked up at Sherratt. “Have Mark brief you. It’s a long story. In fact, if you want to give Mick a hand setting up the new lab, he’d probably enjoy telling it.”

“All right, I will.” Ingersol hesitated, and clicked his combug up several channels. He listened for a moment, and then, “Sure, Roark. Great to hear you, man … you and Asako have a good flight, and I’ll break out the cold ones when you get back.” He stood, and clicked back down to the Wastrel’s own local loop. “That’s the Harlequin launching … something about laying down a chain of comm buoys?”

“Come on, make yourself useful – I’ll bring you up to speed,” Vidal promised. Mark had already stepped out, and Vidal paused only to give Travers and Marin a wave.

Travers felt himself winding down, felt the yawn beginning. The combination of home, safety and a lot of champagne were wreaking havoc with his thought processes. Vaurien’s eyes had already closed while Jazinsky was investigating a bottle of Velcastran chardonnay. Rusch had begun to talk politics with Rabelais and Shapiro, which only made Jo Queneau heave an enormous, and infectious yawn. 

“You want to get out of here?” Marin’s voice was soft as crushed silk. “I could use a little quiet, and they’ll talk politics all night once they get going.”

Just six hours ago they had been flying transspace, and Travers was aware of a powerful sense of dislocation. He followed Marin aft, back to the stateroom they had occupied for so long. Their baggage was stacked in the open doorway; the lights were low, the threedee idling, the bronze sheets crisp and cool, so familiar, Neil almost groaned.

He had not realized how tired he was until he set spine to mattress. With Marin lying in the curve of his right arm he might have made conversation, or sought easy, gentle lovemaking, but sleep overtook him too soon. His dreams were a tangle of concepts and images into which the comm intruded a long time later.

Half-awake, he listened as Joss, Etienne and Ingersol shared data. The tech gang on the driftship had torched the ruined Ops room apart. They had found Jon Kim, crushed by unspeakable gravities and just barely recognizable as a suit of Zunshulite armor. He and Tonio Teniko were transferred to a low-level hazmat locker, where they would remain until they were repatriated for interment. 

A moment of grief barrelled into Travers and followed him back into dreams. He felt Marin’s arms go around him, and buried his face in the warmth of Curtis’s shoulder. 

They woke again, briefly, when the threedee whispered a shipwide Weimann alert, and the deck thrummed as the engines came online. The Wastrel turned her sterntubes to Hellgate, and three days away were the bright lights of the Deep Sky. 

 


 
2: Riga, Borushek


 
 Cold. The most defining characteristic of Riga, Marin thought, was the arctic chill of the place through so much of the year. Riga did have a warm season but it was so brief, it was easy to miss. He wore a breathmask over his face, boosting oxygen to his starved lungs, and a powered thermal suit without which his extremities would be frostnipped in minutes. UV glasses on the nose of the breathmask, the hood of a parka pulled up around his face, gloved hands thrust deep into pockets, and he was comfortable enough to take a turn around the town under a morning sky so dark blue, it was almost black.

Riga remained utterly deserted. The ghost town was only barely ticking over, with a few little drones trimming a hedge here, changing the power cells on the garden lights there, servicing the main snowblower which kept streets and driveways clear every day, though they were never used. The weather would change in the afternoon, Marin knew without looking at a forecast. The evidence was on the horizon, with gold-tinted clouds coming up over the shoulder of Mount Kepler, heavy with snow. 

Down in Sark it was raining, as was usual this season. The winds dropped, the sea became a leaden, molten cauldron, the humidity soared and rain fell in heavy curtains, veiling the spaceport, the old DeepSky Fleet compound and the hills of Quorn and Carmichael behind them. The news this morning was filled with local politics, celebrities, sport … the business of a world that was no longer at war.

Yesterday had been almost spent when the Capricorn skimmed in over the city of Sark, but it did not land there. Shapiro had no reason to go down. Everything he must do, he could do from Mark’s house here in Riga. His old office in the Fleet tower was occupied by another commander; the forces administrated out of the compound were in the service of the new government. The banners flying over Sark now were those of the Commonwealth, and Shapiro was content to pass by like a wraith.

Leaving the city behind, the Capricorn turned north, following the shore of the Challenger Gulf as afternoon slid rapidly into evening, then climbed up over the snow-topped spine of the mountains. The sun cast a last brilliant ray across the heights before it was gone. It was late in the year here, and this far north sundown came early. 

Riga was offline, silent, dark. The AI idled in an almost vegetative state; but it was waiting. At a coded signal from Etienne, Joss came awake in the big white-roofed house on the east side of the town; and Joss woke the town AI moments later. Lights came on along the winding streets and in a hundred windows, including Mark’s own. From the copilot’s seat, Marin looked down across a landscape where a fine powder snow had fallen not long before and the dark figures of Jupiter spruce tossed in a westerly breeze.

This morning the sky was so clear, it almost hurt the eyes. Snow had fallen overnight but the streets were always blown clear, no matter that no one had lived here in many months. Security systems flashed subtle red warnings from a gate, a door; the town could be reborn in a day. If the Resalq came back. But Marin was far from sure they would.

The cold made him quicken his pace. He had stepped out for exercise while Travers slept late – Neil had earned it. In the small hours of the morning the sex was inspired, and repeated. Travers seemed to have energy to burn now. Many times he would smile as if for no reason, but Curtis knew what he was thinking.

It was over. They might never put on armor again, and if they did it would be for safety while they explored the environment on a world that had never known the tread of a human or Resalq boot, much less the offense of Zunshu weapons.

He took the back way into the house. The pathway led around the garage and down the side of the greenhouse, to an airlocked door where the outdoor winter gear was kept for human visitors. Resalq did not notice the thinness of the air here, and though they might grumble about the cold, it was only a minor inconvenience. 

The greenhouse was hot, humid, and during the months of exile it had become a jungle. The drones had not been pruning and trimming, and most plants had overgrown, run to seed and begun a wild generation where anything was likely to be growing anywhere. An enormous job lay ahead of the gardeners. The whole structure smelt rank, but it was a natural smell, the scent of life. Marin had come to value it highly. 

He hung up the outdoor gear, closed the locker on it and surveyed the glass-bound wasteland. It would be easiest to scythe the whole thing back to bare earth and start again, and he had no doubt Mark’s contractors would do just that – if the Sherratts returned to the town. If the Resalq were simply gone, these properties would lie fallow until they fell into ruin. Humans did not live up here, where the air was too thin to breathe and even high summer could suffer cold spells when the snowblowers would growl along the roadside before dawn.

 Music and voices called him into the house. He heard Travers in the kitchen and Vidal further on, in the study, where he seemed to be arguing amiably with Shapiro about the relative merits of Rand over Marshall. The kitchen smelt of coffee and baking bread. Travers was flashing a plate of eggs and sausage, and as Marin appeared he walked into an embrace, collected a kiss. 

“Your lips are frozen,” Neil observed. 

“And my nose. It’s a glorious morning,” Marin said blithely.

“If you’re a penguin. Here.” Travers handed him coffee. “Go thaw yourself out. You’ve worked up an appetite?”

“Croissants,” Marin decided.

“Not without going down into Sark for them. Sausage and eggs?” 

But Marin shook his head. “The bread smells very good.” 

“Done in ten minutes.” Travers was rummaging for silverware. 

Marin stopped in the doorway to watch, enjoying the sight of Neil Travers in an actual house, with cutlery in both hands rather than an assortment of weapons. He looked very good this morning, in soft black sweats, an old tunic of Mark’s, pale gold linen and rich blue embroidery, the sleeves caught up above his elbows, the hem loose about narrow hips. His hair was growing longer, curling around his neck; he spoke about getting it cut, but Marin hoped he would not. The longer it grew, the more it suited him – and the less military it looked. If Marin had one fundamental hope, it was that those days were over for both of them.

From upstairs Tor’s voice bellowed for Dario, and Dario shouted from one of the labs on the basement level. They were trying to find oddments misplaced long ago, when the whole community scrambled to evacuate. Mark appeared at the arched doorway where the dining room opened onto the lounge with the redwood floors and emerald rugs. He was working with a pair of handies, and wore a pained expression at the noise. 

“Something’s wrong with the house comm system?” Alexis Rusch’s voice asked from the winged armchair by the hearth, where the fire might have been gas fed, but it was bright, warm. 

“As long as they’ve been together,” Mark said resignedly, “they don’t use it. They shout.”

Roy Arlott snorted a laugh. “Shouting’s more fun. Besides, Leon’s up there somewhere. He’ll tell Tor to stow in, in the interests of his eardrums. Or mine,” he added. He was sitting on the rug by the hearth, leafing through an ancient, very precious book. 

Marin knew the volume well. It was over a century old, a visual catalog of the relics, art, artifacts, uncovered in the Eternal City on Saraine. Over 600 pages of heavy plastex were printed in meticulously balanced color, with closeup images of any accessible Resalq texts and the best-guess translations of the day. Roy was unimpressed.

“These guys,” he was saying as Marin found a chair and lifted his feet up before the fire to thaw, “are way wide of the mark.”

“And they wouldn’t be corrected,” Mark said pragmatically. “It’s human nature, I suppose – Resalq nature, too. When you’ve worked a whole lifetime on a project, you can’t bear some newcomer casually strolling in and telling you the whole foundation your work is based on is shaky.”

“Where did they dream up this guff?” Arlott turned the book to show him an image, a wall painting incorporating an original memorial text. “This eulogy is beautiful. The translation is ghastly. Listen to this, Curtis. ‘Where the fires of night are burning bright, thou shalt sing to the glories of yore, And the future days of thy children’s grace shall your epitaph be evermore.’ That’s horrible. That’s sheer, unadulterated goo.”

Even the contemporary written Resalq language defeated Marin; the archaic form was little more than beautiful, abstract patterns. He scanned over the image of a young couple, killed in an accident. The memorial painting concealed the niche where their ashes were interred, in what had been a memory garden when the Eternal City thronged with Resalq.

“So what’s it actually say?” he asked.

“It says,” Arlott mused, working over the script, “and correct me if I’m wrong, Mark … ‘May the stars light your way as you return to your forefathers, and may your children carry your memory and name into a bright future.’” He looked up at Mark. “Close?”

“That’s a good literal translation,” Mark agreed. “The poetic form is a little more florid. ‘The stars light us home, where equeros lie dreaming, while our children race onward, their future is gleaming.’” He tilted his head to see the book, the painting. “The old language is very difficult. The common term for ‘your children’ was compounded of older words involving the bearers of names, the carriers of memory. I can quite understand how human linguists had, and still have, enormous problems with it. Contemporary Resalq are speaking it less and less often. Some,” he added, “are speaking Slingo preferentially, and a handful don’t speak a word of the mother tongue.”

Dario and Tor continued to hold a conversation from one end of the house to the other, but Marin was indulgent. They were packing what they had left before, and no one knew when they would be back. They would be on the Wastrel until the Lai’a project was complete, after which plans became sketchy.

The smell of hot bread and fresh coffee preceded Travers into the lounge, and Marin looked up the moment before a tray landed on his lap. The bread was roughly torn, right out of the oven, with preserves and butter on the side rather than the salt-pickled plums and horseradish the Resalq would have chosen for breakfast. Marin smiled his thanks, and with a pleasured groan Travers settled at his feet on the rug. 

Vidal and Shapiro had fallen quiet, and he heard the muted sounds of the threedee. They were watching CNS, and Curtis caught the thread of it without actually listening. Twenty worlds were applying for membership in the Commonwealth, some halfway back through the Middle Heavens, others over the frontier, in what was technically Freespace.

“It’s starting,” Travers said quietly. He was watching the fire, content to laze the morning away. “We knew worlds everywhere would come in for trade deals and safety in numbers as soon as the Confederacy was thrown out.”

“There’s going to be a whole lot more worlds signatory to the Commonwealth charter than belonging to the Confederacy,” Shapiro said in a voice rich with satisfaction. “The Confederacy isn’t going to like it, but they’ll have to play nice now. They’re outnumbered, as well as outgunned. You know Chandra Liang managed to talk at least a couple of their minor dignitaries to the conference table?”

Marin had heard the news, but was skeptical. “The way I heard it, it turned out to be just a couple of trade representatives. Apparently, there’s a flow of certain rare materials the Confederacy just can’t do without, and it’s stopped. They’re willing to do deals via the backdoor to get it started again. It’s closer to shonky business protocol than peace talks.”

“Still,” Shapiro mused, “it’s a place to start. They’re talking. If raw materials are going in one direction, Confederate credits are coming in the other. A dialog is open, they’re ready to pay for what they want. A year ago, all they wanted to do was batter us senseless and take anything they needed. You don’t think it’s an enormous stride forward, Curtis?”

“When you put it like that,” Marin admitted, “I suppose it is.”

“Patience,” Mark counselled. “It’s supposed to be a virtue. Give it another year, and these backdoor deals will have turned into a full-blown trade agreement. Ten years, and people will have accepted the fact the colonials refused to play the Confederate game any longer. Twenty years, and a whole generation of homeworlds people will have grown up, to whom the Deep Sky Commonwealth was always there. We’ll just be part of the landscape – and a highly exotic part, at that.”

“Exotic?” Travers angled a glance up at him. “Us?”

“When the Veldn arrive,” Mark said thoughtfully, “it ought to be safe for the Resalq to show our faces. We’re so much like humans, at least superficially, we’ll be quite accepted as almost normal. In the light of what we know of the other intelligent alien species, embrace the term! Then, the Zunshu data will be published very soon. There’s four intelligent species in our cosmos, Neil, of which humans and Resalq are similar enough to be so normal, we’re boring. The Zunshu, the Veldn – now, these are alien races! Place yourself in the position of a brilliant youngster growing up on Earth or Mars. The study of the universe is your passion. You dream about communicating with alien minds. This is the cosmos we live in, you and I. Those young minds will be coming out here to find us in ten or twenty years, and the Confederacy can only suffer for what was once known as a ‘brain drain’.”

He made a good point, and Marin was fascinated to see that future become reality. “The Resalq are coming out, are they? When?”

“Soon enough,” Mark said evasively. “This is one of many things we need to talk about – as of late this evening, local time, we’re on our way to rendezvous with the Freyana. It’s the oddest thing – Joss can’t get a squeak out of it. There’s been no data from the ship in the last ten days, though the big colony transmitters are still working. If they had an emergency, we’d know about it. But the Freyana itself has gone dark. Or has gone.”

“Which is reason enough to investigate,” Rusch judged.

“Oh, yes. Emil Kulich has been itching to chase down the Raishenne, see if he can find the old Resalq colony ship that vanished without trace.  And I’m fully aware the Raishenne was his base ship, at the time he and Midani were trapped inside the Kjorin stasis chamber, so I’m just hoping Emil hasn’t taken the Freyana and gone hunting. 

“That ship ought to be standing by the colony! If he’s gone hunting, I’ll carve a slice off him. The Freyana is not his ship. He was given command of it, loaned it, specifically to found a new colony, but it’s a piece of history in its own right, and so precious, he’s not going to take it out gallivanting! And in any case,” Mark added as he adjusted the gas jets and the fire burned a little lower, “we’re headed to the new world to offload the stasis chambers. Five Zunshu stasis chambers … and whatever is inside them.”

As he finished, Dario and Tor arrived from the stairs. They plunked down onto the couch beneath the window, where the blinds were open to the blue sky, and great flurries of snow were plucked off the trees by the rising wind. “The stasis chambers,” Dario grumbled. “I’m having bloody nightmares about them.”

Marin was surprised. “I thought you got the control codes from the Veldn, since the Zunshu data was patchy.”

“Oh, we have the codes,” Dario said fatalistically. “The problem isn’t the codes, it’s the hardware. These stasis chambers are not just old, they’re ancient. They’re also neglected, and if you take surface readings off the event horizons, you break out in a sweat. You looked at the stuff I sent you, Mark?”

His expression had darkened. “I looked. It seems these chambers have never been serviced, and like the one on Ulrand, as you said, they’re in quite poor condition.” His brows arched thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t like to even try opening them without a thorough study; and when I did make the attempt, it would have to be in controlled conditions on a world where an explosion like the El Khouri event wouldn’t cause havoc within a living biosphere.”

“Damn, that’s a nasty job,” Vidal observed. 

“And a long one,” Tor said acidly. “Whoever takes this assignment is going to be nailed to the lab for months, more likely years.”

“You?” Travers wondered.

For a long moment both Dario and Tor hesitated. “I dunno,” Dario said then. “For a start, we don’t know how welcome we’re going to be in the Resalq community, the new colony. There’s a lot of old fogeys there, to whom Emil Kulich is the ultimate, the best, the icon. Me and Tor? Mongrels, remember. Tor and Emil only ever fought. Sometimes it was all I could do to stop it coming to blows.”

“Now, dump us down in the middle of a whole colony full of these old farts,” Tor growled, “and it’ll be blood, and it won’t take long.”

Mark held up both hands. “Why don’t you just wait and see? All we’re doing on this assignment is offloading the stasis chambers. Early data says the new colony world has three moons. Pick one. We’ll put down a small installation, same as the camp on Kjorin, settle the stasis chambers, and present the science team with the entire data load we patched together from the Zunshu AI and the Veldn. This one’s not ours to lose sleep over, Dario – not,” he added, “unless you actually want to be there, sweating blood over it.”

“Running the risks, like El Khouri,” Tor added. “Putting up with morons like Emil Kulich. Trying not to punch the nose right off his nasty face.” He glared sidelong at Dario. “I miss Sark. I miss the nightlife.”

“You want to go out on the town?” Vidal offered. ”I’ve got to buzz over to Sark myself. There’s … something I need. You want to ride over in the Capricorn?”

“Do we?” Tor sat up and looked from Dario to Mark and back.

“Go, by all means,” Mark told him. “I’ve no desire to have my eardrums ruptured in some club! I’ll see you back on the Wastrel. The only project I have time for right now is Lai’a.”

“I could say the same,” Dario sighed. “I guess we could go to Sark.”

“Stores, malls, cinema,” Tor said with unbridled glee. “Hey, Curtis, Neil, anything you want from the big smoke?”

Marin could think of nothing, and merely shook his head. He watched as Tor bounded back upstairs to change, and Dario groaned. Vidal chuckled as he fetched a black leather jacket from the closet by the front door, and shrugged into it. “I guess I’ll see you back on the Wastrel,” he said, “unless you want to wait here. We’ll swing back to Riga when Tor’s had enough.”

“Do that,” Mark told him. “I could send for the Trofeo, but since you’re already down here … and incidentally, don’t let Tor overdo it. He’s not as strong as he thinks he is. Neither are you, Michael.”

“I know my limitations.” Vidal sobered fast. “This is the first time Bill Grant’s letting me out on my own, and I’ve had my orders. No booze, no smokes, no junk food, and I keep one eye on my chrono.” He patted his pocket. “I have a hypogun in here, preloaded. He’s trusting me to keep up with the schedule and the truth is, if I don’t, I feel like shit.” He gave Dario a thoughtful look. “You want me to keep an eye on Tor?”

“He might listen to you,” Dario sighed. “Me, he ignores.”

“Then, I guess I’ll keep an eye on Tor,” Vidal agreed. The blue eyes sparkled as he gave Travers a wink. “See you later, kid.” He took Mark’s hand for a moment on the way by. “I’ll go preflight the Capricorn. Anything you want from Sark, Mahak?”

But Mark only touched Vidal’s face with curious gentleness, outlining the old Delta Dragons tattoo. “Just yourself, safe and well. I talked to Richard an hour ago. We’re shipping out at around midnight, local time, so don’t be late.”

The Capricorn was lifting on blustering repulsion minutes later, raising a miniature snowstorm in the street, when Marin asked, “What’s the situation with the Freyana?”

“We honestly don’t know,” Mark admitted. “She’s just gone dark, and though the colony transmitters are still running, they don’t mention her.”

“You’re worried for the colony itself?” Travers hazarded. “Maybe something that didn’t show up on preliminary scans just jumped up and bit them?”

“It’s not impossible.” Mark sighed. “And there’s not one damned thing we can do about it till we get there.”

“How long?” Marin knew little about the new world, only that the Aenestra had charted it, surveyed it. 

“Twelve days or so.” Mark adjusted the gas jets again. “Give or take, at the best speed the Wastrel can maintain.”

“Two weeks?” Travers demanded. “That’s …” Hands on Marin’s knees, he got to his feet. 

“You don’t have to come along,” Mark said reasonably. “You could stay right here on Borushek. House sit,” he suggested. “Enjoy this property. Keep the Trofeo, live the quiet life till we get back in a month or so.”

The quiet life? Marin actually laughed. The novelty of having nothing to do and all day to do it in would wear off in a few days, and Travers would be chafing at the inactivity. Three weeks on the Wastrel put him back in the bosom of a salvage crew, with the science team unraveling the mystery of Lai’a on one hand, and the fascination of a new world ahead – a world where the colony ship had gone dark and the big groundside transmitters were conveying oddly inadequate information. 

“We’ll be on the Wastrel,” Curtis said easily. “I just hadn’t realized this new world of theirs was so far out.”

“Carahne.” Mark gestured in what might well have been the direction of the Mare Aenestra. “That’s the name they’re suggesting. It has to be put to a community vote, of course, but Carahne has a nice ring to it.”

“It means something?” Travers wondered.

“In the old language it means beginning,” Marin nodded slowly.

“And particularly the start of something new,” Arlott added. “It’s a good name.”

“It’s an excellent name,” Mark agreed, “and from the data we’ve been seeing, passed back by the colony transmitters, the world is a jewel, one of the very few that need so little terraforming, you can put down your roots while the machinery runs in the background.”


  

“So they’ll be staying there.” Travers looked into the fire, and nodded toward the street, the town. “And Riga?”

“Will drowse while it decays back into the mountains,” Mark said regretfully. “And a few of us will be sad. We built this place when Sark was not much more than a string of villages ranged around the spaceport. This house has been as much my home as the house on Saraine, or the Carellan, for a long time.”

“Well, damn.” A rush of emotion caught Marin by surprise. “All things end, Mark. All things change.”

“Old Chinese proverb,” Alexis Rusch offered. “The only thing that never changes is that everything always changes.”

“Very wise, these old Chinese,” Travers said with the merest hint of cynicism. “So we’re just on Borushek for today, and then gone?”

“I’m afraid so.” Mark turned his back on the fire, let it warm him. “Like any itinerants, we go where the work is! First to Carahne – and I’ll not be wasting my time on the way there. I’ve a rudimentary AI to configure before we can run the reengineered virus, see if we can heal and reboot the version of Lai’a that went to war with us. Once we’ve ascertained what’s become of the Freyana and offloaded cargo, set up a research facility, it’s on to Saraine, and then back to Alshie’nya. Get Lai’a put back together – and that’s the beginning of the job ahead of us. If Lai’a doesn’t reboot cleanly, it’s going to be interesting, and we’ve no time to waste in dickering.”

They would contract the Harlequin, possibly the Mako, perhaps other ships, to seed the comm buoys into both sides of the frontier, Marin thought, while they brought a copy of Lai’a online and put it through the requisite thousand hours of testing. At the same time they must recruit a science team for Zunshu 161-D, drawing on the best specialists from the Deep Sky labs, and from Carahne. The first step was to design and build a science platform from which to study the planet. The work never ended, and completion on one project spelled the beginning of two others. 

Conversation wound down into desultory terms while the sky darkened with the incoming weather front. Marin stood at the wide windows in the early afternoon, watching Riga settle back down, as if the town had just shaken itself for a few moments and was subsiding back into a hibernation that could last for decades, or forever. Travers was arguing amiably with Leon and Roy over a veeree game; Mark and Rusch had gone down to the labs to putter, and the highband surprised Marin out of a reverie.

“Captain Vaurien is calling from the Wastrel,” Joss announced. 

“Trouble?” Marin wondered as Travers appeared. 

The big threedee in the study was already bright, with Vaurien and Jazinsky framed in it against the backdrop of Wastrel Ops. Their faces were studies in grim satisfaction. Marin shared a glance with Travers as Vaurien asked, “Did you see it?”

“See what?” Travers gestured back into the living room. “We tuned the world out. What did we miss?”

“Instant replay.” Jazinsky aimed a handy at the threedee, and the display shifted to file footage.

Images and vid clips had been assembled to accompany the commentary, with portraits culled from the CNS archives over several decades, views of properties in the homeworlds. The read-over had been laid by one of the major news anchors; Marin was not sure of the name, but her voice was deep, with suitable gravitas as she said,

“Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford was executed in the early hours of this morning at the Hydralis Memorial Hospital. He is reported to have died peacefully in his sleep, following sedation in his final meal and an injection of medical nano which terminated brain function at 1:15am, Hydralis time. 

“The Earth-born billionaire who was tried and convicted of masterminding the so-called CL-389 incident, in which an ore-hauler inbound from Hellgate was set on a collision course for the city of Hydralis, never confessed culpability. He never expressed regret for the actions that would have murdered as many as four hundred million people in an instant, and destroyed the biosphere of this world, save for the outstanding service of elements of the Delta Dragons – Delta Squadron of the Carrier Air Taskforce of the super-carrier Sark, which was named Kiev at the time of the event. 

“Omaru, today, remembers the courage and sacrifice of the Delta Dragons. All surviving members are to be awarded the Star of Victory. Some will receive it posthumously. 

“The body of Senator Rutherford has been placed in cryogen storage, pending its repatriation to Earth. 

“Attorneys from Chicago and Marsport made an unconvincing case for his defense, claiming Mr. Rutherford was misidentified as the power behind the CL-389 incident. 

“Irrefutable evidence was provided by Deep Sky agencies which penetrated the security of key offices on Earth and Mars, including those of Mr. Rutherford himself. This evidence was supported by statements from witnesses who worked closely with the rogue Freespacer, Boden
Zwerner, whose blackmarket empire stretched from Marak City, Ulrand, to the unregistered, unpoliced Freespacer port of Halfway. 

“The connection between Zwerner and Rutherford is unquestionable. At last Mr. Rutherford’s attorneys amended their plea of not guilty to a petition for sentence to be commuted to life imprisonment, to be served on Earth. Despite three appeals the request was not granted, on the grounds that the government, judiciary and people of Omaru had no confidence that the sentence would be imposed, once Mr. Rutherford left the Deep Sky.

“He is survived by three wives, eight children, twenty grandchildren, who will inherit estates on Earth and Mars, and majority shares in the ship construction company, RMC Industries. Rutherford-Mayhew-Carvalho Industries remains one of the ‘High Five’ group of companies which dominate the industrial and economic landscape in the homeworlds. 

“It is not by chance that Senator Rutherford, President Jardine Mayhew and Colonel Tomas Carnairo de Carvalho – commanding the super-carrier London at the Battle of Jagreth – owned and operated a business empire measurable in trillions of Confederate credits, and tens of trillions of colonial dollars. President Mayhew’s ‘strong fleet policy’ inspired the boom in ship building which propelled no few families of Earth and Mars, like the Rutherfords and the Carvalhos, into the ranks of homeworlds royalty.

“President Mayhew is the last survivor of the founding trio. Colonel Carvalho was killed when the London was lost with all hands. Today, Mr. Mayhew lives with his fifth wife and three of his eleven children, on the family’s estates outside Barsoom, in the southern hemisphere of Mars. Due to the data lag between the Deep Sky and the homeworlds he could not be contacted for comment on the sentencing of Mr. Rutherford, but of Colonel Carvalho’s death he said, ‘The Confederacy has lost a giant whose name will pass into legend in the chronicles of our people.’

“Charleston Aimes Rutherford is expected to be repatriated to Earth for interment on his estates in North America. His attorneys are reported to have already contacted his current wife, the Donizetti heiress, Suzanne-Marie Chalmers. The government of Omaru confirmed this morning that it has granted permits and visas for an unarmed civilian ship from the Confederacy to enter Commonwealth space. The vessel will register at Hydralis High Dock in the coming months, and will be subject to routine quarantine and customs protocols.”

The images of Chalmers, Rutherford, the Confederate banner and Omaru’s orbital docks faded out, replaced by Vaurien and Jazinsky. They looked more grim than jubilant, but Jazinsky’s fists clenched in a small expression of victory. 

Harrison Shapiro’s voice surprised Marin – he had not realized the man was standing in the doorway behind Travers. “Another chapter closes,” Shapiro observed. “You realize, Richard, the bounty on our heads will be doubled. Those families will want revenge, not justice … you don’t mess with mercantile royalty and not expect to pay the price.”

“But they can’t touch us,” Vaurien said, “not where we’re going. The Wastrel might have been recognized in Borushek high orbit, but any Terran agents working here now must be buried down deep. They don’t have the resources to hit this ship – all they can do is make a call, and we’re gone in ten hours. Earth doesn’t know any world called Carahne even exists, and they’ll lose track of us as we enter the Mare Aenestra. They have no ports, no worlds, no interests out that way. They might even show up with a warship, but they’ve no jurisdiction.”

“Which wouldn’t stop them taking military action in the Carahne system,” Alexis Rusch’s voice warned over the comm from the labs.

And Leon Sherratt: “So defend the system. Lay down the same minefields as defend Jagreth and Velcastra. Mark?”

Mark had no hesitation. “Yes. In fact, I’d do it on this assignment, Richard. As soon as we’ve offloaded the stasis chambers and answered the question of what’s become of the Freyana.”

“Done,” Vaurien said readily. “Speaking of which, we’re on pace to ship out unless someone has a reason to stay.” 

He was looking into the vid pickup – looking at Mark, Marin knew. The threedee in the lab was online. But Mark’s voice was as firm as it was sad. “There’s no reason to stay in Riga. Dario and Tor have packed half the house, Leon and Roy have packed the other half. Everything is tagged for Saraine, of course, though for myself, I can’t stay there in any degree of security. I’m too well known. Dario and Leon aren’t – yet – on any death list, so they and Tor and Roy, can enjoy Saraine.” He sighed. “And I’m afraid I’m on the move again. Diaspora. Like the old days.”

“Like the rest of us,” Rusch added. “Harrison and myself are no more safe than you are, Mark. We can live in the grip of a security cordon, literally under house arrest on Elstrom StarCity, and I daresay we’d enjoy a great deal of comfort. But we’d be easy to pinpoint, and the same bounty hunters who’ll soon be after Robert’s head would be glad to take ours on the same ticket!”

And Chandra Liang was keenly aware of the situation, Marin thought. He was quite ready to spend three terms in office, fifteen years living with security at every door, never leaving StarCity in any vehicle without weapons and armor. But the bounty on his head would follow him lifelong, and eventually he would be ready to find freedom beyond the vengeful reach of the Confederacy. Vanish. 

“Then, we leave at midnight, Riga time,” Vaurien said musingly. “Harrison, you left a message – you want to use the Wastrel’s highband from this system.” 

“Yes.” Shapiro seemed to shake himself. “I finished the presentations for Chandra Liang, Tarrant, Prendergast and Cardwell a little while ago. I think they’re … persuasive. We can expect Robert to take our part, and Joyce Cardwell has worked in cahoots with him for so many years, I know she’ll see the sense of properly defending the frontier. Tarrant’s a realist who’s spent years under the gun – and he’s had good results recently, dealing with a Freespacer crew. Captain Ingersol set a good example as a skilled enabler, which should make Alec think favorably about Freespacer worlds, especially those which are applying for Commonwealth membership. Prendergast … well, he’s the unknown factor. He’ll be a harder sell on this issue, but I think my presentations are good enough to at least give Robert a strong position to fight from.” His expression darkened and he looked away. “I also need to contact the Kim family. Ulrand.” His voice thickened with emotion. “Better that the comm signal should be traceable to this system. 

“I’ve some purely personal business to take care of this afternoon … a few calls to make. And a small personal indulgence. I want to walk in the snow, see the sun set over the Challenger Gulf one last time. Simple things, really, but Lauren and I used to enjoy the small things, and I promised a great deal to Jon that never happened.” He cleared his throat, searched for his voice. “Michael, Dario and Tor took the Capricorn to Sark for the afternoon, but they’ll be back in good time. We’ll be aboard to meet your schedule, Richard. No need to plan around us.”

“All right.” Vaurien shared the moment of grief. “I’ve already contacted the attorneys Alexis recommended. They have all the information they need to settle affairs with the Teniko family. His back pay, mission bonuses and a gratuity are banked with Atransa, ready for transfer.” He sighed heavily. “There’s no more we can do, Harry.”

“Except remember,” Shapiro added. “I seem to have filed Jon into the same place with Lauren. In here.” He tapped his temple. “They’re always there. They always will be. The highband, Richard?”

“Powered up.” Vaurien gestured vaguely. “Have Joss handshake with Etienne. You can do the whole thing from the house there.”

The five-meter dish on the roof would begin to drive, Marin knew, aligning on the Wastrel. Two AIs would trade microsecond signals; a man’s life would be consigned to a file of documentation, numbers changing from one bank account to another – the restoration of honor, and transportation permits approved for a cryogen casket.

“We’ll see you tonight, Richard,” Mark was saying. “I ought to spend the afternoon packing. And then … Carahne.”

“And whatever the hell Emil Kulich has done with the Freyana,” Jazinsky agreed. “Midani’s chewing the furniture. Emil might have to duck, or he’ll need his nose straightened out! Later, Mark.”

The threedee returned to the local CityNet feed. Marin watched idly for some time as Travers fetched coffee with a liberal dash of the Irish, and snow began to fall over Riga. Streetlights shone through it with an almost festive glow, but Curtis was aware of an inestimable sadness. This was an ending, and no matter how bright the future, so much would never come again. In the study, Shapiro was editing the final draft of the most difficult message he would ever record. He was speaking directly to Mariel and Matt Kim, and Jon’s young sister, Amanda, and nothing he could say would make the truth less painful.

Marin retired to the kitchen, muddled through a lasagne recipe using canned and dried goods that had languished in the cupboards, and enjoying the self-indulgence of making a mess while Travers looked on with disparaging observations about Dendra Shemiji’s culinary applications. Marin only laughed, trying to recall the last time he had actually investigated a kitchen rather than configuring an autochef.

The sun was low, the gardens were snow-laden when Joss called Shapiro to the threedee. Since he took the call in the lounge, the business could not be confidential. Marin caught enough of the conversation to hear the newly-promoted Colonel Yvette Lansdown, formerly Shapiro’s Executive Officer – still in command of the Mercury, at the head of the Borushek defense fleet. 

She was installed in Shapiro’s office at the top of the Fleet compound, while the ship was parked in geosynchronous orbit and an armed Rand Calypso stood, engines always hot, on the air park. “General, it’s good to see you back on Borushek. Unexpected, but good,” Lansdown was saying. She was forty, fit, sinewy, with raven black hair and green eyes which pierced like gimlets. “If you’d told me you were coming in, I know President Cardwell’s department would have organized a proper reception for you.”

“Which is exactly why I didn’t call ahead, Yvette,” Shapiro said in amused tones. “A civic reception is the last thing I want.”

She shared his humor. “You’re a public figure, General –”

“Not now,” he argued. “And call me Harrison. How long have we known each other? You’re making me feel old. I’m out of the service … and not coming back, Yvette.”

“Yes, Gen–Harrison,” she corrected. “Apart from what you or I might want, President Cardwell’s been talking about honoring you with a parade.”

“A parade?” Shapiro sounded appalled. “I hardly know Cardwell. All the years I was in the chair where you’re sitting now, and the so-called colonial government took care of pavement, sewerage and social security while I made policy on global issues, Cardwell was a low-key member of a puppet parliament. I couldn’t have picked her out of a Tactical line-up, and I had no idea she was Daku, much less Robert Chandra Liang’s agent here on Borushek.”

“Still, she knew you,” Lansdown mused, “and President Chandra Liang kept her well informed. She knew exactly what you were doing. Apparently she kept the colonial government off your back numerous times. She had the ear of Governor Petrakis. He might not have recognized a Daku representative when he saw one, but he knew what was good for the people of this colony. We were lucky. Petrakis was one of the decent ones, like Regis Gangawar on Velcastra.”

Shapiro was impressed. “Give President Cardwell my best wishes. Tell her … I don’t exist anymore. I’m gone, Yvette.”

She skipped a beat. “Permanently?”

“As far as Borushek is concerned.” Shapiro gestured in the direction of the city. “How many Terran agents are you aware of in Sark at this time?”

Her face darkened. “Four or five. They’re marked. We’re letting them run, they’ll point the way right back to their chain of command. The object is to cut it off at the head.”

“And I hope you manage it,” Shapiro said honestly. “But if you miss one Terran agent, in a few months you can expect to be seeing bounty hunters out here. Borushek, Velcastra, Omaru. You’ll have seen the arrest list, I assume?”

“I have. It was posted on Earth, reported by CNS. You, Mr. Chandra Liang, Mr. Tarrant, Colonel Rusch, Captain Vaurien, Doctor Jazinsky, Doctor Sherratt … if Major Vidal were still alive, he’d be on the list. Nobody knows the assignment he was flying when he was killed, but since he was associated with your group, well, it’s a fairly safe bet he was on a mission to undermine the Confederacy.”

“Indeed.” Shapiro looked sidelong at Marin and Travers, who were watching the lights come on across the long, sloping front gardens. Marin met his eyes, watched him mask his amusement from Lansdown as he turned back to the vid pickup. “You could do me one last service. Give President Cardwell’s office the information that I’m dead. You received this intelligence from the Wastrel, which passed through the Borushek system on this date. I wasn’t aboard … I was killed a month or so ago, on unspecified duties.”

Her eyes widened. “I can do that. Harrison, are you sure? It’ll be tough to come back, after CNS has covered the story and the president’s laid a wreath at your memorial.”

Marin stifled a cynical chuckle. “And doesn’t Mick know it!”

“He doesn’t want to go back – not publicly,” Travers said softly, under the audio pickup. “I don’t think he wants to actually live on Velcastra any more than Ernst does. CityNet would deify them … for about three weeks. Then the exposes and critiques would start. Some citybottom hustler selling the story for a small fortune: ‘I spent the night with Michael Vidal ten years ago, here’s how he likes to get laid.’” Travers’s dark head shook emphatically. “Not Mick’s scene. And as for Ernst –? He’d be the ‘living fossil,’ right beside Charles Vidal. Not,” he added, “that the Vidals and Shackletons, Elstroms and Vaughans would ever accept Jo Queneau as part of the family. She doesn’t have the pedigree of First Fleet aristocracy. Ernst’s likely to show them his middle finger right before he walks away, so why make a big drama?”

He was right, and Marin had known all this, as surely as Rabelais and Queneau knew it. Velcastra was not closed to them but they would pass through as tourists, on visas conjured by Joss and Etienne. Vidal himself might not absolutely conceal his presence there, but he would avoid publicity, shun CityNet – leave a mystery smoldering behind him which Charles Vidal could answer or deny in any way he chose.

“I’m a ghost, Yvette,” Shapiro was saying. “You know the truth. Leave it there.”

“I’ll know you’re out there somewhere,” she said, husky with emotion. “I, uh, I’ll stand by the secret. If you ever need anything, call me. You know where I’ll be. They promoted me. They’ll promote me again in a year or two.”

“You’ll be General Lansdown,” Shapiro said approvingly. “Watch yourself. Those Terran agents, those bounty hunters, would be delighted to hunt your head too.”

“I’m not on the death list,” she began.

“Yet. How long before they learn you were my Executive Officer, and I passed command of the Mercury to you when I vanished. If you were a loyal DeepSky Fleet officer, you should have turned the ship around, headed back to the Middle Heavens and put her at the disposal of the Confederacy. You didn’t.”

“I … didn’t,” Lansdown admitted, “and here I am.” Her brow creased. “I’ll be careful, Harrison. And you – wherever you’re going – have a nice life. I’ll be thinking about you.”

“Thank you.” Shapiro reached over and hit the off.

“Speaking of chapters closing,” Marin said quietly. “You’re almost done here.”

“We all are.” Shapiro nodded at the baggage mounded by the door. “Dario and Leon and their partners might come back one day, but Mark has no more desire than I have to become a minor headline on a homeworlds news network. In his case, as a Resalq he can weather this particular storm and see it out. In thirty or forty years, he might return as his own son. The Resalq are so long-lived, and Terran agents don’t know he’s not human.”

“They’ll track down that information eventually,” Travers guessed. “Especially if the Resalq are coming out soon. Once the Veldn arrive here, all bets are off.”

Shapiro was nodding deeply. “I dispatched a package of selected data to President Cardwell’s office a few hours ago. The same is on its way to presidential offices right across the Commonwealth. Chandra Liang, Tarrant and Prendergast will be briefed regarding the Veldn; their scientists can wade in the Zunshu and Veldn data. When the Veldn get here they’ll be expected, welcomed.”

“And the Veldn,” Marin said thoughtfully, “will contact Joss here, and also on the Carellan Djerun, direct. If we’re anywhere in reach of the Deep Sky when they come, I’d like to see first contact happen. Again.” He gave Travers an amused look. “I want to see the look on Mark’s face.”

“I want to see the look on his face when the Resalq come out,” Travers added. “Five years, or ten? It’s going to be quite the show.”

“Meanwhile,” Marin went on, “I believe we have a wake to hold.”

“A wake?” Shapiro echoed, guessing. “Oh, please.”

“Cognac and Cutty Sark cigars, at the very least.” Travers was on his way to the bar in the corner of the dining room. “Now, where does he keep them? Joss, give Mark a hoy.”

And a moment later, from the lab: “You called, Neil?”

“Where does Dario hide the best brandy?” Travers prompted. “We’re holding a wake for Harrison Shapiro. It seems he was killed in line of duty a month ago … at least, Colonel Lansdown will be informing the president’s office of his death about now. It’s only decent to lift a glass.”

They were finishing the cognac when the Capricorn dropped in out of a patch of stars in the south, where the snow clouds had drifted apart on a west wind. Sunset had been bloody, broodingly magnificent over the heights of Mount Kepler. Shapiro watched from the big windows, captivated, perhaps especially so since he might never see this again – or, not on this world. His homeworld. The sky was fully dark when the Capricorn’s repulsion raised a blizzard, melted the snow on the lawns, which would be frozen to glassy ice in half an hour. 

Without a respirator Vidal hustled into the house and was breathless, pale with cold, when the door banged behind him. Vents opened, blowing hot air to raise the house pressure back to normal in seconds, and Vidal made straight for the hearth.

“Cold outside,” he informed Marin and Travers.

They were on the couch, watching CityNet, a documentary about the return of indigenous species to parts of southern Borushek, where early colonial industry had recently been moved offplanet, allowing the native environment to reappear. 

But cold or no, Vidal dropped the leather jacket soon enough and the collar of the black silk shirt was open, baring his chest. Marin might have commented, until he saw the refurbished tattoo, still bright, a little swollen, and likely sore. The Daku tattoo – the open-headed ankh – which Vidal had always worn as a symbol of his beliefs, was thoroughly reworked in blues and golds. The ancient sigil was closed now, and Marin remembered Alexis Rusch’s explanation for the reason the Daku had always displayed it open-headed. It symbolized freedom, and it had been broken. It remained broken until the Deep Sky was free.

“Nice.” Travers leaned forward to see the tattoo in the soft light of a half dozen glowbots. “Very nice.”

“There’s this tattoo artist I know in citybottom,” Mick told him. “He does the best work this side of Elstrom. Bobby Liang will have had the same done.” He stabbed a finger at the enormous mound of baggage and boxes by the door. “Are we supposed to load that?”

“Let Dario and Tor take care of it.” Mark’s voice spoke from the stairs leading down the lab. “Speaking of whom, where are they?”

“Repacking their stuff on the Capricorn.” Vidal had returned to the hearth. “Tor’s probably bottomed out a bank account here. Then again, he’s not likely to see a store again for a year. Or several.” He glanced at his chrono. “You heard from Richard? He wants to ship out soon. We gotta get moving.”

“We are.” Mark stepped aside, and an Arago sled appeared behind him. “Curtis, would you call Leon and Roy downstairs? Half that pile is theirs. They can load it themselves!”

The sled went out the house’s side door, which was lock-in, lock-out, to save the inside air pressure. The night was very cold, the sky only thinly overcast; a few familiar stars showed in the east. The humans emptied out the closets for parkas and breather masks, but the Resalq barely acknowledged the cold. It was regret, not discomfort, on Mark’s face as he said,

“Joss, it could be a long time before anyone returns. Leave the security systems operational, otherwise power down. Monitor for signals from your synched counterparts, or from us, and … wait.”

“Very good, Doctor,” Joss said unconcernedly. Time meant even less to the AI than to a Resalq, whose lifespan so far outstripped the human. “Have a pleasant flight. I look forward to your eventual return. Good night.”

“Good night, Joss.” Mark was the last to step out of the house.

The lights and heating turned off behind him. The house would soon return to almost ambient temperatures and pressures and, Marin thought, like the rest of Riga it would hibernate until it returned to the mountains. 

He watched the familiar property drop away below as the Capricorn fell directly up into a lake of stars. The lights went out right across Riga, plunging the valley into darkness lit only by starlight on fresh snow. Marin watched until the Capricorn passed over the mountains, and then turned back to find Travers’s blue eyes on him.

“You okay?” Neil asked softly.

“Me? Of course.” Marin only shrugged. “It was never my home, but I spent a lot of time here across the years. It’s …” He hunted for what he felt. “It’s a time I’m going to miss, I think, rather than a place. You know what I mean.”

“Oh, I know.” Travers picked up his hand, kissed it, and sat back for the flight. “There’s an old saying. Onward and upward.”

Vidal was flying, even then logging an orbital flightplan with Sark ATC. He told the controller he was headed for Sark High Dock, and it was only a faint lie. The Wastrel was two thousand kilometers west, close enough for the Capricorn’s instruments to already have picked up its acquisition signal. Vidal could have handed it to the automatics and sat back for the ride, but flight was his pleasure.

Sark brightened on the horizon while Marin watched; the stars burned ahead of the plane’s snub nose and Vidal throttled up the engines to take it fast out of the atmosphere. Borushek sprawled away in a fantasy of gold and blue lights picking out the shapes of coastlines and highways. Marin watched the world turn beneath them – where the fires of night are burning bright, thou shalt sing to the glories of yore.

“Wastrel Flight, this is Wastrel 101 on approach,” Vidal was saying. 

And Etienne: “Hangar 4 is open.”

A combug slipped into Marin’s ear, cold and hard. He heard the loop a moment later – Ingersol and Jim Fujioka going over engine dynamics specific to the Wastrel, Perlman and Cassals conferring between the flightdeck and one of the hangars, Fargo and Jazinsky in Ops. The tug was securing to leave orbit. Ingersol had received news from Jagreth – the London’s engine deck was clean enough to be undocked; Weimann and sublight engines plus three military-grade generators would be in transit to Alshie’nya in a matter of days. By the time the Wastrel returned from the Freyana assignment, the Esprit de Liberté would be scheduled for a second shakedown cruise. Ingersol was delighted.

The clock was counting to departure. The status board in the passage opposite the armordoors securing Hangar 4 showed minus forty minutes, and Marin spent most of that time in the crew lounge, looking down on the night side of the world. Travers was quiet, giving him the space to think, remember, for which Curtis was grateful. 

The status bars clicked over to amber in the threedee and Etienne said into the loop, “Standby for sublight engines. Breaking orbit in one minute; vector plotted for the exclusion zone. Commencing Weimann ignition procedures. Departing Borushek space in twelve minutes.”

As it spoke the deck began to thrum. The engines ran up to peak in test and then lapsed back to their normal purr, and Marin felt nothing physical as the world slipped down out of the long viewport, and away. Travers’s arm was heavy across his shoulders and Neil’s voice was soft. “We’ll be back.”

“Will we?” Marin was doubtful. “And if we weren’t, it wouldn’t matter.” He turned into Travers’s embrace, savoring the strength in the big arms which closed about him. “Would it?”

Travers said nothing, but kissed him. 


 

 
3: Raishenne, Carahne


 
From space it was a blue-green jewel, fourth from a yellow G4 sun in a region of absolute stability. The Aenestra had also surveyed the nearby star systems, all of which were mineral rich, wealthy in planets, impoverished in life. In twenty light years, only Carahne was blessed with an oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, liquid water across forty percent of the planet and abundant indigenous life, none of it more advanced than the great bipedal felinoids which hunted through the equatorial forests and savannahs under the ranges of ancient, extinct volcanoes.

Saraine itself was no more perfect for the Resalq. With an axial tilt of 22o, the climate was constant; the metal-heavy core generated gravity that was just a few percent heavier, only noticeable for the days it took the body to adjust; and the world was large. The Resalq would not want for space to grow for centuries, or ever. The only lethal life form to be engineered into extinction was a flesh-eating insect which immobilized a living host with narcotic venom, laid its eggs in the warmth of the abdomen and kept the host alive in a state of catalepsis until the larvae hatched and devoured it. The insects were selectively eliminated while the city of Raishenne was built by construction drones, and when the Wastrel drove into high orbit the system was already busy, noisy, dynamic.

Mines were working on two rocky worlds, and one of the three moons had become the cargo port. Security drones negotiated with Etienne while the Wastrel was still out by the Weimann exclusion zone, instructing it to bring the ship to Raishenne High Dock and wait there.

“Pretentious,” Vaurien observed, “aren’t they?”

Mark Sherratt turned his eyes to the ceiling, or the gods. “You have no idea. Pompous, arrogant, conceited, haughty, snobbish.” He looked through the haze of the navtank at Midani Kulich, whose mouth had compressed in annoyance. “Ask him.”

But Midani’s wide shoulders lifted in a noncommittal shrug. “Is Emil. Is old Resalq. You remembering good, Doctor … me remembering, me being only just technician before became soldier. Technician not worth too much. Soldier getting more hul’rim.”

“Respect,” Mark translated. 

“Ress-peck,” Midani said doubtfully.

Roy Arlott enunciated the word slowly and emphasized the consonants. “Reh-spect.” He chuckled richly. “What’s it matter? Chances are, you just came home. In a year, you’ll forget any Slingo you ever learned. You’ll have precious little use for it after this.” He was watching a flatscreen, where the vidfeed of the new city showed wide avenues, the green of a park where the trees were still small.

“Maybe,” Kulich said darkly. “Maybe.”  

It was Emil on his mind, Travers thought. He and Marin had volunteered for shuttle duty. Perlman and Fargo were in a brand new transspace simulator, assembled, wired and loaded only a day before, and Vidal had passed responsibility for the session to Rabelais and Queneau. They were more than capable of running data, collating results; and Perlman and Fargo were close to qualifying. The hand-holding days were gone.

The Capricorn was already preflighted as the Wastrel made her way to Raishenne High Dock. The precious, delicate cargo was loaded onto three industrial Arago sleds, and Ingersol and Fujioka were about to jockey them into the cargo space on the engineer’s tractor. Vaurien and Jazinsky lingered by the navtank, still waiting for the city AI to summon a Resalq to answer formal calls, and Travers knew Richard’s temper had begun to shorten.

“There she is.” For several minutes Jazinsky had been monitoring the deep scan. As a major icon appeared she touched Vaurien’s arm. “There’s the Freyana, parked neatly behind the second moon … she looks fine from here.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” Mark mused, but a few moments’ examination of the deep scan dispelled any doubts. “She is fine. I’m seeing good numbers from engines, hull, interior.” His brow creased. “The only thing she’s not doing is transmitting. Not a squeak.”

Gestures abrupt with annoyance, Vaurien reached over and slapped the comm. “Captain Kulich, this is Richard Vaurien. We have a consignment for you, data and hardware. Where do you want it?” 

And if Kulich did not respond soon, Travers thought, Vaurien was likely to dump the data into as many cubes as it took, offload cargo where it was most convenient to him, and call the job done.

Something in his tone must have spoken to Emil Kulich. The threedee at Comm 1 brightened only moments after Vaurien spoke. Midani stepped sideways, careful to put himself outside the pickup angle as his sibling stepped into view. He spoke only in Resalq, not a word of Slingo, and he looked down his long nose at Mark Sherratt and Roy Arlott.

The translation algorithm was recent, and Etienne ran it almost in realtime. In Travers’s ear the combug said in an approximation of Emil’s tone and timbre, “Welcome to Carahne. We didn’t send for you.”

Only those closest to Mark heard his groan of exasperation. “The Freyana stopped transmitting some time ago. You didn’t expect someone to come and investigate?”

“I did,” Emil said coolly. “I expected an investigation long before this. You are late, Doctor Sherratt. If we had required assistance in a catastrophe event, we would have suffered major casualties by now.”

“If you’d suffered any kind of catastrophe,” Mark said levelly, “it was your duty to evacuate the colony back to the Freyana and return. Drop the arrogance, Kulich. It does you no credit. What happened to the Freyana?”

For a moment Kulich glared at him, and then subsided one muscle at a time. “The highband burned out. We have not yet gotten around to replacing it, since we have little need of it. The colony transmitters are perfectly operable.”

“But you didn’t report this,” Mark said with ominous quiet.

“It was not germane,” Emil said offhandly. “I told you, the colony transmitters are perfectly functional.”

“Not germane?” Sherratt echoed, as if words failed him.

In fact, it was Midani who stepped into the vid pickup and unleashed a tirade in the Resalq which Etienne struggled both to keep pace with and properly translate, since much of it involved cursing, elaborate, almost picturesque profanity. Travers chuckled, and wiped the smile off his face as he watched Emil change color, his face infusing with anger from the line of his collar to the great elongated dome of his bald head. 

“That’s enough,” he snarled at last. “You appear to have learned a new brand of impudence, working with these humans, and the hybrids.”

It was Midani’s turn to change color with rage. “Who was it,” he demanded, fluent in his own tongue, almost sneering, “who flew Elarne? Who was it who found the Ebrezjim, walked its decks, paid tribute to the crew who stole it out of Zunshu space and were almost home before ill fortune overcame them? Who,” he hissed, “walked the streets of the Zunshu city, salvaged the computer core, confronted the old enemy face to face, and made the acquaintance of the Veldn, who walked those streets long before us?” He gave his sibling glare for glare. “Was it you, Captain Kulich? I think not. You were here, sitting on your ass in the sun, drinking wine and making sure the next generation is more pure, less mongrel, than the heroes who had the courage and vision to tread in the steps of our forefathers! And I –” he slapped his own chest, hard  “– I walked with them, where the stars of the Orion Gate and the Blood Gate burn with the light of suns you never saw, Emil, and likely never will!”

Emil’s expression had shifted from anger to scorn to disbelief. “You walked the Zunshu streets?” His eyes flickered to Sherratt and Vaurien. “You fought Zunshu?”

“We fought,” Mark told him. “Not Zunshu. We walked those streets … if you can call them streets …and we were not the first. The Deep Sky is about to have visitors, Captain. The Veldn Peoples of the Worlds of the Second Star. And I’d advise you to be less arrogant, less pompous, in the face of a species that developed an engine similar to Weimann technology many thousands of years before we did. Now, do you want this data transfer, or not? In fact, I ought to be talking to the head of your science team – who is it? Jun’ba-tis?” He looked sidelong at Vaurien and Jazinsky. “Jean Baptiste Cleary, when he’s among humans.”

“He has gone,” Kulich said dismissively.

“What do you mean, gone?” Mark demanded.

“I mean, he stood down,” Kulich began.

Midani’s fists clenched. “You mean, you found a reason to dismiss
Jun’ba-tis from the position of head of the science team! He is – a mongrel, like the Doctors Sherratt and Sereccio. Not good enough for you.”

“Oh, for the love of …” Vaurien turned his back on the threedee and scrubbed his face with both hands. He pulled the combug out of his ear while Midani and Emil began to squabble in earnest. “Etienne, dump the data into however many cubes –”

“The transfer will take over 300 cubes, Captain,” the AI warned.

“And are you short of cubes?” Vaurien growled with exaggerated patience.

“No, Captain.”

“Then proceed,” Richard told it crisply. “Tully!”

“Yo!” Ingersol was on the engine deck with Fujioka, but he had been listening in, and was still chuckling. “Lemme guess. You want the tractor loaded, muy pronto.”

“I do,” Richard agreed. “There’s a moon just rising over the horizon right now. The third moon – smallest, lightest, no atmosphere, no nothing, according to the scans. Jim, is the installation ready to ship?”

The five Zunshu stasis chambers would be stored in a science camp not unlike the one on Kjorin, though this camp would need no long-term habitation facilities. Three basic labs, life support, a crew lounge, two simple apartments, a generator and backup, a rudimentary AI. Anything else would be specified by the Resalq scientists from the city of Raishenne, and shipped from the planet or from the Freyana. 

“It was ready to ship yesterday, boss,” Fujioka assured him. “All we needed to know was when and where.”

“Small moon, any flat, rocky space, right now,” Vaurien said sharply. “Etienne, how long to transfer the data?”

“Five minutes remaining,” the AI said calmly, unaffected by Richard’s abrasive mood. “Please collect datacubes from Tech 3.”

“Got ’em,” Jazinsky volunteered. “Neil, do me a favor. Stick your head into my lab, bring me one of the big equipment cases. The big ones with the black and red tape and the blue smart-foam inside.”

“Will do.” Travers gave Marin a lopsided grin and stepped out. 

Curtis was a pace behind him, and as they left Ops he clicked out of the loop. “Damn, Emil hasn’t improved by one iota. I thought he’d sweeten up once he got out here – nothing to prove, nobody to impress.”

“No sibling to fight with,” Travers added. “You don’t know how lucky you were, being an only child.”

“You?” Marin hazarded.

“I’d say I still had the scars,” Travers admitted, “but they were all psychological. The kids were kids when I didn’t have much growing left to do. We didn’t fight physically, but you can believe me, it was bloody.”

The lab was half lit, with machines running, cooling fans droning. A stack of equipment cases stood under the air vents, and the only challenge was finding an empty one. Travers unpacked old tools and dead power cells onto the end of one of the benches, and closed up the likeliest case. He almost expected the connection with Raishenne to have closed as they stepped back into Ops, but Emil Kulich continued to glare out of the threedee, flanked now by two other Resalq, one older, one younger than himself, and both of them much closer to the ancestral form than any of the Sherratts or Sereccio. 

“I do understand that, Mad’ue,” Mark was saying to the elder, “and I’ll say again, there’s no time constraint. If you want to undertake the project, it’s yours. At this point I have no time for it … and the Zunshu hardware is much too delicate, too unpredictable, for it to be stored on this ship, or any ship. It must be placed somewhere safe, stable, where an accident will cause no great hardship, such as happened at El Khouri on Ulrand. Your third moon is ideal, and an engineer’s tractor is transferring the stasis chambers at this time.”

Mad’ue was the Resalq with the long, somber face and too-wide eyes. He regarded Sherratt thoughtfully and at length shook his head, which Travers remembered was an affirmative gesture among the ancestrals. “A good choice, M’hak. You’re quite right, of course. Oh, how I envy you the expedition! I imagine your mission logs will read like a novel!” He licked his lips in anticipation. “You have the Zunshu data and the Veldn…?”

“It’s all copying at this moment.” Mark glanced over at Jazinsky, who had taken the case from Travers and was loading it. “We’ll bring it down immediately … if we have permission to land.” He gave Emil Kulich a glance like a dagger.

“Oh, copious aromatic defecations upon ancestral superciliousness,” Etienne translated, struggling with the colloquialism, the casual crudity, as Mad’ue overrode Kulich. “You’re most welcome in my house, M’hak. How long since you and your offspring ate real Resalq food?”

“A long time,” Mark admitted, studiously ignoring Kulich now.

“Then you’re invited,” Mad’ue said firmly, and when Kulich opened his mouth to protest, the senior scientist silenced him with a hand gesture Travers had never seen before. “Come at once, bring your offspring. Bring the human partner of Leon. Dine with us, spend an evening listening to the old language, the old music … being Resalq for the joy of being Resalq before the work takes you away again, as it will. I know you too well, M’hak. I recall who you were when you were so young, stars still shone in your eyes.”

Mark made a soft sound of amused exasperation. “Was I ever so young? An hour, Mad’ue.”

“An hour, my old friend.” Mad’ue made another unfamiliar hand gesture and stepped out of the vid pickup angle.

“We’ll see you shortly,” Mark said stiffly to Kulich. “If you’d rather not be present at the evening’s festivities, I’ll overlook your absence in the interests of mental health.” He paused. “Midani will be with us, so it’s probably wise if you find some pressing duty to occupy you elsewhere. And have an inventory of what the Freyana needs for the highband to be back online at once. We can fabricate it, and test the transmitters before we leave. You understand, it is entirely unacceptable for the colony ship to be offline at any time.”

The speech was deliberately provoking but Kulich was visibly restrained by the presence of the younger Resalq, who had a hauteur, a bearing, which belied his apparent youth. Kulich’s mouth compressed, his eyes glittered with fury, but the other took a step forward and held up a hand to stop the fight before it could escalate. 

His face was smooth with youth, his eyes unlined, but he was old enough, close enough to the ancestrals to have no hair, and to have kept the double thumbs which made the Resalq hands so different. He set the left on Kulich’s shoulder and said in a light, pleasant voice,

“Enough of this rancor – surely we’ve heard more than was necessary. You’re right of course, M’hak, about the Freyana; many council members, myself included, have been eager to attend to the work in a much more timely fashion … forgive us the unfortunate oversight.” He was in the business of making peace, and he seemed to have a knack for it. Kulich heard him out as he went on, “As to the issue of cultural and perhaps even genetic integrity, in fact both sides of this old, old argument are correct. 

“Many of our young people did trade their racial heritage for survival; but they did indeed survive, and their achievements in the human worlds made it possible for a few of us to preserve our ancestral racial type. Without those who sacrificed, none of us would have survived, and most of us –” he glanced sidelong at Kulich “– are fully aware of this. The hybrids have always been our benefactors … however, it’s equally true that the ancestrals hold the keys to the future of a race that can, and should, return to its own identity.” 

Travers dropped his voice. “So shake hands and play nice, guys.”

Even Emil Kulich could not argue, though he had probably been compelled to cede authority to the younger Resalq. Marin whispered to Midani, “Who is this?”

“Is being Kel-juns’yn, is being very good representing person, voted for by all citizen, city peoples.”

“The mayor of Raishenne?” Travers brows rose. “An ancestral type with a grasp on fair play and tolerance of the hybrids. There’s hope for us yet.”

“Mongrels,” Midani growled. “Not being liking disgust-words, me.”

“Me neither,” Travers agreed, “but what can you do about it? This is Carahne. They can be as superior as they like at home.”

“Not all Resalq being bastardish,” Midani said darkly. “Not all.”

Perhaps not even most, Travers thought as he took charge of the loaded case and followed Marin back to the service elevators. Minutes later they were in Hangar 4, killing time with music and the techs’ loop, listening as the tractor launched. Ingersol and Fujioka took it out on a wide arc, rising away from the ship and heading fast for the small rocky moon, not much larger than an asteroid, which orbited Carahne in captured rotation. 

They would drop the installation, wait while twenty drones raised the storage bay, and then gently, gently pilot the three Arago sleds in, on remote. Ingersol estimated four hours, and the tractor would be back in its own hangar, just forward of the engine deck.

The dinner group was late enough for Marin to be restless before they began to arrive. The Sherratts, Tor and even Roy had dressed in the colourful, exotic style of the Resalq. Jazinsky, Rusch and Shapiro, Rabelais and Queneau were elegant in subdued fashion which would have taken them into any hotel in uptown Sark; Vaurien and Vidal were in black silk and platinum jewelry, deliberately understated. Travers was surprised to see the humans, but Jazinsky said brashly,

“We’re invited. The news raced through Raishenne that we’re back from transspace. From Zunshu space. Nobody thought we’d make it – apparently they were laying bets. But here we are. We were there, and people want to know what happened, and how. Where the future lies,” she added thoughtfully. “Emil Kulich is only one voice.”

“He doesn’t speak for the community,” Mark said pointedly.

“But I’ll just bet he wishes he did,” Tor muttered. “Two words, Dar, and I swear he’ll be picking his teeth out of the carpet.” He paused and gave Dario a grin. “Me being the mongrel bastard with bad manners, nobody’ll even blink.”

“Except maybe to arrest you,” Dario said too loudly. “You think Raishenne doesn’t have a security force? You reckon you can whang the captain of the Freyana and just walk away?”

“Worth a try,” Tor snorted. 

“Worth thirty days cooling your heels in their lockup!” Dario gave him a beseeching look. “Don’t embarrass me.”

“What you got to bribe me with?” Tor challenged as the Capricorn’s engines fired.

Chuckling, Travers touched his combug. “Wastrel Flight, this is Wastrel 101. Raishenne is sending us a landing beam … locked in and we’re on our way.”

“Have a good flight, 101,” Judith Fargo said from Ops. “Take pictures, Neil … it looks like one hell of a nice place.”

“We should be so lucky, and find another just like it,” Vidal breathed.

The Capricorn was out seconds later and Travers turned the nose down, following the acquisition signal, though he could have homed on the comm noise from Raishenne. The planet was a blue-green crescent, fleeced with cloud, noticeably larger than Velcastra or Borushek, and much larger than Jagreth. Raishenne sat just short of the terminator, in late afternoon, while the yellow sun cast long, inky shadows from mountain ranges to the west. The city was built on the east coast of a major continent, 32o south, and from what Neil could see, they had chosen the perfect location.

A landing field ambled away from the town and the early signs of a spaceport had begun to grow there. An apron of four square kilometers of plascrete glared in the afternoon sun, flanked on two sides by enough warehousing to support a city ten times the size of the current Raishenne, which meant the city equeros intended it to grow. Permanent gantry cranes stood guard between a rank of comm arrays almost a kilometer long – the colony transmitters – and the deep bunkers of docking bays designed around small ships. Engine signatures showed half the bays occupied.

Late afternoon light shone gold across an arboreal forest, virgin territory where ancient trees reared massively against the sky as the Capricorn dropped in over a range of low hills. The ocean stretched far beyond the horizon, not a vessel or an installation to be seen yet. The colony was too new. 

Travers checked coordinates, wondering if ATC had vectored the Capricorn to Raishenne Field, but the acquisition beam took them five thousand meters north, where a deep bay curved inland, with a steeply-raked beach and a complex system of dunes. Raishenne stood just above the tidal zone.

He had been fascinated to see their work, and he was impressed. Marin leaned over for a better view as the Capricorn approached, and murmured in approval. Raishenne was the work of standard constructor drones shipped off an assembly line in the Deep Sky, but the drones would build whatever they were programmed to build; and here, they had conjured architecture that had not been seen outside a museum in almost ten centuries.

He recognized the palisades, courtyards and roofs from Saraine’s ruined, buried Eternal City, and from the museum in Westminster, on Jagreth. But these structures were living, busy with people, bright with gardens, and the banners of a new colony streamed on the sea wind as he took the Capricorn in. The plane rotated around and dropped neatly into the side of a property where a house sprawled in an eccentric pattern, as Resalq buildings often did. 

It fronted onto a street twice as wide as any street in Riga or Sark; the colony had space to spare. On approach, Travers estimated no more than a thousand houses, each in its own vast garden which would have made any property developer in the Deep Sky salivate. Many indigenous trees shaded the avenues, with the city designed around them, so Raishenne already had an established look and feel, as if it had been here much longer than a scant half year. 

Low on the horizon, the sun gilded the red and white rooftops as the Capricorn settled. The engines were still cycling down as Travers opened up. Several Resalq had gathered on the back porch of the house as the plane came in, and from the cockpit he and Marin watched as Mark greeted people he knew well. These Resalq represented every part of the community; two were ancestrals but three more were probably younger than Dario and Tor, and so nearly human in appearance, only their height and the slightly broader hips betrayed them, if one chose to notice. Vivid caftans in the traditional hues made the different body morphology almost impossible to see.

“You want to go with?” Travers wondered as instrumentation shut down and the Capricorn’s rudimentary AI took over surveillance. 

Marin hesitated, watching the others at the back of the house, and then shook his head. “I don’t need to hear the story told … we were there. I don’t need to pretend to enjoy wine that would pickle onions!” He stood, flexing his back, working his shoulders. “I’d rather walk, see the town, watch the sun set. If you’re hungry –” He gestured over his shoulder with one thumb. “I remembered to set up the ’chef in the back. We won’t starve.”

“Deal,” Travers decided. “Besides, give them an hour and they’ll be talking politics.”

The air was sweet, heavy with the scents of flowering shrubs native to Saraine and yet thriving here. He wondered if they had been engineered for the soil, the climate, or if the Resalq had simply been blessed with a world where the biochemistry was close enough for a few minor tweaks to make it perfect. The gardens had already grown in, and he saw vegetables, herbs, fruit, as well as shrubs and trees a human might have called hibiscus, oleander, rhododendron, magnolia. 

“Ten years,” Marin guessed as they walked down toward the sea, “and this is going to be beautiful. Give it long enough for the rough edges to be worn smooth. The older Resalq will be coming in from sanctuaries like Riga, right across the Deep Sky. This is a lot like their old worlds used to be. Just add people.”

“And what about the younger Resalq?” Travers mused. “Tor was bred in Riga and born in Sark. Borushek’s his homeworld, Sark’s his hometown, he even talks like a kid from a military town.”

“I don’t know,” Marin said honestly. “The decision’ll come down to the individual, it always does. People who want peace and quiet and the old ways will come here. The younger ones will have to decide, do they want to be traditional Resalq, play a part in the rebirth of the culture … or not.”

“Luckily, they’re going to get the choice.” Travers strolled to a halt at the top of the beach.

Fishing nets flapped in the breeze, hung over a frame to dry, and several boats were pulled up onto the dry sand. The ocean smelt of salt, life, death, mystery, like oceans on any world Travers knew. At this hour the tide was low, small waves frothing onto dark gold sand with a soft shushing, almost like a sigh. Indigenous gulls – a meter across the wings, emerald green, with crested heads, fanned tails and oily feathers – squabbled there, where ‘trash fish’ had been dumped after the nets were brought in. 

“Looks like you can eat the local fish,” Travers observed with a gesture at the nets. 

“You can. I took a look at the Aenestra data.” Marin thrust hands into pockets and gazed into the bloated orb of the sun, which had sunk into a mass of cloud on the horizon. “The forests are distant cousins of acacia or eucalypt, even though they look a lot more like cedar or spruce; the native grasses won’t bother the Resalq – humans might have a few major allergy problems. But the local fruit is perfectly edible, just short of a couple of nutrients Resalq need, so they’ll either engineer the indigenous forms or plant their own; and the seafood is supposed to be pretty good.”

The colours of sunset had begun to flush across the sky and two of the world’s three moons were up, white, gibbous, pretty, in the northeast. The last time Travers had breathed open air, felt the sun on his face, was on Jagreth, a lifetime ago. He savored the sunset, watched the brightest stars begin to show. Strange stars, he thought. Astronomers would name new constellations describing the Mare Aenestra, and in a century Raishenne would be just one of many populated worlds stretching back like pearls on a necklace into the Deep Sky.

“I like this,” Marin said as they walked back up from the beach. “I could live here.”

“Twelve days back to Borushek,” Travers said doubtfully.

“Only ten to Velcastra,” Marin argued, “only nine to Saraine … not that there’s anything much on Saraine. Yet,” he added. “Mark sent the Carellan there immediately, to seed the comm buoys. It’s ironic. Now the Zunshu threat is history, he could found a new Resalq colony, live on Saraine safely – but Confederate agents would be on him like a rash. How’d you like to put your neck on the block to save the Deep Sky – humans as well as your own people – and wind up shot dead by a bounty hunter on a fat sanction issued in Chicago or Marsport?”

“Its stinks,” Travers agreed, “and you know the clans back on Earth – the Rutherfords, the Carvalhos, even the Mayhews – will be gunning for revenge. They’ll call it justice, but a bullet is a bullet.”

Twenty yards back from the beach a cable rang, bell-like, against the flagstaff from which flew the blue and green banner of Carahne. Marin stopped there, watching the moons rise while Travers admired the stars of the Mare Aenestra with the fresh eyes of a transspace navigator. Hellgate was not visible from this quadrant; the stars were brilliant, inviting, almost taunting him to explore, with the promise of new worlds, the possibility of very different intelligence flourishing in extraordinary places.

“Excuse me … sorry to interrupt, but…”

The Slingo language and the accent of Borushek, in this place, jolted Travers back to the present. He turned toward the voices, grateful for the pale, cold light of two moons, which made the Carahnean night a soft blue twilight. Marin had taken a step forward, not quite defensive as old reflexes triggered, but Travers perceived no threat.

Seven young Resalq were coming down from Raishenne; three carried blankets and cooler chests. They were not just young by Resalq standards, Travers saw – they were younger than himself and Marin, by years. He saw manes of gold-blond hair, knee-less blue jeans, rope sandals, white meshlex tunics loose around slender limbs, single-thumbed hands. Two of them were almost girls, and for a moment he wondered if they were actually human, till something indefinable about the faces, the eyes, told him the truth. Some of them were teens, probably not even twenty years old yet, of the generation of Resalq who had grown up among humans, been nurtured by human culture, to the point where they identified with gender.

They were alien here on Carahne. The truth hit Travers hard. These kids spoke Slingo with an accent, the dialect of a military town. If they spoke more than a few words of the old language, he would have been surprised. They followed steelrock bands and aeroball teams, turned on to human dancers and actors, wore this year’s Sark and Elstrom chic, braided their hair with beads and feathers, the way kids did in Hydralis, flaunted their long-fingered hands –

And on Carahne they were fish out of water. Travers was taken aback by the realization, but Marin was offering his hand to the young man who had spoken to him. “I know you,” he was saying. “Not personally, but I’ve seen you on CityNet, haven’t I? You won the Arago Challenge – twice, in fact. Tigh Stromberg, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Thanks for remembering.” Stromberg took Marin’s hand, clasped it in what seemed to be a genuine expression of gratitude. “It’s nice to be recognized – I mean, here. That is, I mean …”

“Hey, it’s okay.” The long-limbed, gold-maned ‘girl’ stepped closer, taking Stromberg’s arm. “They probably know what you mean, Tigh.”

“This is Winona.” Stromberg slid his arm around her. “Winona Breck. We’re, uh, from Riga.”

“I know. I’m Colonel Curtis Marin …. this is Colonel Neil Travers.” Marin shook the girl’s hand and smiled sidelong at Neil. “These two were all over CityNet, after Riga was evacuated.” 

“I remember.” Travers took the young man’s hand, gave the girl a smile. “You’re a long way from home.”

“Tell me about it,” Stromberg groaned. “The thing is, it’s all over town … you guys got back from Zunshu space.” His eyes widened in the moonlight. “You won?”

“You beat them?” Winona’s eyes were vast pools of silver-gold. 

Little wonder, Travers thought, these kids were the darlings of Borushek society. Stromberg was exotically beautiful, with almond eyes, tawny skin, a wide, sensual mouth; Breck was so outrageously beautiful, even Travers could not fail to notice, and Grant, Inosanto, Ingersol, would have worshipped at her feet.

But here, he realized, she and Stromberg belonged to the generation no one wanted to acknowledge. He could only imagine how Emil Kulich scorned them, how the city equeros must spurn them. Back home in Sark they were pursued by CityNet paparazzi, feted on the society pages, courted by human celebrities. Here, they were snubbed, even despised, so they drew together into a tribe of their own; and the desperation was naked on their faces.

“We’re back,” Marin was saying, “and we won through. You’ve nothing to fear from the Zunshu – the Deep Sky is safer than it’s ever been.” He paused with a half-smile. “Let me take a wild guess. You want to go home?”

“I guess we’re pretty obvious, huh?” Stromberg mocked himself, Winona and the others with a humorless little laugh. “You, uh, you don’t have a way out of here, do you?”

“You don’t?” Travers wondered.

Stromberg gestured at the westernmost moon. “There’s only the Freyana, parked right here, and bloody Kulich says she can’t take anybody anywhere. He means won’t. He just won’t authorize a flight.”

“That’s why the highband didn’t get fixed,” Breck added. ”I’ve been telling you, Tigh. I’ve been saying this for bloody weeks. If Kulich fixed the highband, the Freyana could go anywhere we wanted to – God knows, we offered to pay enough!” She looked at Travers with the enormous eyes – almost the same height as himself, which was petite for a Resalq. “I offered to pay charter fees for the ship.”

“And go where?” Marin tilted his head at the kids. “Until the Wastrel showed up here about four hours ago, you guys didn’t know the Deep Sky was safe.”

“But the Middle Heavens is,” Stromberg argued. “You can get far enough from Hellgate, the Zunshu don’t hit those worlds. We thought, Pakrenne’s nice. Santorini, you know? Lie on a beach and drink vodka till you guys destroyed the Zunshu … or whatever happened.”

“We offered a lot of money,” Winona assured Marin, “a lot more than the charter was worth. But bloody Kulich doesn’t want anybody leaving. He needs bodies to build a community here – I guess I understand that. We all do. Just so long as he doesn’t have to look at us. Hybrids, you know? We have to be here, but do as we’re told, stay out of his way. Do the jobs the ancestrals reckon they’re too good for.”

“Damn,” Travers whispered. “I thought it’d come to this.”

Marin wore a deep frown and lifted a brow at Travers as he asked, “Has anyone discussed your options with you?”

“You mean, about staying?” Stromberg looked far from comfortable. “They’re asking us to stay and ‘contribute to the community.’ What they mean is, we should all get busy and make babies … but only if we pair up with ancestrals.”

“Because they figure,” Winona spat, “they can breed us right out of existence in a few generations. Breed us right back to the ancestral type, like that’s the only kind of Resalq that’s worth the dirt we walk on.”

“Who says this?” Travers thought he could guess. 

“Captain Bald-head Twelve-fingers,” Stromberg muttered. “And I know the Resalq need to get our numbers back, but there’s got to be two thousand of us, spread across the Deep Sky, and they’re dribbling in from all over. There’s gotta be plenty of ancestral types, they don’t need to breed us like cattle, and – Winona and me, and the rest us here, we’re Resalq too. That’s Jason, and Yoko, and Paulo, and Johnny, and Loong. We’re Resalq, fuckitall.”

“Or, we would be,” Winona sighed, “if they’d let us be. But it’s like we’re not good enough to belong to their club. They just want us to stay here and be pregnant, have their babies, so in four or five generations the likes of us have vanished, and us mongrels will be just a tiny little handful of weird old bastards who can get the hell off their precious world and be forgotten.”

Tigh Stromberg might have been a two-time champion sportplane racer, but here he was young, disadvantaged, marginalized.  “We, uh, don’t want to vanish, Colonel Marin. Jesus, we’re only like Pakrani, or Kuchini or Lushi or something. They’re all human. Aren’t they?” He searched Marin’s face, looking for answers.

“They’re very human,” Marin told him. “And they’re at liberty to be, in the Deep Sky. I have to tell you, though, back in the homeworlds those types are shunned. They have no place back there.”

“And we don’t have much place here,” Winona told him. The vast eyes were somber, sad. 

“Besides which –” it was Paolo, with the long sun-blond braids, the ragged shorts slung at half-mast around human-slender hips, the big platinum rings in his nipples “– there’s nothing here, man. Nothing happens. Ever. I mean, seven freakin’ months I’ve been here, and there’s not one damn’ thing to tell you which day’s which!” The accent was not merely native to Sark, it spoke of the Kumukahi sector, which fronted onto a beach famous across the planet for its massive surf and the board riding championships. 

And all these kids wanted was a berth on any ship headed out. Marin turned back to Travers, his face as filled with questions as Stromberg’s, albeit different ones. “You can ask,” Travers said easily. “The Wastrel’s a commercial vessel but she’s not fitted out for carrying a lot of passengers, Tigh. You’re not going to travel in starclipper style.”

“I’d hitch a lift on a garbage scow to get outta here,” Paolo muttered. “We figured, you know, the Wastrel’s only gonna be here for a day, so we better ask the question, quick.”

“And it’s a very good question,” Marin decided. “How many of you would there be?”

Tigh and Winona looked speculatively at each other. “I reckon, forty,” Tigh hazarded. “We’re all from Riga families. There’s plenty of money, Colonel. We can buy the tickets – Christ, we’ve been trying to pay to charter the Freyana.”

“And everyone is definitely wanting to leave?” Travers insisted.

“Bloody desperate to get back to the real world,” Winona assured him.

“Ready to go right now?” Marin nodded up in the direction of the big moon which had been designated Raishenne High Dock. “The Wastrel is right there. Any closer, and you could see her. But she’s not going to stay long.”

Stromberg was literally fidgeting with anxious energy. “Give ’em an hour to sling their trash in a backpack, and tell ’em where the line forms up.” The gold almond eyes were wide, unblinking. “We can round ’em up fast.”

“Then, you need to be talking to Captain Vaurien,” Travers decided. “And you lucked out for once. He’s here.”

Winona blinked at him. “Here in Raishenne?”

“You’re shittin’ us,” Paolo breathed.

“He’s having dinner with someone called Mad’ue,” Marin told him. “You might have seen us land beside the house.”

“Mathew. Mad’ue-gre. When he does business with humans he calls himself Mathew Gray.” Stromberg’s tonguetip flicked over his lips. “Would Captain Vaurien talk to us? Tonight?”

“I don’t see why not,” Travers guessed, “especially since you’re a commercial proposition. Passengers for Borushek … except, we’re not going to Borushek. We’re headed for Saraine. We can get you that far, and you can charter something from there. You’re only a few days from Velcastra, well inside of easy comm range.”

“Brilliant,” Winona decided. “I’m packing, Tigh. Right bloody now.”

“Still gotta talk to the captain,” Stromberg warned. 

“I’ll pay ten times the ticket,” Winona muttered. “Cheap at twice the price, to get Kulich off my bloody case! He thinks I’m a freak.” She peered down at herself in the moonlight. “Look at me. Colonel, please.”

Travers held up both hands to stop them. “Passengers aren’t going to be swindled. If Captain Vaurien agrees to take you to Saraine, it’s just a job. Simple ground rules: stay out of Operations, off the engine deck, don’t get in the way of the working crew, take care of yourselves – you’re not on a clipper. She’s a salvage ship, there’s no army of stewards about to run about after you. Other than that, enjoy the ride.”

“She’s, uh, a nice ship, though?” Tigh wondered. “She’s not a scow, like Paolo said?”

The question was far from inappropriate, but Travers had to chuckle. “She’s our home. Curtis and I live there. And even if she was a scow, you’re not exactly spoiled for choice.”

“Tigh!” Winona gave him a savage nudge with one elbow. “Stop insulting them. That’s the Wastrel you’re talking about. This is Richard Vaurien – you mind your freakin’ manners, or let me talk to him!”

So Richard’s name was known in their circle too. They would have heard it often in these last years, and the Wastrel was as well known as the Carellan Djerun and the Aenestra. Travers was moving, heading back toward the Capricorn. “Let me have a word with the captain. I’ll see if I can pry him away from dinner.”

The broad avenue leading back to Mathew Gray’s property was lined with jacarandas, no more than a meter high. In a scant few years they would be tall, shading the road with brilliant blue canopies each summer. Oleanders and magnolias rustled in the sea wind; night birds called from the branches of an old, old tree around which the new road curved.

The Capricorn’s engines were cold now, but the ramp was still down, the cabin lights still on. Marin beckoned the Resalq inside. “Make yourselves comfortable. The ’chef is set up … configured for humans, of course, but there’s a choice, and a nice line in drinks. Music right there … air, heat, comm. You might want to call around your group, at least let them know you’re talking to the captain. Don’t make promises, but people need to ready. Neil?” He lifted a brow at Travers. 

The kids had begun to look for music and beverages as Travers headed down the ramp and into the spill of light from the side door to Gray’s house. The strange, lilting sounds of ancient Resalq music whispered from within, and the old language was spoken as often as Slingo. Voices led them to a dining room off the main hall. A little handling drone waited there among green plants, abstract art, bass reliefs very much like those in Mark’s house on Saraine. Slate tiles were cool and dark underfoot; glowbots drifted unobtrusively where they were needed between pale stucco walls. 

The four-meter dining table was littered with the debris of dinner. Many of the dinner group were still eating but Vaurien and Jazinsky had left the table. They sat on a low couch under the long windows, where bamboo blinds knocked quietly in the evening wind. Shapiro and Rusch had taken over the story; they were still in the Zunshu city, in the basement where the stasis chambers were long forgotten, half buried in silt. 

At one end of the table Mark, Dario and Midani sat together, answering in their own language as they fielded questions from eight elder Resalq – all of them ancestral types, and all scientists, if Travers was any judge. Of Emil Kulich, there was no sign. As Travers and Marin appeared at the door Mark looked up across the chaotic table, but Curtis made subtle gestures and pointed at Vaurien. 

Richard paused, brandy halfway to his lips, and gave Travers a curious glance. Neil beckoned discreetly. With a whisper against Jazinsky’s ear, a kiss for her cheek, Richard handed the brandy to her and stepped out into the hall, between bass reliefs depicting Resalq life as it would have been lived in their golden age. 

“Trouble?” he asked quietly.

“Not … as such,” Marin said carefully. “But you must be wondering where all the younger Resalq are, or the ones who look as human as Dario and Tor.” His brows rose. “A bunch of them ran into us, probably not quite by accident. They were on their way down to the beach for supper, and there we were, watching the moons.”

“I’ve been wondering,” Vaurien admitted with all due caution. “We’ve been hearing commentary from the ancestrals. Once or twice Mad’ue shushed them; I don’t speak the language, but I’d be prepared to swear he was telling them to mind their manners. Midani’s so close to steaming mad, he didn’t eat, though the food looked superb, from the Resalq perspective. So, Neil?”

“So … you ever hear the name of Tigh Stromberg?” Travers wondered.

“Won the Arago challenge,” Vaurien remembered. “A couple of times. Got engaged to a Sark socialite, just before we left.”

“Riga socialite,” Marin corrected. “Winona Breck … except she’s not a girl. They’re both very young Resalq. And they want out of Carahne.”

“Maybe forty paying passengers, Carahne to Saraine, if you’re interested.” Travers slid hands into pockets, and with a frown studied the ancestrals around the dining table. “This isn’t a good place for Resalq of Stromberg’s generation, any more than Earth and Mars would be the place for Barb or Jo, or even Mick. They’re too different.”

“They’re what the Deep Sky made of them,” Vaurien said thoughtfully, “and they’ve a right to be what they are.” He was looking at Jazinsky even then. “Forty passengers?”

“As far as Saraine,” Marin affirmed. “They can charter themselves a ride from Velcastra, be home in a couple of weeks. Riga,” he added, “might just come right back to life. These kids are in a jam, and they just want to go home. The family estates in Riga are waiting for them.” 

“Commercial passengers,” Travers added.

Richard gave him an amused look. “You’re wheedling?” 

“Negotiating,” Travers said expansively. “It’s got to be easier money than pulling a freighter off the accretion disk of Naiobe!”

“Ouch.” Vaurien winced visibly. “Where are these kids?”

“There’s a delegation – on the Capricorn,” Marin told him. “Stromberg, Breck, a few of their friends. They’re calling the rest of the group. Give them a nod, and Gill Perlman can fly a couple of shuttle flights.” 

“All right, let’s hammer out some details,” Vaurien agreed. 

He would want ID, Travers knew. No one underage would ride out with the Wastrel, but since anyone stranded here would have contacts on Borushek, these unlikely Diaspora should make their own way adeptly. Travers and Marin sat on the stone bench in the garden, where the air was heavy with the scent of the night blooming plants and the brilliant moonlight cast double shadows across an ornamental sundial. Vaurien went on into the Capricorn, and the aroma of coffee wafted down the ramp along with the strains of a Borushek girl band called Roripoppu. 

Footsteps from the house announced Mark. He was cradling a last glass of wine as he joined them, and Marin set Vaurien’s business into a few choice phrases. Mark seemed far from surprised. “I can’t really blame the ancestrals, but … it’s an overreaction. One can only hope it’ll erode away as time and safety, sheer complacency, overtake them. Resalq culture can be reborn here in a much purer form than anything that’s been known in centuries. Is it a bad thing?”

“No,” Marin allowed. “Not unless it starts to create a caste system, with the ancestrals on top, people like you in the middle, tolerated, people like Tigh and Winona on the bottom, scorned and ostracized.” He paused reflectively. “You remember how we speculated about a caste system among the Zunshu? We were pretty scathing of it.”

“And it wouldn’t be any more attractive if it were to happen here,” Mark said wryly. “Oh, I hear you, Curtis. And I’m sure people like Mad’ue hear you too. Midani Kulich is breathing smoke! He won’t be staying. Him and Emil, in the same small town? There’d be blood before the day was out. Emil can’t forgive him for being the one who flew Zunshu space – wrote himself into Resalq history, I suppose. But there’s more than that between them, as you know. They’ll never agree about this burning desire Emil harbors to see the pure Resalq bloodline return at the cost of the rest of us. Alas, I’m, afraid Emil is far from alone. 

“There’s more than enough who think like him for Carahne to suffer birth pangs.” He sipped a little wine, swirled the deep red liquid in the glass. “Your own ancestors used to say that time cures all, and they were right. A hundred years, five hundred, all this will be forgotten. Carahne will be a world to be reckoned with, and when those days come, if Tigh Stromberg and Winona Breck wanted to be here, they’d be as welcome as they’re not right now.” 

“Resalq are coming in from as far away as Louverne,” Marin mused. “There’s a halfway decent population here already – if you’re thinking of the gene pool. Emil certainly is.”

“The population is a little over a thousand,” Mark told him “Fifteen have been born here in the last six months. I can understand how Emil Kulich feels. He’s still young, and by the time he’s as old as I am now, the Resalq will be back. The … ‘real’ Resalq,” he added quietly. “And as soon as their numbers are great enough for them to feel utterly complacent of their place in the universe, I believe people like us – the hybrids, if you don’t mind the word; and it’s accurate enough! – will be welcome.”

“You’re already welcome,” Travers said pointedly, “anywhere in the Deep Sky. You want irony? You’re highly respected anywhere but here.”

“Perhaps.” Mark finished the wine in one swallow. “Time will tell. And if there’s anything we Resalq have plenty of, it’s time!” He gestured back toward the house, the dinner table. “Mad’ue has accepted the stasis chamber project, of course. How could he turn it down? We had an update from Engineer Ingersol sometime during the second course – the installation is complete, they’re setting down the chambers even now. I’ve warned Mad’ue not to tamper with ancient, malfunctioning hardware till he’s run every scan, every permutation of every experiment – and even then, to evacuate the facility, do the work on remote! The lessons of El Khouri were learned the hard way.”

“At least they were learned,” Marin said aridly. “So you’re done with business here?”

“Short of taking aboard a number of passengers for Saraine!” Mark indulged himself in a chuckle. “Saraine hasn’t known the presence of so many Resalq in almost a century! We’ll have to prefabricate accommodations for them, until their charter can come over from Velcastra. Forty of them, you said?”

Travers stood as Vaurien appeared on the ramp under the Capricorn. “That was Tigh’s guesstimate … so, Richard?”

“Give Gill Perlman a call,” Vaurien said without preamble. “She and Fargo are flying shuttle duty – two flights should do it.” He strode out to the sundial, inhaled the heady aroma of roses and gardenia and studied the new stars with a speculative expression. “There’s got to be a jewel like this out there, waiting for us.”

“And,” Travers said pointedly as he watched the young Resalq troop out of the Capricorn and vanish swiftly into the moon shadows, “it’ll be a lot of fun finding it.” He slid his left arm around Marin’s waist and drew him close. “We’re leaving, Richard?”

“We’re always leaving.” Vaurien’s eyes dropped back from the stars. “That’s the problem. We shove off in six hours, give or take. Saraine in nine days; then Alshie’nya … the Esprit should have her new engines by the time we arrive; the Harlequin should be done laying comm drones around Hellgate. If Lai’a comes back online, it can lay drones across twenty Freespace worlds while the Resalq put a team together, to study the Zunshu gas giant.” He nodded toward the house. “They’ll be thrashing it out right now. Their eyes are dancing with glee.”

“And us?” Marin wondered.

Vaurien looked down at him with a familiar lopsided smile. “Depends where you want to be. You’ve got a while left, before we’re at liberty to ship out of Hellgate and … vanish.” The smile broadened as he gave Travers a wink. “We won’t leave without you.”

He headed back into the house with that and Mark followed, leaving Travers with the freedom to take Marin in an embrace between roses and oleanders, eat him with kisses in the light of Carahne’s
two moons. His hands delved into Marin’s shirt, molded about his chest, and with a soft curse as his wayward body began to respond, Curtis steered him to the Capricorn and locked the hatch.


 

 
Eternal City, Saraine 


 
The AI chassis stood three meters tall and almost two thick, a kevlex-titanium armor cocoon around a thirty-kilo holographic crystal grown in a lab on the Carellan Djerun. Such crystals grew for up to a year, and for every one certified perfect, nine were rejected for microscopic flaws. Lai’a lived in a crystal matrix of such perfection, Mark swore he had never seen its equal. The crystal alone was worth its weight in gelemeralds; the AI mind which had been born inside it was beyond value. The kevlex-titanium wore a dull, green-gray sheen in the lab lights. The chassis was suspended in an Arago cradle in the middle of the biggest lab under the house, in the stream of cool air whispering from the vents. 

Bevan Daku lilted from the living room, above, where Vidal had sprawled on the couch an hour before with a handy and a veeree visor, trying the cracks for Abelard and Zenobia 4.2. Reuben Kravitz swore by these keys to a game for which Vidal could not seem to think sneakily enough, but the last Marin saw of Mick, he had gone to sleep with the game looping endlessly, waiting for some coherent input.

Sitting on the stairs outside the lab’s open door, Travers was talking to Fargo and Perlman. They were back on the Wastrel, loading up with an eclectic assortment of goods from Supply – enough to keep forty transit passengers entertained and comfortable for the week before a charter vessel arrived from Velcastra.

Saraine was murmuring quietly with comm traffic again. Joss had come online at a signal from the Wastrel and the house was warm and bright when the Capricorn touched down in the rear courtyard. The human archaeologists welcomed Mark back – the wealthy eccentric, so obsessed with all things Resalq, he lived here in a mansion designed after the ‘dead’ civilization. They sent greetings and an invitation to come down to the camp for champagne and oysters in the evening. Those scientists were due, Marin thought ruefully, for a rude epiphany on the day when the Resalq came out to the Deep Sky. 

A new dormer building stood on the long slope below Mark’s house, with a view of the ruins and, beyond, the hills. Drones constructed it in two hours, while the Capricorn shuttled Stromberg’s party down; they would take it to pieces, put it in storage, when the young Resalq had gone. Marin had expected furore in Raishenne when the unwelcome generation left, but few older Resalq were surprised. Equeros were emotional; some were angry, but the anger was directed at Emil Kulich and the group at the heart of Raishenne, since the equeros themselves were of a generation little older than Dario and Tor, and displayed very human characteristics.

Not all Resalq were what Midani called ‘nasty bastardish minding.’ Marin suspected that Emil’s group might be a minority, but they were an influential minority composed of scientists, politicians, and a few who had played key roles during the Car’am
anha. ‘Time,’ Mark had said, ‘will cure all.’ Marin hoped so, but Tigh Stromberg, Winona Breck and their companions were furious enough to leave and not look back.

Midani was the first one back on the Capricorn, and refused to even call Emil before the Wastrel shipped out. Mark conferenced at length with Mad’ue and the team who would be working with the stasis chambers, but Midani marched aft to the hangar where Tor and Dario were playing folgen with Rabelais, Queneau and Vidal, and dealt himself in, even though he had little idea of how to play. ‘Yous being teaching,’ he growled, and slapped down a wad of colonial dollars, as if in that moment he relished anything not purely Resalq. 

The lab was quiet, cool. Wrist-thick hanks of cable bled from the AI chassis to a control processor. Dario and Tor had checked every connection three times that Marin knew of, and Mark was only delaying out of some anxious desire to anticipate the unpredictable. 

“You gotta do it some time,” Tor said coaxingly as Mark checked the main cabling a fourth time.

“I know.” He mocked himself with a chuckle.

“We’ve tested this.” Dario hopped up to sit on the workbench beside Tor. His hands were idle now. Nothing remained to be done, save to give Joss the word. “You could have done this four days ago,” he added, “on the Wastrel. You only shipped the chassis down here to delay.”

“I needed the equipment in the lab here,” Mark said vaguely. “Easier to bring the chassis down than to ship another lab.”

“Bull,” Tor said, but his tone was gentle. “You just can’t bear to take a surgical knife to your child. And Lai’a is your kid, Mark. Not mine or Dar’s. We all worked on it, and it’s picked up a lot of traits from Neil and Curtis and Mick, as well as us. But down deep, Lai’a is still you. It always will be.”

The observation was painfully astute. Marin was watching Mark’s face, and saw the pageant of emotion there as he admitted the truth. “All right,” he said at last. “You checked the backup?”

“Three times,” Dario swore, hand on his heart. “Anything goes wrong, we boot up the clean copy of Lai’a, load up everything we filched from the database of our Lai’a, and then swear on a stack of everybody’s holy books, it’s the same AI.”

“I won’t tell,” Tor promised. He balled up a handful of discarded beta-cloth, threw it at Marin. “Take the oath.”

“I won’t tell,” Curtis pledged dutifully. “Just do it, Mark.”

“Just do it,” Mark echoed. The gold eyes closed for a moment and were dark when they opened to slits. “Joss … run it.”

“Standby,” Joss’s sweet tenor said calmly.

The chassis was featureless, but the handies monitoring it flashed red as it powered up, green as the hardware verified, and then red again as the holographic virus raced through the matrix. Lai’a was merely idling, like a patient under sedation while a surgeon cut into brain tissue to excise a tumor. Twice, this procedure had been run in test with a prototype of Lai’a installed in the standby crystal. Both times it was successful, but the prototype was less complex than Lai’a. It did not have the wealth of memory Lai’a had accrued, nor the many veneers of rich behavioral characteristics Lai’a had learned through interaction with Resalq and humans. The prototype had so much less to lose. 

One minute became two, and three. Marin watched Mark’s face as he paced between the Arago cradle and the open door, beyond which Travers was talking over old times with Fargo and Perlman, laughing over memories of events that would have been far from amusing at the time. In the house above, Shapiro and Rusch were in the kitchen, making and breaking plans. Their voices carried over a comm they had forgotten to close: would Harrison come to Velcastra with her? She was shipping out on the Aenestra from Saraine, with Vidal, Rabelais and Queneau, in just a few days. The downtime was long overdue. Shapiro was more than welcome. He was also immediately recognizable to the Elstrom paparazzi, and reluctant to break the cover he had only just engineered for himself on Borushek. 

A fresh sweat broke across Mark’s face and he came to rest in the draft from the air vents. “Joss?”

“Standby,” Joss said unhelpfully.

“Is it taking too long?” Marin knew little about the process.

“It’s a lot longer than in the tests on the prototype,” Dario admitted.

“But then,” Tor said pointedly, “there’s a whole lot more to Lai’a than the prototype. I was trying to estimate the amount of storage and processor power it’s using for personality development. Looks like double to triple any of the values it uses for straight-up memory storage.”

“The sophisticated AIs come expensive,” Mark said quietly. 

He was pacing like an expectant father, but Marin was not about to say it, not to a ‘man’ who had birthed three children from his own body. He was about to suggest bel grass smoke, or a shot of bourbon, perhaps both, but before he could speak Joss said,

“Procedure complete. Reboot in process.”

The lights flicked over to green in the handies monitoring the event, and a clock was counting down. Marin held his breath, waiting, hoping as much for Mark’s sake as for the AI’s. He looked at Dario and Tor – Dario’s mouth was compressed while Tor’s teeth worried at his lip. Even now no one could be sure, with a generation of artificial intelligence far more sophisticated than any the Resalq had worked with before. 

The clock counted to zero; the handies remained green. Mark was a statue, waiting. He cleared his throat. “Lai’a. I made you the promise I’d be here when you woke.”

Its voice was slightly different, since it issued from the lab speakers rather than those on the driftship. “Doctor Sherratt ... good afternoon. I assume the procedure was successful.”

“If you’re awake, and aware,” Mark said hoarsely, “it was. Please run complete diagnostics. Joss will run the same tests. I want you to compare notes and report any inconsistency.”

“This would be advisable,” Lai’a agreed. “Diagnostics commenced. Thank you for making available contiguous data. I have been offline for four weeks, and much has happened.”

“Much,” Mark agreed. “You will be aware of the discrepancy between the mission clocks and those of the Deep Sky.”

“I am.” Lai’a paused. “It appears we were in transspace for five months. I will attempt to fathom where and how the temporal incongruity occurred; however, be aware that this information may not be inferable from existing data. It is highly probable I must conduct further experiments in transspace.” It paused again. “I have run the files pertaining to the Elarne Zhivun. A second driftship.” It sounded delighted. “May I assist?”

Mark sagged against the workbench, exhausted by relief. “That would be excellent, Lai’a. You’ll be working in association with Colonel Vidal. You have the pertinent materials?”

“I have. I am eager to return to Alshie’nya, where the engine deck will be jettisoned from the salvaged miner very soon. Engineer Ingersol is overseeing the construction of the new transspace drive engine.”

“Yes, he is. And you’ll be transferring to the Wastrel today, tomorrow at latest,” Mark assured it. “The ship is returning to Alshie’nya directly … though I’ll be remaining on Saraine for a couple of weeks, and I believe it could be as long as six weeks before Colonel Vidal will join you at Alshie’nya. You’re perfectly qualified to work without me, Lai’a, and you have plenty to occupy you. You have your assignment?”

The AI was in possession of every nugget of data. “I will cruise both sides of the frontier, seeding comm drones as far into Freespace as I consider necessary. I estimate a minimum of five weeks will be required to perform the work. Is this sufficient time for a Resalq science team to gather for the journey to Zunshu 161-D?”

“It should be,” Mark mused. “If it takes longer, you may continue to work with Colonel Vidal on the Zhivun, oversee the installation of the transspace drive. I’ll join you at Alshie’nya soon enough.” He paused, glancing at Marin, Dario and Tor. “Business is going to keep me here for a while. Dendra Shemiji.”

“I understand,” Lai’a assured him. “Diagnostics are complete, and results returned by Joss agree with my own. The process was successful. I have synched with Etienne and am undertaking deep scan observations of the Ouroboros quasar at this time.”

“You have Captain Vaurien’s authorization to use the deep scan?” Mark was amused.

“Captain Vaurien is unavailable. Doctor Jazinsky made the facilities available one minute ago. She conveys her felicitations and relays a message from the Harlequin. Would you care to hear it?”

“No,” Mark decided. “Just give me the gist.”

“Captain Rodman and Major Hubler have reloaded their vessel and are leaving the Drift, bound for Velcastra and Jagreth to lay comm drones on the approach roads from Hellgate.” It paused. “I am most eager to return to Alshie’nya, Doctor Sherratt, and assist with the work.”

“All right.” Mark popped the cap off a water bottle and drank. “Get me Doctor Jazinsky. I’ll be in the study.”

A sense of profound relief had settled over Marin, surprising him. He had not realized how precious the original Lai’a was. He would have accepted a copy, but he was listening to the same intelligence that broke trail around the Red Gate and Zunshu space, and Mark was right. The Resalq would have said, ‘If it makes no difference, what’s the difference?’ But intuitively he knew this was the Lai’a, and though it should not have, the knowledge did make a difference.

Travers stood to make space on the stairs as they went up, and looked at Marin, waiting. Curtis gave him a nod and walked up with him, while Dario and Tor remained behind to close down the equipment. Travers had caught a little of the conversation from the lab and asked, 

“Are we leaving – Alshie’nya?”

“The Wastrel’s leaving,” Marin mused, “but there’s no reason you and I should go back so soon.” 

He stopped in the living room while Mark went on into the study. The blinds were open on the wide front windows, and the view was superb, with a sky in every shade of mauve and green, so typical of Saraine. A light rain had fallen in the morning; the plane where the Eternal City was slowly being excavated was lush and green with the spring season. 

“You want to stay for a while?” Marin asked. “I can’t even remember the last time we took downtime for long enough to relax. Saraine has some beauty spots, and I lived here long enough to know them.”

“We could head back to Alshie’nya with Mark,” Travers agreed. He wore a perplexed expression. “You feel this?”

“You mean, we’re not running, getting shot at, trying to figure out how to survive one more day?” Marin took a breath, held it, breathed it out as a long sigh. “It’ll take a while to get used to this, but I could get to like it.” He paused to listen as Mark and Jazinsky shared schedules. 

The Wastrel was outbound tomorrow; Lai’a – the AI chassis – would be transferred this evening. Vaurien and Jazinsky were talking about looking up old friends in Sanmarco – a week, ten days, and gone again before Terran agents could identify them and get close enough to cause trouble. Again, Shapiro declined the offer to accompany them. By now he was listed among the honored dead of the Colonial War, and he wanted to keep it that way.

He was safe enough on Saraine for a short time, and Marin guessed he would choose to stay where he was. At that moment, Shapiro had taken a handy and retired to the courtyard at the rear of the house, which caught the afternoon sun. The Confederacy maintained no orbital surveillance over Saraine, and since the only humans on the planet were the archaeological crew, agents were difficult to hide. If one place existed where Harrison Shapiro could sit in the sun without a platoon of bodyguards around him, this was it.

“The Aenestra will be here tomorrow, perhaps the day after,” Mark was saying. “She’s bringing data from a nasty star system, four days closer to Carahne – we’ll  be mining rare fuel elements there next year. I need to transfer the same data to Velcastra, get the lode legally registered before some other survey ship stumbles on it, and suddenly we’re brawling like Freespacers. No offence intended, Barb.”

“None taken,” she said easily. “It works out well. I was talking to Lex and Mick this morning. It’s the first opportunity she’s had to spend some time with the husband in years, and it turns out her son’s back home right now. He’s been playing with an orchestra in Westminster, but he just took a teaching job in Elstrom. Lex is talking about riding back to the old homestead with the Aenestra, if you’ve got the space.”

“It’s been organized,” Mark agreed. “She’s a science ship, there’s not much luxury, but after fifteen years on Fleet ships, Lex won’t mind! The Aenestra can handle a few extra. Ernst and Jo are going over with her. And Mick,” he added, “needs to spend some time with his father. While he can.”

Jazinsky made cynical noises. “I told him the same thing. Delay for long – put off visiting till after the Gypsy launches, for instance – and Charles might not be there.” She sighed. “Humans are so short lived.”

“Feeling your mortality?” Mark guessed.

“My humanity, perhaps,” Jazinsky allowed. “Mick’s going to grasp the opportunity? Smart boy. And Ernst … I know he’s been wanting to show Jo places he remembers from before. I don’t think he realizes how much of the world has changed.”

“Or perhaps he does,” Mark said slowly. “Ernst has already said he and Jo are staying on the Wastrel when you head out. He might be returning to Velcastra simply for closure, looking for the freedom he needs to walk away, find somewhere new.”

“You could be right.” Jazinsky tilted her head at him. “You said, when you head out. You’re not coming with us?” She sounded troubled. “I assumed you’d want to…” She caught herself, forced a smile. “Well, I guess you’ve a lot to keep you here.”

But Mark’s lion-maned head was shaking. “Less than you think. I liked Carahne, the world, but not the current community. I’ll always love Saraine, and Riga, but I’m too easily identifiable there, and even now I’m not quite ready to – what’s that term humans use? Throw in the towel.”

“Then, you’re coming on this quest of Richard’s?” Jazinsky reached outside the vid pickup for a coffee mug. “Let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get ourselves into. It could be a wild ride – find the ‘queen of worlds’ and stake a claim. Terran agents will start to wonder if we ever existed at all.” She was wheedling, and mocked herself with a laugh. “Seriously, Mark, it could be a whole lot of fun, and a lifetime safer than staying here like a bunch of gun-range targets for bounty hunters.”

“All very true,” Mark said easily. “And it’s an attractive enough offer for me to be thinking about committing the Carellan Djerun to the same expedition.”

“Fly in convoy?” Jazinsky was interested. “If you’re serious, I’ll tell Richard we’ll have the company.”

“Do that.” Mark gestured at the house, and by extension Saraine. “This is why I’m taking a few weeks here rather than running right back to Alshie’nya. I’ve a lot of groundwork to do.”

“Dendra Shemiji,” she said shrewdly. 

“And finding a crew for the Carellan that’s willing to go out for a year or three,” Mark added. “One assignment I’d like the Wastrel to take on as we leave the Deep Sky is to lay a data conduit behind us, for boosted comm traffic between Saraine and … wherever we land.”

She was nodding as he spoke. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. God knows, we could wind up a month away, at high-cruise. This jewel among worlds can’t be right around the corner. If it was, Freespacers would have found it by now.” She paused, frowned. “Distance will make it difficult for the Veldn to contact the Carellan.”

“They’ll contact Saraine, get Joss, and a message.” Mark was unconcerned. “They can follow the data conduit. They’ll find us soon enough, if they’ve a reason to – or leave a message of their own. Lai’a,” he added, “will be returning to Zunshu space with a science team in a couple of months. Several specialists from the Carellan will be there; they can inform the Veldn we’ve headed out, and why, if not where.”

They were covering every base, Marin thought. Business would be secure behind them, from Dendra Shemiji to patents and claims. He felt a not unpleasant oddness creeping along spine and limbs and was aware of Travers’s eyes on him, but he could only shrug. “What can I tell you? I guess I’m actually starting to think about the future. This time last year, if I tell you the truth, I didn’t actually think we had one.”

Travers’s brow lowered in a frown; his voice was very soft. “You thought the Zunshu would get here too soon?”

“Or we’d buy the ranch in a crash, a gunfight, a battle.” Marin took a long deep breath. “We pushed our luck to the limit a long time ago, Neil.”

“We’ve been making our own luck,” Travers argued. “We still are.” He cocked his head at Marin. “You want to go over to Velcastra, since the Aenestra’s headed that way? We’re welcome on StarCity.”

The suggestion had its merits, but Marin shook his head. “I’d rather spend a few weeks in air that’s still so fresh, you can almost taste it. Mark has a place in the highlands west of On’rabi. Actually not too far from here, just a cabin with a lake about half a kilometer below, and a view of the mountains.” He spread his hands. “Last chance to get some air that didn’t come out of a can, fool around in the sun, go skinny dipping. It could be six months before you see a tree again!”

“Done deal,” Travers decided. “Mark won’t mind?”

“He’ll be here at the house – business.” Marin took Neil’s hands, kissed the palms, offered an embrace. “You still want that horse property in the river country?”

“Still,” Travers confessed against his hair.

“You just might get it.” Marin was thinking of Carahne – of Velcastra and Jagreth, two centuries before, when the terraformer fleets preceded human colonists into the Deep Sky. He hugged Travers tighter for a moment, inspiring a curse. “Damnit, Neil, we’re alive.”

“And I have the bruised ribs to prove it.” Travers leaned back, cupped Curtis’s face in both hands and looked down the short difference in their height. “I love you. And I don’t tell you often enough.”

“You don’t have to … though I could stand to hear it once or twice,” Marin admitted. He reached up with a devouring kiss, and only released Travers when Vidal stirred on the couch. The handy and veeree visor slid to the floor and he sat up with a theatrical yawn. “You missed all the excitement,” Marin informed him.

“I did?” Vidal stood, stretched. The pearl gray tunic gaped at the chest, displaying the Daku tattoo. It was well healed now, and he could show it anywhere in the Deep Sky without fear of criticism. 

“Lai’a.” Marin gestured back toward the lab. 

“It worked.” Vidal was pleased, not surprised. 

He checked his chrono and rummaged under the couch for a long familiar case. The tunic pulled down around one sinewy arm; the hypogun thudded against the biceps, and he was done. Shot bruises mottled the skin there, but Vidal was indifferent and Marin had seen far worse. 

“Lai’a petitioned to work with you on the Gypsy,” he said as Vidal repacked the case and stacked it with the game set. “It’s going right back to Alshie’nya on the Wastrel … you’ll have a lot of catching up to do, when you get there. You’re on the Aenestra?”

Vidal looked merely resigned. “Velcastra – StarCity, specifically. If we dock before dawn, we won’t attract much attention. Lex and I won’t be showing our faces in Elstrom. I doubt the paparazzi would recognize me from a distance in any case, but I’m not going to push my luck. I’m going there to spend a few weeks with my father, not to go cruising in every pub and danceshop in citybottom.” He made a face. “The party animals you meet there don’t understand how things just don’t work the way they used to.” He cast a disparaging glance at his body. “Beside which, I’m happy with Mahak. There’s nothing on Velcastra for me, only my father. If I’m really lucky, Trick and Ying and the rest of the parasites won’t even know I’m there.”

“Then, you’re shipping out soon.” Travers slung an arm over Marin’s shoulders. “And it seems we’re heading for the hills here … cabin in the woods.”

“Sounds appealing … and I’d take a rain check, except,” Vidal hazarded, “I don’t think we’ll be back this way for a long time. When do you leave?”

It was a good question, and Marin only shrugged. “Today, tomorrow. Where’s the hurry?”

“I’ll catch you before you go,” Vidal promised. “Yo, Mahak.”

He had just signed off with Jazinsky and the threedee in the study returned to idling. “Michael, you might want to hash out plans with Lai’a. It’ll be back in Hellgate well ahead of you, but the Zhivun – the Gypsy, if you prefer – is your project.” He graced Vidal with an indulgent smile. “Take your time on Velcastra. I’m headed back to the Carellan myself in a few weeks … work.” He gave Marin and Travers a speculative look. “Did I hear, you want to use the cabin?” 

“Problem?” Marin wondered.

“No – just that it’s been closed up for so long, the power cells are probably dead, there’ll be nothing left edible in the pantry, and I can’t be a hundred percent sure of the comm system.”

Travers chuckled. “Sounds like a challenge. We’ll go out loaded … this evening?” He offered Marin the decision.

The temptation of chill mountain air, clear skies and the silence of the forest was powerful. From Saraine, they were headed for space again – and transspace. They would fly it in impossible simulations to hone their skills, coach the other flight crews. Marin did not doubt that the months would race by before the Wastrel and the Carellan Djerun showed their stern tubes to the Deep Sky and vanished into the little-charted region where Freespace itself dwindled away into what the Resalq had called the Vast.

“This evening,” he decided on a whim. “Which means we’d better start loading, if the cabin’s so neglected.”

“You need a hand?” Vidal offered.

 But Travers gestured after Mark, who had headed upstairs. “Grab what time you can get, while you can get it.”

He meant, relish every moment because they only came once. Marin heard the unspoken sentiment and gave Neil a faint, curious smile as Vidal followed Mark. Travers waited for him to speak, but words eluded Marin. He settled for a swift embrace before they went down to ransack the storage lockers for power cells and comm relays. 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
MINDSPACE

Mel Keegan


 
On the far frontier, life is tough when you’re a transspace pilot stripped of your license to fly. The good jobs go to graduate guildsmen who make the professional grade ... and who play by the guild’s rulebook. 

Jack DiFalco broke the rules. Busted, he found himself on the wrong side of the law and the rough side of the guild -- and his crime was mindspacing … playing one of the incredible high-tech games which are changing the future of humanity. Playing not in VR, but in the gamespace, the total-immersion rigs where players enters the realm of the machine. And some of them don’t make it back out. 

Kieron
Charig is a transspace navigator. He went through guild school with Jack, but unlike Jack he has no patience for the game, or for gamers. Mindspacing is the major tool of the navigator’s trade – the big transspace ships are flown via a symbiotic relationship where the mind/machine interface is dangerously blurry. Kieron works there; he scorns to play there -- and like all transspace flightcrews he fears the consequences. 

The irony is that it’s Kieron, not Jack, who will pay the ultimate price, while Jack is plucked out of a rough, dirty underworld and propelled into places more opulent than the games he has played. But success comes with strings attached, and at a high price. Jack will pay his dues with skill, courage and even sex. For Kieron
Charig, no price is high enough, and every moment is a battle to preserve what remains of his humanity. 

Everything they are, everything they might be, pivots on Max Gorodin -- who stands at the helm of the aerospace giant, Jabalpur Industries. Max’s own struggle is about sheer survival -- and if Jack DiFalco is his dream come true, Kieron
Charig is the gift he could never have expected. 

Max is poised a dangerous juncture where his own personal security is dubious and his enemies seem invincible. When Jack and Kieron cross his path, his life -- and the survival plans for a company and a city – have the potential to turn around. But both Jack and Kieron must forfeit everything they have … and Max will discover that falling in love is life’s ultimate complication.
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