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Chapter One

	Night lay across the city of Venice like a carpet of stars, dazzling in every color while the real stars paled, overwhelmed by the immense outpouring of light from below. Jerry Stone took a moment to appreciate its beauty while he listened to the whisper of Blue Raven’s comm loop and allowed a thread of sensation to leak through some chink in the empathic shield. He did not have to ask where his partner was. The quick pulse, the prickle of fresh sweat in the humid warmth of Venice’s late evening, transmitted far more clearly than the Ravens’ terse, muted conversation.

	He felt the solid weight of the Colt AP-60 in Kevin Jarrat’s hands, registered the thrill of urgency as Jarrat knelt in a pool of darkness just twenty meters short of the western air gates to swiftly, surreptitiously, check his hardware. Security cameras scanned them both. Uniformed officers looked out of the shadows, traded subtle hand signals and passed on.

	Building security, Tactical, Fire Control and Medevac had all been briefed, though the details William Dupre permitted were so thin, no one from the greenest rookie walking night patrol to Venice Tactical’s Colonel Robyn Finney herself knew the agenda — only time and location.

	At the east parapet of the airpark Stone paused, too high above the street to hear the roar of ground traffic. Under his feet, the hundred floors of the Arago Building — the top ten levels of which were reserved and promoted as the Venice Convention Center — hummed with commerce, entertainment, celebration. More than two thousand people would be scattered throughout the building tonight, not one of them with any trace of suspicion that a NARC operation might be in progress in the uptown precinct. The fastest operation in the department’s history, Stone was sure.

	Three hours before, he, Jarrat and Scott Auel had stood in Dupre’s office, stunned into silence as they watched Elysium Tactical Colonel Vic Duggan’s face on two of Dupre’s screens. The message had arrived a scant thirty minutes before and Dupre’s face was thunderous as he played it back. His voice haunted Stone as he made his way in from the parapet, threading through ranks of parked vehicles to approach the east air gates: This mission clock started counting three days before we knew any mission existed. Liquid brown Barbadian eyes flicked restlessly between the younger men as Dupre deliberately chewed through their options. We’re already out of time. It’s happening now. Whatever we do, we do it on the fly. There’s no time to run any VR model — and we don’t dare let this one go.

	If they did, Stone was sure Vic Duggan’s ‘score’ could come back to bite almost every colony, and Venice worst of all. NARC had already been lucky beyond any fantasy of blind good fortune he could imagine. Duggan’s face set into grim lines as he addressed Dupre directly. Working on Avalon — days away even by the fastest Starfleet courier — he had no way of knowing where Stone might be, or even if he were still with NARC at all. His message carried tags directing it specifically to Dupre. He spoke rapidly, terse to the point of rudeness before he handed the transmission to Hiro Santini — and a face they knew too well replaced Duggan’s.

	“So that’s what he calls himself these days,” Jarrat had muttered.

	Leo Michiko looked lean and fit, but he mirrored Dupre’s thunderous expression while his news chilled Stone to the marrow. Dupre had already heard it, and made no comment as Stone and Jarrat shared a sidelong glance, each registering the tingle of old fashioned dread which traveled the length of the other’s spine. Michiko framed what he knew in a minimum of words, and ‘Hiro Santini’ permitted only one emotion to reach his face. Fury.

	An executive plane thundered in over Stone’s head as he paused in a well of shadow between the great lamps which lit the airpark. He glanced at his chrono. Timing was critical. Given no opportunity to plan, much less run any operation in simulation, they were perilously close to work which academy instructors glibly termed ‘freestyle.’ Field agents soon grew accustomed to ad-libbing like live performers without a script, but since his Tactical days Stone had placed his faith in planning, testing — and armor.

	The night wind blew cool and moist on his bare face. The only armor they could afford here was a thin veneer of kevlex protecting chest and belly, hot, chafing in the evening’s humid heat. They dared not even show a helmet in the central business precinct, when NARC and Venice Convention Center security services were far from the only surveillance squads abroad.

	Every move they made might be relayed to the Matthew Chichester Suite. One sniff of anything smelling like Tactical, much less NARC, and this covert op would disintegrate.

	The lights of Venice taunted Stone as he made his way in from the east side, where he had set down a nondescript tradesman’s skyvan on a landing apron jutting twenty meters beyond the parapet. As he made his way toward the air gates he shifted his grip on a toolbox. Battered, taped-together and checkered with stickers for Shimano, Marshall, Jose Cuervo, the fishing town of Moresby, the box itself was genuine, borrowed from a subcontractor who laid cable for NARC and Tactical. The contents of the toolbox —

	Chiyoda, Steyr, grenades, a stun projector, concussion pads for Stone’s own ears. The mandate was catch, not kill. Bring the bastards in alive, with only minor injuries — and do it in an operation thrashed out in forty minutes while Blue and Gold Raven hurried down from the NARC docks with such sketchy information, their language turned the air less blue than mauve.

	Stepping up to the comm console recessed into the wall outside the air gates, Stone caught sight of Jarrat, fifty meters away. Anonymous in the loose, silver-green jumpsuit of a technician, Kevin sauntered toward the tall, wide armorglass doors as if he were merely bored and resigned to working through the night. Their cover was sound enough. They were tradesmen on call, security cleared and equipped to work inside the Arago Building’s crawlspaces, fixing some minor cable fault which had confounded the auto-repair system. Humans still occasionally had their uses. Jarrat’s masquerade was the drone maintenance mechanic, while Stone approached the air gates as a data conduit tech.

	The cover story was simple: a service drone had suffered a terminal ‘mechie’ in a tween-floors conduit. Not only must it be hauled out and repaired, but the fault it had gone in to remedy remained on the ‘fix-it-fast’ list. At this hour Arago’s own maintenance crew had gone home; contractors routinely filled in. Who noticed a figure in coveralls, with a company hardhat, toolbox in one fist, handypad in the other, on his way in to do a dirty job?

	Sweating inside the fine skin of kevlex body armor, Stone tapped on the keypad: 55-77-99-33. He leaned closer as Jarrat approached and said quietly, “Recognize override code November Apple Roger Charlie five-niner-zero Oscar Papa.”

	Arago Security was briefed and waiting. Their orders were to admit the tradesmen but make a major show of inspecting their ID tags before they let the pair into the building. Then they would fall back at once and stay well out of the way.

	Time was on Stone’s mind as Jarrat ambled up with a toolbox like his own, a  mess of stickers for beer, superbikes, a burlesque show, a sleazy motel on the wrong side of Bell Harbor. He lifted a brow at Stone. Stone nodded. Jarrat glanced at the plascrete below their feet and discreetly hand-signed, ‘S-A-9-5.’ Scott Auel was in the building, cleared by Arago in the foyer and making his way up to Level 95. The floor directly beneath the Chichester Suite.

	Aware of the double-thud of his heart, Stone pinned on a smile and, as the air gate rolled open a scant meter, turned to display his ID to the security man just inside. Auel had asked the critical question, when Dupre set out the bare bones of the assignment: catch or kill? Kill would have been easier, and they all knew it. Only the promise of invaluable data made Dupre complicate the operation.

	There was, Stone decided as the security guard passed him inside and subjected Jarrat to the same scrutiny, no better time or place than right here, right now. Valda Hawass would have approved. Hiding in plain sight was the conjuring trick that had safeguarded her for more decades than Pete Stacy had been alive.

	Inside, flawless marine blue carpets stretched away between pearlescent walls and the lights were almost as subtle as the surveillance monitors. A second security officer waylaid them three meters deeper into the Venice Convention Center and plowed through the whole clearance process again, before the inner doors opened.

	Mozart seemed to coalesce out of the air itself. Classical art, tropical plants and discreet servitor drones welcomed the visitor, promising luxury such as the working classes saw only in holoshows.

	Just inside the air gates, Jarrat and Stone turned left toward the cluster of elevators. Jarrat punched for a car. Waiting through a few seconds, they took in the curving sweep of the foyer. “Bodyguards,” Jarrat murmured as the lift opened. “Two, prowling between the big painting and the water feature. Heavy cannons, well hidden, but the jackets are bulging in all the wrong places.”

	“Got ’em.” Stone stepped into the lift. When the doors had closed over he glared at his reflection in the mirror wall opposite and tapped his earbug. “Gold Raven: two, armed and patrolling the foyer.”

	“Copy that,” Dirk Merritt, Gold Raven 14 — leading the squad tonight — said quietly. “Standing by, 7.1 … you call it.”

	The Gold Raven gunship hung, running absolutely dark, five hundred meters above the level of the airpark, another five hundred downrange to deliberately disassociate itself from the Arago Building. Secreted across the airpark itself, six Gold Ravens in subtle, flimsy, too-light body armor waited to pick up the inevitable stragglers as they scattered. The job must be fast, with pinpoint accuracy.

	If those targets scattered, the uptown city night would turn into a series of running battles with no less than sixteen mercenary soldiers, all clad in substantial armor. The insurgents had arrived armed for the zone where street and battlefield blurred, and at that moment they strutted through the convention center’s upper levels in the guise of licensed bodyguards. The potential for carnage was horrific.

	Dupre’s ‘catch, not kill’ order did not extend to the shooters. “Drop them,” he had said, “any way you can, and do it fast.”

	The Venice Convention Center was designed to be impregnable. Its shielding might be concealed behind tapestries, art, carpets, statuary, but the kevlex-titanium sheathing these floors was as indestructible as NARC riot armor — which made the location the first choice for this operation. Indestructibility cut both ways. The very plate armor protecting suites like the Chichester against assault from the outside also protected the other floors against a firefight within.

	Two choices, Stone thought icily as he listened to a whisper from the Ravens’ comm loop. Take the four key targets here, or let them leave the building. Tail them to the spaceport as they scurried to get out of the city. The question had been tabled. ‘You want to fight among billion-dollar ships,’ Jarrat had demanded, ‘hyperflight engines, fueling facilities with the potential of thermonuclear devices?’

	All four targets would disperse by midnight, on four different ships. Authorities at Catania Spaceport had recorded every flightplan, processed every exit permit ahead of schedule. The operation played out here, Stone thought, or nowhere.

	Sixty minutes ago, Dupre briefed the chief of Arago Venice Security with as little information as possible. The man dickered until NARC override protocols hit him broadside. There was no time to track down his CEO, who was vacationing in a flyspeck town on the far side of the planet.

	The toolbox in Stone’s right hand was too light to be loaded with the hardware of the trade. Weapons half-filled it, but Dupre’s plan called for only the stunner. He specified a broad, high-power field, designed to drop everything and everyone in the Chichester Suite, while the Gold Ravens covered each entry and exit, picking up the mercenaries as they tried to vanish into the uptown labyrinth. Gil Cronin preferred to deploy Blue Raven from the airpark in plain clothes, but both Jarrat and Stone vetoed the idea. Even masquerading as civilians, descant troops were easily recognizable. ‘Risky,’ Stone had judged. ‘Start a fight, they’ll give you one — and you can’t be in armor.’

	Stealth, Scott Auel concluded. They would walk in as if they had every right. ‘So we drop them fast,’ he had recommended with a hard look at Dupre. ‘Where do you want me?’

	At 20:49 exactly, with the last bronze and turquoise of sunset lingering on the horizon and the city in full cry below, Jarrat and Stone landed at opposite sides of the Arago airpark. Auel walked in through the foyer after a cab flown by a NARC pilot dropped him right outside. Shrouded in darkness, Blue Raven’s gunship held station two thousand meters above the roof, high enough to be dismissed by local security —

	A good plan, as close to watertight as Stone could imagine. His own words echoed back to haunt him: Watertight plans are the ones that spring leaks the fastest.

	Three floors below the airpark, the smooth, silent elevator opened onto 96. The Chichester Suite lay eighty meters away, around the curve of the building, and the moment they stepped out Stone saw a surveillance drone the size of a grapefruit, scudding up by the ceiling, trying to hide among the chandeliers.

	A bodyguard cutting a figure like a gorilla in a business suit turned toward them. Mercenary, Stone decided at a glance. Suspicious eyes inspected the pair of techs, and the syndicate shooter reached up to double-tap his combug.

	“Smile,” Jarrat said quietly. “We’re just mechanics on the job — some dumb drone jammed itself in a maintenance chute.” He pasted on a friendly smile, sketched the bodyguard a salute and thumbed the ID badge clipped to the lapel of his coveralls.

	The gorilla’s eyes narrowed as he barred their way, but he had paused to listen to Arago Security even then. A whisper of their comm fed into the quiet loop shared by the Blue and Gold Ravens. Stone also heard a woman’s bored, tired voice saying,

	“It’s nothing, Mister Borshukov. We’re having ’bot troubles, the techs are here to keep the lights on. They’re kosher tradies with fully authorized ID. Let them pass.”

	Borshukov stood a hand’s span taller even than Cronin and Ramos, with a case of terminal suspicion to make Pete Stacy seem naïve by comparison. He looked Jarrat and Stone up and down as if he would rather strip search them, and relented with a grimace. “If you’re sure. Arago’s responsibility.”

	“Yes, Mister Borshukov,” she responded dutifully, as if he were the most tedious life form she had encountered in months, “Arago assumes complete responsibility.”

	He jerked a thumb down the endless curving passage, one of many which circumnavigated the entire building in concentric rings. “Get your shit done and git. You’ll be watched.”

	“Yessir,” Jarrat said crisply, with that smack of the military which often percolated to the surface when authority annoyed him.

	He and Stone stepped around Borshukov, who was not about to move to let them by. Two paces beyond, they turned back. Stone’s right hand slipped into his coveralls’ inside pocket and withdrew a tiny pulse pistol, while Jarrat produced a palm gun, even smaller.

	One pulse from the little Chiyoda, dead on target, dropped the scudding grapefruit into a potted palm, lifeless as a skeet. Two darts from the palm gun hit Borshukov in the carotid artery as he turned toward the clatter of the falling drone. He surely knew it had gone down, but before he could take a breath to call it in, his legs collapsed under him.

	He was unconscious before his face hit the dark blue carpet. “One down, looks like a mercenary … weighs a bloody tonne,” Stone reported as he and Jarrat stooped to drag Borshukov into the elevator and send it up to the airpark. Dirk Merritt would be close to the gates by now, flanked by five from his squad, ostensibly a group of chauffeurs lingering in the night air to enjoy a spiced bel grass smoke. “Out cold and on his way up … watch for surveillance drones — the size of your fist and sneaky.”

	And Merritt: “Already seen two, bagged two. Can’t be long before the balloon goes up. They gotta know by now, their hardware’s going dark.”

	The words were prophetic. The carpeting deadened footfalls, but Jarrat had heard a murmur of voices coming around the curve of the passage. He set a hand on Stone’s arm, beckoned him into the cover of a tall bronze of some hero of the pioneering age. “I’m hearing two, maybe three — gonna need some knockdown potential,” he whispered.

	They crouched there, flipped open the toolboxes, and for a moment Stone’s hand caressed the Steyr .44 before he plucked out the concussion pads and stun projector. The pads covered ears, brow, the back of the skull, and a light flash visor flipped down to protect the eyes.

	On one knee, Jarrat tightened the concussion pads on his own head and primed the stunner. It clicked over to maximum discharge. Eyes wide, he and Stone poised, searching the corridor for figures like Borshukov, or drones. They saw both, and Jarrat gestured with the stunner: I’ll take the men. Stone nodded and switched hands with his own stunner.

	The pulse pistol felt flimsy, tiny in his right palm, but short of putting a round into a drone they were the surest way to knock the machines down. Gunfire was the last thing he and Jarrat wanted. Stealth, he thought as he snapped off two pulses. The furtive surveillance drones simply dropped out of the air, a pace ahead of the three syndicate security men. The surprise factor gave Jarrat all the opportunity he needed. One high-power discharge from the projector, and all three crumpled.

	“Four down, and two more drones,” he murmured into the loop.

	“Forty meters from target,” Stone said softly. “Can’t be too many more goons on this floor — not if they’re covering 95 and 97 as well.”

	“Plus the airpark,” Merritt added. “We just took two, and another drone. Call it six down.”

	“Call it eight, and three more drones,” Scott Auel corrected softly. “I’m on 95, with Gold Ravens 2 and 5. We just stashed two humongous goons in a staff lounge … don’t see any more of them on this level, but —”

	But spaceport authorities recorded sixteen bodyguards inbound with the four key players from Angeliberty identified by Hiro Santini. “Where the hell are they?” Stone muttered, snatching off the concussion padding which effectively deafened him. With a smothered curse he got moving.

	Jarrat had holstered the Colt AP-60 under the jumpsuit, which he had zipped down to the waist. The Steyr lay heavily against Stone’s side while he shifted the stun projector back into his right hand. “Scott?” Jarrat prompted as they hugged the wall, moving between artwork, plants, furniture, any feature that provided the illusion of cover.

	“Got nothing — where the sweet Christ are they?” Scott Auel muttered over the loop. “Gold Raven, anything doing topside?”

	But Merritt made negative sounds. “Nada moving up here … you gotta figure they know by now. You can’t lose this many goons and drones and not know. You guys watch yourselves.”

	“The thought occurred,” Jarrat said acidly. “Twenty meters from target. Blue Raven?”

	Gil Cronin’s bass voice murmured in Stone’s right ear. “Two thousand above you, running dark. Six in armor, standing by. Call it, Cap.”

	As they spoke, Jarrat and Stone edged slowly, cautiously, around the curvature in the passage. “Dirk, bring your squad down to 97. Stun anything that moves.”

	“Civvies?” Merritt asked doubtfully.

	“Everything. Arago Security was told to clear halls and then get out themselves.” Stone flicked a glance at his chrono. “Lock down Level 97 behind you, Merritt. We’re fifteen meters out and something’s —” His hackles had risen, prickling the back of his neck, an old, too-familiar feeling. Instinct. “Scott, anything?”

	“Nope,” Auel reported. “They have to be on your level, Stoney … maybe they’re actually inside the Chichester with your targets.”

	“Two or three might be,” Jarrat muttered, “but it’d be pointless having them all in there. Walls, floor, ceiling, the whole thing’s kevlex-titanium sheathed, the windows are bloody armorglass. You want your muscle outside.”

	“Gold Raven?” Stone prompted.

	“Just entering 97,” Merritt told him. “We’ll shut down the whole thing, Cap — two minutes, we’ll be secure. Got the elevators covered. They won’t get out this way.”

	Two minutes to cover the whole circuit, right around the oval shape of the Arago building, sweeping it as they went and peppering the space with NARC’s own surveillance hardware. Stone backed up against the wall in the grudging cover of a pair of lush, marble-potted monstera taller than himself. The luxurious furnishings deadened so much sound, human ears were almost useless. It cost him and Jarrat little to resettle the concussion pads and rely on their eyes, but the curvature of the passage cut forward visibility to ten meters, and the whole facility was scan shielded. The Ravens could not even take a reliable thermoscan.

	“Where do you want us?” Auel’s voice murmured.

	“Secure 95, stand by the elevators,” Jarrat told him.

	Raw instinct made Stone’s lungs spasm in an instinctive breath, a split second before a heavy caliber hail ripped into the wall not a foot over his head. Fragments of monstera pelted him as Jarrat sprawled flat and triggered the stun projector, but Stone had already glimpsed the truth.

	“Helmets,” he barked, “we’re busted. Auel — Merritt, get in here!”

	At his feet, Jarrat had already dropped the stunner and clawed out the Colt. Stone’s concussion pads smothered the weapon’s din and the clamor of four, perhaps five similar cannons. He glimpsed the knot of bodyguards, mercenaries, syndicate shooters, on the thin edge of any possible firing line, around the curved passage.

	The tactic was old: one or two would lay down covering fire, a third would duck out into harm’s way and empty a magazine almost at random, hoping for a lucky shot and sure of an almost limitless supply of reloads. Jarrat swore bitterly as he and Stone hugged the wall, firing when the chance presented itself, which was not often enough.

	Sheer accuracy took two of the shooters — syndicate specialists, the best in a difficult, short-lived profession. Jarrat put two rounds into the lower legs of a whippet-thin man whose body armor gave him a poor illusion of Stone’s physique. He was helmeted, his whole torso kevlex-sheathed, but the legs were vulnerable. He went down writhing, screaming, though Stone heard nothing through the concussion padding. The Steyr bucked twice as he targeted the machine pistol in the left hand of another mercenary shooter. One round took the weapon, and the hand.

	“Two down,” Jarrat panted, “maybe three more out there, armed as well as we are, helmets, body armor — Scott, where the hell are you?”

	The NARC highband was a whispered melee of callsigns. Auel’s voice cut like a knife across the background chatter. “We’re on 96, Jarrat. Hustling around from the far side, coming up behind the bastards. If they’re concussion shielded, they won’t hear us. Keep ’em busy, thirty seconds.”

	Keep them busy? Stone sprawled flat on his back, barely under the line of rounds that hosed into the wall behind them. He bellowed a warning at Jarrat, but some part of Kevin had clicked back into the part of the king shooter who had worked his way to the top of Hal Mavvik’s security corps. He was a half second ahead, working on some vulpine instinct in defiance of logic or even sense as he switched magazines. He flicked the Colt over to full auto and rolled out a half meter into the passageway.

	Artwork exploded overhead, shedding gilded plaster and tatters of canvas while the AP-60 burned through most of its clip. He had loaded with armor-piercing, and Stone did not care to watch as the rounds chewed impartially through kevlex, flesh and bone. A shooter who might easily have worked for Mavvik a year ago slammed into the wall opposite, before Stone’s own body seemed to jerk in reaction.

	The wound was not his own, but it might have been. Furious red blossomed through his left arm and shoulder, blood seemed to slick his forearm and hand, hot, wet, but the roar of pain and anger rasped in Jarrat’s throat as the stray round snicked through him, spun him around like a toy. He scrambled back out of the line of fire and Stone caught him, hauled him physically against the wall.

	“Backup!” he bawled into the loop. “Auel, Merritt, make it now!” He spared one moment to peer at the scarlet staining Jarrat’s left side, and snatched the Chiyoda from the toolbox. Two more of them out there? He snapped off a few rounds at a time, holding the shooters pinned down, buying enough seconds for the Gold Ravens to approach from both directions.

	Not ten meters from the locked, armor-shielded doorway to the Chichester Suite, Auel’s men and Merritt’s converged. Their blizzard of gunfire was brief but devastating. Walls, furniture, art and carpets were about to be replaced. As Stone recognized Scott Auel’s face he tore the concussion padding from his head and leaned down over Jarrat. “Medic!”

	By now Gold Raven’s field medic was on the airpark. Russ Vanhollen spoke with the clipped vowels and hard consonants of South Africa, and he was one of the best in the business. “On my way, Cap. What you got there — Cap Jarrat, is it?” As if he could tell by the edge in Stone’s voice.

	“One round, left arm, shoulder — blood, nothing broken, he’s moving the hand,” Stone shouted across the loop.

	“Bloody thing went right through,” Jarrat panted, forcing his way to his feet. He had abandoned the Colt and wrapped the wound in a vise-grip to slow the blood. “Where are you, Rusty?”

	And Medic Sergeant Vanhollen: “In the elevator, halfway down. Stay put, Cap. Have already called it in. The Infirmary’s waiting for you on the gunship.”

	“Sod that,” Jarrat grunted.

	“For chrissakes, Kevin, will you just get the hell out of here?” Stone snatched up the Colt and would have dropped it back into the toolbox, slammed the lid on it to make his point. Jarrat’s blood-slick right hand recovered it neatly and shoved it back into its holster. Stone swore lividly, earning himself a gray-eyed glare.

	Jarrat pushed on to the shielded doorway, where the discreet keypad would respond to NARC override codes, even here. He glanced at Stone, Auel and Merritt, who had primed a trio of stun projectors. One-handed, he tugged the concussion pads into place over his skull and for the moment ignored the wound as he drew and primed the Colt. Anger burned brightly through Stone’s chest — his own or Jarrat’s, it was impossible to tell — as he resettled his own pads and leveled the stunner in one hand, the Chiyoda in the other. Auel swept the cover from the keypad and tapped in the nine-digit override.

	He caught a glimpse of pearlescent walls, subdued lighting, charcoal carpets, a teak table long enough to seat ten on a side — the Chichester Suite would have satisfied senators like Bram Sorenson or Charles Steinberg. Helmeted figures barred the door as it opened, three big men, massive with body armor, who were not about to go down to field projectors.

	Stone dropped the stunner as if it had turned red hot in his fingers and shifted hands with the Chiyoda with conjuror’s dexterity. From the tail of his eye, and in surreal slow motion, he saw the Colt jump in Jarrat’s right hand, the weapon unsteady and over-traced with blood, but locked onto full automatic and hosing armor-piercing rounds in a broad sweep. He was too groggy to hold the Colt tight on target — Stone slammed up the empathic shield to hold out the white heat of pain — but on full-auto, with a well chosen ammunition load, the weapon required no accuracy to be lethal. The Steyr spat .44 caliber almost as fast, while Auel and Merritt hit the floor. Jarrat and Stone dove left and right, out of the direct line of fire from the Chichester’s door.

	The barrage picked up the syndicate men, flung them back into the suite as if they were broken dolls, but the best king shooters from citybottom were almost as fast as any marksman trained on the NARC firing ranges. Five weapons among the three figures laid down more rounds than Stone wanted to think about. Scott Auel spun away as he took several in the chest, punching into the thin kevlex armor with enough force to knock him clean off his feet.

	But Dirk Merritt took the worst of it. Gold Raven 14 was dead before he hit the plush blue carpet. A head shot at this range made a mess. Stone looked away, watched the mercenary bodyguards tumble among the Chichester’s furniture and looked beyond them, searching for the four key players who were the assignment’s actual targets —

	Dallasandro. Redgrave. Li. Aggarwal.

	Sanjay Targ would have been here, representing Scimitar, if he had not been sitting in maximum security in a penitentiary on Rethan’s largest moon. The four key Angeliberty players were not young, neither athletes nor soldiers; but they were obviously well prepared, with plenty of warning. NARC arrived with no element of surprise, Stone thought grimly as he glimpsed the quartet for a scant second before the hatches slammed on two fire escape capsules.

	Memories of Equinox raced through his mind. All buildings of this height relied on escape capsules above the thirtieth floor. Fire Control demanded them. Building permits were not issued without them, and facilities like the Venice Convention Center — like Equinox Towers itself — guaranteed their amenities. Nine capsules lay concealed in the walls, three by three, set between the vast armorglass windows. The Arago Building had never suffered a fire event, as far as Stone knew, but the company hardware was meticulously serviced.

	Both escape capsules blew out at once, arcing high over Montevideo Mall. Repulsion-cushioned to protect celebrity occupants, they would fall slowly, gently, into the mid-evening traffic, and Stone knew without asking either gunship to scan the street, pickup vehicles would already be on their way in.

	“Blue Raven!” His voice cut over the open comm. “Two bug-out pods —”

	“We see ’em,” Tanya Reynolds assured him. “You want ’em?”

	“Tractor catch,” Jarrat rasped. He had sagged against the wall just outside the Chichester, right hand gripped about his left arm again, teeth clenched.

	“Stand by,” Reynolds said tersely.

	The gunship would drop fast and its effective, accurate tractor reach was five thousand meters, minimum. Still, Stone held his breath, waiting until Reynolds’s voice snapped into his right ear,

	“Got ’em both, boss. Trout on a line. We’ll dump the buggers in the decontamination bay and seal it. Where d’you want this package delivered?”

	“Central. Colonel Dupre’s waiting.” Stone slid the Steyr back into its holster and gave his attention to Jarrat.

	He was white to the lips, a peculiar pallor showing the blue threads of veins in temples and around the mouth. He clung to consciousness with a stubborn will until he heard Reynolds, then Stone watched him, felt him, let go. Both shoulders against the wall, he slithered down, not quite falling, but Stone caught him, let him down easily. He was out cold as four Gold Ravens appeared from the direction of the elevators.

	“Jesus Christ,” Russell Vanhollen muttered as he took in the carnage outside the executive convention suite. Cronin’s height, with coffee-cream skin, cropped black hair and Jon Semler’s absolute professionalism, the medic sergeant double-tapped his combug to call the gunship. “Infirmary, stand by to receive Captain Jarrat,” he was saying as he knelt and unfolded a full kit. “You better send down a squad. We’ll need eight bodybags, asap.”

	A scalpel cut away the silver-green sleeve of Jarrat’s coverall, and Stone swore as he saw the wound. Nano would rebuild it, he knew, spinning layers of fresh tissue. In a month only a pale area, a shade or two lighter than the normal bronze of his skin, would bear witness to a wound that presently gaped.

	The last voice Stone expected to hear was William Dupre’s. “Eight bodybags?” he echoed. “I heard a lot of gunfire, Stone.”

	“Stunners don’t work so well against bastards wearing helmets,” Stone said acidly. “Four key targets safe, coming to you with Blue Raven at this time. Sixteen syndicate shooters down; seven are dead. 9.4 is on his way to the Infirmary with a wound you could put two fingers into … and Gold Raven 14, Sergeant Dirk Merritt, is dead. Head shot. It’s —” The words dried his tongue to dust.

	“They made a mess of him, Colonel.” Scott Auel picked up the thread without hesitation, comment or judgment. “It’ll be a closed-casket memorial. Would you like me to organize it? I knew Dirk quite well. Stoney has a lot on his mind right now. Jarrat’s out cold and looks like hell, and you know how that has to feel … them being them.”

	“I can imagine,” Dupre said darkly. “Thank you, Captain Auel. I appreciate it. Pull the unit out at your discretion. Have the Arago Security corps liaise directly with me. I imagine we incurred some damage — I’ll take care of it. Stone, I’ll inform Doctor Reardon. The OR will be online by the time you get in.”

	Stone had stopped listening. Radio traffic passed over his mind like droplets of water over black ice while he watched Vanhollen slap a pressure bandage over the wound, fire in a shot of full-spectrum antibiotics and a sedative to keep Jarrat out long enough to transfer him to the Infirmary. Even through the tightest empathic shields he felt the burn of the wound, as well as the rebellion churning through Jarrat’s unconscious mind.

	He hovered close enough to the surface for emotions to flow together and apart, fed by snatches of recollection, the rags of memory, events he would never willingly remember — anger, resentment, a longing for something he had not yet identified. It was nothing physical, Stone was sure. Jarrat had everything a man could want, physically. Yet the turmoil of his feelings left Stone bruised, and for the hundredth time he wished he could pick actual thoughts out of Jarrat’s mind. Empathy was complex, sometimes clumsy; occasionally, painful.

	He rubbed his own left arm to ease the phantom impression of Jarrat’s pain, but Vanhollen’s squad had Kevin on a gurney in minutes while the bodybags were zipped shut. Dirk Merritt’s was tagged for return to Central, the rest for transfer to the Tactical morgue. Autopsy was unnecessary. Surgeon Captain Kip Reardon would release Merritt’s body for cremation in the morning, and Ravens from all four units would gather.

	Another name for the memorial wall, Stone thought bleakly, walking by the gurney as Vanhollen made his way back to the airpark. Auel had called Arago Security; even then he was talking to the chief of building security, who had located his CEO, across the planet. Cool, smooth, professional, Auel wore the department’s public face well. He smoothed ruffled feathers, opened a formal dialog between NARC and Arago to facilitate the predictable insurance investigation, and Stone was grateful to leave the business to him.

	The Gold Raven gunship wallowed just a hundred meters above the roof. A pair of buggies dropped down to collect the squad and the dead. Stone rode up in the deceptively fragile aeroshell containing Jarrat’s gurney. Between his boots and Vanhollen’s lay the dark green bodybag labeled ‘Merritt, D.A.’ Stone’s face clenched as he looked down at it, trying not to remember Auel’s words.  They’ve made a mess of him … it’ll be a closed-casket memorial.

	Vanhollen looked up over Jarrat’s prone form, where he was setting up his biomonitors, and saw Stone’s clenched-fist expression, the direction of his eyes. “There but for the grace of any soldier’s god goes any one of us,” he said quietly. “It’s a bloody shame, boss. But Cap Jarrat’ll walk away from this. Again. Back home, my folks have a saying. Be grateful for small mercies.”

	“Yeah.” Stone stirred with an effort. “They say that where I come from.” He glanced sidelong at Vanhollen in the harsh lighting of the Gold Raven suiting room, where the buggies touched down. “You knew Dirk?”

	“Not so well,” Vanhollen admitted. “We played poker, drank beer, had a few laughs, shared a couple of the same Companions. We might have been friends, but … in this job it’s risky to make close friends, jy verstaan?” He nodded at Jarrat. “You guys are a legend. But nobody knows how you do it.”

	“Just lucky,” Stone said thoughtfully as Jarrat’s feelings surged, just below the level of consciousness. “He’s coming around. You want to put him out again, or give him a shot for the pain before he starts feeling it?”

	“Good call.” Vanhollen rummaged for a hypo, and a shot fired into Jarrat’s shoulder.

	It smarted Stone’s skin for only a moment before numbness overtook it. He grunted in relief and watched Jarrat’s lids open on dark, dilated eyes with the color of a storm front. “Hey.”

	“Hey.” Jarrat’s voice was a bare murmur. “Dirk —?”

	“No.” Stone took his good hand, laced their fingers, felt the tackiness of old blood. No need to mention that the Gold Ravens had loaded the bodybag right beneath the gurney’s light repulsion sled. Not that Jarrat would have been surprised, any more than any other veteran of the Army or Military Airlift. “We’re headed back to Central,” he said instead. “Kip’s waiting for you.”

	But Jarrat has slithered back into unconsciousness, and Stone was pleased to let him sleep.

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Surveillance vids dovetailed seamlessly. Jarrat patched them into a thirty minute daisy chain, overdubbed Dupre’s commentary, his own and Stone’s, and appended the medical reports from Russell Vanhollen and Kip Reardon. The file made grim viewing, but at the same time Dupre was highly satisfied.

	Save for the loss of Gold Raven 14, the assignment could scarcely have played out better. A single casualty was so far inside any definition of acceptable losses, only the fact both Jarrat and Stone had known Dirk Merritt for several years made his death seem unpardonable. The Ravens took it stoically. Merritt himself would have said the same as Joe Ramos: you knew the job was dangerous when you took it.

	The file played back in realtime as he reviewed it, before he sent it on to Dupre’s office for the colonel’s approval. Dupre’s own voice spoke from the audio track: “Gino Dallasandro came in on the Cygnus-Indiana, just five hours before we received the message from Colonel Vic Duggan of Elysium Tactical. Dallasandro is the Elysium representative of a consortium calling itself Angeliberty. Four other representatives should have been in Venice tonight, but only three could make it. At this moment Sanjay Targ is safely in maximum security at the lunar penitentiary on Rethan Prime, but our information is that until Scimitar fell, Targ was the cartel’s Angeliberty representative.”

	And Leo Michiko — who called himself Hiro Santini now, Jarrat thought, just as he had called himself Inoshiro Carvoni in his youth — knew them all. Exile on Avalon, in the blue-green shadow of Zeus, suited Michiko. It seemed his new credentials had slid him smoothly into Elysium’s industrial community, and Duggan reported him already intimately involved with local politics in the upmarket Darjeeling Prefecture. ‘Councilman in one year, congressman in three,’ Santini promised with all due smugness. Duggan himself was reluctantly impressed.

	Even now, under the Tactical colonel’s nose, Michiko possessed underworld connections he had never divulged to Gene Cantrell — and Duggan could hardly complain, since Michiko had handed him Angeliberty on a platter. The same dread Jarrat had seen on Pete Stacy’s face hollowed Duggan’s eyes as he repeated the message, verbatim. It might have branded itself into his brain:

	The Sorenson Act may be passed in the homeworlds but its enforcement in the colonies will be the evil of colonial governments. Tactical and the Colonial Government of Avalon are being warned. Enforce the Sorenson Act, and the city of Elysium will cease to exist. If victims of Angel must die in agony, all will forfeit their lives in payment for the evil they have permitted.

	“This declaration issued from Angeliberty,” Stone’s voice said from the audio track as he picked up the commentary. “This is not one syndicate. It’s a body drawn from all of them, spanning every major colony, every point along the smuggling routes for both contraband substances and the weapons with which Angel empires defend themselves. We can take this statement to mean they consider themselves officially at war with colonial government: we can be certain that civilian populations will pay the price for the Sorenson Act — especially here on Darwin’s World.”

	Dallasandro. Targ. Redgrave. Li. Aggarwal. Those names had already written themselves indelibly into Jarrat’s memory. Before Duggan’s message was received, four of the five had already taken their places in the Chichester Suite, a facility guaranteed secure by the Venice Trade Authority, which made any NARC action difficult to fight.

	In the display, mugshots and damage reports gave way to Fire Control schematics of the Arago Building “On its professional reputation,” Jarrat’s commentary continued, “the VTA promises zero surveillance inside a shell of armorglass and kevlex-titanium, twenty-hour firewalls, floors and ceilings, code-locked doors. Licensed, armed personal bodyguards are recognized, to ensure utter privacy and security. Breaching that inside a window of two or three hours was always going to carry an element of risk.”

	He heard the edge on his own voice. The death of Gold Raven 14 weighed on them all. He glared at the images of the Venice Convention Center, a facility in which tomorrow’s patterns of commerce would be designed. Trade was the force that had driven politics and government since the first tallship returned from the Spice Islands, loaded with exotic cargo.

	He had spliced in the audio capture from Dupre’s office during the tense minutes they could afford to devote to planning:  “Catch or kill, Colonel?” Scott Auel asked of Dupre, shrewdly digesting Michiko’s information.

	“Catch.” Jarrat’s own voice answered without hesitation. He had called up Fire Control schematics for the Arago Building, and threw them into Dupre’s projector. Magnified ten times, they filled the office’s rear wall. “The intel from these will bust the rest —”

	“If we can get to it,” Stone said sharply. “They’re not fools.”

	Dupre’s voice took up the commentary as the display returned to file footage of the Angeliberty representatives. “These four entered Venice surrounded by enough muscle and hardware to fight a modest war. Cygnus permits traveling dignitaries to provide their own security screen. Politicians, very senior military figures, the unspeakably rich, move in spheres of privilege and hazard which far exceed the security status of a passenger carrier.

	“Redgrave and Aggarwal arrived on their own private craft, as Sanjay Targ would have. We don’t yet know if the others were aware Targ was a prisoner, and Scimitar broken, at the time they arrived in Venice.”

	Jarrat doubted it. The signal lag between Darwin’s and Rethan was longer than between Venice and Elysium, and Michiko’s information had arrived in Dupre’s office, via Vic Duggan’s, almost too late to be useful. The lag was not Michiko’s fault. Santini, Jarrat reminded himself. They must get used to the new name. Leo Michiko had reinvented himself yet again, and was already highly respected in the Zeus system. He remained a staunch supporter of Bram Sorenson; he had no more compassion for the common Angel victim than he had ever possessed — but Angeliberty was a step too far.

	The very city he called his new home, where he had scored high-salary work and already bought a prestigious apartment, had become a target. Michiko himself could be a casualty of Bram Sorenson’s war on NARC. ‘Hiro Santini’ was not about to be martyred to anyone’s cause.

	“Santini made the call via Colonel Duggan’s office the moment his connections placed the data in his hands,” Dupre went on, “but the Indiana had already left the Zeus system and no priority courier was available. Michiko knew time, place, names, but he couldn’t make the deep space data network function one microsecond faster. The mission clock had been ticking for days before Duggan’s message arrived here.”

	The setup time customary before such a mission was executed was forfeit. Angeliberty could do it, Jarrat thought, aware of the chill in his gut. They had the means to erase Chell, Venice, Elysium, Thule, Calleran — they would do it to at least one of those cities, to bring the rest to heel.

	And of them all, the city which represented the least financial potential to this amalgamation of Angel cartels — and the biggest statement to every colonial government — was Venice. No Angel syndicate could get a toehold here. Angel revenues were almost at zero, and at the same time the destruction of this city, in the very shadow of NARC Sector Command, would send a powerful message to governments as distant as Earth.

	The Blue Ravens’ report followed Dupre’s commentary. Gil Cronin and Tanya Reynolds logged the routine documentation, with grainy, long-range vids of the tractor-catch of the fire escape capsules. The exact time of the prisoners’ transfer to Central flagged in the corner of the display as Dupre finished, “Dallasandro, Redgrave, Li and Aggarwal are not syndicate moguls. Until Colonel Duggan relayed the information from Mister Santini, formerly Mister Michiko, we had no intelligence on these people … no bone to pick with them. They entered Venice without hindrance.

	“In fact, they came here representing their cartels in a place which should have been so safe, they expected their business to be concluded in a matter of hours, and not even Arago Security aware of a word spoken here. Darwin’s lies at the hub of their network, not more than two weeks’ flight from Rethan, Avalon, Aurora, Brennan, Sheal, Kelso and a dozen lesser colonies. And Venice sits right under the nose of NARC Sector Command. On a clear day, you can see the Arago building from our own airpark. Tactical could be expected to grow complacent because this city has had no Angel trouble in three decades. No syndicate would ever attempt to wriggle into citybottom with NARC so close that our aircraft and officers are commonplace in any part of Venice. We offered the perfect venue.

	“I consider the action an unqualified success,” Dupre said in closing. “We lost one Gold Raven, and Raven 9.4, Captain Jarrat, was slightly injured. His medical file is appended. All four Angeliberty representatives are in custody; interrogation begins at 06:00 tomorrow. The data we expect to extract from them will lay their consortium naked. And,” Dupre said with all due resignation, “I fear we have the erstwhile Leo Michiko to thank for our success here.”

	The report wound down into documentation from the Arago Building, a swift assessment of damage sustained, insurance to be claimed. Jarrat had little interest in the formalities and skipped ahead to the end. He signed off on the file, left it open for Stone’s and Auel’s signatures and went to the AutoChef for green tea over ice.

	The display froze, returning the office to oppressive quiet. Jarrat took the tea to the couch and stretched out, cradling his left arm against his chest. The heat and tingling of working nano irritated the flesh, though he could not have called it pain, nor an itch he could scratch. He balanced the tea, closed his eyes and hunted for Stone … easy to find him through the empathic bond. Someone had waylaid him on his way back from the lab, and Stone was —

	Astonished, yet angry, Jarrat thought. But as always Stone’s anger passed quickly, leaving behind a sense of genuine surprise and resignation laced with something very like humor. Curiosity got the better of Jarrat. He hauled his protesting body off the couch, swallowed the tea fast and headed left out of the office. Dupre’s own was forty meters away, and the door stood open. Stone’s voice issued from within.

	Of course Stone knew he was there. Jarrat caught a riff of exasperation, and the blue eyes were reproachful as Stone said, “You’re supposed to be resting.”

	“I was.” Jarrat leaned in the doorway, nodding a greeting to Dupre behind the desk, and Auel, at the window overlooking the expanse of the city. “Also bored out of my skull. I finished the report, Colonel — a couple of signatures, we’re done.”

	Morning daylight streamed through the northeast-facing window. Jarrat had been in the Infirmary till the early hours, before Kip Reardon released him with orders to rest the arm, let it heal. Jarrat could not see how finishing the report would slow the nano, and sent Stone back a ripple of stubborn self-mockery. Stone pointed him at one of the leather recliners opposite the desk, and Jarrat sank into it.

	He gave Stone a curious look. “You had a burr under your saddle five minutes ago.”

	“News,” Stone said with the same wry resignation Jarrat had felt.

	“Orders,” Dupre added. “A transmission from Earth, not an hour ago. You’re cleared to fly at command rank — and I’m as surprised as you are, gentlemen. But General Gaunt’s office has insisted on putting another observer aboard. The company spy, reporting independently, behind your back.”

	Now Jarrat groaned. “They’ll never trust us. Did they say who?”

	“They didn’t specify an individual, but it must be an officer of field rank,” Dupre told him. “Only two options are available to me at this moment. Troy Franklin got out of the hospital last week. His voluntary retirement statement is actually in the system, but he’d take the observer’s assignment. He’s not physically capable of field work; his spine is a jigsaw puzzle, I’ve seen the scans.

	“I also know Franklin’s wanting to get back to his family on Brennan, especially with the street war brewing there … the Bram Sorenson business, of course.” Dupre’s mouth compressed. “Franklin is the more senior officer, but I respect his desire to stand by his family at this time. He has young grandchildren; four generations of his clan live in uptown Calleran. I imagine they’re on the move. I don’t blame them. I think Captain Franklin’s place is with them.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back, and nodded at Scott Auel. “The only other loose cannon on my staff, with the rank demanded by General Gaunt’s office, is standing right there.” He leaned forward, elbow on the desk. “I know you can work together as well as you did with Gene Cantrell. You proved that much a few hours ago. Will you trust Captain Auel to be the company man lurking in the background, breathing down your neck?”

	“Lurking?” Stone echoed. He gave Auel a sharp glance. “It’s you who needs to be sure what you’re taking on, Scott  If you think Gene had it easy, just watching and calling home —”

	“I read his reports,” Auel said easily. “I know he assumed responsibility at Zeus, to pull your asses out of trouble. I know he put himself in the field in the Jovian system and was injured. And he invested a great deal of work in the Michiko interrogation.” A smile crooked one side of his wide, mobile mouth. “Oh, I know what the observer’s job entails, around you lunatics. I’m game, if you are.”

	Part of Jarrat wanted to protest; a larger part was simply thunderstruck. He had never expected to keep his command warrant. He had always liked Scott Auel, and Auel was twenty-nine, turning thirty in a few months, the same age Jarrat had been when he walked aboard the Athena as Stone’s assigned partner. Auel was full of potential. Both Jarrat and Stone were sure of his abilities. He had been covering for field officers for the last year and was far more ready for command than Mischa Petrov had been when Earth Central promoted him.

	Auel and Lindsay Karoda had just returned from their brief assignment on the Avenger, where Captain Maggie Stride was currently waiting for her new partner. Auel had turned down the offer: the clash of personalities was too great. Karoda was not offered the position, but just that morning Jarrat had seen the name of Paul Wang on the duty roster. Wang was ten years older than Stride and equally obnoxious. They would make a volatile partnership.

	He gave Auel a nod without hesitation. “All right by me. Stoney?” In fact, Stone’s amusement was a tickle under Jarrat’s skin.

	“No problem,” Stone agreed.

	Dupre looked merely annoyed, but he let go the aggravation with a sharp gesture. “If there’s one thing I cannot abide, it’s being micro-managed from Earth. But if you want to retain command, Stone, Jarrat, they’ve left the door open. And,” he added with all due resignation, “the experience will serve Captain Auel well.” He studied Jarrat and Stone with a deep frown. “You two have survived far longer at command rank than almost anyone else I know. Officers like Gene and Troy Franklin are the exception, not the rule. Most of you …” He shook his head. “I served my own time in the field, and when they offered me a promotion to Central I was pleased to take it. I doubt either of you would accept the same.”

	“Too many variables,” Jarrat said honestly. “Promoted to Central to do what? Some jobs, we could live with.”

	“Meaning, others would have you stale enough to resign in six months,” Dupre hazarded.

	“Three,” Stone corrected. He was watching the display behind Dupre, where administrative data scrolled without pause, every minute, every day.

	Following the line of his eyes, Jarrat saw the datafeed from the Huntress and swore softly. While the Athena lingered at Rethan, tying up Pete Stacy’s loose ends, putting Scimitar down so securely that no bastard child of Death’s Head would rise again, Gene Cantrell and Mischa Petrov had made the difficult decision.

	Tartarus. The Huntress was insystem now, running dark, gathering data. The crackling blue-white star was so distant, Jarrat reminded himself, the tangle of raw, half-processed information they were seeing now was over four weeks old. Fascinated in spite of himself, he took in a blizzard of data — planetary statistics, population distribution, navigation routes. Medical records indicated over thirty million Angel users trapped in the hellhole of the Montserrat Lode, most of them riding five-year contracts and unable to leave, even if they had been able to afford the transportation out, which most people could not. 

	The torrent of data inspired a moment of light headedness. He turned his back on it and jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the screen, asking of Dupre, “Has Colonel LeFevre formally invoked NARC?”

	“He tried,” Dupre said carefully, “and I’ll give him full marks for the attempt. However, at this moment he doesn’t have the authority to call down a NARC action, not while the High Court on Earth is still plowing through the question of where Montserrat lies. The best I could do for him, and us, was to assign a ship to gather intelligence for ourselves. Gene took the job on the clear understanding that he and Petrov are not about to deploy, under any circumstances. The Huntress seems to be stable enough now, with a new hyperdrive module.”

	“You switched back to the Auriga-9?” Auel wondered.

	Dupre’s dark head nodded. “Murchison didn’t even raise an argument when we requisitioned the reversion. They know the new technology is fraught with problems. The old Auriga-9 might be a tad slower than we’d like, but she’ll get you there every time. Even for a carrier, the haul out to Montserrat is three weeks, at best speed. Noel LeFevre offered to come to Darwin’s, meet in person, but there’s nothing to be gained from bringing him so far.”

	“Why would he even suggest it?” Jarrat glanced back at the Huntress datafeed, which never stopped. “Their Angel trouble is exploding so fast?”

	“In fact, it is,” Dupre mused, “but there may be little we can do to shut it down. I’ve looked at the provisional data, and I confess, I’m no more confident of fighting in that morass than Gene is. Captain Petrov is eager … but I know him too well to set much store by his bull-headed tactics. My recommendation to General Gaunt’s office was to transfer him to Administration before he gets himself killed.”

	But Stone made doubtful noises. “Petrov would resign. He’s looking longingly at the new colony ship, Jagreth Pioneer. He’d stay with NARC for a captaincy, nothing less.”

	“Oh, I know.” Dupre sighed. “And given the considerable investment of time and funding made in him during the past few years, I can understand Earth Central bribing him with candy.”

	“To recover their investment,” Jarrat said darkly. “That’s one lousy reason to promote Petrov to command rank and dump him on Gene.”

	“It is,” the colonel agreed. “So much the better that the Huntress is running dark, gathering enough data for us to model that festering anthill in VR. Noel LeFevre is desperate enough to come here, to plead his case. The truth is, there’s a probability his comm traffic with me has been monitored since the outset. What’s more, there’s nothing to be done about it. Basilisk will certainly know he’s opened negotiations with NARC, but — what of it?”

	“No syndicate mogul I ever knew was dumb enough to assume NARC wasn’t fully aware of them and their business.” Stone shared a frown with Jarrat.

	“Just so.” Dupre glanced up at his antique timepiece. “I’ve told LeFevre several times, he doesn’t have to convince me of the gravity of the Angel trouble he’s fighting. Thirty million Angel-addicted victims trapped in what’s little more than indentured labor because Tartarus is so distant, who can afford a ticket out of there —? It’s a damned ugly picture. But LeFevre knows as well as do we all, until I’ve received official clearance from my own superiors, NARC can’t move. And we,” Dupre added disgustedly, “are still waiting for word from Earth.”

	Scott Auel knew enough of the details to be perturbed. “The outcome of the legal case. Does the Montserrat Lode, Incorporated, lie within colonial space, or is it on the far side of the frontier? Damn, where is the frontier? The line seems to shift every week, according to where people want it to be. When the government moves the line, all the freespacers do is go further out and start over … and I don’t say that too lightly, guys, because four of my cousins headed for freespace before I was old enough to sign with Starfleet. I was still in high school when they offered me a place on the lash-up freighter they’d managed to get together. Christ knows where they are now.”

	“Freespace has no borders,” Jarrat said thoughtfully. “The frontier seems to lie wherever Earth finds convenient to chart it this week. And LeFrevre knows it.”

	“So,” Stone said slowly, studying the Huntress’s datastream, “we meet the man halfway. Put Gene in there to gather intel while the legal eagles hammer on the question.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat, glanced at Auel. “Gives us a head start when the decision comes down.”

	The colonel sat back and swiveled his chair toward the screen. “I don’t think there’s any doubt as to the way a Terran court will decide! Earth won’t easily relinquish Montserrat’s tax dollar. But it’s an equally safe bet that even if Montserrat agrees to abide by the ruling, Basilisk never will. Grasp this at once, gentlemen, and you’ll have a much clearer understanding of the state of play in that toxic chaos of a system. There are two major players in Tartarus, and I’ll be damned if I know which is the more powerful.”

	“Montserrat owns title to the celestial territory, it controls the mining operation, ships ore, reaps incredible profits … pays unimaginable taxes,” Jarrat said slowly. He had just seen a hint of the numbers, scrolling through Dupre’s screens alongside orbital data outlining the radiation belts and asteroid debris fields. 

	“But Basilisk controls the Angel trade,” Stone added, “which bleeds equally unimaginable revenues out of a vast, angry, ugly population, and they answer to no government. They pay no taxes.”

	“They’re also armed like any corporate army,” Auel said quietly. “With a setup like that, you know they’ll be more than prepared to fight to protect their own empire. Colonel?”

	“Oh, yes,” Dupre agreed bitterly. “In fact, they’ve done it before, when Montserrat forced their hand. Like Noel LeFevre, I’d put the odds of Tartarus being deemed a freespacer enterprise at around one in a thousand, even if Earth’s lawyers have to redraw the charts to rope them in. Montserrat might not have the legal or moral potential to fight, but we can expect Basilisk to stand up and slug it out. Even if NARC doesn’t deploy there, someone will. The Starfleet Peacecorps. Or the Army, if Montserrat gets any whiff of this turning into a full-on corporate war — industry on one side versus syndicate on the other. Make no mistake, no matter what the High Court rules, Basilisk considers itself a freespacer enterprise. It will fight.”

	In a system, Jarrat thought bleakly, where NARC was far from certain their kind of war could be waged at all. Abruptly a wave of fatigue broke over him. He felt every erg of vitality drain from body and mind and closed his eyes, let his weight sink into the chair as if he might fall right through it.

	His empathic shields were only halfway up, since he and Stone were not working, and it was Stone who gave a soft groan, muttered a curse. “Kevin?”

	“I’m all right,” Jarrat began.

	“You’re not.” Stone’s hand fell on his arm. “You want a medic? Want to go back to the Infirmary?”

	“No.” Jarrat knuckled his eyes. “It’s just the nano … you know how it goes.”

	“We all do.” Dupre pushed back his chair. “Unless you want to watch the interrogations in realtime, Jarrat, Stone, take the day. Take several. You have the time to spare, and Surgeon Reardon’s prescription was rest, Jarrat. You’re both due for routine physicals next week, before you’re cleared for reassignment. Till then, when you’re up to it, 9.4, I’d like you both to wrangle security on the Angeliberty interrogations.”

	Jarrat forced his attention back to the office, NARC business. “Who’re you starting with?”

	“Two by two, beginning with Alex Li and Gino Dallasandro.” Dupre was at the water cooler, and passed a glass to Jarrat. “You look like hell, Captain, if you don’t mind me saying so.” He watched Jarrat drink, looked up over his head at Stone. “You can follow the interrogations via surveillance vids. You also have unrestricted access to Cantrell’s datastream from Montserrat.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Keep yourselves appraised of the situation there … though I’m sure the Huntress has it covered.”

	“So, any whisper of an assignment?” Auel wondered, turning away from the view and clasping his hands at his back.

	“There’s a situating simmering on Sheal … a weedy upstart calling itself Blackfire.” Dupre made dismissive gestures. “They’ve started to get the better of Shibuya Tactical, which isn’t saying much. You know Shibuya? Of course you do. You fought there, Jarrat, with the Army, didn’t you? They never rebuilt properly after the corporate war took Sheal to pieces. So much of the population took off for greener pastures, the colony’s been declining for years. Kai Levinson’s department isn’t much more than a small town trooper station tacked onto the side of the spaceport, sharing security and comm systems with ATC. Blackfire won’t give us any more of a fight than we got from Scimitar: they seem to be a company of misfits, outcasts, ambitious, ruthless … disorganized, rowdy, amateur, though they’re well armed. If Levinson had double the manpower and was properly equipped, Blackfire wouldn’t even rate NARC’s attention.”

	Stone looked down at Jarrat, and Jarrat felt the prickle of his interest. “Have you scheduled a deployment?” Stone asked.

	“Not yet,” Dupre said carefully. “I can assign you or the Avenger, and since you’re both rotating crew and undergoing engine inspection, I’ll reserve the choice while Captain Maggie Stride and you, Jarrat, heal properly. I’d like the Avenger to run a shakedown cruise. She took some damage during the Cobra bust, where Troy Franklin got himself mauled once too often. ” He turned the frown on Jarrat, though he spoke to Stone “Add your signature to the report, 7.1, and — get the walking wounded out of here.”

	For once Jarrat swallowed the stinging protest Stone expected.  “Will do,” Stone said dutifully. He gave Jarrat his hand to haul him to his feet while he glanced at Auel. “And you, Scott —?”

	“I thought I’d go up.” Auel nodded at the ceiling and, beyond, the NARC docks where the Athena stood, pending reassignment. “Settle in, shake hands with the descant troops, establish a working relationship with the new XO. Gable’s easy to get along with, but he could feel a little odd as Director of Operations with an observer on his back like an albatross, after you flew the Scimitar job solo.”

	He had covered for Jarrat and Stone twice, while they were on furlough, long enough aboard to be familiar with the ship and crew. The Ravens would be relieved, Jarrat thought. Gil Cronin’s people never relished the prospect of ‘breaking in’ a new captain, much less weathering a clean sweep at command level. Curt Gable knew Auel well enough to work with him. Most of what Jarrat felt was a deep sense of relief, that Earth Central had not assigned some retired disciplinarian without a drop of colonial blood, who had not put on a hardsuit, jumped out of a gunship, or waded in the muck of citybottom for so many years, he or she had forgotten whatever realities they ever knew. Petrov had never resented Gene Cantrell’s presence, since any failure in Jarrat’s or Stone’s work must be reported, and Cantrell’s files might easily have given the Russian command much sooner.

	Heavy eyed, Jarrat watched his partner sign off on the report and was still silent when he slid into the shotgun seat in the scarlet Rand Viper, their usual garage checkout. He let his eyes close to the familiar view as the car lifted away from the NARC airpark and angled north across Venice.

	He let down the empathic shields a little, enough for Stone to feel the fatigue, the light-headedness and slightly feverish sensation which always accompanied industrial-grade nano. Stone knew he was not asleep, but let him rest until the Rand fell into its space near the top of the driveway in Fairview and the jets whined into silence.

	The gullwings rose with a quiet hum. Jarrat forced open his eyes, seduced by the glitter of the sun on the blue-green gulf waters just beyond the battered picket fence marking the end of the garden. The tide was in, breaking not twenty meters from the oleanders — an ‘emperor tide’ this month, he remembered, with both of Darwin’s World’s two sizeable moons in alignment. The estuary would flood, the Fraser River  would ‘run backward,’ fast and deep, as far inland as Des Moines, and the brackish water under the old mangrove thickets would thresh with eels, come in to mate under the double full moons.

	“You ought to sleep,” Stone told him as Jarrat lifted himself out in the shade of the fruit trees and carefully stretched his back.

	“It’s not that kind of tired.” Jarrat turned his face to the sun. “I’d rather lie on the beach and let the world spin on without me. Sheal, for godsakes! It’s more of a pit than Sheckley … but not a minefield. I know Shibuya well enough to run its wild side long enough to get what we need. A few days, a week.” He watched Stone come around the long, blood-scarlet hood and slipped his good arm around his partner’s waist. Stone’s left arm dropped over his shoulders and Jarrat let himself be steered onto the back veranda.

	“Blackfire will keep.” Stone showed his face to the security system and stepped into the house just long enough to collect a rug and a six-pack of Snowbird Pale Ale.

	Jarrat summoned a tired smile and wandered the length of the garden. The gate opened with a creak of neglected hinges, and Stone tossed the rug down in the soft, sun-hot sand right outside it. He sprawled across the green and black tartan with all due caution, groaning as the heat began to saturate the arm and shoulder. The morning sun turned his closed eyelids to a vista of blood red while Stone sat beside him and popped a couple of beers. One landed, cold and hard, on his chest. “Thanks.” Jarrat chinked brown glass with him.

	“What’s the toast?” Stone wondered before he drank.

	“Leo Michiko,” Jarrat decided. “Hiro Santini. We’re going to come up owing him. Again.” The beer iced a tingling path from tongue to belly.

	He wedged the half-empty bottle into the sand by the rug and shrugged out of his shirt. He had settled again, forearm over his eyes while Stone’s hands mapped the contours of his chest. Jarrat could feel him hunting for focus, as if Stone’s mind were as wayward as his own had become lately. He would never be able to pick up on thoughts, and waited for Stone to find words.

	“I caught a lot of GlobalNet while Kip was working on you.” Stone paused to drink. “Sorenson’s war is making a bigger mess than any Angel war we ever fought.”

	And Stone was already sick and tired of watching the stories — Jarrat felt this clearly through the link they shared, a different kind of fatigue gnawing at Stone as he recognized a war NARC was never intended, designed or equipped to fight. He lifted his arm from his eyes and squinted up at him against the brightness of the sky. Stone drained the bottle and lounged beside him, exploring Jarrat’s bare torso one handed, head propped on the other palm while he ordered his thoughts with a visible effort.

	“Give us an Angel syndicate and we’ll take it to pieces,” he said at last. “But, this?” He gestured toward uptown Venice. “Angeliberty. We got lucky through Michiko. We’ll disperse them — this time. Give the bastards a few months, Kevin, and they’ll be back, stronger than before because they’ll know they have to be, since now we know what they’re planning.”

	“Hold a whole city to ransom, to force the colonial government to boycott the Sorenson Act.” Jarrat caught Stone’s restless hand, pressed it to his chest to keep it still. “It was predictable, Stoney. Unless Sorenson’s utterly brain dead, he’d have to know something like this was on the horizon. If the syndicates didn’t pull this stunt, some rogue Angel rights group would. There’s a good reason terrorist tactics pop up so often. Read your own history. They’re bloody effective.”

	“If we could be sure it was only the threat,” Stone mused, “you’d have to say they got the result they wanted — beat Bram Sorenson! — cheaply, without firing a shot.” He frowned down at Jarrat. “The smart question is, can they frighten a government enough to achieve the boycott without making an example of some city?”

	“Some city?” Jarrat echoed. “You know which it’ll be! It can only be Venice. Christ, Stoney, we’re sitting at ground zero. There’s only Leo Michiko’s weird-ass code of honor between us and Angeliberty. And,” he added, swiping up the cold, dewy bottle, “that trick’ll only work once. Next time?” He shook his head and finished the Snowbird in one pull. “You can expect every colonial government, Tac, NARC, to get the message. Venice,” he added bitterly, “is going to get dumped on from a great height. Unless —”

	“Harry Del finished up on schedule,” Stone said hoarsely. “Harry needs to know what goes on here. He needs to feed Cassius Brand enough intel to let the funding come down like a flood. The work has to be finished while there’s still a chance to beat the Sorenson Act with the Angel blocker.”

	Jarrat had been thinking the same thing. “Dupre might not like widening the security cordon to include Harry and Brand.”

	“If he doesn’t,” Stone said in a hard, brittle tone Jarrat had seldom heard before, “I will.” He looked down at Jarrat with dark, stormy eyes, and the tide of emotion behind them drove the breath out of Jarrat’s chest. “Yeah, me,” Stone repeated, “personally: deliberate breach of security, worth twenty years in maximum security. If I get caught.”

	“We,” Jarrat corrected quietly. “You do what you have to. How many times have we broken the rules, to get where we had to be? Even this.” He pulled Stone’s head down to a deep, searching kiss. “Just that alone breaks so many non-fraternization regulations, ten senior officers in Chicago would prefer to jettison us. Only R&D gave us back the command warrants, so long as we fly with a company agent reporting over our heads. We’re still lab rats, and just lucky it’s Scott.”

	Too restless to settle now, he got his feet under him. Snatching up his shirt and the empties, he headed for the house, keenly aware of Stone a few paces behind him until the mesh screen rasped shut to keep out the tropical insects that swarmed across Fairview, in the vicinity of the river estuary.

	He came to rest in the middle of the living room where NARC had installed Harry’s secure computers. When Stone’s arms went about him, he leaned back into the broader, stronger body. “So we tell Harry what he needs to know … time’s getting tight, we don’t have a lot left,” Stone said against his ear. “I’d trust Harry Del with my life, and yours, much less our liberty. And as for Cass Brand — Governor Brand! — at his level of political privilege, he has the security clearance to be privy to everything Dupre knows.”

	So only the calculated leakage of intel to Harry Del was the issue. Harry would never divulge his source. Brand could be counted on to release whatever flood of funding the work needed, Jarrat thought, to beat the clock. Beat Angeliberty at this dirty game before the fallout from Bram Sorenson’s crusade hit the city of Venice so hard, it might be unrecognizable in the aftermath. For himself, he considered the risks minimal, the potential reward immense. And the price for failure? Jarrat glared at that apparition for as long as it deserved and discarded it.

	“You ought to sleep,” Stone chided. “It’s the best way to get through the live nano. At least lie down. I promised Kip I’d make you rest.”

	“Make me —?” Jarrat echoed.

	“Persuade you,” Stone allowed.

	“Bribe me,” Jarrat suggested.

	“With what?” Stone waggled a lecherous brow.

	For the first time in what seemed at least a century, Jarrat laughed. “Lie down with me, I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

	The bedroom was on the south side of the house, dim, companionable, cool as the AI kicked in the a/c to compensate for the noon heat. Jarrat had only to stand at the bedside, let Stone undress him as if it were a game. The mattress dipped under their combined weight and Jarrat ouched as the arm protested, but Stone was in no urgent mood. Lazy kisses, long, easy caresses, and he said,

	“Sorenson wasn’t the only story on GlobalNet.” He teased Jarrat’s lobe with careful teeth. “They’ve named the new behemoth sleeper ship. Jagreth Pioneer.”

	In fact, Jarrat had heard the news days before, along with the rest of Darwin’s World. “I didn’t think you were so interested.” His fingers combed through Stone’s dark hair, massaging his scalp.

	“Anything’s preferable to Sorenson.” Stone tipped back his head with a groan of pleasure. “They’re opening a branch office here soon. The Jagreth Pioneer Company, Inc., promoting the Weimann Drive as if it’s the great game-changer. Maybe it is. The company’s registered back on Mars, licensed to trade across the colonies —”

	“Trade?” Jarrat mused. “So, what’s a berth on a colony sleeper ship cost these days? Petrov would know.”

	But Stone answered with a one-shouldered shrug as he made his way down Jarrat’s body. “I didn’t look into it. But I admit, for about a minute while the Sorenson shindig was still cutting like a razor-wire truss, I … thought about it.”

	Jarrat lifted his head off the pillow to look down at him, while Stone contemplated the hopeful erection he had inspired. Coherent thought was growing more difficult but he murmured, “Thought about —?”

	“Getting the hell out,” Stone said, soft-harsh, as if it were a painful confession, “while we’re both still alive. Tartarus, Sorenson … both are whole new wars. Political, legal. It’s all about celestial territories, freespacer claims, government acts, ‘civil disobedience.’ Dupre trying to hammer out what constitutes mutiny among the descant troops, a cast-iron bastard like Pete Stacy so shit-scared he turned gray — the two of us contemplating twenty bloody years in the cage,  if we breach security to brief Harry and something, anything, goes pear-shaped.” His eyes were very dark as he got his elbows under him to frown at Jarrat. “This isn’t any war we signed on to fight, or trained for, Kevin. If it’s winnable, it’s people like Cassius Brand, Harry Del, Leo Michiko, who’ll find the answers. The truth? This ain’t NARC’s war anymore. The only element that connects us is the common denominator. Angel.”

	He was right, yet Jarrat felt the powerful sense of reluctance in Stone, and in himself, to walk away from the conflict. As if their resignation at this time would be an act of dishonor. He traced the lines and planes of Stone’s face, the shape of his mouth. “We’re not done yet. There’s time.”

	Harry, the Angel blocker, squib-grade upstarts like Blackfire to swat while politicians and corporate lawyers brawled over the details. And Angeliberty, Jarrat thought, curdling in the shadows, just beyond sight, smoking with the malice that bound NARC crews to the duty many had begun to question.

	With a smothered curse he caught Stone with his good arm, dragged him into an embrace that tested his ribs. “There’s time,” Stone growled as he settled against Jarrat’s right side and put his hands to work. “There just isn’t much left.”

	Coherent thought dissolved between Jarrat’s neurons and synapses as Stone worked a kind of alchemy on him. Yesterday dissolved, tomorrow seemed too elusive even to imagine while here, now, the reality of Stone’s hands and mouth anchored him into the moment. Jarrat surrendered readily and with gratitude. Stone left no part of him unexplored, no fleeting desire unanswered, until Jarrat was utterly spent, a little sore, entirely content.

	But when he slept at last his dreams were murky, chaotic. Kip Reardon would have assured him such dreams were simply the result of active nano in his system. Jarrat was far from sure.

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	Biannual physical and psyche evaluation was an occupational hazard Stone had accepted over a decade before. Even Tactical insisted on it, though the standards they demanded were not so difficult to meet, the tests not so rigorous. NARC had always set the bar higher, and Stone was sure they kept raising it.

	He and Jarrat had spent four days in Kip Reardon’s antiseptic territory and their patience was long expired. The results of every conceivable test, plus a batch of fresh analyses Stone had never even heard of, dawdled through Reardon’s displays as Jarrat endured the last scans. Reardon was merely confirming that his left arm had healed to specifications, the muscle tissue properly restored.

	Stone could have told him, it was. Jarrat played racquetball right- and left-handed, almost impartially. His left-hand work was as strong as it had ever been, good enough to take Stone, three out of five games, before they hit the sauna. Only Stone knew how the shoulder and elbow ached. Jarrat made no mention of it to Reardon, just as he tuned the persistent growl out of his mind like so many other bio-repairs.

	The tests were a formality and Kevin endured with what resignation he could muster. Annoyance simmered not far below the surface, but only Stone registered it. Reardon remained oblivious. Stone loitered on the edge of the wide triage area, a mug in either hand, waiting for the surgeon to finish. When Jarrat had shrugged back into his shirt, he passed across coffee that had gone cold.

	“You’ll do,” Reardon informed him, skimming fields of text which might have been hieroglyphics. “You’re not too far under par.”

	“What do you mean, not too far?” Stone demanded. 

	The surgeon called up an earlier dataset, stabbed a sharp finger into it here and there. “Your reaction times are a fraction slow. Both of you.” He looked up at them over the cluttered desk. “You’ve been sitting on your duffs here at Central too long. We all have. You’ve been too long off assignment. Still, you’re only a whisker slow. The adrenalin rush will make up for it, in the field.”

	One word to Dupre, Stone knew, and they would be assigned to retraining. He groaned eloquently and gave Jarrat a disgusted look. “Two bloody weeks of wading through other agents’ mission reports, and the man says we’re getting slow.”

	“The man’s probably right,” Jarrat said acidly. He was lean and hard after many hours in the gym and on the firing range, sharp-eyed as a lame old wolf after kickboxing with the best from Blue and Gold Raven; but exercise, VR simulation and competition were not the same as field work.

	It could never be the same, Stone thought, until a real, live enemy was actually trying to kill you. The knowledge of one’s mortality, the imminent threat of hazard, injury, death, honed the blade to an unnatural keenness. Downtime dulled its edge again. Computer testing measured the responses of brain and muscle fibers, and the numbers did not lie. Retraining loomed before any agent who spent too long out of the game.

	“I’m going to run,” Jarrat announced.

	“Where to?” Stone’s own body needed the release of physical exertion.

	“Over the saddleback, down to the creek, back by the fire trail. If I’m free to go,” he added with a challenging look at Reardon.

	“Scram,” Reardon invited. “I’m just closing your files. Dupre’ll see them, soon as he hits the desk.” He gave the younger men a curious look. “Scuttlebutt says Scott Auel’s aboard. A couple of Blue Ravens were in here yesterday, broken ribs, some training accident. I heard it from them — Scott’s riding with us.” He lifted a brow at them. “No joke?”

	“Nope,” Stone finished the dishwater coffee and dumped the mug. “Central’s letting us fly, but not solo.”

	“You took Scimitar solo,” Reardon said shrewdly.

	Jarrat was halfway to the door. “Tell that to General Sebastian Gaunt.”

	“I did.” Reardon gestured at the machines. “The whole medical report, psyche and all, ran through my office on its way to his. I signed off on you: competent to serve without oversight. So did Dupre.”

	A twist of anger uncoiled through Stone, his own or Jarrat’s, more than likely both. “Thanks. But apparently it’s not good enough for the fogies in Chicago. Still, Scott Auel’s good. It won’t be a problem, Kip, unless we make it one. You want to play poker, later? Gil and Joe have a game going. We thought we’d sit in, lose a few bucks.”

	“Be a pleasure.” Reardon looked up over the screen, where he had just closed the last document. “Gives me an excuse to get away from my research. Not that the work isn’t fascinating as all get out, you understand, but —”

	The base AI intruded with a calm, androgynous voice and lousy timing. “Captain Stone, Captain Jarrat, Captain Auel, please report to Colonel Dupre’s office at once.”

	It was Jarrat’s turn to groan. “So much for taking a run to blow off steam.”

	But Stone’s gut had just clenched. “The only time we get the royal summons instead of a memo is when something’s cooking.” He gave Reardon a wry look. “You might want to pack your research gear and send it up.” 

	“I’ll do that,” Reardon said darkly. On the edge of Stone’s hearing as he and Jarrat stepped out, the surgeon murmured, “Anywhere but Tartarus.”

	The same thought fluttered through Stone’s mind, but with the Huntress on station at Montserrat, dark enough to be invisible, and still no decision from Earth’s High Court, his mind turned to Sheal. He toyed with the concept of the upstart Blackfire as he and Jarrat took the lift up to Dupre’s level. Auel was on his way down from the airpark and they met a few meters short of Dupre’s door. This time it was closed, which was unusual at this hour. Stone touched the comm.

	“You wanted us here, Colonel —?”

	Dupre released the door at once and Stone gave Jarrat a curious look as it closed, locked behind them. The look on Dupre’s face sent up a flurry of warning flags and Stone’s eyes went to the displays behind the desk. Jarrat and Auel had seen the same flashing red tags peppering the datastream. Stone felt the kick of his partner’s adrenalin and waited. The colonel gestured at the screens and was on his way to the ’Chef for coffee when he said simply,

	“Help yourselves.”

	The information was brief enough to fill only a corner of one screen, but so difficult to assimilate, Stone had read it four times before Jarrat said, “She’s been off the air over twenty hours? That’s way too long a silence to be down to any routine hardware problem.”

	The Huntress had stopped transmitting. Her telemetry simply quit, and Stone’s eyes raced over the summary of her final highband output. “They were tracking a big ship, something like an orehauler, maybe twice the size of the carrier. Geocannons on the monster, each one the size of a town, according to this. Gene had put two gunships in the air, for close defense, just in case. And then …”

	“Then an EM blast overrode her comm,” Jarrat read, “and it never came back up. She just dropped out.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed, glanced first at Stone and then at Dupre. “This is all we know?”

	“You now know as much as I do.” Dupre took his coffee to the leather couch under the antique clock and settled on the edge, elbows on his knees. He rolled the mug between his palms, frowning up at the younger men. “We speculated at first, it could be a solar flare. Tartarus has a hot, violent, nasty star. But they’d be back on the air by now, if there were any natural cause, even if Gene had to send a gunship right out of the system to punch a tachyon signal through, or even tap into the last node in the data network.  Ten hours of silence, maximum, before we start to look for alternative reasons.”

	“Hardware failure,” Auel said quietly.

	“They’d fix it. You lose the highband, your techs are all over it, fast.” Jarrat shared a mute conference with Stone.

	Stone nodded. “Five, six hours, they’d have tachyon highband back up and running. We carry enough spare components to rebuild the whole array from scratch. That’s not it, Colonel.”

	“They’re not transmitting,” Jarrat said slowly, deliberately, “because they can’t. Whatever it is, it’s so major, they can’t transmit.” He rubbed his palms together, poised on the balls of his feet, and Stone felt the race of his pulse. “Colonel, did the whole system stop transmitting? Can we eavesdrop on Montserrat’s telemetry feed, out of the system?”

	“Only by tapping into the deep space data conduit,” Dupre said carefully. “Technically it’s a felony, but we did it anyway, four hours ago. Let’s say I was equally curious and the occasion warranted the risk.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “Montserrat is still transmitting. We haven’t broken their company code yet; frankly, I don’t expect to. It relies on keys unavailable outside Montserrat’s AIs, one in Tartarus, the other in the Jupiter sub-system, which is a twelve-week round-trip by Starfleet courier. Three weeks at bare minimum to get a ship from here to Tartarus. If Cantrell and Petrov are in real trouble, they might not have that kind of time.”

	“So,” Stone mused, “the transmission failure isn’t system-wide. It’s just the Huntress that’s gone dark. If they could call home, they would … therefore, the safe assumption is, they can’t.”

	“That’s my assessment,” Dupre agreed. “And I have the proverbial bad feeling. We need a fast ship out there, best speed.” His voice was low, his words measured.  “The Avenger is on her shakedown, halfway to Sheal by now. She’ll settle Kai Levinson’s problem soon enough. The Athena is at the top of the duty roster, the only unassigned carrier … and I don’t know that I’d put a lesser ship into Tartarus, no matter the reason. Also, a Starfleet courier might be faster but it doesn’t have the range to make Montserrat in one haul, so the carrier is still the fastest way I know to put an investigating crew into that system.” He looked up at Stone and Jarrat, glanced sidelong at Auel. “Recall your people, ship out, soonest feasible.” His brows rose, creasing his forehead deeply. “I regret, I’ve no further data for you.

	“I’ve already sent every byte the Huntress transmitted to the Athena’s AI, plus the entire data package from Noel LeFevre. It’s a long haul to Montserrat, you’ll have plenty of time to take it to pieces en route. Have your descant troops study the system, model it.” He stood, offered them a salute with the mug. “Remember, the intel we’re seeing today is over four weeks old. The deep space data conduit will never have the speed of a ship. This information will be around eight weeks old by the time you reach Montserrat. Whatever the Huntress’s problem is, or ever was, it’ll be old, cold news long before you’re in any position to offer aid.”

	“Damn.” Jarrat drew one hand back through his hair, massaged the back of his neck as he chewed through scenario after scenario. “If Gene had major tech problems, asking an industrialist the size of Montserrat for aid wouldn’t be inappropriate. Did NARC get any message direct from company administration, even its AI, acknowledging an assist?”

	But Dupre made negative noises. “Montserrat was never made privy to NARC’s presence insystem. The operation was so dark, it was wrangled with the knowledge of only Tactical’s most senior officers. A handful of people know the Huntress is there … apparently Noel LeFevre is reluctant to fully trust some of his own people, much less those highly placed in the company. Information is always worth cash, so caution is wise.

	“At this time we’ve received nothing whatsoever from Montserrat. If they’d rendered assistance to a NARC vessel, they’d inform us — God know, they’d bill us! Naturally, we’ll continue to monitor comm out of Tartarus in the weeks ahead, but you’ll be making best speed. Drop out to synchronize data at each node in the deep space data conduit, and you may very soon know more than we do. If the Huntress comes back online and calls home with reasonable explanations, by all means return to Darwin’s.”

	The bleak lines of his face told Stone he harbored no such expectation. “Speculation, Colonel?”

	“I’m … not about to guess,” Dupre said evasively. “Bring out the data, Stone, Jarrat. Bring out the Huntress. If at all possible, do not let Montserrat know you’re insystem. It’s far from impossible Gene might have fallen back on their resources, in which case, the situation will be yours to judge. For the most part, LeFevre does seem to trust Montserrat, though he points up a few rotten apples in their barrel. No company is completely free of them. Liaise with him. I’ve no doubt he’ll know a great deal about the state of play, since he had an open line to the Huntress until … whatever.

	“I’ve no need to underscore that this is not a routine assignment.” Dupre frowned into his mug. “I still have no authority whatsoever to assign you to Basilisk, even if we were sure NARC can physically operate in the Tartarus system, which remains very much in doubt. Add your own intel to the Huntress’s, give your descant troops a close-up look at the problem. Establish contact with Captains Cantrell and Petrov.”

	“And then …?” Jarrat pressed.

	The colonel’s face might have been a mask, without expression. “I don’t know, Jarrat. As I said, bring out what data you can get and, if at all feasible, the Huntress. Brief me when you can.”

	Stone felt an odd double-thump from his heart. “Suddenly we have a lot to do.” He fished the comset from his breast pocket, hooked it over his right ear and tapped it alive. “7.1 to Athena Ops.”

	“Get back aboard, Scott,” Jarrat was saying quietly as Stone waited for Gable. “We’ll pack fast and follow you up.” He had worked a combug into his left ear and clicked into the loop in time to hear Curt Gable respond.

	Cancel all furloughs and exercises, recall the crew, replenish stores and armory, pre-flight the drives, plot a navigation solution for Tartarus. Stone felt himself drop back into the old routines, so familiar, one level of his mind was already running the Huntress’s final data while he brought Gable halfway into the loop and started the carrier’s departure clock.

	As he spoke, Jarrat was busy with Helen Archer and Karl Budweisser. Scott Auel had already left, returning directly to the airpark and calling ahead to the standby pilot, Tina Chen. She was still waiting in an Apogee while techs loaded some light, delicate freight for the carrier. Auel had settled in on the ship; everything he cared to carry with him was already aboard.

	The house in Fairview had become a convenient clutter of possessions and memories. They were, Stone knew, getting far too comfortable. For the first time since he had walked out of his parents’ house, he owned too much to be jammed into three or four duffels and slung into the back of a cab.

	Mistake, he told himself as he and Jarrat took the Viper back out to Fairview and hurried through the chore of packing. What they could not carry, they slid into the closet and Jarrat left a message with the house AI. If they did not return before the lease expired, NARC Personnel should transfer all items into storage. In the event they never returned at all, Stone’s belongings would be shipped to his family on Earth, and his own dispersed among local charities.

	The process should have been routine, impersonal, but Stone felt the unmistakable threads of resentment, even anger. He said nothing, but watched Jarrat stalk around house and garden as they waited for the ride up to the dock. Leaving was growing more difficult, and the truth snapped at Stone’s heels. If Dupre had tried to hand them the Basilisk assignment, they and the Ravens would have subjected the data to long, hard scrutiny, and the chance of the Athena deploying there was small. Only the question of the Huntress took them to Tartarus. A large part of Stone hoped she would simply come back on the air, Cantrell transmitting answers to questions Stone was not yet sure how to frame.

	The house locked behind them as the lighter dropped in on the driveway. They made desultory conversation with Chen, but Stone’s mind had already vaulted on to carrier business, and the oddest assignment he could imagine. Petabytes of information awaited them, but as Dupre had said, the three week haul out to the frontier gave them, and Cronin’s people, an abundance of time to digest it.

	Ops was at half-throttle. Gable waited for them with undrinkable coffee and a workstation on standby. From the look on his face, he had seen Dupre’s package. Helen Archer, Evelyn Lang, Tanya Reynolds and Jack Oguri stood shoulder to shoulder by the AutoChef, absorbing the raw navigation data. The carrier pilot and three out of the four gunship pilots mirrored each other’s thunderous expressions.

	Stone stepped closer to Jarrat and dropped his voice. “I’m looking at some damned unhappy campers.”

	“Surprise.” Jarrat glanced sidelong at him. “You know well enough how I feel about Tartarus. If it wasn’t a NARC crew missing in there, I’d be telling Dupre to pass this one along, request an Army ship, even Starfleet, something with the political or military hammer to push their noses in, demand answers.”

	Before he finished they were within earshot of Archer’s group, and Eve Lang gave them a hard look. “Like we don’t push our noses in and make demands?”

	Stone took a long deep breath. “How much do you know, people?”

	“Almost nada,” Reynolds said tersely. “Not much more than destination. We’re going to Montserrat? We thought the Huntress had taken Tartarus.”

	“You mean, we thought we were off the fucking hook,” Oguri muttered. “It turned into somebody else’s problem, so we all breathed a sigh of relief.”

	It was only the truth, but Reynolds gave him a sharp jab with one elbow. “You don’t need to make it sound like we’re a gutless rat pack.”

	“One thing about rats,” Colonel Helen Archer said thoughtfully. “They’re absolute masters in the art of self preservation, and it’s difficult to fault any creature for defending itself.” She turned a curious frown on Jarrat and Stone. “Suddenly we’re going to Tartarus. It’s far too early for the Huntress to be home. So …?”

	“Briefing,” Jarrat said simply, “three hours. All of you, and the senior descant troops, plus Budweisser and Reardon, if he’s aboard by then. If he’s still groundside, he can conference from Central.”

	All trace of banter vanished. Lang’s voice carried a knife’s edge. “Something went bad.”

	“We don’t know,” Stone told her honestly. “Like he said — briefing. You’re welcome to know everything we do, which isn’t much.”

	“Hustle,” Jarrat exhorted. “We shove off, earliest possible. Twenty hours, if we can manage it. Curt?”

	Gable had been listening while he monitored the ship’s busy comm loop. “We might manage eighteen. We’re waiting to take on crew and an armory load. Engine deck reports all reactors and both drives on standby. No technical issues I know about. As soon as we’re at full complement and loaded, we can be gone on your word. Not,” he added wryly, “that the thought of driving as hard as we can straight to hell particularly thrills me.”

	“Good enough.” Stone marked the time. “Call that briefing, Curt. Get everybody in who can make it. Are Gil and Joe aboard?”

	“They will be in an hour.” Gable paused to listen to his combug. “Let me get back to you, guys. Green and Red Raven gunships are on the ramps, just routine maintenance, but if Budweisser needs hardware shipped up, he’ll have to jump now.” He gave the senor officers an apologetic glance. “Sorry, but I don’t ever recall shoving off in such an ass-burner of a hurry.”

	“Neither,” Jarrat said quietly, “do I. Not here, nor on any Army carrier.” He gave Stone a speculative look.

	Stone shook his head. “Like he said, folks — hustle.”

	Gil Cronin wore a face like granite as he, Ramos and their counterparts from the other descant units examined the unholy jumble of the Montserrat Lode, plotted in the threedee vidgrid over the conference table. He was shaking his head slowly, and Jarrat had expected no more. Serving with the Army, they had all seen pocket-sized versions of Tartarus, where troops were expected to fight among rad-scorched planetoids, asteroid rubble, tangled magnetic fields. Smugglers, mercenaries, arms runners, preferred such locations, but in all Jarrat’s experience he had never seen such chaos on the vast scale of Montserrat, with a civilian population scattered across its face. Two hundred million potential casualties. Or, he thought sourly, one hell of a human shield.

	Before Cronin could protest, Jarrat said levelly, “We’re not on assignment there any more than the Huntress was. You all watch GlobalNet, same as we do. Right up to the last news I saw, Earth’s High Court was still a mass of jabbering corporate and government attorneys. They’re months from hammering their way to any decision regarding Montserrat … though,” he added, “you know what it has to be, in the end.”

	“So Dupre decided to meet Tactical Colonel Noel LeFevre halfway,” Stone added, “and at least get in there, gather the kind of data Tac can’t possibly supply.” He gestured at the system plot. “This, specifically.”

	“You mean, strategic info coverin’ this shitpit as a possible field of battle, not syndicate intel,” Cronin rasped. “Enough to figure out how to fight our kind of action in there.” He shook his head again, slowly, deliberately. “I gotta tell you, me and the boys already looked at Tartarus, backwards and sideways.” He pinned Stone with a hard-eyed glare. “You don’t wanna go there.”

	Jarrat accorded him a frown. “Where’d you guys come by enough system data to make the call?”

	Clearing her throat, Helen Archer leaned forward over the table. “Colonel LeFevre’s feed carried a considerable amount of information pertaining to navigation, planetary science, astronomy. This part of the datastream has nothing whatsoever to do with the syndicate, the company, the Angel trouble, Tactical — or NARC. It’s purely technical. We could have pulled it out of the archives at University of Aurora, Thule … if we’d wanted to wait several weeks for the download. I have the clearance to access Colonel Dupre’s AI, and no reason not to make certain information available to colleagues.” She glanced at Lang, Reynolds, Jack Oguri and Todd Pryor, the Green Raven gunship pilot. “The trickle-down from there to the descant squad leaders was inevitable; none of us saw an issue with sharing public domain data.” She lifted a brow at Jarrat, challenging.

	“There is no problem,” Jarrat assured them. “Just curious … and to put your minds at rest, this is not the Basilisk assignment. Meaning, we shouldn’t be trying to fight in that system. The Huntress herself isn’t there on formal assignment.” He looked sidelong at Stone, and Stone released the summary.

	Brusque, terse, the information was so simple, it was almost incomprehensible. Almost twenty-five hours had passed since her final transmission, though the Montserrat Lode, Incorporated continued to transmit. Jarrat listened to the soft curses around the table as they read. Cronin, Ramos and Lang shared glances before the summary passed to the Huntress’s final transmission, which narrowed the problem to the carrier herself

	“She wasn’t there to fight.” Cronin sat back, looking up at the captains as Scott Auel stepped back into the shadows, deliberately playing no part in the briefing, through he saw and heard everything. “Then, what d’you wanna call that?” Blue Raven 6 stabbed a large, blunt finger into the statistics detailing the behemoth the Huntress had been tracking at the moment she went offline.

	“Orehauler,” Eve Lang said quietly. “Something this big, in a system like Montserrat — an industrial drone.  AI pilot, minding its own business, doing its own job. It should have been aware of the Huntress as a body in space, just a navigation hazard, not a political or legal object. But she’s certainly not a warship, if that’s what you’re thinking, Gil. The Army wouldn’t have anything this big out there without shipping orders from high up. To put a ship this size into a civilian system, they’d be have to be answering a distress call of some kind.” She gestured at the datastream. “We’d have it, same as Starfleet and government. There’s no such call.”

	“Yet there is a ship this size right there,” Archer added. “So it has to be an orehauler. A military leviathan wouldn’t be in civilian hands.” She scrolled back through the datastream, searching for anything to even hint that Montserrat might have asked for Starfleet or Army intervention. “What do we know, Captains?”

	“We don’t actually know much at all,” Stone sighed. “The newest data we have is over four weeks old. It’s not impossible Montserrat recently invoked Starfleet, and some ship on the frontier answered their call … but the profile of this monster still looks more like an orehauler. The sheer size of it’s way beyond anything Starfleet operates.”

	“Or the Army,” Jarrat added. “Or us. The only ship I know of this size is the Osaka.” The monstrous Fleet tender.

	“Signal distortion?” Archer suggested slowly.

	“Damn.” Lang, Reynolds and Oguri shared annoyed glances, and Reynolds leaned closer to the display. “Hard to tell. It’s possible.”

	“Meanin’, she maybe only looks like a monster,” Cronin mused. “Big ship, bad signal bounce off some weird-ass energy field … she comes up lookin’ twice the size.”

	“We’re still lookin’ at an oversize hull,” Ramos reasoned. “An orehauler the size of a carrier’s gonna pack a shitload more mass. We’re mostly empty compartments, designed for crew spaces. If she’s an orehauler, she’ll be armored to bust planetoids, even before you get to payload.”

	Stone went back over the hazy, unspecific data, so broken up, the Huntress might have been butting through an electromagnetic storm.  Tartarus offered plenty of those. “If this giant were any Starfleet or Army vessel, she’d have assisted the Huntress. Gene Cantrell would be back on the air by now, even if he had to use Starfleet to relay his transmission.” He stood back, arms folded on his chest. “He hasn’t. I don’t say it’s impossible this thing he was tracking is a legit military vessel, but whatever became of the Huntress, she’s —”

	“Buried under a steamin’ pile,” Joe Ramos said succinctly. “All right, we go find out. Pull her out. If we can.” His mouth compressed in an expression of disgust. “That freakin’ ship’s been jinxed since day one.”

	“Superstition,” Archer argued.

	“Call it anyhow you like, Colonel. Facts don’t lie.” Ramos shared a grave look with Cronin. “We oughtta be in the VR lab. We need to know their swamp like our own backyard before we wade in there.”

	“Oh, yeah,” Cronin said sourly. He gave Jarrat and Stone a hard look. “I’m not likin’ any part of this, but we’ll see what we can do.”

	“Take your time,” Stone told him. “Three weeks in transit gives us as long to prepare as if this was a major syndicate bust. With any luck, it’s just a towing job.” He looked down at Evelyn Lang with a crooked smile. “Say, the Huntress and this monster orehauler both got zapped by the same solar flare. The carrier’s drifting dead in space, scrambling to hold it together.”

	“Now you’re speculating,” Archer mused.

	“Speculation’s all we have,” Jarrat said in bitter tones. “Right now, I’ll take intelligent guesses over nothing at all.”

	“So, here’s one for you.” Cronin considered the system plot as if it were a mortal enemy. “Two big ships in close proximity. Major solar flare — there’s your EM pulse, it knocks the Huntress offline. It’d also knock the orehauler’s tiny little brain into the middle of next year. So, gimme the odds on collision.” He looked along at Archer, a Starfleet veteran who could run the numbers in her head.

	“Far from insignificant,” she said darkly.

	“I’ve said it before,” Cronin muttered, “there’s two hundred ways to go to hell in that system without the syndicate even knowin’ we’re there.”

	In fact, Jarrat had said almost the same thing and he could only agree with Cronin now. “Get in the lab, model it, Gil,” he challenged. “We’ll be dropping out to synch data at every comm node in the data conduit. You might get more to work with as we go. Plug it all in, see what’s doable. And what’s not,” he added quietly. “You know us too well to believe we’ll ask the impossible, much less order it.”

	As one, Cronin and Ramos shoved back their chairs. “That,” Ramos growled, “is the reason we’re still here.” He gave Jarrat a look heavy with meaning. He did not have to mention the descant units from the NARC-Diana. Jarrat heard the words as if they had been spoken aloud. Dupre was still in conference with NARC Legal, trying to thrash out where the line lay between mass resignation and mutiny. No service in recent times had ever suffered a mutiny, and Jarrat was certain the honor of the department would inspire the tribunal to find in favor of the Diana’s Dragons.

	The Diana was hauling swiftly back to Darwin’s, since a carrier was barely functional without its descant units. And knowing this, Jarrat thought, gave men like Cronin, Ramos and the other squad leaders a hint of the power resting in their hands. At this moment, NARC ships operated on a basis of mutual trust. Captains were as acutely aware of this as the descant troops.

	Stone stepped into the brightest of the lights, palms flat on the table, leaning closer to the vidgrid to study the Tartarus system. “You want the bald truth?” His eyes focused through the display on Cronin, Ramos, Reynolds, the silent, wary Jon Semler, face by face. “There isn’t one person in this room who hasn’t thought about quitting since Bram Sorenson’s war started to roll.”

	“You and Cap Jarrat —?” Tanya Reynolds hazarded.

	“Have been so close to it,” Stone assured her, “Bill Dupre was actually surprised to see our smiling faces show up back in his office. It all comes down to the one bottom line. If we all walk away, NARC will fold up like a house of cards. Senator Bram Sorenson will have won. He’ll have licked us without firing a shot. And if we do walk away, General Gaunt’s personnel officers, under orders from civilian oversight — meaning Sorenson and his crony, Charles Steinberg — are perfectly capable of hiring yes-men to replace all of us, right up to Dupre himself. In which case —”

	“All bets,” Jarrat finished, “would be off. Christ knows who or what the next carrier crews will be. NARC can turn into a political weapon like that.” He snapped his fingers. “The only way to make sure this thing gets done right is to stay put. You want a job done, you do it yourself.” He frowned among the descant troops and pilots. “Trust cuts both ways, Gil.”

	“You got that right,” Cronin agreed, deeply thoughtful, mulling over everything he knew, on so many more levels than the imminent action. He lifted a brow at Stone. “Share data, boss. Give us what you get, we’ll model it, run it. Maybe Cap Cantrell went in there under-prepared. They bit off more than they could chew — the smart money says it’d be Tartarus that jumped up and bit ’em, not Basilisk. It’s another syndicate, industrial and dirty, but nothin’ we ain’t beat before.”

	“Gene wasn’t even supposed to engage them,” Stone allowed. “And yes, you have one hundred percent data access. Kevin?”

	“Of course.” Jarrat glanced along the table at the Executive Officer, who had seen the download hours ago, and had no more to add, nor to ask. “How’s our launch clock looking, Curt?”

	“Twelve hours,” Gable said without hesitation. “We’re just waiting on Doctor Reardon, plus a bunch of freight. Hardware, Bud’s requisition. Engineer?”

	At the end of the table, Karl Budweisser rolled his chair out and stood. “I’ve sent for a whole new tachyon highband module, plus a basic AI core, which I can pre-load with a clone of our own, including the full data load. I’m making a few professional guesses here. If the Huntress got herself fried like an egg, she might not have enough spare bits and pieces to get back online without requesting help from Montserrat … and when you remember the small fact she’s not even supposed to be insystem at all, that could cause Cap Cantrell all kinds of grief.”

	“No legit colonial administration, not even an industrialist, would deny NARC its cooperation,” Lang began.

	“Montserrat might,” Archer said musingly, “if they’re adamant that Tartarus lies in freespace. If they’re absolutely committed to their freespacer status, they could impound the carrier.”

	“They could — what?”  Oguri demanded.

	“Impound,” Reynolds echoed. “Shit, I’d give the bastards a stand-up fight.”

	“Which brings you right back to fightin’ in Tartarus,” Cronin said sourly, “even though you ain’t up against a syndicate. Worse, you could be up against a corporate fleet.” He looked across at Jarrat, Ramos and Lang, all Army and Military Airlift veterans. “We’ve all been there. And there’s times when the best thing you can do is show the buggers a clean pair o’ heels on your way out.”

	“Discretion sometimes being the better part of valor,” Archer said thoughtfully. “Have you ever run from a fight, Sergeant?”

	Cronin angled a glance with Ramos, who gave a minute shake of his head. “Gotta be a first time for everythin’,” Ramos said philosophically. “We were all virgins once. Nobody said you gotta like makin’ a run for it, but … Gil?”

	“Christ,” Gable whispered, as if the speculation had not occurred to him. “If they impounded the Huntress, what’s to stop the bastards trying the same thing with us?”

	“Oh, they can try,” Stone said darkly.

	“If Montserrat’s gone rogue,” Archer warned, “if they’re determined to subtract themselves from the colonies and fly solo, they will try. And I’m very much afraid I agree with Gil and Joe and their people. We don’t want to be fighting in that mess. Not gunships. Not the carrier.”

	They were right, and both Jarrat and Stone knew it as well as anyone at this table. “So we sneak,” Jarrat said reasonably.

	“The Huntress,” Reynolds muttered, “was supposed to be sneaking. Running so dark, she was invisible.”

	“She’s also goddamn’ jinxed,” Ramos repeated. He held up both hands as if he were at gunpoint. “All right, I’m superstitious. I’m allowed, it ain’t illegal.” He stepped away. “Gil, I’m gonna hit the lab, get started.”

	“Yeah,” Cronin agreed. “I think you’re right.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a glance, wondering if there was any more.

	But Jarrat waved them off. “Open access, unrestricted data sharing. You get access problems, guys, call Ops.”

	More than anything as the briefing broke up, he wished he could share the one piece of data that would have changed the tenor of the whole situation. Harry Del would be finalizing his research very soon. He might have done it by now. The solution to Bram Sorenson’s challenge might even now be processing through millions of permutations, in VR testing. Janine Cruz could already be inert in cryogen, only waiting to be the first. The Angel blocker offered the key to peace across the colonies, but Jarrat did not dare speak a syllable about it.

	As the group filed out he and Stone drew together at the AutoChef in the far corner of Carrier Operations. He dropped his voice to a scant murmur, under the range of audio monitoring. “You did message Harry…?”

	“Six days ago.” Stone took a booze-free mojito. “Top-level encryption, via Kip Reardon’s access. He and Harry have been sharing data for so long, one more message squirted into the transmission stream won’t show up without a deep analysis — who’s going to request that? Kip, you, me?”

	“Not us, and Kip shouldn’t even notice. Even if he did, and saw the content, he’s hardly likely to disagree with it, or with the decision to brief Harry.” Jarrat looked at his chrono. “Twelve hours, we’re gone.” He paused, half-drained a water bottle. “If the Huntress was ‘fried like an egg,’ as Bud put it, she’d be damned unlucky —”

	“She is,” Stone retorted.

	“Her engines might also be fried.” Jarrat reasoned. “She’s not going anywhere without tugs, or the Fleet tender. No way in hell would they send the Mitsubishi-Osaka out so far, into any kind of hornet’s nest — not without full-on military escort. She’d have to come in surrounded by a battle group. So would the tugs, or we stand to lose those as well, if Montserrat’s gone completely rogue. Christ, what a circus.”

	“Right now it’s all pure speculation.” Stone finished the mojito and dumped the glass into the chute. “It could also be major technical problems and a minor comm protocol gaffe at Montserrat Operations. By the time we get there, Gene could have the whole thing fixed, working in cahoots with company specialists. We charge to the rescue and find him and Petrov taking tea with the CEO of Montserrat.”

	Jarrat gave him a scornful look. “A hundred bucks says they’re not.”

	“Only a hundred?” Stone demanded, and stepped out of ops in the direction of their cabins, where their bags remained unpacked.

	If Cantrell could dig his own way out, he would find a way to transmit, Jarrat thought as he dropped the empty bottle into the disposal. Data would be waiting for them at some comm node between here and the frontier. Nothing would please Jarrat more than turning the Athena around and delivering good news to Darwin’s World.

	Some thread of raw intuition, buried so deep in his mind that it worked on a level beyond anything conscious, told him not to hold his breath. Cursing with a fluency he had learned on an Army troop transport, he headed out after Stone.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	For the first time in Stone’s memory, grenades burst on Montevideo Mall at the four-way where Grenfell Boulevard crossed, not two hundred meters from the Arago Building. None of the Angel war’s countless battles had been fought in Venice, in the shadow of NARC Sector Command. Then again, Stone thought, until Bram Sorenson every battle had revolved around a syndicate, the drug itself. Major conflicts erupted only in troubled cities.

	Now it seemed every city was troubled. Venice had never hosted an Angel syndicate, but a small population of victims lived there, those who had moved to the port of Darwin’s World for the security of living in NARC’s shadow, or who had picked up the Angel habit elsewhere, like a contagion, and brought it home. Only a comparative handful of victims lived in Venice, but they, their family, friends and concerned advocates made a group large enough to stage a protest rally. The legitimate protest brought out the Sorenson supporters.

	Someone, somewhere, came armed. Three grenades exploded on the edge of the spectator crowd. Tactical swooped; Medevac had gone to standby with an hour to spare. They had it under control fast, but GlobalNet reported fourteen deaths, eight people fighting for their lives with critical injuries, over a hundred lesser wounds, and five million dollars’ worth of property damage. Angel rights activists turned on the Sorenson supporters with the same passion Stone had seen in the vids from Elysium, Calleran, Thule, Chell. Three of the dead were Tactical officers, caught in the crossfire. The young woman had been trying to save the life of an elderly man. Shrapnel rendered her almost unrecognizable as a human form.

	Without comment Stone stood a pace behind Jarrat to watch the live feed as the carrier left the NARC docks and showed her sterntubes to Darwin’s World. They were in Jarrat’s cabin when the subtle vibration in the deck shifted pitch, telling them clearly, the Athena’s sublight drive had throttled up to something like half power to take them out of the inner system of Darwin’s Star.

	Jarrat said nothing but the acid turmoil of his feelings churned through Stone’s belly, inspiring a prickle of perspiration until he secured the empathic shields to protect them both. Stone pulled his palms across his face and turned his back on the screen. Cotton-mouthed, he was at the ’Chef, wanting water or juice, when Jarrat said,

	“It’s not our problem, Stoney — it can’t be our problem. This one’s political.”

	“You know Tactical has to be looking at Dupre for answers,” Stone said quietly.

	“And Dupre will tell them to put the Starfleet Peacecorps on the street, not us.”

	“If they can get a Starfleet carrier. Fleet resources are no more limitless than ours, and right now we’re all spread pretty thin.” Stone glanced back at the display, where the GlobalNet feed had wound down into interviews and analysis, backed by wide shots of Medevac lifters rushing casualties to the main general hospital east of uptown. “If they can’t get a carrier, Tactical’s on their own, and Venice Tac isn’t armed or trained to fight an open war.”

	Jarrat’s voice carried a knife’s edge. “Then it’s time Colonel Robyn Finney requisitioned the armor and weapons systems, and brought in enough training officers to get her department’s oars back in the water. Dupre,” he added in a gentler tone, “could help get her people trained fast. An Army supply tender would have them equipped in a week.”

	“You know what you’re saying?” Stone demanded. “Turn the city into a battleground.”

	“It’s already a battleground.” Jarrat gestured vaguely, perhaps into the past. “It’s happening, Stoney. Happened. Past tense. Nothing we can do will stop it. At least it’s not the kind of bloody fracas we saw on Sheal and Kelso.” He gave Stone a dark, haunted look. “Harry Del can stop this. He will. Soon. In five or six months, we know this’ll fizzle on its own — Sorenson doesn’t know. I doubt even Dupre actually believes the blocker’s so close. And it must be the furthest thought from General Gaunt’s head! But you and I know the truth; it ends soon enough … but not with NARC twisted into a political weapon.”

	And not soon enough to save a lot of lives, Stone thought bitterly. Many of the dead would be men and women in Tactical uniforms. He forced his mind away from the problem with an enormous effort. “Dupre’s no fool. He and Finney ought to be talking right now. They’ll do what they can.”

	In fact, Dupre had his work cut out for him. A data package was waiting for the Athena’s captains as the ship broke orbit. Stone skimmed it on a whim, as a diversion from the streetwar in Venice. The Angeliberty interrogations had begun, and they were ugly.

	Months before, Leo Michiko had entered willingly, even eagerly, into amicable negotiations as the conditions of his surrender and protection, under the terms of Colonel Kris Janssen’s amnesty deal. Stone would have said the service he had already rendered paid for his relocation and fresh identity twice over.  

	Gino Dallasandro, Patricia Redgrave, Li Yunlong and Nirad Aggarwal had no such intentions. Framed in the screen, Bill Dupre wore a thunderous expression as he recorded the preliminary report. “They’re not about to cooperate, not even to save their own lives or stay out of a maximum security penitentiary … and it seems they’ve had training. Psyche specialists tried the usual double-talk and mind games. When that bounced off them the way I’d skip stones across a pond, they moved on to the usual repertoire of substances.” His head shook slowly. “We’re all rather uncomfortably aware of the training methods involved in overcoming the chemical strategies. We’ve all done it … in other words, the greater probability is we’ll get nothing out of them before they overdose. Which leaves us with two options, and I can’t say either one delights me.

	“We can,” Dupre said with a disgusted expression, “simply beat it out of them. Pain has always been one of the more effective incitements to cooperation. How many broken bones can a man endure, and for how long, before he simply surrenders in exchange for analgesics and medical nano? Alas, we all know far too much about meting out such treatment. The correct term is torture, and it’s every bit as repulsive as it sounds. I tell myself, the voluntary suffering of four syndicate representatives, all of whom are destined for death row, is a paltry price to pay for the survival of this city, or any city, and the lives of millions; and yes, we’ll go there if they force my hand. But there’s one old trick I’ll try first.

	“Separate them and get them so rolling, stinking drunk, they don’t know what day it is, much less where they are. Question them separately. Repeat the process at least a dozen times during a week and find consensus in the collation of their babbling. Isn’t it odd? The human brain can be trained to hang onto functionality under the influence of almost any non-lethal substance, but the alcohol molecule has the potential to make fools of us all. I’ve put Psyche, mind games, chemicals and physical duress on hiatus while Doctor Josiane Baye, one of our senior toxicologists, oversees this effort. If our detainees somehow remain unforthcoming, the interrogation will pass back to Psyche.

	“Meanwhile,” Dupre said darkly, “I’ve contacted Colonel Vic Duggan. I believe Mister Hiro Santini may know more than he’s given us to date … though, I admit, he’s delivered the raw materials for us to get some grasp on the situation. My hope is that Michiko, Santini, is incensed enough about the impending obliteration of everything he hopes to build — along with the city of Elysium, almost incidentally! — to give us more. And if we have to trade for the information, I’ve reached a point where I’m perfectly willing to consider Santini a … colleague.

	“I’ve also messaged Yvette McKinnen, who’s finishing up a major project in the homeworlds. She has a track record of getting into the Data Access Corporation archives and slithering out again unscathed. Between them, Michiko and McKinnen gave you Aphelion. Between them, they may easily give me Angeliberty.

	“My information is that Santini has a tentacle into Elysium government on one side, as well as maintaining some tenuous connection with the underworld on the other. Colonel Duggan has him under the strictest surveillance. How he’s managing the illicit connection eludes us all. It’s a gross underestimation to term the man merely clever, or devious. Michiko is by now highly respected in the community, highly placed with one of the major industrialists replacing Equinox Industries …

	“The company picking up the pieces in the wake of Randolph Dorne is a kind of genetically engineered stepdaughter of Equinox. Solstice Technologies. When the company fell, various interested parties took over all surviving plant and staff, and they’ve begun to rebuild the Avalon system. At the moment they’re in the business of selling technology as far afield as Darwin’s, with profits invested in clearing debris to clean up their own solar system. Their trump cards are a revolutionary method of cheaply manufacturing metallic hydrogen fuel, and Zeus itself. The gas giant appears to be naturally rich in various elements critical to the Weimann Drive, which is the future, as we’re all rapidly coming to understand. Naturally, Hiro Santini works for Solstice; there’s little need to add that he earns an unimaginable salary.

	“If he would liaise with Doctor McKinnen to make sense of the alcohol-driven blizzard of semi-gibberish I’m likely to get from our Angeliberty guests, it’s not impossible we might devise some safeguard for cities like Elysium — like Venice. I assume you’ve seen the GlobalNet feed. It’s ugly. And against that, I find myself weighing the comfort and wellbeing of four syndicate representatives who’re maneuvering themselves, and me, into the kind of scenario that supposedly died out in the Middle Ages.”

	Stone had heard enough. One way or another, Dupre would winkle the information out of Dallasandro, Redgrave, Li and Aggarwal, but he and Jarrat did not have to be party to it. If toxicologist Josiane Baye could induce blood alcohol levels on the thin edge of lethality, ‘babble’ would escape. Let Michiko and McKinnen work with it. 

	He reached over and turned off the audio. Jarrat went one better and clicked the feed over to citynet, cutting out even GlobalNet and calling up the story that seemed to fascinate him lately. The Jagreth Pioneer Company, Inc. had just announced an office on Darwin’s World, due to open in a few months. They would once have chosen to do business in the port and capital of Venice, Stone knew, and one could not fail to notice, the building they had leased stood in Montpelier, two thousand kilometers from the endless, blazing streetwar. They had chosen wisely, though JPC could not yet know the details, since the information was classified at the highest level. If most of Venice ceased to exist, an object lesson to governments across the colonies, Montpelier was distant enough to not even hear the bang.

	Deliberately, Stone divorced his thoughts from the Angeliberty situation, made himself listen to the story. The Jagreth Pioneer had shipped out on her shakedown cruise, out as far as Aurora and home to the Jupiter system. For the Weimann Drive, anything less was too insignificant a journey. For the Auriga-9 engine, the gulf between Earth and Aurora presented a six week haul at safe cruising speed. The promise of the Weimann Drive was tantalizing.

	“They’re hiring,” Jarrat said thoughtfully as he tugged Stone into an embrace, back to chest. “JPC’s taking on staff, not just for the ship itself, but for the new colony. Their commercial says company staffers ride free. Mischa Petrov must be drooling.”

	A free ride to a new world unburdened by the baggage that had begun to weigh down the old colonies? Stone entirely understood Petrov’s desire to be out there. Jarrat made no secret of his own interest. For a moment Stone let himself be drawn into the simulation rendered by some JPC computer: the new world required no real terraforming, so the constructor fleet had already begun to lay the foundations for its work. Industrial drones were mining the outer system for resources. On the new world itself, vast blue skies, forested hills and snow-capped mountains backed perfect, dreamscape images of the city which would soon begin construction. In ten or twelve months humans could safely take up residence. Genetically engineered trees would grow in fast, and in another year the new city’s parks should look like those in the threedee fly-around from the JPC recruitment brochure.

	Excitement was gathering rapidly across the old colonies, fanned by Sorenson’s streetwar. JPC would have no difficulty filling berths and crew positions as people from Venice to Thule sold up and headed out for a fresh start. Jarrat shared the deep fascination for the new, the different; but for himself, Stone remained too focused on the moment, the challenge of Tartarus, the mystery of what had befallen the Huntress, to look much further.

	He was tired enough to subside onto Jarrat’s bunk, deliberating between sleep or heading for the gym and working every muscle and sinew hard enough to chase out the goblins. Jarrat made the decision for him. Stone had only to relax, capitulate, let his clothes find their way onto the deck and his spine onto the mattress. He dragged a pillow under his head and allowed the frissons of pleasure rippling through the empathic bond to chase the goblins instead. Jarrat played his body as if he were an instrument. The music was silent, but Stone felt it in every nerve and neuron.

	Somehow, he found his way onto hands and knees, rested his cheek on his folded forearms and gave a bass growl of delicious surrender. Jarrat chuckled quietly as he rummaged in the drawer by the bed, and moments later Stone smelled the fruit-sweet scent of something silk-smooth, cool and expensive.

	He hissed through his teeth as it contacted blood-hot, sensitive skin, then growled again as Jarrat began to work. The music resumed in every nerve ending, outside and in, where Jarrat’s fingers found their way unerringly. The empathic bond sang with it, and it was Jarrat’s turn to groan as Stone drowned eagerly in a tide of pure sensation.

	Two decks below Carrier Operations, the VR lab was dark enough for the display to make Jarrat’s eyes protest as he and Stone stepped in. Twin doors slid closed behind them and for some time they merely observed, making sense of what the pilots were doing. Archer, Lang and Reynolds had spent many hours here. Cronin and Ramos frequently immersed themselves in the peculiar world which had taken shape in the lab, and Gable and Auel were no strangers here.

	Six meters by nine, the compartment was barely big enough to contain the system plot they had built. Jarrat was unsurprised to see Archer wearing the visor, working in full-VR rather than the threedee simulacrum of Tartarus in which the others waded chest-deep as if it were bright, sparkling surf.

	The data feed from node 358 had begun to filter in even then. Ninety-six hours out from Darwin’s, the Athena paused only minutes for comm synchronization before she slithered back into the hyperflight envelope. Racing outward along the data conduit presented a curious experience, Jarrat decided; like traveling in time, touching down in specific moments to sample the environment.

	Each node in the conduit handled information in both static and dynamic forms: the datastream was boosted on, node to node, and might eventually reach Node One, Earth itself. It was also stored in the tiers of immense holocrystals within every outpost on the conduit. Any AI with valid access codes could download comm pertinent to its mission. Many specifically tagged packets were deleted after download; others raced on, headed for offices in the colonies, perhaps the homeworlds.

	NARC’s access ID tapped the node readily, and four days back along the comm conduit, the Huntress remained silent. Her datastream simply stopped, leaving a gaping wound where a limb should have been, though Montserrat continued to transmit in its dense company code. Going back over her final transmissions, Jarrat felt her absence keenly. Like reading the journal of a colleague listed MIA, he thought.

	According to telemetry, the ship had been working hard, running smoothly in the outer system while Cantrell and Petrov liaised with Montserrat’s Tactical commander, who had opened a dialog with Dupre. They had dropped their own comm relay chain, a series of highband boosters, far enough out from the big blue star to cut through its noise and ‘call home,’ as Cantrell would say. Without that relay chain, Tartarus would have put them off the air at once.

	Noel LeFevre seemed overeager to invoke NARC, while Cantrell repeatedly cautioned him to patience. The decision remained Gene Cantrell’s to make, Petrov’s to second. LeFevre backed off. Tartarus presented challenges NARC crews might never have seen before. Few Starfleet crews would have seen them — only frontier exploration ships had ever worked in such systems, Jarrat mused as he took in the chaos of the VR model which filled the lab. In the last century, only industrial exploration lured humans into places like Tartarus with the promise of wealth beyond imagining, in exchange for accepting risks most sane people would deem untenable.

	So this was Tartarus. Jarrat shared a sidelong glance with Stone, whose face was mauve-white in the glow from the vast holo display. The super-giant star had a nasty reputation: so sizzling with radiation, so hot and violent, humans could not work in the inner system. Drones labored there while they lasted, only to be discarded in vast graveyards and replaced with an endless supply of new machines. Legions of replacements launched from factories mining the mineral-rich rubble of one of the six asteroid fields. Mass drivers threw raw ores into one end of a factory; near-mindless industrial drones launched from the other end. Each functioned with some cockroach-level awareness, enough to do its job until its armor-sheathed brains fried. In a matter of weeks, every last machine would be shunted into the graveyard of hardware so radioactive, warning beacons screamed along the perimeter.

	“Interesting, isn’t it?” Helen Archer’s voice took Jarrat by surprise. She had lifted off the VR set and walked directly through the holo display to join them in the shadows by the door. “The big blue nasty is rather like Delta Orionis. Almost a pure Type O, as per spectral class, ten thousand times brighter than the paltry little stars we humans prefer. Type O stars are massive, very hot, extremely short-lived. The truth is, a star like this one of Montserrat’s — cataloged as Takahashi-Coe 218 — shouldn’t have any system of planets. Fact: it won’t live long enough for proper planets to form in its gravity well. Six or eight million years just isn’t long enough.” She gave the NARC men an almost amused look. “In fact, TC-218 has twenty-two.”

	“Yes, I do remember my high school science,” Jarrat said with dry humor. “I can also see the tiny orange dwarf hiding there, lost in the sunglare. What is it, type K? Tartarus is a binary system.”

	“A double star,” Eve Lang affirmed. “A few million years ago, the deep gravity well of 218 caught a passing dwarf. The wanderer’s trivial, unnoticeable, but it brought along a serious family of ‘proper’ planets.”

	“Which would go a long way to explaining why the orbits of these planets are so weird,” Stone said thoughtfully. “Also why there are so many asteroid fields. Some worlds were ripped apart by gravity tides when the dwarf was captured.”

	Archer helped herself to coffee and added a lot of cream and sugar. “I think so. I’m no stellar specialist, but show me a career Starfleet pilot who hasn’t been a hobby astronomer since childhood.” She regarded the threedee plot with a deep frown. “Tartarus is a tangle of radiation fields, asteroid belts, planets, over a hundred moons, some of them highly unstable. Over seventy million drones working at any one time, while TC-218 pumps out such white-hot noise, comm traffic and datastream are irrevocably broken up. Throughout most of the system, Montserrat relies on daisy-chains of buoys, rather like the deep space conduit.”

	“And the human population?” Stone wondered.

	On the other side of the lab, Reynolds, Cronin and Ramos were running a major workstation. Reynolds turned on tagging, and every object in the Tartarus system ran up a flag identifying itself. “Cities, if you want to call ’em that,” she said sourly. “Don’t know that I would, but there they are.”

	“Sheckley on steroids,” Jarrat muttered as fingers of ice scampered down his spine.

	According to Huntress data, just over one hundred ‘cities’ had been carved out of planetoids, some of them forty kilometers in diameter, others as little as ten. Humans were strung out across the Tartarus system like beads on a tangled necklace, outposts of life, noisy in every comm band. Each was a hotspot of activity among a bemusing assortment of worlds and moons, most of which seemed to be in various stages of demolition.

	“At last census,” Archer told them, “Montserrat listed over two hundred million humans in there. Every manner of tech, engineer, physicist, chemist, crew after crew of them, assigned to each of the planets and moons. Plus their families, medical, mechanical, entertainment, education, freight logistics — all the support and infrastructure required to keep the technical, science and industrial crews in the field. And keep their families safe enough, happy enough, of course.”

	Fresh information had been scrolling as she spoke. Noel LeFevre provided everything Cantrell requested, down to analysis of population sectors: where the major hospitals, hazmat and fire control stations were located; the ability of any one of Montserrat’s habitats to withstand a shooting war. Cantrell could not quite bring himself to call them cities, though the largest was home to more than seven million people. Even the smallest, like hyper-extended homesteads, housed around a quarter million each.

	The habitats seemed as well designed and constructed as Sheckley, and Jarrat knew from personal experience, they were livable enough, safe enough, as Archer had said. People would not perish there for want of air, water, food, amusement. But Montserrat’s cities were rat traps, he realized, no less than Sheckley had soon become a trap as it wound down from busy halfway station to overlooked outpost in the middle of nowhere.

	Other data continued to scroll, and Stone’s concerns had taken him elsewhere. Like any Tactical veteran he focused on population while Jarrat, glimpsing the specter of Sheckley, looked first at infrastructure. “Eighteen million people under the age of twenty,” Stone read off quietly. “Most of them are technical students, whether they want to be or not, because that’s where they’ll find work. Twelve million were born there. They’ve never seen anyplace else, except on holoshows.”

	Movies and GlobalNet tormented them with everything they were missing, Jarrat thought with a deep shiver: blue-skied worlds with wide oceans, open air, white-shouldered mountains, free cities, communities where people were at liberty to mold and decide their own lives. Trapped in Tartarus, kids were funneled into the channels where Montserrat wanted them. Individuality, choice, independence, were squeezed out.

	Such an atmosphere would be stifling for the young, who had played no part in any decision to relocate to this version of hell. Tens of millions of young people could only be painfully aware of all they were missing, suffocated by the corporate machine, with many years to sweat through, to earn enough to escape … tickets out, from this distance, came expensive.

	Not quite on a whim, Jarrat joined Cronin, Ramos and Reynolds at the workstation and looked for social information: the cost of things in the habitat worlds. A pace beside him, possibly sharing the same thoughts and definitely aware of Jarrat’s chill as he saw the resemblance to Sheckley, Stone scanned the facts.

	“Looks a lot like Thule,” he remarked quietly, ominously.

	“It’s a bloody expensive place to live, especially if you do want to live, rather than exist.” Jarrat pointed out the prices for decent food, entertainment, fuel, transportation fees from one side of the big habitats to the other, or between cities. “It’d be dead easy to get in here on a company contract,” he mused. “You got some trade certification? Montserrat would ship in you and the family — pay off the transport costs as you work, over five years, ten, whatever.” His face darkened, hardened. “It’s not so easy to get out, especially if you were hauled here as a little kid, much less born here. Say, you were six, your mom and pop were drone techs, going where the job sent them, hoping to score some big bucks. Ten years later you’re sixteen … looking at three years in college, then ten or fifteen more to work, to get enough cash to buy a ticket out — so long as you never eat in restaurants, go to a concert or a game, take the skybus to the park. Live.” He looked bitterly at Stone. “You wondered why Angel got in here?”

	“Nope,” Stone admitted. “I remember Sheckley and Thule citybottom — Mostov. There’s no mystery at all. Just a lot of hopelessness and misery … and a lot of dead kids. Dreamheads, average age at death, according to LeFevre? Twenty, give or take. Big surprise.”

	Noel LeFevre had sent every skerrick of hard intel he had amassed on Basilisk. Jarrat and Stone, Auel and Gable had spent days assimilating torrents of information, but a moment always arrived when reality impacted. When data put on a human face. Jarrat glanced across at Cronin and Ramos, wondering if they had seen the dossier. From the grimness of their faces, they had. And still they were trying to fathom a way for NARC to fight in a theater of operations like Tartarus.

	Basilisk, Jarrat thought, seemed to be confident it was secure, beyond reach. Tartarus was its bastion. Takahashi-Coe 218 and its insignificant orange dwarf companion, charted simply as TC-218A, had built a fortress inside which the syndicate was so invulnerable, they did not even bother to hide. They seemed to dare Tactical or Montserrat to stand up and do anything about the presence of a burgeoning Angel cartel.

	In fact the company had tried, just once, sixteen months before. LeFevre’s information outlined a bold plan to hire mercenary crews from beyond the frontier, arm them and throw them at Basilisk in a months-long war of attrition. The consequences were appalling, and the effort ended suddenly with a civilian body count inspiring a shudder. In the aftermath Montserrat withdrew to lick its wounds, leaving Tactical to stumble on.

	For some time Jarrat had wondered if LeFevre might have challenged Basilisk, but a glance into the navigational plot told him clearly, with or without mercenary support Tactical stood no chance. Only the company itself could have confronted the Angel empire — and they had done it with a freespacer force. He scrolled through screens, hunting for corporate security information, and swore softly as he saw it.

	“Pathetic,” Cronin agreed. “This far out, sittin’ on the frontier, the bastards only seem to have one big worry: rogue crews outta freakin’ freespace.”

	“Montserrat,” Ramos added, “ain’t the furthest-out minin’ operation, not even the nastiest. There’s a lot of indie crews workin’ the far side. Big ships, heavily armed — the buggers always need to be ready to fight among themselves, protect what they got from scavengers.”

	“Personal experience? You know this for fact?” Reynolds wondered.

	But Ramos’s big shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Secondhand, but reliable. Army bud, two tours. Lex an’ me shared everythin’ from a bunk to the last shot o’ bourbon. He’d spent a few years ‘outside’ in freespace, workin’ with a few salvage crews, an’ he had … stories. It can get ugly out there. Reliable info? You cover a guy’s six in one firefight after another, then get down to some serious sex to celebrate the fact you’re still alive, you don’t tend to keep a lot of secrets, or tell a lot of lies.”

	“There’s no law in freespace,” Lang said quietly. “Law out there comes down to who has the biggest guns, shoots straightest, first and fastest.”

	“So,” Jarrat mused, “eventually some freespacer outfit decides it’s far easier to rip off Montserrat cargoes than work another system. They dive in with a ship the size of the monster the Huntress was tracking when she went dark, take what they want and vanish.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “You think Gene went up against a freespacer crew?”

	Stone gave it several moments’ sober thought and then shook his head. “He wouldn’t have let it reach the point of slugging it out. Piracy is Montserrat’s affair, not ours. Mind you, if the Huntress was attacked she’d certainly defend herself. But a rogue crew wouldn’t have any good reason to attack a carrier. In the first place, a carrier’s quite capable of giving them a run for their money. Freespacers could expect to get badly hurt, and there’s nobody but Montserrat out here to render assistance. The only ‘assistance’ smugglers could look for is a free ride to a prison cell. In the second place, a smuggling crew would come here to heist a few billion dollars’ worth of refined ores. The carrier doesn’t offer an attractive target.”

	“I wonder,” Archer said slowly. “A carrier is loaded with cutting-edge tech and highly trained people, most of them young.” Her face set into bleak lines. “You know as well as we all do, Stoney, there’s a rather nasty trade in warm bodies on the far side of the frontier. Young, attractive, fit, healthy specimens are valuable.”

	At market. Jarrat turned his back on the display and glared at the six-meter plot of Tartarus. “It’s a bloody hornet’s nest,” he rasped.

	“And Cap Cantrell,” Cronin added, “found a way to get stung.” He gestured at the workstation. “Nothin’ in this intel shows me no reason to turn back to Darwin’s.”

	“Just plenty o’ reason to play it safe,” Ramos growled.

	“Work the puzzle,” Stone invited. “We’ve got a long way to go. “Eighteen days before we drop out at the last comm node, what do they call it?”

	“Emil Kimura the main data relay, parked between the freight marshalling yards and the comet cloud.” Jarrat pointed out the marker flag. “And that’s where we’ll start playing it safe, Joe. We’ll put so much ECM around us, they’ll have to pick us up visually to know we’re there.”

	“Like the Huntress,” Eve Lang said softly.

	“Like the Huntress,” Stone echoed, “until … whatever. Solar flare, collision with a brain-dead orehauler, freespacer smugglers picking a fight, impoundment by the corporate security fleet. God knows.”

	“And she won’t tell,” Reynolds said with caustic humor.

	The remark brought the hint of a smile to Jarrat’s mouth at last. “So get on it, work the puzzle,” he told them, echoing Stone. “Like I said, time is the one thing we have plenty of. The data might get better as we get closer. If Gene managed to get something, anything, working, start transmitting, we’ll know about it before we reach Emil Kimura, TC-218 Node One.” He stepped away into the haze of the vast holo display, disturbing it as he occluded the projectors in the deck.

	If the Huntress, he thought as he and Stone left the lab, was still in the equation eight weeks after she had gone dark. If the emergency were dire enough, Cantrell’s only option would be to petition Montserrat for help … if they had the time to avail themselves of a comm system that relied on buoys and drone couriers, while a Type O star saturated space with such hard radiation, normal comm was useless. There were too many ifs.

	His memory spat up emergency drills, survival classes, training hammered into children as young as three and four years old, in places like Sheckley, where the ability to get into a suit, pull on a helmet, open an airlock or blast shelter, might mean the difference between living and not. At five, kids were taught to recognize the reeks of fuels, acids, corrosives. At seven, they learned how to ration food and water in a shelter, and memorized emergency radio procedure. At nine, they were taught to repair simple mechanisms, to get a water purification system working, get the lights back on, check air purity, figure out if a transmitter was actually sending.

	Solar flare, was it — subsequent collision with another hull, a smelter, planetoid, debris? It added up to hull rupture, explosive decompression, scores dead, hundreds injured. Jarrat closed his eyes as he came to rest in the lift car, on the way back up to Ops. He set his shoulders against the wall and tried not to remember Joe Ramos’s words. That ship’s been jinxed since day one.

	“Kevin?” Stone’s hand fell on his arm, shaking him out of the bitter reverie as he felt his own bleak feelings bounce back through the empathic bond, no matter how tightly he held the shields.

	“Nothing,” he said tersely.

	“Bullshit,” Stone observed in bland tones that nonetheless cut to the bone.

	With an effort Jarrat marshaled his thoughts. “If there’s one thing I hate,” he said honestly, “it’s the waiting. Knowing there’s a granddaddy of a problem and not being able to do one damn’ thing about it. Time, distance, lack of reliable intel, shortage of hardware, brain-dead officers, mechanical failure — it used to be like this in the Army. You’d sit on your duff on the carrier for days or a week before you got a mission authorization from some office high up. You knew those golden hours were wasting while you practiced twiddling your thumbs.” He shook his head to set memories of Sheckley firmly back where they belonged, and gave Stone a level look. “Don’t you dare tell me you don’t know what I’m talking about!”

	In fact, Stone knew all too well. Barbs of sardonic emotion skittered through the bond. Jarrat might have asked, where? Marsport, the spacers’ rink, the roughest part of town where anything in a Tactical uniform was a target. Instead he just shared a resigned look with Stone and led him to the crew lounge in search of a decently-stocked AutoChef, and lunch.

	The big flatscreen was bright, chaotic with images from Venice as Scott Auel seized the opportunity to catch up with four-day-old news from home. When Jarrat and Stone appeared he turned off the audio track and stabbed a pair of chopsticks at the display. “Either of you guys feel your job security rapidly going bye-bye?”

	At the ’Chef, Stone punched for the lemon squid and noodles. “You mean, this pot’s boiling over so fast, if the riot squads quit, the rest of us might as well tag along with them into civvy street?”

	“I mean,” Auel said tartly, “this whole thing is becoming terminally political. From where I’m sitting, it’s got zip to do with Angel. Pick a city, any city. The Sorenson Act and its supporters are lined up on one side; Angeliberty is forming ranks on the other, which amounts to old-fashioned terrorism. Starfleet ‘peacepolice’ or some Army unit is about to land right in the middle. Where’s the space for NARC? There’s no Angel syndicate to bust. You got two choices, Stoney. One, dismantle the department if we refuse to be turned into a mercenary army at the command of whatever colonial governor decides to enforce the Sorenson Act. Two, restructure us into something new. Most of our Starfleet and Army personnel would transfer right back where we came from — and you Tactical vets would be a whole lot smarter if you got right out and looked for greener fields!” He gave Stone a probing look.

	“You won’t stay on, then, if NARC is reformed into something more military?” Stone took a seat across the table from Auel while Jarrat searched through the menu.

	“Buggered if I could see the sense of it,” Auel admitted. “I’d probably just rotate back to Starfleet. Go back in as some executive officer’s understudy. Carrier command before I hit the big six-oh, if I’m very lucky.” He rolled his eyes. “Thrilling. You?”

	“Still talking about it.” Jarrat set down a plate of chicken and almond rice. “To be honest, I’m watching the Jagreth Pioneer stories.”

	“You too?” Auel was almost amused, not quite. “A lot of the descant troops are interested. Beats hell out of staying on with NARC, if the scuttlebutt proves out.”

	“Scuttlebutt?” Stone echoed.

	Auel turned away from the screen as the GlobalNet feed devolved into personal interest stories calculated to strum the heartstrings. “There’s talk of NARC morphing into something like Quarantine and Containment, since we have the muscle and experience to control nasty situations. What a career thrill. If I’d wanted to do that, I’d have gone to Tac Fire Control, Hazmat or Colonial Security, right out of school. There’s also a juicy rumor about us becoming purely an intelligence gathering corps, since we have the expertise, the manpower. Nobody runs dark the way we do.”

	“A secret service,” Stone mused, “operating on the warrants of client colonial governments.”

	“On assignments,” Auel added, “other than Angel-related duties. Pure intel, involving every kind of surveillance, including deep cover. Whatever we get, we hand off to government, Tactical, Army or Starfleet. We don’t deploy.” His brows rose. “It has potential, but spying for whatever government’s hiring this week ain’t why any of us came over to NARC.” He gave Jarrat an interested look. “The Jagreth Pioneer Company, Incorporated.”

	“Keep it in mind,” Jarrat suggested. He frowned at Stone, reached out through the bond to touch his feelings with a curious riff, almost an unspoken question. Blue eyes flicked toward him, a little distant, as if Stone’s thoughts were busy elsewhere. Jarrat said nothing, let it go. Tartarus was on Stone’s mind, he was sure, and Jarrat shared the chill preoccupation.

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	“They know we’re here,” Curt Gable said sharply.

	“Correction, they know someone is here. We’re not identifying, and we’re so ECM cloaked, they already lost us in this background crap.” Jarrat leaned closer to the navigation tank, watching the plot of the region around Emil Kimura take shape as the Athena’s scan platforms gathered data.

	The freight yards lay far to starboard, distant, noisy in all comm bands. The super-giant star blazed distantly to port, its tiny companion invisible, silent. Node One glared dead ahead, picked out in blue-white floodlights and blinking red beacons. Emil Kimura was a torus and spindle configuration, ten kilometers across the thickened ring and twenty kilometers from end to end of the javelin-like waveguide. Deliberately, the carrier drove away, plunging fast into the outer system while images of the comm relay station lingered in the flatscreens over the plot table.

	Stone frowned over them, missing nothing from the sheer physical size of the installation to the generation of its technology. And Emil Kimura was heavily guarded. Six ships, each with the mass and guns of a cruiser, stood about it. He swore quietly as he saw them. The comm node was likely the most precious single object in this system. Losing it would effectively cut Montserrat off from the colonies on one side and any freespacer worlds on the other.

	“Corporate warships,” he observed slowly. “Which tells us three things. One: Montserrat still has major freespacer problems … they’re worried enough about losing large chunks of technology to park a bunch of cruisers out here. Two: there’s enough freespacer scavengers in the region to cause major headaches for an operation the size of Montserrat.”

	“Three,” Jarrat continued, “if those warships have been parked there for some time — and LeFevre’s intel says they have — Gene either wouldn’t, or couldn’t, hook up with them if the Huntress needed help in a hurry.”

	“He wouldn’t,” Stone reasoned, “only if he had a strong suspicion Montserrat might try to impound the carrier. Which, in this scenario, tells us the Huntress was hurt badly enough for Gene and Petrov to judge that she couldn’t defend herself against a corporate taskforce. It would also confirm LeFevre’s information: Montserrat is adamant about its claim to freespacer status.”

	“And if Gene couldn’t hook up with the warships — the same result, for different reasons,” Jarrat said slowly. “Maybe the carrier just didn’t have the power to haul back out of the system. Engine problems, drive ignition, reactor scram? God knows, she was dead in space, calling for civilian tugs, before she finished her shakedown.”

	“This place is big,” Gable said with a soft whistle. “Everything here is outsized. Twenty-two planets, six asteroid fields, spread so wide — Tartarus is twice the size of the system back home at Darwin’s. Looks like the planets got scattered when the dwarf was captured. Several of them broke up into fields of rubble.” He looked over the navigation plot at Jarrat, Stone and Auel. “There’s been a lot of talk about the Huntress getting caught in a solar flare. Let’s run with that. Say, neither of the drives would restart.” His brows rose.

	At the heart of Tartarus, Takahashi-Coe 218 roared like a demon. Violent, Stone thought, flooding the system with so much hard radiation, conventional comm was beyond impossible. His eyes roamed the vast chaos before he looked away in the interests of sanity. “If both her drives are shut down, she’s dead in space again, drifting, somewhere in there. Now, Gene could easily have sent a messenger back to liaise with Montserrat’s cruisers at Emil Kimura. He’d send a couple of gunships and a VM 104, if he was worried about the company getting nasty.” He paused. “If he did, it means the company played very dirty indeed.”

	Because the Huntress had disappeared. If Montserrat played according to colonial rules, some corporate PR officer would simply have tapped into Node One with a request for Dupre to send an engineer’s tender. The same corporate officer might have provided tugs to haul the Huntress out to Emil Kimura, parked her there in company with the cruisers and served NARC the bill for services rendered.

	Yet — nothing. Stone watched the navigation plot grow steadily denser as the Athena drove deeper into the system, closing on the hazy half-guesswork of the Huntress’s last known position. Comm was so scrambled when she made her final transmissions, so much signal dropped out, she could have been anywhere inside an area of ten billion cubic kilometers even before she began an eight-week, high-speed drift following the incident.

	The Athena’s AI continued to scan, identifying objects to detail the void of accessible space. Jarrat and Stone drew together, frowning over the steady accumulation of data while Auel backed off into the shadows beyond the wash of illumination from the tank.

	At last Jarrat sighed. “Looks like we’re going hunting,” he said levelly. “She’s probably in there somewhere —”

	“Probably?” Gable echoed. “I looked at Colonel LeFevre’s last package. He runs every erg of surveillance on Montserrat and Basilisk he can get away with. If she’d been impounded, he’d know about it by now. According to what he sent Dupre two weeks ago, he knows zip, nada, about any impounded carrier. You think Montserrat security could hoodwink Tactical that way, for so long?”

	“They might,” Stone hazarded. “But that’s not what we’re thinking.” He gave Gable a speculative look. “Freespacers.”

	The XO bridled. “You mean some raggedy-ass freespacer crew took the carrier? She’s gone —? You might as well say Basilisk took it!”

	Stone shared a moment of mute conference with Jarrat. “I wouldn’t rule out anything at this moment,” he admitted, “though I’ll admit, some suggestions are damned unlikely. However, according to Joe Ramos, as well as LeFevre, there’s some big, powerful, nasty freespacer operations in these parts. Big enough to make the company park a half dozen cruisers beside Node One. Remember, Montserrat’s case insists the frontier is ten light years closer to Darwin’s. If they can prove it in court, we’re technically sitting in freespace right now, so far out of our jurisdiction, we actually need corporate permission to even be here. And if the Huntress was badly damaged … I don’t know, Curt. Like Kevin said, we’re going hunting.”

	The words ‘needle in a haystack’ haunted him as he pulled a chair up to an idling workstation while Jarrat fetched coffee. By now the Huntress could be anywhere in a system twice the size of the homeworlds, in a realm where the blinding white-noise of the super-giant star made sensors intermittent, perplexing, unreliable.

	“If she’s transmitting even locally,” Jarrat mused, “we’ll need to be in close proximity to hear a squeak out of her. But if I were Gene, I’d be cautious about advertising my presence. If the ship’s crippled, he’d only be making a gift of her to the company, syndicate, freespacers, pick one.”

	“Still, four gunships, full descant squads,” Stone reasoned. “Even if the carrier was a hulk, halfway depressurized, she’d still give anybody a respectable fight.” He touched the comm. “Colonel Archer, would you come to Ops?”

	The carrier pilot was in the best position to work with the AI to devise a grid-search pattern covering the outer system, but any such pattern would be confused by the need for concealment. The Athena did not dare broadcast at strength on any band. Even the NARC highbands fell well within the capacity of the hardware they had seen at Emil Kimura. Signal encryption would prevent Montserrat, Basilisk and freespacers from eavesdropping on the actual content of the transmission, but if the Athena announced herself loudly, in moments she would offer the same kind of target Stone had begun to suspect the Huntress had become.

	Their only option was to broadcast at low strength, to reach a comparatively small region of space, keep moving and leave the AI to monitor for a similarly low-power response. If this were a Tactical field exercise, Stone thought, hunting for a missing individual in Marsport citybottom, a meticulous, tireless search would be performed, involving hundreds of officers, perhaps thousands of drones, no corner forgotten, no matter how long it took.

	He knuckled his eyes and indulged in a groan as Helen Archer stepped out of the lifts adjacent to the officers’ lounge. Her bleak expression told him she knew the state of play, and he let Jarrat outline the task.

	“Simple enough,” she agreed cautiously. “We know very approximately where she was when whatever incident took place, which gives us a rough starting point for an outward spiral course. We’ll have the navigation solution for you in an hour. But you understand the time involved in a blind pattern search of this magnitude.”

	“We know,” Jarrat said acidly. “We could get lucky and stumble over them.”

	“We could also spend months hunting and come up empty handed,” Archer added, pragmatic to the point of cynicism.

	“What, you have someplace else to be?” Stone glared into the navigation tank. “She’s here somewhere, Helen. I’m trying to think like Gene Cantrell. We can guess she was hurt — someway, somehow. Perhaps she fought a battle? Against whom, or what? Assume Gene wasn’t about to make the company, syndicate or freespacers the easy gift of a NARC carrier. So … where would you put a crippled carrier, to keep her safe until help showed up — remembering the length of time before you could start to look for a relief ship.”

	Archer’s brows rose. “Me? This is more your game than mine! You’re the field agents. I just flew Starfleet heavies since I got out of college. Look, let me design that navigation solution. Let’s get this thing underway, then get clever, yes?”

	“Yeah,” Jarrat agreed. “I’m thinking, Gil, Joe, Eve and Tan spent weeks in the VR simulation of this ant heap, and they’re accustomed to working in the field, under the gun. They’re the ones who might have half an idea of where you’d put a carrier if you didn’t want her found for two or three months.” He watched Archer pull up a chair, hook a comset over her left ear and petition the AI. She would be busy for some time. Jarrat beckoned Stone back to the AutoChef to give her space and quiet to work.

	“You knew we wouldn’t just drop out at Node One and find her waiting there,” Stone said ruefully. “Time to earn the paycheck.”

	“Carefully.” Jarrat watched the navigation plot steadily filling in with objects as small as half-kilometer resolution which popped into visibility and then out again as they were identified, labeled, archived. “If I know Gene, he’ll have her well out of sight. He’ll be expecting someone to come looking.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “He’s probably be hoping it’s the Athena, and us.” He gave Scott Auel a crooked grin. “He knows we’re devious enough to think a way through this flea circus, if anyone can.”

	Flea circus? Stone glanced into the baffling confusion of the navigation plot, and away before it dizzied him. The term was amusingly apt. Auel stepped back into the light and arms folded on his chest, an unconsciously defensive posture. “You know I’m supposed to be the observer, keep the hell out of your way, let you work and file my own report — yeah go behind your back and tattle to Earth Central. It’s my job, goddamnit. I just want to do it well, without rubbing everybody the wrong way, including you guys. So, forgive me if I ask, how involved did Gene Cantrell get in your business?”

	The question was shrewd, and Stone appreciated it. “He never tried to influence any decision we made, but he also never hesitated to offer opinion, advice … and we didn’t hesitate to listen. We never do, Scott.”

	“You’ve survived, against the odds,” Auel observed, “time and again. You’re lucky. You’re also sneaky as all get out. Janine Cruz and I used to dissect your mission reports. She’d turn green with envy, the stunts you pulled, the crap you got away with because you made it work.” He gestured at the navigation plot. “Worse than Jupiter or Zeus?”

	“Worse than both of them added together and squared,” Jarrat said quietly. “This is a nightmare. I can tell you now, Scott, we won’t be fighting here. Chasing Basilisk from habitat to habitat? It couldn’t be done. Too many escape routes, too many hiding places. Too many likely stashes for the kind of military weapons the freespacers will be running to the syndicate right under Montserrat’s nose, because out here scanning is so busted up, surveillance is close to impossible. Plus two hundred million people to use as a human shield, the way Scorpio used them.” He shook his head slowly. “The last data we had from Noel LeFevre put the tentacles of Basilisk in forty different cities.”

	“But even then he didn’t know where the hydra’s head actually was,” Stone added thoughtfully. “He said he was close to locating the head, brains and heart of Basilisk. They certainly aren’t in the big cities — Santiago or Fortaliza, a couple of others. I suppose it makes better sense for the brains to be scattered across ten small habitats.”

	“Which only makes it more impossible for NARC to fight here,” Jarrat added. “Scatter the brains and power of the syndicate through ten habitats between, say, Sutherland, population 275,000, and Anderson, population 700,000, you’d be fighting on a front wider than the gulf between Venus and Saturn, across three asteroid fields that are probably lousy with fortifications, in and out of structures as delicate as Sheckley, trying to safeguard a civvy population in the millions.”

	“And those are just ten small habitats, lying in reasonable proximity,” Auel said slowly. He puffed out his cheeks. “Beats hell out of me how you’d take them on.”

	“Don’t feel bad. It beats hell out of us,” Stone admitted. “LeFevre has one thing going for him. Montserrat seems to want Basilisk out. And that’s … surprising, wouldn’t you say, Kevin?”

	“Yeah.” Jarrat returned to the ’Chef for iced green tea. “The truth is,” he said to Auel as he drank and passed the bottle to Stone, “after Aphelion, Scorpio, Equinox, we’re always looking for connections between syndicate and government.”

	Stone finished the tea and aimed the bottle at the chute. He missed by a fraction and the tiny drone scuttled out to retrieve it. Auel gave Jarrat a hard look, and Stone said candidly, “Sometimes it’s just paranoia talking. There isn’t always a link between syndicate and government. You could run yourself ragged trying to prove something that isn’t there.”

	“But, here?” Jarrat speculated, and shrugged eloquently. “It would take months, maybe years, not to mention vast resources, to prove it out one way or the other. Since we don’t see any way to fight in Tartarus, and Montserrat’s still fighting the legal battle in the High Court on Earth, I wouldn’t make the investment of time, manpower or funding. Stoney?”

	“There’s no point,” Stone agreed. “Mind you, Noel LeFevre has kept this whole ‘flea circus’ under surveillance for years. He doesn’t seem to have any great ax to grind with Montserrat. He mentioned harboring suspicions about one or two individuals within the company; he also mentioned being wary of a few of his own people. He set his sights on Basilisk a long time ago. Dupre seems to respect him. I’d be prepared to accept his intel at face value. Including,” he added darkly, “the stuff that’s so delicate, he wouldn’t dare transmit it if he thought Montserrat might be listening. Which they probably are!” He felt the quicksilver response of Jarrat’s interest. “We should go meet the man, face to face.”

	The Tactical Command building stood just off-center of the heart of Santiago. Without comment Jarrat pulled up location, distance, entry and exit requirements. Auel whistled. “They’re pretty tight,” he remarked as he saw the documentation port authorities demanded before Santiago would allow a ship to dock.

	“It’s easy enough to put together the documents,” Stone mused. “We can use Max Tyler’s and John Crenna’s ID again, it’s as valid here as anywhere. Say … they came in on a commercial ship. An independent trash hauler. They’re looking for work here, with commercial heavy licenses, excellent references from — Cygnus Logistics, perhaps?”

	“They’re flat broke and hoping to fly for Montserrat,” Jarrat went on. “Santiago’s the place to be. That’s where the company does its hiring and firing. Let’s say Tyler and Crenna are out here because they need big bucks, fast. They lost wads of cash somewhere back in the colonies. Gambling?”

	“Better, their place went up in smoke in the Sorenson Act riots — some fool let the insurance lapse.” Stone rubbed his palms together. “We’ll need to identify the commercial ship they came in on.”

	“Routine shipping schedules.” Jarrat scrolled through LeFevre’s last datafeed. “What came in, in the last week, and docked at one of the small habitats … shoot. Here’s the problem, Stoney. We’re too far out for routine flights to come in often enough. The only freighters entering Tartarus in the last fourteen days were all Montserrat hulls.” He looked up from the display at Stone. “So Tyler and Crenna hitched a ride with an indie crew that doesn’t appear on the regular schedules. This far from the colonies, an indie crew probably stopped here on its way into freespace.”

	Stone nodded slowly. “They’d still have to register with port authorities. What’s the most outlying habitat? Stands to reason, if freespacer crews touch down on the skirts of Tartarus and leave, that’s where they’d be most common.”

	Data scrolled until Jarrat froze it on the bare-bones statistics describing the ‘city’ of Kauffman, so distant from Santiago that comm was transferred by courier, a sublight run of eleven hours each way, made on a twenty-four-hour schedule. “Let’s have an indie crew dock at Kauffman, then Tyler and Crenna take off on their own immediately,” Jarrat mused. “It might be up to thirty hours before the port authorities at Santiago could verify the trash hauler. They could hold us in custody, pending the confirmation.”

	“In which case, I’d flash a Tactical ID,” Stone suggested, “and have them call Noel LeFevre. He might know our faces on sight — he’s been talking to Dupre for months. Even if he doesn’t recognize us, he’ll know a NARC override code as soon as he hears it. Any Tactical officer does, right down to the rookies.”

	A chuckle escaped Jarrat. “Double ID. Good enough.” He set the computer working on the documents and gave Auel a thoughtful look. “You want to make yourself useful, Scott?”

	The other captain looked wary. “If I can, within the observer’s purview.”

	“Give Curt the benefit of your experience,” Stone said very quietly. “This is only his second outing in the field as XO. If we’re both going to leave the carrier, I’d rather do it with a command rank officer still aboard. The alternative is for me to go in alone, leave Kevin here. Which we can do,” he added, “but it quadruples the danger factor for the poor bastard in the field.”

	“Because of the distance involved, not to mention the comm problems.” Auel gestured at the navigation plot. “It’s six hours by courier from here to Santiago, and just listen to the storm off Takahashi-Coe 218. Christ, you don’t even know if your empathy’s going to function over that distance, against the solar wind. I doubt you’d have had the opportunity to test it in these conditions.” He gave them a hard look. “You go into Santiago, you got no backup, no way even to call out for help. So you don’t do it alone.” He glanced from Stone to Jarrat and back. “You guys didn’t get to be survivors by taking undue risks. Or by not tapping resources at your command.” His face cracked in an unexpected grin. “I’m a resource, same as Gene Cantrell was, when you had him aboard.”

	At last Stone permitted a quiet sound of humor. “You win the cigar. Gene never hesitated to come out and play. I can’t see why you should, unless you’re worried about scoring a rap on the knuckles from Dupre.”

	“From Dupre?” Auel’s dark head shook. “From General Gaunt, maybe. The truth is, Earth is so far away and the Bram Sorenson war is breaking out so fast … I don’t think disciplinary action from some homeworlds office is an issue. And I do want to see you guys go into Santiago with good odds of making it out.”

	He paused as the AI intruded with a soft chime. The fake IDs, permits and visas were ready. The commercial indie which had docked at Kauffman had identified as the Shénshèng de Méiguī, almost a witticism: ‘Divine Rose.’ In fact, she was a salvage tug out of no specific freespacer port, come to Kauffman for emergency medical aid after an industrial accident. Last port of call, Thule, Aurora, two weeks before, where Crenna and Tyler came aboard, buying a ride out to Montserrat.

	It would do. If the port authorities in Santiago were inclined to be over-efficient, a pair of Tactical Special Ops IDs issued by Colonel Janssen’s office in Thule, in the same names, would scythe through enough red tape to at least secure a direct call to Noel LeFevre.

	Jarrat stood and frowned at the navigation tank. “We’d do well to take the Kitakaze,” he said thoughtfully. “She’ll look good as Tyler’s and Crenna’s ride. Damn’ lucky we kept one aboard.”

	They had held onto one when the transport proved itself so useful. Stone beckoned Curt Gable, who had been watching the navigation data, listening to the commanders with idle curiosity as they laid plans. If he had heard Stone request Scott Auel’s command experience for a new Ops Room director, he made no mention of it as he joined them at the last workstation, where the AutoChef spilled the aromas of coffee and noodles.

	Instead, he gestured at the display. “You’re going out. Deep cover.”

	“But just a day,” Stone said pointedly. “Straight shot through to Santiago, meet with LeFevre, slip in and out, fast and smooth. You and Archer,” he added, “have a hell of a lot of work to do. It could take weeks to find the Huntress. Get the pattern search started, and for chrissakes keep the hell out of the way of Montserrat, Basilisk … and the freespacers.”

	Gable’s brow creased as he chewed through the assignment. “LeFevre will know if a connection’s shown up recently between syndicate and corporate administration. If it has?”

	“We stay dark, find the Huntress and get the hell out,” Jarrat said tartly. “Not our problem, Curt. If LeFevre wants to fight that one, first he has to prove Montserrat’s not in freespace, then he can invoke Starfleet, the Army or both.”

	“And if there’s no connection?” Gable asked shrewdly.

	“Then we step back and take a good, long look at the whole deal.” Stone glanced at Jarrat, and Kevin nodded. “If it was feasible to hit Basilisk with Montserrat’s industrial resources, we might orchestrate it for them if we’re asked to,” Stone said thoughtfully. “They took one crack themselves, using mercenaries, and got hurt — maybe bad timing, poor tactics, unreliable crews? If Montserrat wants Basilisk out, and they have the resources to manage it themselves, they wouldn’t sit back like spectators and let Tactical scream blue murder.” He made negative noises. “I doubt we’ll be invited to their party, Curt. Something smells rotten.”

	“Like a pile of last week’s fish under the jetty,” Gable agreed. “All right, leave the pattern search to us. Carrier Flight and Ops can manage that much.” He studied Scott Auel with some exasperation, then relented with a glance at Stone. “Seriously, Captain Auel,” he confessed, “this new XO would be lying if I said I wasn’t glad to have you aboard.”

	Auel dropped a hand on Gable’s shoulder. “Call me Scott.”

	They worked well together, Stone saw. When he and Jarrat stepped down at last, for whatever reason, if Auel chose to remain with NARC in the teeth of the Bram Sorenson shambles, he was already standing on his own deck. The Athena would become his ship, Gable his Executive Officer. Another captain would be assigned as his partner while Jarrat and Stone —

	Stone did not care to look so far ahead. He stood back while Jarrat called the flight deck with orders to prep the Marshall Kitakaze, and the armory, for specific equipment. The ID and system entry permits had already been delivered to their quarters. As Jarrat talked to Athena Flight, Colonel Archer posted the navigation data for the pattern search. Stone sent it to the skyhauler’s navdeck, with layers of encryption Montserrat and Tactical could not hope to break through, if the authorities chose to be persnickety at the port of Santiago.

	He and Jarrat must know the Athena’s position at any given moment. Without the exact plot, outbound from Santiago and lost in the furnace-blast of the wind from Takahashi-Coe 218, they could not hope to find their way back to their own ship. Tartarus, Stone decided, was a queen bitch.

	Ten minutes later he was sorting through IDs, permits and licenses, a palmful of plastex slips little bigger than cashcards, while Jarrat selected jeans, jackets, boots, the kind of clothes a commercial heavy pilot might wear, when he was somewhat down on his luck and out here on the raw edge of the frontier, looking for big money. Max Tyler and John Crenna were a couple, handfasted, life partners as well as business partners. They had been together five years, and Sorenson was the source of their hardship. Their last address was a real apartment house in Elysium which had been gutted by fire seven weeks before. GlobalNet covered the streetwar; many people on Montserrat’s payroll should remember it. Tyler’s and Crenna’s story was pertinent enough, compelling enough, to appeal to Stone. All it had to do was convince a sympathetic officer on the Santiago spacers’ rink, and they were in.

	A pair of black denims, collared shirt with a blue pinstripe, black leather jacket, scuffed boots, a plain steel chain bracelet and one of a pair of matching white gold rings landed on the bunk beside Stone. Jarrat was already dressed in blue jeans, brown leather jacket, battered but well-cleaned boots, a green drop-necked teeshirt that displayed a swathe of nut-brown chest.

	His hair was growing long. It suited him, Stone noticed, absently fingering a few strands. The strong sun of Darwin’s World had lightened the top layers to gold while Kevin lay close to naked on the beach just beyond the fence marking the end of the property in Fairview. A pang of something uncomfortably like longing punched Stone, and Jarrat caught his breath.

	Gray eyes fixed on him, as if they might look right through to his soul. Stone answered only with a shrug, but he caught Jarrat in a punishing embrace, ravaged his mouth with a kiss tasting faintly of blood before he let him go. Jarrat’s hands shaped about his face, held him, demanding to know, but Stone discarded the moment’s powerful, pining desire for the utterly impossible.

	“If you don’t want to do this,” Jarrat began.

	“What, you’ll go in alone?” Stone scoffed. “Over my dead body. You heard Scott. You go in alone, you have no backup and no way to call out. We don’t even know if the empathy can cut across the wind from 218. Sure, I can feel you here, inside the carrier, rad-shielded, so close I could reach over and bite you.” He nuzzled Jarrat’s neck instead, sucked the lobe of his ear for a moment. “But from twenty or fifty million kilometers’ distance, in the solar storm of a super-giant?” He shook his head slowly. “Sure, we can experiment before we ship out, if you’re curious. Find out. But as for finding out the hard way? No, honey, not here, not this time. Too dangerous.”

	Not so close to the end, he thought — though he did not say it — while Harry Del produced the Angel blocker. The Sorenson war should soon fade into a bitter memory and perhaps NARC would be restructured into a mere quarantine and containment service, allied to Hazmat and Fire Control. Jarrat watched him astutely, but Stone would say no more. He dressed in John Crenna’s clothes, slid Crenna’s ID, permits, credit cards, pilot’s and shooter’s licenses into his inside pocket.

	A pair of matched Chiyoda .38 pistols, shoulder harness and spare magazines lay on the foot of Jarrat’s bunk, and Kevin wore a taut expression. “They have pretty strict gun laws here. We can stash some decent hardware on the skyhauler, where Customs won’t find it — and I intend to! — but we can’t carry much anyplace where we might get scanned, stopped, searched. The .38s are the max Tactical allows on the street, and only if they’re licensed, and you carry the license with the weapon.”

	“Score one for Tactical,” Stone observed as he shrugged into the harness. “Means LeFevre’s trying to control weapons on the street. At least it’ll slow Basilisk down, inside the major habitats. Basilisk shooters walk through a citybottom scantrap, carrying something verboten, they’ll be looking a gundrone square in the cannon-barrel before they can get off a shot. It’s a smart way to minimize syndicate activity, almost passively.”

	“It works because this isn’t a colony full of hard-ass citizens with voting rights,” Jarrat allowed. “Try instituting tight gun laws on Avalon or Rethan, there’d be riots. The legislation would stall at the get-go. There’s no government here, Montserrat makes the law and Tactical enforces it. People do as they’re told. They have to: they’re riding company contracts.” He gestured at the weapons set out on the workspace by the dormant screen. “Colt, Steyr, couple of rifles, palm guns, plenty of reloads, grenades — half a dozen smokers, four Demolite. Enough? Armory brought them up while you were in conference with the pixies.”

	“While I was …?” Stone echoed.

	“Zoned out. Somewhere else.” Jarrat tapped his skull. “Don’t think I didn’t notice! I just didn’t intrude.” He offered an embrace and Stone took it. “Second thoughts?”

	“About Basilisk as an assignment?” Stone held him gratefully, inhaling the sharpness of aftershave and something else that was all Jarrat. “Unless LeFevre has game-changing intel, it can’t be done. End of statement — and I don’t give a cuss how ballistic LeFevre and Dupre get about it. This jaunt into Santiago? Shouldn’t be a problem. It’ll answer a lot of questions. One skinny hint of Basilisk and Montserrat being in bed together and we’re gone, soon as we locate Gene and Petrov.”

	“I’ve been thinking the same.” Jarrat drew his fingers through Stone’s short, dark hair, massaging his scalp. “Speaking of being in bed together …” He held up his left hand, where he wore Max Tyler’s thick white gold band. “You know, I kind of like this.” He turned it to the soft cabin lights, studied it and gave Stone a look almost of self mockery. “It jogged my memory a little. Harry wiped out almost everything I can recall of the VR sims we ran, but I did remember one thing. In a few of them, we’d handfasted.”

	A thread of pleasure wandered at random through Stone’s nerve fibers. He caught Jarrat’s left hand, kissed the palm. “Would you like to?”

	“I think I might,” Jarrat said slowly. “I always had a hunch we’d be forcing our luck if we took the last step. You ask for too much, you wind up with nothing, you know? Superstitious, maybe, but that’s what they used to say on Sheckley. Knowing Sheckley, they probably still do.”

	“So you never mentioned it.” Stone heard the regretful tone in his own voice.

	“Neither did you,” Jarrat laced his fingers at Stone’s nape. “I’m not just getting hitched to you for your money.”

	“Good thing,” Stone said aridly, “because I don’t think the Stone clan would cough up a credit, supposing I walked into a flak curtain tomorrow.”

	Jarrat’s eyes darkened. “You don’t think much of your family.”

	“Voice of experience.” Stone kissed him to curtail the line of inquiry. “They never forgave me for enlisting with Tactical. Almost sixteen years, Kevin, they still don’t seem to care if I survive this job. As if death in line of duty is something I’ve got coming to me, maybe my punishment for disgracing them.” He shrugged. “That kind of bastard attitude, for so long, is not something I can forgive.”

	“You could.” Jarrat’s frown deepened. “But you’d need to be desperate for reconciliation.”

	“Which I’m not.” Stone gestured at the cabin, by extension, the carrier. “I made my own life, and I’m damn’ proud of it.  NARC’s never easy. Captain is rare. All of which means nothing to my folks. I also chose my own partner — and I don’t suppose they’d approve of him either.”

	“C’loney yokel,” Jarrat observed without a trace of humor.

	“Oh, they had a partner picked out for me before I was ten years old,” Stone said archly. “You think arranged marriages went out with whalebone corsets? Maybe they did, but marriage by bribery —?” He snorted, barely a laugh. “Her name was Olivia Farinelli. So naturally I blew the whole thing sky-high for them: I grew up fancying guys. They took a deep breath, swore a lot, did the one-eighty — change of plans. Next thing you know, there’s this new prospect. His name was Stuart Braden-Warne, the heir to some corporate clan from Zurich. I never even met him, but if we agreed to the marriage we’d inherit some dizzying percentage of the stock portfolios of both families, and a mansion in the Italian Alps. The Stones would vault several rungs up the social ladder, which was what they wanted. They never could shake off the truth: the family fortune started with a tradesman. Me? By the time I signed with Tac, I was ready to run for my life.” Now he did laugh, genuinely amused. “The price of my shuttle ticket out was the last buck I ever saw that I didn’t earn with my own sweat. Or blood,” he added philosophically.

	“And here we are.” Jarrat held him by the shoulders at arm’s length, to study him. “Regrets, Captain?”

	“Not a one.” Stone looked him up and down, mock-critically. “You’ll do me.”

	The comm chose that moment to intrude. “Athena Flight. Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone, your Kitakaze is prepped but not armed, as you specified. Ready to launch. Your navigation solution for Santiago is loaded.”

	“Thanks, Flight,” Jarrat responded. He smacked Stone’s mouth with a kiss and gave him a push. “Let’s get this done. Find the Huntress and get the hell out. Three weeks on the way here brings Harry three weeks closer to finished. You realize he might have actually isolated the blocker by now.”

	In fact, it was possible Harry Del could have entered the VR-model test phase by now, Stone knew. Over fifty thousand tests would be conducted using extrapolated DNA from genuine human donors across as wide a genetic sampling as he could manage. All must be completed successfully in simulation before Janine Cruz became another kind of Patient Zero. His pulse quickened as he picked up his weapons and followed Jarrat out.

	They were so close to the end of both the Angel war and Bram Sorenson’s war that, like Jarrat, like Harry, Stone could taste victory. He wanted it more fiercely than he had ever wanted anything, with the possible exception of Kevin Jarrat himself.

	Watching the man walk ahead of him to the lift, with the easy grace of the cougar Jesse Lawrence had recognized long ago, Stone indulged in a moment of healthy lust and unashamed self satisfaction. On a whim he let the empathic shield drop far enough for Jarrat to share the feeling. Kevin angled a glance over his shoulder as he keyed for the lift to the hangars, and one gray eye winked.

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	Noise in every part of the spectrum from the infrared right through to the highest civilian comm bands marked the position of Santiago. As the skyhauler approached on a vector from the outer system, the city’s barrage of animated signage became overpowering even by the standards of Elysium’s notorious citybottom.

	Still waiting for acknowledgement from Santiago Flight, Jarrat watched the hundred-meter dancers flanking the docking bays serving numerous sexshops, danceshops and VR dens. Physically improbable, genetically dubious, the holographic dancers performed feats as acrobatic as they were lewd. Two boys did the utterly impossible while pole dancing with an electric blue orchid. Two girls swam in zero-G, in a tangle of too-long limbs and spines too flexible to be human. Then the dancers winked out, replaced by the waltzing signage for a sexshop called Kōfuku No Ie, ahead of a commercial for Montserrat University, Santiago, and an animated menu for a local restaurant, with prancing seafood.

	Forty kilometers long, twenty wide, Santiago was built inside a hollow planetoid, and to Jarrat it seemed the outside was as busy as the void within. Little of the gray stone, cratered surface had not been commandeered for industry. Vast generating and recycling systems squatted in geometric patterns, while the shimmer of an energy field deflected the merciless solar wind. Just less than seven million people lived in the city. Many also worked there, supporting the vast crews, human and drone, who were systematically taking apart a rocky planet easily three times as massive as Darwin’s, and its six moons.

	Industry on this scale was impressive, daunting — appalling, Jarrat decided. Since the days of the terraformer fleets, such colossal destruction took place only in systems that offered no habitable worlds; and even so, systems like Tartarus were rare. The sheer number of worlds and moons, the hoard of rare materials, not to mention the proximity to freespace, made Takahashi-Coe 218 irresistible.

	Out here, Jarrat realized, a company like Montserrat made its own rules, built its own empire. It could dispute any suggestion that it was a colony, since the system owned not a single habitable planet. Eighteen days beyond Aurora, Tartarus sizzled, growled, fomented, against the backdrop of regions still only sketchily charted. The Cygnus Colonies lay sixty degrees of arc away, to galactic northeast, beyond Aurora. Out here Montserrat worked almost completely alone, and unchallenged.

	After ten minutes waiting at Gate 17, Jarrat’s patience began to wear thin. He tapped his combug and called again, “Santiago Flight Control, this is inbound Marshall skyhauler, registration Kilo-Victor-7758-Bravo, still requesting docking permission. Please advise if we should approach the city via another gate.”

	The AI was polite to a fault. “KV-7758-B, please hold.”

	“Try another gate,” Stone suggested. “It’s all sexshops and watering holes around here. Tactical’s probably unraveling a brawl and deciding who to arrest, right inside Gate 17. It could take another hour.”

	“All right … how about Gate 28,” Jarrat hazarded. “It’s on the high side, but not so close to ‘uptown’ that we’ll run into a crush of local traffic.”

	The Marshall slipped along the side of Santiago’s busy rink, crested a ridge of comm arrays larger than the Kitakaze and skimmed the energy field. Jarrat brought it to a repulsion stop twelve thousand meters closer to the distant end of the hollowed planetoid. Four other assorted vehicles were already queued to enter through the broad commercial gate. He dropped the truck in behind a freight hauler carrying green lettuce and red pepper posters capped by the slogan, ‘Sunrise Farms — delivering your freshness, every day.’

	At least here the line was moving. He nudged carefully in the wake of the freighter and brought the Marshall Kitakaze back to a halt at the boom gates closing off a vast, gape-fronted hangar. Harsh lighting spilled from the vacuum within, where the freighter had already pulled into a siding to pressurize and unload. Scanners passed back and forth over the skyhauler while every license and permit they possessed was run, run again. Jarrat was not surprised when the Gate 28 AI said politely,

	“Please enter and immediately turn left into Holding Bay 3. A Montserrat Santiago representative will be with you shortly. Please have all physical documentation ready for processing.”

	“Here we go,” Stone said with spurious patience, while his annoyance prickled beneath Jarrat’s skin. “At least they already scanned us six ways from Sunday — no flags went up. We’re not likely to be searched.”

	Meaning, the weapons cache was sufficiently disguised to pass as a tool store. The hardware Jarrat had requisitioned lay under a false bottom in the equipment compartment under the aft decking, surrounded by legitimate tools and enough spare components to keep the Kitakaze in good order for months. Weapons, reloads and powerpacks, carefully stashed, were indistinguishable from the tools and often volatile chemistry of the commercial spacer’s trade.

	Otherwise, they were coming in clean. At Gable’s prompting, techs had dumped several duffels full of personal effects and overdue laundry into the rear cab space. If LeFevre’s people were scanning for anything specific, Jarrat guessed, it would be Angel or the raw materials to feed a lab. The Kitakaze had already passed the deep scan test.

	Four holding bays opened up directly to the left of the red and white boom; the third and largest, truck-sized, gaped to accept the skyhauler. Before Jarrat set down the doors closed behind it. In minutes, instruments read acceptable pressure. He released the harness and lowered the side ramp behind the cockpit hatch. 

	Then they waited again. Almost half an hour passed before a harassed young man with carrot-orange hair and a broken nose hurried toward them. Bored, tired, hungry, thirsty, Jarrat guessed as he watched the man from the armorglass pane by the port personnel airlock.

	On a whim, he fetched a coffee laced with a lot of sugar from the Kitakaze’s little AutoChef, and offered it as the Montserrat Santiago officer appeared.

	“Got time for coffee, chief?”

	It was gone in three gulps. The man’s ID badge read ‘Warton, C.L., Port Lieutenant.’ He held out the empty mug. “Got time for two. Thanks, man.”

	“Coming up.” Jarrat refilled it and poured for himself and Stone. He spread their cards on the work space by the ’Chef, “Anything else you need, chief?”

	Pale blue eyes glanced over the ID images and back at Jarrat’s face, and Stone’s. “I’m gonna need your entry permits here.”

	“We, uh, just got in.” Stone perched on the edge of the nearest chair.

	“Can’t let you into Santiago without the right permits,” Warton informed him. “Tactical’ll give me hell, could lose my job. Good coffee an’ all, but — you know how Tactical is in this shithole system. Tactical’s tight, man. You get on their wrong side, you can do time in a cage just for getting your records fucked up.”

	“Actually,” Stone said slowly, “I meant, we just got into Tartarus. Came in on the Shénshèng de Méiguī, via Kauffman. Where do we apply for these, uh, permits?”

	Warton turned his eyes to the overheads. “Kauffman. Jee-zus, those guys are as much use as two broken legs. They let you through?” His mouth compressed. “No, lemme guess. You came in on a freespacer, right?”

	“Of course.” Jarrat assumed a confused, bemused expression. “Anything wrong with that? It was the only ride out of Thule we could get without waiting weeks for the clipper and paying a whole heap more than we can afford. See, we’re out here looking for work.”

	Warton’s restless hands waved him to silence. “Doesn’t matter why you’re here, you gotta have the right permits or you don’t get in. Kauffman Flight shouldn’t have let you through, but between you and me, they take humungous bribes from indie crews to look the other way. If you guys came in on an indie — what, you just split while nobody bothered to notice you, and headed here?”

	“Right. We were told, if you want company work, you need to apply in Santiago.” Stone mirrored Jarrat’s bemusement. “We didn’t know there’d be a problem. It’s not like entering a colony, then? We usually just sort out the permits after docking.”

	“Nope. We ain’t no colony. This is a corporate mining operation.” Warton pulled a handypad from one cargo pocket. “To enter the Montserrat Lode, you gotta apply for clearance at your port of debarkation. Thule or wherever issues your entry permits and you better not lose ’em.”

	“But we’re here,” Jarrat protested. “The Shénshèng de Méiguī was on a stop and go, she already left. We can’t get back to Aurora that way, even if we could afford the transportation — which we can’t. Back in Thule, ads were running on the citynet pages. Ask anybody on the rink, they’ll tell you Montserrat’s hiring.” He gestured at the commercial licenses. “Why else would we come here — for the sunshine and beach bunnies?”

	Now the company man chewed his lip. “Montserrat’s always hiring. This place hemorrhages labor as fast as it sucks it in … well, Santiago could supply the permits, I guess. We fix everybody’s paperwork when it goes tits-up, which it does three times a day. Everything else here looks in good order. Rat-bastard freespacers, they make a mess for everybody.” He took a deep breath, rubbed his eyes. “You got the processing fee? Gotta hit you for two hundred, each, to get this straightened out.”

	“We only have Thule bucks on us till we get into Santiago,” Stone offered, delving into a pocket for a wad of the red and blue scrip common in any citybottom, where so many transactions were done invisibly through the medium of cash.

	“Thule dollars are fine.” Warton snatched the notes from him and got busy with the handypad. He spoke the litany sing-song fashion, as if he had delivered it a thousand times before: “Santiago permits will remain current for three months. Carry them at all times. Tactical will check you. Permits must be renewed with a minimum seven days grace period. Renewal fees apply. You may renew three times, but it you fail to secure a valid employment contract upon expiry of the fourth permit you will be required to leave the Montserrat Lode.”

	Which would be a good trick, Jarrat decided, if the luckless immigrant had been out of work for a year. Tickets out of Tartarus were pricey. And that, he thought bleakly, was the route map for how so many young and not-so-young people found themselves working in the sexshops, or worse, for the syndicate. Citybottom could be an unpleasant place to crash.

	The handypad spat out two slips of plastex, imprinted with their faces, expiry dates, arbitrary ID codes. Jarrat took them, passed one along to Stone. “Thanks, man. We appreciate it. So why’s your local Tactical so tight?”

	Warton counted the notes, printed off a receipt and slapped it into Stone’s palm. “We got a big-ass Angel syndicate,” he said as if he could not have cared less. “Colonel LeFevre keeps the whole place buttoned down, like he thinks he can go up against them.” He barked a laugh. “Basilisk. You guys watch your asses out there, even in Santiago. Uptown’s safe enough, but stay the fuck out of citybottom, y’hear?”

	“We don’t deal,” Stone said harshly.

	The pale blue eyes looked long and hard at him, then at Jarrat. “Listen, you’re green as a couple o’ raw gourds here, so I’m gonna warn you. Any jack in Tartarus, any ten year old, knows this stuff, but you — you’ll get screwed over before you can chug down a beer if you don’t know this system. Basilisk is everywhere, understand? They’re in everything. In most cities, a pop of Angel is cheaper than a burger —”

	Because it was made locally from inexpensive chemistry, Jarrat thought, though he said nothing. All but the most synthetic of food had to be shipped across vast distances, from whatever agro-labs produced it insystem.

	“— and Montserrat ain’t the only one that’s always hiring,” Warton finished. “You can get recruited whether you want in or not, y’see what I’m saying? They want your truck, or your nice, clean IDs, your licenses and permits — they take whatever they want. You get up and sass ’em, you’ll be face-down in a sexshop with a nose full of the crap. So maybe you think it’s easier to play their game. Once you’re hired, the only way off their payroll is a snort up both nostrils and a nasty habit for the rest of your very short life.”

	“We hear you.” Stone’s face was thunderous. “Montserrat owns title to the celestial territory, but Basilisk actually owns the place.”

	Warton subsided, as if the terrible sense of his own words had just hit him. “They own the population, at least. Everybody’s got an Angelhead stashed someplace back home, humping away in the spare bedroom. Sometimes, I think they’re the only folks in this shitpit system who’re happy.”

	“Only till they wake up,” Jarrat said quietly.

	“Yeah.” Warton stirred restlessly. “So you stay the hell out of citybottom, y’hear? Don’t get blitzed, don’t turn your back on your gear, keep the truck locked up in a security zone. And when you see Tactical uniforms, make sure to smile and make nice. You’re jammed in between the rock and the hard place — you’re in Tartarus now. You got no place to run to.”

	He was on his way back to the hatch. “Thanks.” Jarrat gestured with the permits. “We appreciate the advice.”

	Halfway down the ramp, Warton hesitated. “So take another gem of wisdom from the stupid bugger who’s stuck here,” he said bitterly. “Get your contract, get your cash and get out, soon as you can buy the transportation.”

	With that he was gone, leaving Jarrat and Stone to regard each other with bleak speculation. “LeFevre has no grip on Basilisk at all,” Stone observed. “If he ever had, he’s lost it … and I’m going to guess, any control he ever thought he had was wishful thinking.”

	The judgment was close to Jarrat’s own. “I think we’ll take Port Lieutenant Warton’s advice, don’t you? Make contact with LeFevre, take whatever data he has, and — out.” He slid back into the pilot’s seat and hooked a comset over his ear. “KV-7758-B calling Santiago Flight, we are cleared to enter the city. Please advise.”

	Safe parking in a security zone for a vehicle the size of the Kitakaze cost another thousand, debited to Crenna’s cashcard, but Jarrat saw at least six cameras covering the area, plus four human security officers and three times as many drones on patrol. The skyhauler would be safe enough for a few hours.

	Absurdly aware of the documents in his breast pocket, he led the way up out of the public vehicle park onto a long, winding plascrete ramp leading to street level. This part of Santiago reminded him strongly of Sequoia, in the Jupiter system; but as he and Stone came up onto the street his mind switched gears.

	Far overhead, the ‘sky’ was rock, hiding behind the sun-bright glare of industrial floodlights. The very air smelled subtly different, like ship’s air, without the qualities of a wind off the ocean, or a breeze that had skipped across the shoulder of a glacier not an hour ago. He slid hands into pockets and watched the people go by on Copenhagen Boulevard, which skirted the rink on this side of Santiago. Far across town, Antigua Boulevard made its way back. Between the two, the city rose sixty levels above streets as busy as any he had seen in Venice, or even in Chicago. 

	Local time was 19:20, and the urban wildlife was just coming out to play. In the hundred meters between the gates to the rink and the public payphones beside the holo theaters, he and Stone could have chosen from eight Companions of any imaginable gender, some with undeniable good looks, and all too eager.

	Jarrat’s eyes followed the boy with gold tiger tattoos and pierced-in emeralds, who painted his eyelids green and wore his hair in a raven’s wing cape, naked save for a slender wallet strapped about his ankle.  He had the looks, the body, the moves. If Jarrat was any judge, he had not yet smelled the sharp, acrid tang of Angel. But he looked too hungry, Jarrat thought, as if doing business tonight was critically important. Was he twenty, twenty-two? And already so desperate for cash, though he himself was not yet an Angelhead. Perhaps someone at home was. Dark eyes smoldered on Jarrat as the young man clearly assumed he had made a score. He glanced at Stone before his brows ached at Jarrat in the old, universal language of the street: a trio is cool, but it’ll cost extra.

	Almost reluctantly, seeing the desperation in the too-young, painted face, Jarrat shook his head. Stone felt the surge of raw unease and leaned closer, watching the Companion try his luck elsewhere. They were close enough to uptown here that Jarrat was surprised not to see Tactical moving the hustlers on, especially this early in the evening. He gave Stone a wry glance. “Trying not to collect strays. We’ve been here less than an hour and — see that kid?”

	“Oh, I saw him,” Stone admitted. “I saw a thousand just like him on the Marsport rink. They come down to play with the spacers.”

	“That’d be us,” Jarrat reminded. “The Companions probably figure we just got in, cashed up and ready to party. We must look like an easy mark.”

	“There’s no law against trying.” Stone glanced after the round, tiger-tattooed buttocks. “Give him a chance — fifteen minutes later, your second shot of tequila arrives with a little something extra in the glass. You wake up in the morning with your cash and cards gone. Consider yourself lucky if your account isn’t emptied out and your ride vanished.”

	“They’re not all criminals,” Jarrat argued.

	“No, but some of them … I saw it too often.” Stone headed for the phones.

	He punched the Tactical code while Jarrat watched the tattoos and emeralds step into an expensive sports roadster and cruise away toward the towering buildings of uptown. He caught no glimpse of the customer, but he had also never met a professional Companion who did not know his own business, how to take care of himself. Lee came to mind, and Jesse Lawrence. Neither of them had ever hustled on the street; but neither had been marooned in Tartarus, up against such fierce competition that they might have been less fortunate here.

	“Computer,” Stone was saying to the Tactical AI, “recognize security override Sierra-Delta-7-3-5-Whiskey-Tango.” Then he waited while a mildly graffitized screen displayed the revolving Santiago Tactical logo. The code would rush the call through to Noel LeFevre, no matter where he was.

	Thumping music and high pitched, almost hysterical laughter issued from the theaters and the danceshop opposite. Dreamsmoke drifted, apparently out of the air itself, its telltale odor masked by the aroma of oily, spicy food from a kiosk at the curb. Jarrat felt a growl from his belly. “You hungry?”

	“I could eat.” Stone leaned out from the hooded phone and viewed the vendor with all due skepticism. “You trust that stuff?”

	”You kidding? This is LeFevre’s town, buttoned down tight,” Jarrat retorted. “Gun control, entry permits, carry your ID, expect to be stopped in the street while some officer runs it. LeFevre’s maintaining the only kind of control he can. You could probably eat off his sidewalks.”

	He took the few minutes Stone spent on hold to buy wraps stuffed with something like the Primecut so popular on Earth, a sausage made from vermiform, marine and myco-sourced proteins, deep fried and spiced so sharply, his sinuses stung. The price stung more. The wraps cost forty dollars each. 

	Stone was still on hold when Jarrat set the food into his palm. “What the hell is this stuff?”

	“Turns out, they’re worm eaters out here on the frontier,” Jarrat told him. “Primecut. I guess it tastes all right, if you’re hungry.”

	“Primecut.” Stone seemed to be looking around for a bin. “I ate way too much of this crap before I got out of the homeworlds, if —” He broke off as the Tactical AI came back online. “Yes, I’m still here.”

	“Thank you for holding, Mister Crenna,” the AI said pleasantly. “If you proceed to the junction of Oregon and Tromso, take the public elevator to Tranquility Park. A vehicle will meet you there. Thank you for calling Santiago Tactical. Good evening.”

	The screen blanked, leaving Stone with a hundred dollar chunk chewed out of his cashcard. “Damn, this place is expensive.” He pocketed the card and against his better judgment tried the food. “Forty bucks for Primecut.” His eyes seemed to water on the spices. “Christ, what is this?”

	“Synthetic wasabi,” Jarrat guessed. “Probably so you can’t taste the worms or the fungus.” He cast about for his bearings, saw the signage opposite and pointed Stone on, past the theater and adjacent VR arcade, where evening crowds had begun to thicken.

	Day and night were the same within a hollow planetoid, but as pseudo-night fell the light levels from the floods set into the cavern’s ceiling steadily diminished. An evening breeze blew across the city, as refreshing as it was fake. Jarrat recognized the too-constant, too-predictable air stream from hidden convection ducts. His skin prickled uncomfortably.

	“Reminds you of someplace?” Stone easily picked up on the sensation. He binned the last of the wrap as they approached the junction, and shouldered his way through the garish crowd outside a tavern. He looked up, up again, where color and animation danced across the building faces. By now the main daylight floods had dimmed almost to nothing. “It’s not so bad, when you consider what it is, where it is.”

	In fact, it was a city — Jarrat had seen too many. Few were much better, or even very different. Santiago would once have seemed like paradise to the kid who shipped out on an Army transport when he was seventeen. He set aside his misgivings and watched the traffic.

	Ground cars of every description crowded the streets; cabs and people movers scudded overhead. The black Tactical squaddies seemed omnipresent. Tactical Command stood not ten kilometers away, just short of the central business precinct, and LeFevre clearly liked to make his presence felt. The public performance might be the only thing he had left. The hustlers were too numerous, too ubiquitous, often perilously young, while street musicians played for coins or credit vouchers until a retailer, restaurateur or black-uniformed Tactical officer moved them along. The signs of poverty were everywhere.

	“There.” Stone pointed. Oregon and Tromso cut a vast four-way, congested with ground traffic while scudding cabs rushed overhead in every direction. Free community elevators rode the outside of the buildings on all corners. The nearer corner — the Alhambra Hotel, with a recreation arcade on the ground floor and five basement levels of parking and retail — carried the upward-pointing signs for Tranquility Park. 

	At this hour the lifts were busy at street level, but before the car had risen more than halfway to the roof Jarrat and Stone were alone. Parking bays and cab ranks flanked the exoskeletal elevator shaft; neon-bright signage danced dizzyingly in midair. Jarrat watched with a grim expression. As the lift opened onto the cooler, quieter expanse of the garden, he said,

	“There’s no shortage of money here. Just the usual problem with the way it flows. Or doesn’t.”

	“Get caught in citybottom,” Stone agreed, “and there’s no way out, not without playing Basilisk’s game. Basilisk’s clout, right under LeFevre’s nose, gives you an idea of how often people fall through the cracks.” He gazed out over the bright evening chaos of Santiago. “This isn’t even citybottom, but I’m seeing panhandlers and hustlers in every shadow.”

	“While Basilisk grows fast, and fat.” Jarrat shared Stone’s stirring unease as he looked up into the inky darkness far overhead, which could actually have been the night sky. Only the stars were missing. A kilometer of rock separated this void from hard vacuum, helping to rad-shield the interior against the blistering solar wind. “It looks like Montserrat doesn’t give a toss about the people working here,” Jarrat said cynically. “Or, if they ever did, the human problem got away from them. They offer jobs and pay well — that part’s easy. But just staying alive here is expensive. Get injured or sick, take a lungful of Angel or find yourself responsible for someone who fell through the cracks, the best you can hope for is to hang on, survive, as long as you can.”

	“No escape route.” Stone glared across the city. “These gas cans are bigger and the lights are brighter, but this is still just Sheckley.”

	“And so far from the colonies,” Jarrat added, “I doubt the Army recruiting ships ever come this far. That’s the only way I could get out.” He did not have to feign a shudder. “You’d have a better chance of escaping with a freespacer crew.”

	Stone angled a bleak look at him. “You heard what Ramos and Archer said. They’ve known people who worked beyond the frontier. It’s so rough out there, survival comes down to strength and ruthlessness. Not so many people can do it.”

	So most stayed here, Jarrat thought. When their luck ran out they lived a half-life in the shadows. Sheckley haunted him as Stone touched his arm to draw his attention, and he looked up across the rooftop garden to see a car coming in. 

	Tranquility Park was aptly named. Clever design made its hectare seem much larger, with meandering paths, arbors, genetically-modified species from many worlds apparently thriving in the artificial day/night cycle. The air so high was cleaner. A faint humidity rose from earth and lawns, telling Jarrat the irrigation system had recently run.

	As the unmarked Tactical vehicle dropped down toward a loading zone in the corner above Oregon and Tromso, tiny drones began to work among the shrubs. The irony made Jarrat swear quietly. Human beings would have been glad to do such work, but the park’s owners — the Alhambra or perhaps the City of Santiago, which ultimately meant Montserrat itself — preferred the machine solution, to minimize expenses.

	The white late-model Volvo landed with a shush of brakes, and both gullwings whined up as Jarrat and Stone approached. They knew Noel LeFevre on sight: average height, cream-coffee skin, black hair worn in a short tail at his nape, worry lines springing out around eyes, brow and mouth. Not a handsome man, Jarrat thought, but intelligent. Part of LeFevre still cared enough to stand up and fight. He was no more than a decade younger than Dupre, Vic Duggan’s age, and just as careworn. It went with the job.

	He did not know them on sight, but given the NARC override code, they could only be from Dupre’s office. LeFevre held out his hand and Stone took it. The accent sounded like Calleran, Jarrat thought, with Elysium overtones, as if LeFevre had traveled widely before being suckered into this assignment.

	“You know me? Colonel Noel LeFevre. This is my aide, Lieutenant Keller.” He nodded over his shoulder in the direction of the tall, thickset young man in plain clothes, evidently riding shotgun for him. Keller hung back beside the car, but never took his eyes from the NARC men. LeFevre offered his hand to Jarrat. “I’m very glad you’re here, Mister …?”

	“Captain,” Stone corrected quietly. “Stone. This is Captain Jarrat.”

	LeFevre’s eyes narrowed as he shook Jarrat’s hand. “Another carrier’s insystem?”

	“You were in contact with Captains Cantrell and Petrov,” Stone observed. “We’d be grateful if you’ll tell us the location of the Huntress.”

	For a moment Jarrat wondered if it could really be so simple, but LeFevre’s blank look dismissed the notion. The Tactical officer seemed to recoil. “She left. I assumed Gene Cantrell either decided not to take on Basilisk, or else he’d gathered all the intel NARC deemed necessary and decided to return to Sector Command, pending the High Court ruling we’re all waiting for. He’d warned me, the call wasn’t his to make. If Montserrat wins its case, we’re freespacers. And if we are, I’ll flush this job down the nearest latrine in a heartbeat.”

	Jarrat took a breath, held it, exhaled slowly as he felt the twist of Stone’s belly. “She didn’t leave, Colonel. The Huntress went dark. Stopped transmitting. She never reappeared via her datastream; no message was ever carried out by another ship; she never showed up in any colonial port.”

	“Which means the odds are overwhelming that she’s still here, somewhere in this insane jumble of a system.” Stone thrust his hands into the pockets of John Crenna’s black denims. “You’ve heard nothing from her, then?”

	“Not a squeak.” LeFevre’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Jesus, that’s … I just assumed Gene was done and they shipped out.” He cast about, saw a wrought iron table, chairs and bench, under an ornamental lamp, and beckoned. His voice was a bare murmur. “This is the safest place I know to talk. There’s almost nowhere in the city you can speak without being recorded, even if it’s my own Tactical surveillance gear following you. Up here, there’s vid and audio monitors, but the open air makes it impossible to get clear sound. Sit. Turn your backs to the lamp and keep your voices down. The backs of your heads will be imaged, but unless you shout, we have a little privacy. The next vid pickup is thirty meters that way. Keep your faces neutral, there’ll be nothing for analysts to work with.”

	Alarm bells began to clamor in Jarrat’s mind but he put on his poker face and said softly, “You’re not sure of your security.”

	“On the contrary,” LeFevre murmured, “I know exactly where my security stands. It’s an open book to Montserrat. If they want to know I met two guys in the park, all they need to do is open my files. What we said, however, is my business, so long as it’s said here, and quietly.” Dark brown eyes flickered between Jarrat and Stone. “Never forget, this isn’t a colony. Tactical operates here beneath the umbrella of Montserrat itself. We’re little more than the public face of the corporate security squad. We deal with the civilian public. They deal with freespacer insurgents. You can believe me, they have their hands full.”

	“And who,” Stone asked deliberately, “deals with Basilisk?”

	For a moment LeFevre said nothing. He sat back, considering his palms, clearly weighing what he could say, and should. Perhaps to keep his hands busy, he took out a pack of Mountain Winds and a lighter. He offered them to Jarrat and Stone; Stone took one but Jarrat shook his head. The lighter flicked and the delicate scent of bel grass and juniper danced on the night air.

	The mild sedative seemed to settle LeFevre. He plumed smoke from both nostrils and gathered his thoughts. “At this time no one is dealing with Basilisk at all. They’ve grown too powerful, too fast. Montserrat did try to impede them in the early days, but now they don’t have the resources.”

	“You don’t suspect collusion, corruption?” Jarrat pressed.

	LeFevre blinked at him. “Between Montserrat and Basilisk? No. Quite the opposite, in fact. I have three of my own agents buried inside the company, at the level of accountancy and AI tech. I generate my own datafeed. Montserrat isn’t quite an open book to me, but it’s close. I know a great deal they probably consider highly classified. To begin with, Angel is impacting the workforce heavily now. There’s a growing shortage of qualified people, while we’re getting top-heavy with …” He sighed. “I want to say passengers, but it’s a cruel word. The system does try to provide for the sick, but there are so many, and more every day.

	“Understand, Montserrat pays enormous taxes to Earth, we all do. Corporate profits are safeguarded, because Montserrat is a public company. Try shortchanging your shareholders, gentleman, and you’ll see how much slack they’ll cut you! Investors in Chicago and Shanghai don’t give the slightest fuck about how many Angel users you’re attempting to support through their last year of life; they just want their money.” He shrugged, an expression of tired resignation. “No matter how much cash is ripped out of Tartarus, there isn’t enough left after business overhead, taxation, interest on loans, the shareholder payout, to even look after this population properly, much less hire a mercenary fleet and take on Basilisk. The only bolt Montserrat has left to shoot is this frantic bid to be granted freespacer status and get the hell out from under the tax burden. Achieve that, and they might, I say might, be able to hire on enough independent muscle to drive Basilisk out of this system.”

	“Damn,” Stone breathed. He took a last drag on the bel grass, stubbed out the smoke on the iron frame of the bench and flicked it into the bin under the table. “I believe they did try, way back?”

	“Oh, they tried.” LeFevre gestured vaguely. “That’s where the company made its deep freespacer connections. I couldn’t transmit much about this to Colonel Dupre, because such connections are illicit. The news that Montserrat routinely does business with crews from the wrong side of the frontier would hurt the stock price back in the homeworlds. So the company kept it quiet when they hired freespacers to take on Basilisk. What a waste of time and money.”

	Jarrat and Stone shared a grim look. “It went badly.” Jarrat sat back, hands in the pockets of Max Tyler’s brown leather jacket as the evening air picked up a chill.

	“They shot it out for over five months,” LeFevre growled. “Basilisk was already too strong, also with powerful connections in freespace — blood ties. Two or three freespace dynasties are bound up in Basilisk; the rest of the bastards are the scum of the colonies, come out here to try their hand because the time and the place make it easy.” He pinned them with a sharp look. “Yes, Basilisk has roots in freespace. But — mistake number one: believing all freespacer crews are garbage. Many are; a lot more aren’t. If you need to hire mercenaries, you’ll find enough good and bad to make a fleet on either side. But at the end of the day they’re still freespacers, and they’re not stupid. They won’t hold their ground and fight to the last man for your lost cause.”

	His words spoke clearly to Jarrat. “They cut their losses, took what pay was coming to them and pulled out. Basilisk’s indie crews won out.”

	“Because Basilisk hired the baddest-asses they could find, with the nastiest ships, armed with munitions lifted from Army wrecks,” LeFevre said bitterly.

	“Sounds familiar.” Jarrat met Stone’s stormy eyes and then looked away at the city lights. “Tell me, Colonel. If a mercenary fleet couldn’t take Basilisk, why do you assume NARC can fight here and win?”

	The colonel leaned closer. “There’s a big difference between a carrier and a squadron of tacky little ships sniping around the edges of the big problem. You have the hardware, the manpower. Gunships, full-on armament, riot armor. Short of calling in the bloody Army, you’re the only force on the street in any city that could take Basilisk … and if I invoke the Army, we’ll get another Sheal, or Kelso. But it’ll be worse, because you can’t fight their kind of shooting war among habitat cities like ours. You know I’m right.”

	“Maybe,” Stone admitted. “We know about fighting around habitats.” He frowned deeply at Jarrat as memories of Sequoia and Inquanoc bedeviled them both.

	“The trouble is,” LeFevre said sourly, “Basilisk is still growing, still feeding. They’re bleeding this population white and taking in strength from freespace every day. Give them another six months, not even NARC will be able to get in here and make any bloody difference. It’ll be Army or nothing, and … I won’t open that door. All it leads to is slaughter.” His brows arched, deeply creasing his forehead. “Basilisk will have won. Tartarus will belong to them. I might as well resign and go home.”

	“Damn.” Jarrat looked up into the intense darkness overhead, where even now one expected to see stars. The utter nothing above reinforced the sense of living inside a trap so enormous, people failed to notice it for too long. “So, Montserrat is desperate to be rid of Basilisk.”

	“You got it. Basilisk is ruining them,” LeFevre affirmed. “In fact, various analysts within the company are actually saying the rot has already spread too far. This information is privileged; I’m not supposed to even have it, but one of my agents was in the right place at the right time.” His mouth compressed. “According to the numbers, Montserrat is walking a tightrope. A year, eighteen months, longest, they’ll be declaring Chapter 7, if nothing else. If they can lift the taxation burden, they’ll survive. But you know how tough it’ll be to win that one in any court on Earth.”

	The understatement was leaden. “I wouldn’t hold your breath waiting,” Stone warned. “We’re gathering our own data, now we’re here, but technically we have no authority to fight in this system.”

	“No matter if a Tactical colonel got down on his knees?” LeFevre hazarded. “You want to declare a state of martial law? Do it. Look at this place! If it isn’t war, what is it? Montserrat has pledged me every resource they possess. I can extend the same to you.”

	“Not even then — technically,” Jarrat said softly. “It’s difficult, Colonel.”

	“It’s political,” Stone added. “We’re so far out of our jurisdiction here … look, Colonel, the truth is, we only came here to find the Huntress. There’s a carrier in the outer system, but she’s running a pattern search. When we find the Huntress —”

	“You’ll be gone,” LeFevre finished.

	“I’m afraid so,” Jarrat said slowly. “Though we can certainly petition Sector Command on your behalf. We can make a report far more thorough, and current, than anything you dared to transmit to Dupre. We can also add a recommendation that NARC should consider taking some form of action in the interests of the population of Tartarus.”

	“Well, that’s something,” LeFevre sighed.

	“A place to start.” Stone hesitated. “The sooner we find the Huntress and get back to Darwin’s, the sooner we can get wheels in motion. For weeks, we’ve assumed Captains Cantrell and Petrov fought a battle in the outer system. Did you get any data from your agents regarding a major confrontation around eight weeks ago?”

	Again, LeFevre’s eyes narrowed. “I did. Montserrat reported it, of course. They assumed it was a freespacer brawl or, more likely, Basilisk took on a crew from ‘outside,’ as we call it here. The far side of the frontier. Basilisk came out of that one the victor. The truth is, the syndicate has made more enemies in freespace than they’ve made friends. Their dealings over the past few years have been bloody. The enmity began when a number of freespacer crews took Montserrat’s dollar to fight. No one goes into a battle believing they’ll lose, but a lot of freespacers on both sides took a painful licking. Basilisk never forgot or forgave, any more than the clans from outside forgot or forgave the carnage. For every freespacer operation that’ll align itself with Basilisk for gain, or safety, there’s another five that’d rip the belly out the empire, if they knew how.”

	“The empire,” Jarrat echoed. “Angel empire.”

	“The last of the Angel empires,” Stone said bitterly, and before LeFevre could ask he pressed, “I imagine, if Basilisk and the freespacers canceled each other out, Montserrat would celebrate?”

	“So would Tactical.” Anger simmered in LeFevre, not far beneath the surface. “The bald fact is, we have no end of problems with crews from outside. They come into Tartarus uninvited, smuggling every kind of contraband, stealing everything that isn’t nailed down. If you get on the rough side of them, owe them money, they’ll heist talent for the warm-body markets out yonder-way.” He nodded upward and outward. “Tactical people are favorite targets for freespacer trash.

	“It’s no secret that indie crews despise us because we seize cargoes, arrest crews, impound ships. It amuses them to see Tactical officers sold off like livestock out there. In fact,” he added, sharp with fury, “I have a freespacer crew in the lockup right now. They came in loaded with contraband, three notorious individuals. I’m holding them till I work out a deal: trade ’em for a bunch of my own who were looted a few months ago. The scum I’m holding this time know exactly where my officers are, but the distances involved, the comm problems … it takes months to hammer this out.”

	A prisoner exchange, Jarrat thought, sharing a deep undercurrent of old fury, old fear, with Stone. “Good luck with that,” he said cautiously. “I wish we could assist, but the Huntress is our business. You help us find her, and I guarantee we’ll put your case to Dupre, see what can be done. We’ve had a crew modeling this deathtrap of a system in VR for weeks. If NARC can fight here we’ll work out how.”

	LeFevre stood, too restless to sit any longer. “Deathtrap? Get the term right: it’s a shitpit. If anyone can fight here, it’s NARC. The Army would just take a bloody mess and make it worse. Starfleet, the Peacecorps? Maybe. But to me they look like a massacre waiting to happen somewhere. Basilisk wouldn’t roll over and play dead, not even if the Starfleet-Olympic drove insystem.”

	Something in his tone made Jarrat’s blood cool. He felt Stone’s thrill of unease as Stone observed, “You’re very sure about that. You’re guessing Basilisk would hide behind the human shield? Make us chase them from one city to another, leave a trail of devastation behind us so bad, you’d wind up asking us to get out of your space?”

	But the Tactical man’s head shook slowly. “You’ll be wasting your time, if you try to take them on in the cities. All you’d be doing there is mopping up the penny ante shooters and dealers. You might grab a bagman or a mule if you’re lucky. Save yourself the bother: that much, Tactical can do for ourselves — and we do it frequently.” He dug through one pocket and produced several datacubes. “I brought these, in case you were interested in the state of play. Sounds like you are, so …” He dropped them into Stone’s palm. “Be in touch. You’ll find my personal frequency, my secure line, my comm codes, on those cubes. No need to come back into Santiago.” The flicker of a smile raced across his mouth. “I assume you faked your ID to get in? My people are very good; they’ll catch it on the data dump from the next courier dispatch. The same ID won’t work a second time. It doesn’t have to. You want to talk, Captains, get close and call me. Anytime.” He gestured at the cubes. “Tell me what you need. Then get Dupre to take me seriously.”

	“He already does,” Jarrat assured him. “But he’s more hamstrung by politics than you are — and as for fighting here? We’re still not sure. Our descant troops will tell us what can be done.”

	“It’s a relief to know you’re not asking for a city-to-city brawl,” Stone admitted. “So if a chase through the habitats is a waste of time, what …?”

	Again, LeFevre nodded at the cubes in his hand. “It’s all in there.” He took a step toward the Volvo, where his guard stood immobile, big arms folded on his chest. “I’ll hit my sources, see what I can find: a big ship from out of system, hidden someplace, maybe damaged. Probably damaged,” he amended. He gave the NARC men a flint-hard look. “I can’t get a call through to your carrier. I don’t know where you are. Give me a few days, then — call me.”

	“We will,” Jarrat promised.

	Moments later the car was gone, a dazzle of lights vanishing into the gloom in the direction of uptown. Stone leaned on the handrail at the parapet, looking down into the street, but Jarrat turned his back to the view and watched the few patrons walking the pathways across Tranquility Park. It seemed a popular hangout for youth. Several Companions and ‘trade’ had gone by while they spoke with LeFevre, and he caught a glimpse of lithe, supple bodies in the shadows. Two figures wrangled there; he could only guess that one was a professional by the tattoos and the casual nakedness which seemed to be the badge of the trade here. The other man wore a curious mix of mock-leather and synthetic silk, some chic peculiar to Tartarus this year. One saw nothing like it in the colonies. Jarrat wondered if the look came in with the freespacers. The authorities might resent indie crews, but to young people trapped here, he realized they must hold a powerful allure. They symbolized freedom.

	“I’ve seen enough,” Stone said quietly, still intent on the view beyond the parapet, where a thirty-meter holographic woman of improbable proportions flew with a figure from mythology, half human, half dragon, fabulous with emerald scales and golden wings. The commercials for an exclusive uptown sexshop threaded through the animation, while the yelps and groans of the Companion on the boot-end of the business — pleasure or pain, it was impossible to tell — issued from the shadows under the magnolias. Stone slipped the datacubes into his inside pocket and pushed away from the guardrail. “Home?”

	“Home,” Jarrat agreed, a pace behind him as he headed back to Gate 28.

	 

	 


Chapter Seven

	If Stone had been hoping for dirt on Montserrat, he was gratified and disappointed at once. LeFevre knew who was sleeping with whom, which board member had the Buran habit, which security coordinator was taking bribes, whose spouse was meeting Companions three nights a week in which rough citybottom den, and paying a small fortune for black market medical nano to fix the injuries of excess before the secret escaped. If Noel LeFevre had wanted to, he could have blackmailed half of the company’s elite. Only a handful had nothing to hide but, peccadilloes apart, they were not criminals. The majority seemed to be decent people. Montserrat was doing everything it could to support its Angel victims.

	No matter how deeply LeFevre dug into the company, he could make no firm connection between the corporate entity — or any of its individuals — and the syndicate. They maintained intimate connections with several worlds in freespace, and many crews; however, Basilisk was not merely the company’s enemy, but probably its doom. Stone let the torrent of personal data play out while Jarrat showered and shrugged into a black silk kimono.

	The ‘jaunt’ to Santiago and back had consumed over fifteen hours. They had eaten, then slept most of the return flight. The Kitakaze caught the Athena at exactly the expected coordinates, and LeFevre’s cubes unloaded into the mainframe immediately. Data sharing released the information to Archer’s and Cronin’s people, but Stone was unconcerned. No one on this ship stood to gain from any dirt LeFevre had gathered on the personalities who made up Montserrat. Stone might have hoped to see tangible evidence of corruption linking company with syndicate — if it existed, LeFevre would certainly have found it, but he came up empty handed.

	An enormous body of research into the individuals at the core of Basilisk itself was cached after the Montserrat files, but for the moment Stone chose to skip the details. Given what they already knew of this system and the syndicate, his priorities had shifted. Steam billowed from the bathroom, carrying the scents of soap and aftershave. Jarrat padded barefoot between closet and bunk, busy with oddments while the personal files played out and the datafeed turned to Montserrat hardware, freespacers, Basilisk itself.

	He stood behind Stone’s chair then, hands on his shoulders, watching without comment as the package profiled the daunting machines of heavy industry, the freespacer ships seen most frequently in Tartarus, and at last the assets identifiable as Basilisk itself. Then surprise made Stone swear softly. Jarrat gave a low whistle.

	“Surprise … they don’t hide. They don’t have to, not after they won the shooting war.” Stone leaned back into Jarrat’s chest. “They run a fleet, small but powerful. They’re all over this system as if they own it, anywhere they please to be, anytime.”

	“In and out of freespace at whim,” Jarrat added. “Half the hulls they’re flying would’ve started as salvage. Look at this one, Stoney: it started life as a cruiser. Maybe Army, even Starfleet. The closer to the frontier you get, the more wreckage gets abandoned because it’s not commercially attractive to tow it back to a military salvage yard.”

	“Freespacers pick up the hulks, patch them back together.” Stone watched the pageant of ship profiles go by, working up from light freighters and hyperyachts to the heavy-duty vessels, some of them ex-military, many industrial. “Welded metal’s always stronger at the welds,” he said bitterly. “Take the drive engines off this wreck, slap them into the hull from that one, add the AI from a third, put the pieces back together and you get —”

	The words froze on his lips as the last hull in LeFevre’s inventory of Basilisk hardware appeared. He paused the image, let Jarrat’s jolt of recognition race through him, paralleling his own.

	“Christ, tell me that’s not the monster Gene was tracking,” Jarrat rasped.

	They both knew the truth. Stone called up all the specifications LeFevre had on the ship and swore again. Longer and wider than the Athena, infinitely more massive with industrial armor, armed with four brutal geocannons, any one of which could smash a planetoid, the Basilisk was easily the most powerful ship in Tartarus, with the possible exception of just two of Montserrat’s drone vessels, both of which were committed to long-term projects in the inner system. According to LeFevre’s information, which came directly from freespacer engineers who had traded it for sentence reduction, the Basilisk ran an Auriga-6 hyperdrive salvaged from a rimrunner, plus the generators from an abandoned colony and an AI stolen from a Montserrat consignment only twelve months before.

	From the hull profile, one would have correctly taken her for an orehauler, but any similarities ended there. The Basilisk was more akin to a city in space, with much of her immense payload spaces converted to pressurized compartments. Twenty docking ports opened along her ventral and dorsal surfaces, between the comm arrays torched from the carcass of something like a Starfleet cruiser.

	And LeFevre’s information reported two thousand people either living aboard or constantly moving through. The syndicate ran a big crew to service a mammoth ship, and they brought in every manner of civilian support, from chefs and musicians to the whole range of Companions, from the finest to the roughest. Half the crew was comprised of freespacers; the rest seemed to have been bribed away from Montserrat for their technical skills. Many people were eager to defect in return for better pay and a plausible way out of Tartarus.

	“Basilisk’s an escape route,” Stone said slowly. “You work for the syndicate here, so far beyond the reach of colonial law, you’re not in much danger unless you run face-first into Tactical. Then — grab your money, make a run for freespace, disassociate yourself from Basilisk. Sneak back into the Cygnus Colonies in a year or three with a thick wedge of cash, maybe even a new identity. Better, a cover story about being shanghaied by some rogue crew from the far side of the frontier and escaping when you could make it out. Who’s going to call you a liar, and with what evidence? Damn.”

	He swiveled the chair, caught Jarrat between his knees, held him there and looked up into thoughtful gray eyes. “Gene wouldn’t pick a fight with that.” Jarrat’s fingers sifted absently through Stone’s hair. “Petrov might be crazy enough, but Gene didn’t get to be his age, in this job, without having more old fashioned nous than the rest of us added together.”

	“Still,” Stone said, a raw whisper, “the Basilisk was the last thing the Huntress was tracking. Then suddenly she’s off the air.”

	“Shit.” Jarrat tipped back his head, worked his neck around. Stone felt the muscles tighten there. “I guess they were seen … maybe somebody picked up a visual. Maybe they had some hardware failure, their ECM went down. Even a goddamn solar flare. The Basilisk sees her, recovers first and opens up with the big guns.” He looked down into Stone’s face. “It wouldn’t end well. She’s going to be hurt bad, wherever she is.”

	“Bet your pension, LeFevre has the resources to know where that monster is at any moment,” Stone mused as he pushed to his feet, draped both arms over Jarrat’s silk-clad shoulders. “He admits he has contacts in freespace as well as in the guts of Montserrat. He’s setting up a deal with freespacers right now, prisoner exchange, and he’s been after the syndicate for so long, he’d make it his business to know where exactly the Basilisk is.” He rested his forehead on Jarrat’s. “We need to call a briefing, bring our people up to speed.”

	“And catch up with their work,” Jarrat added. He drew his lips over Stone’s cheek and then stepped back to drop the robe and sort jeans from teeshirt. “Eighteen hours, now, we’ve been holding this search pattern.”

	“Could take eighteen days. If we find her at all this way.” Stone’s eyes followed the lean, tawny body with easy sensuality. Another time, he would have caught Jarrat, dumped him onto the wide bunk and been on him before the mattress was still. Later, he promised himself as Jarrat thrust his legs into the fresh denims. “See what Curt and Scott have for us,” he sighed, consigning lascivious pursuits to some future in which questions had been answered, ghosts laid to rest. He touched the comm. “Ops, this is 7.1, you still on, Curt?”

	“Still,” Gable’s voice said a moment later. “I’m going off in ten. What you need?”

	“Call a briefing,” Stone said tersely. “Half an hour.”

	“Will do.” Gable paused. “I assume Colonel LeFevre came up with the goods? I haven’t had a chance to run any of the data yet.”

	“You have no idea,” Jarrat told him. “Call the whole gang to the table. It’s … dangerous in here. The sooner we’re out and gone, the better.”

	“I could go for that,” Gable said darkly. “The more of this system we chart, the less we’re liking it. Thirty minutes, then.”

	The comm clicked off and Stone watched Jarrat shrug into a shirt. “A year, two,” Jarrat said quietly, “and Montserrat won’t even own this system. Basilisk will. They’ll do it by cutting the population out from under them while Montserrat goes broke trying to take them down.”

	“If Montserrat was even trying.” Stone shook his head. “They’re not, not now. They bought themselves a mercenary fleet, shelled out a fortune from company funds and took a pasting they haven’t forgotten any more than the freespacers who fought for them, or against them, can forget. Now? As LeFevre said, you don’t want to be bringing the Army in here. Not when Basilisk’s become so powerful. The Starfleet Peacecorps? It’d just be a shooting gallery. They’re not trained to fight in anything like this environment. The smart money’d have to be on Basilisk every time.”

	“Which leaves us,” Jarrat said in dry, sour tones. “NARC. LeFevre’s begging.”

	“LeFevre,” Stone added, “can hitch a ride out with us, if he wants to wash his hands of this whole situation. The job he’s doing is close to meaningless, and he knows it unless he’s a fool, which I don’t believe he is. Tactical’s just tickling around the edges, harassing the most insignificant people on Basilisk’s payroll. I doubt he’s keeping even five percent of the Angel out of his cities, and he’s burying good officers to do it. I took a look at some of his fresh data here while you were showering.

	“He’s up against shooters from freespace. They don’t come any better. Meanwhile, Montserrat’s running support programs for more Angel sufferers — we don’t say ‘users’ anymore, remember? — than you even want to think about, and carrying a crippling tax burden. They’re sluicing money back to the homeworlds. No bloody wonder they’re fighting in the High Court, on Earth. Chapter 11 is hovering out there.”

	Chewing over everything they knew, one bite at a time, Jarrat rolled his sleeves up to the biceps. He might have been hunting for inspiration, but most of what Stone felt through the bond they shared was frustration. At last Jarrat shrugged and went for minted green tea. “There’s always a first time.”

	“First time? I’ll take one of those.” Stone took a cold glass from him.

	“A first time when you run into a job you choose to walk away from.” He saluted Stone with the tea glass. “Here’s to old fashioned nous. May we live long enough to thank gods we made the right decision.”

	Stone drank on the words, surprised by his own reluctance and even resentment. Like Jarrat, he had never refused an assignment. Basilisk was a bitter end to a long and often dangerous career. Yet, to feel the sting of resentment, he thought, one had to survive. Gene Cantrell would say the same. He drained the glass and shared a swift kiss before Jarrat stepped out.

	Adjacent to Carrier Operations, the briefing room was bright, smelling of fresh coffee and already growing busy as they arrived. He saw Kip Reardon, Helen Archer, Karl Budweisser, Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos, Tan Reynolds and Eve Lang, while Scott Auel and Curt Gable talked quietly, under the level of the audio pickup, at the far end of the long table.

	Stewards had restocked the AutoChef for breakfast; coffee, fresh croissants and preserves landed on the table as Stone pulled up a chair. Rather than launch into any monologue, he set LeFevre’s package running and let the company draw their own conclusions. Now, he let the datastream play out in sequence.

	The Montserrat files ran first, this time followed by a flood of intelligence on the individuals at the core of the syndicate. These, he and Jarrat watched with keen interest, though part of Stone knew they were just going through the motions from force of habit. Names, faces, family and business affiliations, backgrounds: LeFevre had it all, in the same meticulous detail as he had documented Montserrat. Stone could only imagine the work he had invested in this dossier, as if LeFevre believed he would have to seduce NARC.

	And by now the colonel must know, Stone thought, time had expired. Basilisk was too powerful, Tartarus too stormy, the habitats too delicate, the human population too vulnerable, freespace too close and the independent ‘dynasties,’ as LeFevre had called them, much too deeply entrenched on both sides of the conflict.

	Faces around the table grew grim as they absorbed the data, then the pilots and descant troops leaned forward as the Basilisk hardware files began to display. Stone waited for the bottom line — the indrawn breath, the curses, as the profile of the Basilisk froze in the big displays above the table.

	“Jesus freakin’ God,” Joe Ramos said in a bare murmur, “tell me Cap Cantrell didn’t pick a fight with that.”

	“More likely,” Cronin hazarded, “he couldn’t avoid one.” His face might have been hewn from granite as he looked from Stone to Jarrat and back. “The Huntress is here somewhere, but if she went up against that, she’s hurt, maybe crippled.”

	“The Basilisk could also be badly damaged,” Lang added pointedly. “Don’t sell the Huntress too short, Gil. She might not have been able to avoid a fight, much less win it, but she wouldn’t go down easily.” Her eyes were skimming data, going on past the ship’s statistics. “Does LeFevre know where the Basilisk is now?”

	Jarrat pulled up a sidebar in a smaller window. “Uncertain, due to comm difficulties in this cesspit of a system, but as of fifty hours ago he placed her at the docks over Tangshan, where she’s been for some time. As of ten hours ago, when we met him in Santiago, LeFevre had no idea whatsoever that the Huntress was involved in a battle eight weeks ago — though he certainly knew a battle took place.”

	“Tac and Montserrat assumed it was freespacers versus syndicate,” Stone went on. “There’s an enormous amount of bad blood between them — as there is between many of the indie operations beyond the frontier. I’d assume they snap and snipe at each other, raids, first blood, then reprisals, revenge, conflicts spanning generations.” He skipped sideways through LeFevre’s data to find the details of the war Montserrat had fought, five months long, and bloody.

	They fought between worlds, tangling with industrial machines the size of planetoids, pouncing on each other from the cover of the asteroid belts, each side striking and retreating so fast, in the welter of Tartarus, that it could only be a war of attrition, impossible to win and lethally costly to both sides. Three habitat cities were compromised; one was destroyed. At the end, Miyazawa suffered a catastrophic decompression. Only forty thousand people escaped, twenty percent of the population. The death toll was appalling enough to end the war.

	“Montserrat’s official media statements claimed Basilisk targeted the civilian population deliberately as a warning that they were done fighting,” Reardon read off the display, summarizing a flood of text. “Miyazawa was one of the smaller habitats. Next time it would be something the size of Macao, with four times the population to lose. The company backed off … and who’d blame them?” He looked around the table, face to face. “You’ll forgive me if the idea of fighting around these ‘cities’ gives me the willies. You all know where I’m from.”

	The agricultural community of Lassiter, a flyspeck on the map of Mars, Stone thought. He remembered the place well, and fondly. He could only imagine the hardship faced by survivors of Miyazawa, the terror in cities like Macao, Lisboa, Genoa, where citizens had every reason to believe they would be next on Basilisk’s hitlist.

	Predictably, LeFevre’s information detailed a mass exodus from the smaller habitats when people made a headlong rush for major cities like Santiago, which were presumed safer, since Basilisk would hardly destroy the richest sources of its cash flow.

	“The flood of a couple of million regional folks into Santiago stressed the city way past anything it was designed to cope with,” Gable mused. “Social services are still maxed out even now. There’s a wicked employment shortage.”

	“We saw it for ourselves,” Jarrat affirmed. “Early evening, we were halfway to uptown and the street was busy with hustlers, buskers, panhandlers. There’d be con artists, muggers, gryphon dealers, the contraband black market, the whole scene, two steps back in the shadows. Tactical,” he added, “didn’t seem to notice the hustlers. They let ’em work right there, within sight of uptown.”

	“Gotta let folks earn a crust, any way they can,” Cronin said darkly. “You can’t go too far wrong with tits and ass, if you’ve got youth and looks on your side, the guts to get out and do it, and somebody ridin’ shotgun — remember Valda Hawass?” He sat back, clasped both big hands on the table before him. “So Montserrat called it quits. They ain’t too far away from oceans of red ink, fancy-dancin’ around the quarterly statements to keep the shareholders happy while they tear Tartarus to rubble, fight a runnin’ battle with indie raiders in the outer system — what’s their plan? Try to pick up the pieces when Basilisk gets done?” He gestured at the datastream. “Support services for thirty million Angelheads. Christ, you know what that’s gonna add up to?”

	“Factor in Terran taxes and the damage done by the mercenary war they financed — it equals bankruptcy.” Helen Archer’s tone was barbed. “I can see why Colonel LeFevre is begging NARC to take on this monstrosity of an assignment, but … look, people, I’m not a tactician, but I’ve flown NARC’s super-heavies for a long time now. I’ve watched over your shoulders while you worked, long enough to know what’s doable and what isn’t.” She ran LeFevre’s data backward to return to the statistics of the Basilisk fleet. “One can’t help noticing that no few of these hulls are industrial ships, heavily armed and armored; many appear to be drones —

	“Virtually all of Basilisk’s human complement is on the one ship, the monster they actually named the Basilisk. In fact, LeFevre’s information points to the bulk of their squadron being AI piloted. You know what this means?”

	“Oh, yeah.” Eve Lang spoke gravely. “If Basilisk is given time and opportunity to summon their fleet to one location for some ludicrous set-piece battle, they can throw very big, very nasty ships at Montserrat — or us — without risking loss of life.”

	“Exactly.” Archer sat back “The best we could hope for is to go hunting, raiding. We could fight ship to ship, the way you took Scimitar’s terraformer at Roshan.” She gave Jarrat and Stone a wary glance. “The problem will be finding them. LeFevre listed thirty ships in the Basilisk fleet. There might easily be as many more he hasn’t yet identified.” Her eyes flicked from face to face around the table. “Give me ten minutes and a loaded navtank, I could conceal a couple of hundred ships in the backwoods of Tartarus so comprehensively, we’d never stumble over them.”

	“We’d only get a fight if they jumped out and took a crack at us,” Cronin agreed. “But every scuffle’d start as an ambush we’d have to slug our way out of. And the trick you guys pulled to take the terraformer back at Roshan? Shit, that’d work against this carrier just as easy. One good, solid shot up the tailpipes — it’s over.” He hesitated with a sidelong glance at Ramos, who nodded. “So it comes right down to a decision: you reckon this war is winnable, ship to ship?”

	“Because we can’t fight among the cities,” Reardon said sharply.

	“What he said.” Ramos glared into the display, gauging the merits of one ship after another while he produced a pack of smokes and passed it down the table. The sweet odor of bel grass and lime mingled with the richer aroma of coffee. Jarrat took one, inhaled deeply and did not interrupt as the Blue Raven went on, “We wanna fight this one, we better go in with every carrier NARC’s got, all at once, and have the Army stand at least a cruiser beside every habitat, protect ’em against what happened at Miyazawa. One missile in the sweet spot — bam! Explosive decompression. Basilisk knew how to end the last shindig, soon as they’d had enough.”

	“They’d do it again.” Cronin shook his head slowly. “A circus like this’d take six months, maybe a year, to organize —”

	“And Basilisk,” Lang added, “ought to be predicting it, unless its commanders have the brains of ravioli. Give this situation another year to stew, one of two things will happen. One, any force we send in here will be looking down the guns of a fleet of AI-piloted industrial monsters, a taskforce twice the size of the battle group Basilisk could throw at us now, today … so we’d politely decline the invitation to fight. And get the hell out, if we wanted to live to growl about it.

	“Two, we blunder in here and try to fight. They run us ragged from one side of Tartarus to the other, while we log maybe five thousand casualties — and the Basilisk won’t even be in this system anymore. They’d be on the far side of Tartarus. I’d use Takahashi-Coe 218 as a blind. Then they fire up that Auriga-6 of theirs and vanish into freespace. If we’re really unlucky, they’ll crash a few places like Kauffman and Carpenter on the way out, just to rub salt into the wounds, teach us a lesson.”

	“Christ.” Reardon sat back and closed his eyes.

	Jarrat and Stone shared a long, hard look. “One of the reasons we called this briefing,” Jarrat said quietly, “was to ask for opinions, get consensus. Relax. Stoney and I can’t find a good enough excuse to put this ship in harm’s way. Which is pretty much what we’ll be telling Dupre, soon as we dock at home.” He looked along at Scott Auel. “Feel free to add your ten bucks’ worth.”

	“Me?” Playing the observer’s part, Auel would not have spoken without the prompt. He lit a second smoke and tossed the pack and lighter back to Ramos. A little bel grass took the edge off. “It looks like a fool’s game, even if we knew we had jurisdiction, which we don’t. We won’t know one way or the other till word makes it out here from Earth. If Montserrat is an independent freespacer lode, we don’t even have the authority to be here, much less deploy.

	“The truth? Basilisk is outside the law. You could even say Montserrat put them beyond the law when they declared their freespacer standing. Even if — when! — Montserrat loses its High Court campaign and has to accept the colonial tax levy, bet your ass Basilisk will continue to claim freespacer status. Even so, no Angel syndicate has any right to operate here, or anywhere. But they’ve gotten powerful. Tartarus is their backyard: they know it better than anyone else ever will, with the possible exception of Montserrat itself, though I doubt it. And the company already fought its mercenary war.” He looked around the table, mirroring every grim expression. “They lost, big time, and they’re still hurting. You want the humble observer’s recommendation?”

	“That’s why you’re here,” Stone invited.

	Scott Auel stubbed out the cigarette and got to his feet. He slid his hands into the pockets of smart gray slacks which hinted at his Starfleet background. “If it were me, I’d finish out the assignment. Find the Huntress, pull her out if possible, then head fast back to Darwin’s with the data cache. Given what we know now, I don’t think even Colonel Dupre has the influence, much less the insanity, to authorize an attempt on Basilisk. He’ll need to kick the whole thing back to Earth.

	“It’s up to General Gaunt’s office to liaise with the other services, if they want Tartarus cleaned up. And you’ll notice I didn’t say if they want Basilisk busted … because I don’t think this one can be busted. Pilot Lang nailed it. It’d be way too easy to use a fleet of AI-piloted industrial hulls to run us in circles, cripple us, probably hammer the civilian population, one side of Tartarus to the other, while the Basilisk herself is five systems away. We might never even catch a glimpse of her.”

	Silence fell around the table. Stone had heard no more than they had expected, predicted. Every man and woman around this table was a professional, with a profound grasp of the realities. Basilisk controlled Tartarus through cutting-edge industrial tech, freespace connections and sheer weight of numbers. LeFevre had warned Dupre months ago, they were rapidly growing stronger, feeding on Montserrat’s population and reaping the incalculable bounty of freespace.

	At last Jarrat sighed and gave Stone a hard, level glance. Bleakness resonated through the bond; Stone bounced it back to him and searched for words. “We’ll assemble the report. Dupre needs to know everything LeFevre’s never dared to transmit. Montserrat monitors everything he does — they have the right, since this isn’t a colony. Tactical here is just the convenient, familiar human interface between corporate security and civilians. LeFevre also has to be worried that Basilisk will have a tentacle in his comm. It only makes sense. A lot of the material you’ve seen here, he never sent to Dupre. And I’d agree with Scott. This is one for Gaunt’s office. Kevin?”

	“Yes,” Jarrat agreed without hesitation. “In fact, I think it’d be advisable to take LeFevre out with us. Put him on a courier, send him to Earth. Let him speak for his own department, with data the old fogies can’t ignore. In the meantime, we do what we came here for. Find the Huntress. And keep this bird out of sight.” He lifted a brow at Gable. “Speaking of which, any luck?”

	But Gable’s dark head shook slowly. “Not yet. Keeping us out of sight makes it slow. Colonel Archer could elaborate on that, if you need the details. Give us a week and we might have something for you.”

	“Might,” Archer agreed in guarded tones. “It could take longer. Tartarus is a dangerous mess and there are other bigger, nastier fish in this ocean than us.” She pushed back her chair, sensing that the briefing was done. “All we can do is drive hard and fast from one secure location to another, broadcasting at low power and listening for a coded response from the area local to us at any moment. We’re scanning for anything that might look like a carrier, but bear in mind, Gene Cantrell will have hidden her far too well for a simple scan to find her. If he didn’t, Basilisk would have run her down long ago.” She paused. “We’re assuming it hasn’t happened. If it had, surely Colonel LeFevre would know about it either through his freespace contacts or his association with Montserrat security. However, if it did happen …” She shrugged with an air of weary fatalism. As a Starfleet carrier pilot, she had watched many battles. Victory was sometimes bought at a terrible price.

	The briefing broke up awkwardly. No part of this crew wanted to admit any syndicate was out of reach. But Basilisk, Stone thought as he joined Jarrat at the ’Chef with Auel and Gable, had crossed some line where cartel became empire. In the early decades after Angel appeared in every citybottom across the colonies, long before NARC was conceived of and senators like Cassius Brand generated the sanction and funding for the department to become a reality, Angel empires sprang up like toadstools. Basilisk would be the last, but growing in such fertile soil, straddling the frontier, it was also likely to be the greatest.

	Nothing remained to be said. Jarrat, Gable and Auel were silent as Stone joined them. The others drifted away, Gable to downtime, Auel returning to a workstation on the other side of Ops, and a documentary presentation on the new world, the new ‘super-sleeper,’ as the media had dubbed the Jagreth Pioneer. Its siren song was almost overpowering. Stone heard it clearly as he watched the long-range vidfeed of the incredible ship leaving the Jupiter system, caught a few snatches of commentary about the Weimann Drive, while panoramas of a fresh, virgin, Earthlike world seduced the eye. Jagreth was beautiful, lush with life yet empty of intelligent life, fresh as a spring morning.

	“The thing of it is,” Jarrat murmured, too softly for audio monitoring to pick up his voice, and for once oblivious to the allure of the new colony, “we could light the whole bloody bonfire under General Gaunt’s staff, drag Fleet and the Army into a slugging match, risk civilian casualties in the hundreds of thousands, and while we’re hammering it out in here, Harry Del’s work will be making every round we fire, all the people we lose, meaningless. Futile.” His right fist clenched, crushing the juice bottle he had just emptied. “In a matter of months, Stoney, none of this will matter a damn anymore.”

	The same thoughts had haunted Stone as he listened to the Athena’s senior staff render the whole Basilisk issue into a puzzle and take it to pieces. None of them could know of Harry’s work; all of them resented being beaten. “What smarts is the way the bastards will take that monster of a ship, grab the fortune they’ve screwed out of the population here and just vanish into freespace. A full-on battle group might chase them out of Tartarus. Would you call it a syndicate bust if we put ’em out of business, even if we didn’t make a single arrest or take down the leaders?”

	“I don’t know,” Jarrat admitted. “Watching the likes of Hal Mavvik, Pete Denehy and Randolph Dorne disappear over the horizon after laying waste to this system — it’d bleed all of us. We’re not used to taking a licking. But I do know the price of stopping Basilisk is a potential casualty list that’ll read like a full-on corporate war. It’s too high a cost, when you and I know, fact, Harry’s Angel blocker will be in VR testing very soon, if not right now.”

	Stone felt the wave of Jarrat’s fatigue, compounded with frustration, anger, deep dissatisfaction. “We could’ve wished for a sweeter way make our swansong,” he admitted.

	But Kevin just shrugged it away with a resolve Stone envied. “That’s your pride talking. Listen to it, and it can get you killed.” He laid a hand on Stone’s shoulder. “Walk away, mate. In fact, come to bed. I’ll give you a good reason to forget the whole rat-circus for an hour.”

	“You’re on.” Stone nodded goodnight to Auel, who remained so engrossed in the documentary coverage of the Jagreth Pioneer, he barely noticed when they left.

	Merlot and dark liqueur chocolate were more usually saved for a victory celebration, but Stone raided the chilled bottom chest in the AutoChef, where personal items sat, often forgotten for weeks or months. Jarrat had bought the wine on Rethan; the chocolate had tempted Stone at the midnight market in what passed for citybottom in Venice. Jarrat lit a cone of rough-ground kip grass, let the sandalwood scent pervade Stone’s cabin as they emptied the bottle.

	Naked, mellow, at last Stone let go the intense aggravation. He sprawled on the bunk, head propped on one hand, watching an equally bare-limbed Jarrat shut the comm relay terminal down to an idle on his way back from the bathroom in his own cabin. The common door stood open; the lights dimmed behind him. Carrier data scrolled endlessly, but he had told the AI to disturb them only in the case of an alert.

	As Jarrat’s weight sank the mattress, Stone rolled onto his back. He watched, heavy eyed, as Kevin straddled him and inspected the bigger, broader body with proprietary interest. Stone let him look before he caught the wide, bony shoulders, pulled him down to kiss. Jarrat let himself be maneuvered until Stone’s teeth closed gently on the pebbles of his nipples. The empathic shields had fallen naturally with the wine; the kip grass dropped them altogether. Stone’s own nipples rucked erect as everything Jarrat felt flowed into him, inundating.

	Once, he would have found it dizzying to close his eyes and feel everything through another man’s nerves. Now, he breathed the kip smoke and sandalwood, savored the last hint of chocolate and cherry brandy, felt the faint buzz of the old red wine, before he tasted himself on Jarrat’s tongue, salt and musk and something that was distinct from Jarrat, but so similar, so familiar.

	He might have wondered what Kevin wanted, but did not have to ask. A thrill through the belly muscles, a quickening of the pulse, a deep, tight throb inside — Stone knew. His fingers discovered the satin-smooth slide of lube; Jarrat had already taken care of himself, making Stone smile against his neck. He lifted his head, looked into slate gray eyes which warmed with invitation as Kevin palmed him left-handed and began to urge, even to challenge. 

	He put Jarrat on his knees, made it easy for them both. Time spun away. Pure sensation chased out thought, built a daydream of the impossible freedom for which Stone had lately begun to crave the way he had once craved this. The fantasy almost taunted him, and it never lasted long enough. Too soon he was back in the dim cabin, panting in Jarrat’s arms, spent, sweated after effort, his body still thrumming with shared sensations.

	“Get some sleep,” Jarrat told him. A kiss drew about Stone’s ear and cheek.

	“I wish,” Stone sighed. His willful mind clicked back into gear the moment desire was satisfied. Already the name of Basilisk dogged his thoughts while a cool, damp washcloth landed on his belly. He did the honors sketchily, lobbed it into the bathroom and spooned against Jarrat’s back. “I’ll get some rest. Good enough.”

	“You need a pill?” Jarrat wondered. “The stuff Kip gave us is still in the drawer. It works.”

	But Stone made negative noises. “I slept on the flight back. I’ve been thinking. You’re right, we should at least offer to take Noel LeFevre out of here. He has no grip on Basilisk at all — if he even tries to make a move on them, they’ll bury him. He’s a good man. Too good to go down now, of all times.”

	“When Harry’ll soon be testing the blocker,” Jarrat said against the pillow. “Janine Cruz is about to step up, volunteer to be the first. She wants it so bad, she can taste it. In her place, so would I.” He pulled up the sheet. “You want to take LeFevre out — make the offer. The man might refuse.”

	“Not if we share data,” Stone said carefully.

	He felt Jarrat first still, then stiffen. “You mean, brief him about Harry’s work?”

	“LeFevre doesn’t have the security clearance, but — shit, look at where we are,” Stone reasoned. “Who’s he going to tell, out here? If he did, what difference would it make, when it’s a six week round trip between here and Darwin’s? Besides which, he’ll know he’s being entrusted with classified information. He says one word, he indicts himself. He’s another old Tactical man, Kevin. You can trust us.”

	“Maybe,” Jarrat mused. “God knows, he’s sweat blood on the Basilisk dossier, done everything but get down on his knees to try to get NARC in here.” He shuffled to comfort. “Lights — off.” Then, “Let it play out, Stoney. We find the Huntress first, pick Gene’s brains. Then …” A thread of reluctant humor coiled through his belly. “There’ll be five NARC captains on this job. Count them. Between us, you’d think we could hammer our way to a viable solution.”

	“Take a dose of your own advice and get some sleep.” Stone closed his eyes and sought rest. “It’ll happen when it happens.”

	 

	 


Chapter Eight

	Six days later, Jarrat let go the punishing routine working his back and shoulders and snatched up a comset. Sweat coursed off him as he answered. The gym was almost deserted in the early hours of the morning, ship time, but Jarrat rarely slept well during an action and the past week had assumed all the characteristics of a NARC assignment without any of the catharsis of one. Stone was soundly asleep for the first time in days. Loath to disturb him, Jarrat slid away quietly and for forty minutes had worked his body hard enough to tire it.

	Every sinew roped beneath his skin as he answered the call. Gable had gone off-shift and Tony Mitchelmore had Ops duty. Since the carrier drove into Tartarus they had shared Carrier Operations, six hours on, six off, while the captains and descant squads lived on standby. Archer’s crew kept their own routine, but Carrier Fight was manned by specialists around the clock. Tartarus was much too dangerous to leave anything to automatics or juniors.

	Jarrat pulled a towel over face and chest and addressed the comm. Stone had not yet answered, but Mitch had buzzed them both. If Jarrat reached out through the empathic bond he could feel Stone jolting awake, jerked out of some dreamscape which had not been entirely pleasant. “Jarrat. We’ll be there in five,” he told the Watch Officer.

	The summons was unmistakable: Cap Jarrat, Cap Stone, to Ops immediately. Mitchelmore might have been a taciturn character — another Tactical veteran with all the bonhomie and social graces of Mikhail Petrov — but he was one of the best. Jarrat never thought to question the call. He toweled down fast, shrugged into pale gray sweats to keep warm as the perspiration continued to run, and snatched up a water bottle.

	With a minute to spare he strode into the ops room, seconds ahead of Stone, who was still rubbing sleep from his eyes and nursing a deep mug of coffee. But Jarrat clearly felt the uncomfortable crawl of Stone’s belly, a kind of prescience, if not precognition, which NARC’s long-term survivors brought to the service with them.  

	“Sorry to disturb you.” Mitchelmore gestured at the comm station.

	The comm officer on the graveyard shift was a boy so recently out of the Army, his blond-tipped hair had not yet properly grown back in. He had actually begun to snap to attention before he smothered the reflex. Sanjay Frobisher was diminutive, Afro-Eurasian, highly intelligent — recently bereaved. He had buried his elder brother six months before, an ugly Angeldeath which brought him over to NARC with a hungry, vengeful look in his eyes. He had no command aspirations, so he slid smoothly into carrier operations as the comm specialist he had become in the Army. 

	“What you got, Jay?” Stone prompted.

	“This, Cap … still trying to make full sense of it, but —” Frobisher tripped the playback.

	“I signaled all stop, soon as he spotted this,” Mitchelmore whispered. “Carrier pilots are calling Colonel Archer right now. And I buzzed the XO.”

	The crackling blare from the comm was still far more noise than signal while Frobisher and the computers worked to clean it up, but enough signal had made it through the background noise from Takahashi-Coe 218 for either a good comm officer or the AI to run up warning flags at once. After only a moment Jarrat also picked out coherent signal, and he registered the leap of Stone’s pulse.

	“That’s a NARC code,” Sanjay Frobisher began almost defensively, as if he thought he must explain himself.

	“We hear it.” Jarrat dropped one hand on the kid’s shoulder. “You did damn’ good, beat the automatics … and it’s starting to clean up. Stoney?”

	“Oh, I hear it.” Stone leaned closer, gradually picking out more and more of the encoded transmission as it washed repeatedly through the system.

	Layer by layer, the computer scrubbed away the white-hot blare of TC-218 and identified not only the level four encryption, but the content itself. Frobisher had a remarkable ear, Jarrat thought. He had picked the NARC code out of background ‘trash signal’ so dense, the actual transmission was unrecognizable. He had beaten the AI to the call by critical seconds, as if he worked as much via intuition as on pattern recognition.

	“High level encryption,” Stone said quietly as Gable and Auel arrived together. “This has to be it.”

	A priority call to the captains also summoned the observer, and by now Scott Auel did not need to be told what was happening. His eyes skimmed the displays as he walked in: the Athena lay at dead stop, her senior Starfleet crew coming on duty. The comm crackled with all too familiar noise.

	Moments later Frobisher glanced up from his work. “That’s about the best I can do, it won’t get much better. Here we go.”

	Heavy encryption always left an audio track harsh, distorted, but the voice was perfectly intelligible. “NARC-Athena, NARC-Athena, this is Red Hawk, this is Red Hawk. Do you read?”

	A peculiar prickle burst through Jarrat’s chest. “A gunship?” He and Stone shared a taut glance. Stone leaned closer to the audio pickup while Jarrat turned his attention to near-space tracking. Gable had thrown it onto the big screen, focusing on the source of the transmission. Jarrat’s eyes narrowed as he saw a twenty kilometer, cratered planetoid, deeply fissured by ancient impacts and studded with the dormant tech of a worked-out mining operation.

	A Montserrat tender would be out here in a month or six to dismantle the draglines and mass drivers, but for the moment the body was abandoned, beacon-marked merely with a number. ML-1829 swung around the distant double star in a fifty-year orbit: deeply cold, sizzling with the toxicity of an extinct mine, its surface smashed and broken.

	“Red Hawk, this is NARC-Athena,” Stone was saying. “Are you in distress?”

	A few moments to permit signal encryption in both directions and the Red Hawk pilot responded, “Negative, Athena. We are safe … stand by for Captain Cantrell.”

	The prickling sensation became barbed wire tightened around Jarrat’s chest. He and Stone shared a bleak look. “Gene’s out on a gunship?” Jarrat skimmed every fragment of tracking data a third time. “I don’t see hide or hair of the carrier, Stoney.”

	Nor did Stone. The scan field widened, widened again, until Tartarus itself broke up the data to the point where it became unviable. The Huntress lay nowhere within range. After seven days in the pattern search, spiraling outward from her last known coordinates, Jarrat was sure they had not passed her by.

	But now Red Hawk was transmitting again, tightly-directed, meager-power signals intended to be coherent over only a very short distance. They barely reached the Athena, and Frobisher was shaking his head. “Red Hawk, you gotta boost your signal, Pilot, am not reading you.”

	“Not transmitting to you, Athena,” the Red Hawk pilot told him. “Can you stand by us?”

	Jarrat’s tongue tip moistened his lips. “We’ll get as close as we can. Carrier Flight, this is Ops.”

	Unsurprisingly, Helen Archer herself answered. “I heard. Under maneuvering thrusters … approaching ML-1829, homing on Red Hawk’s signal.”

	A twist of foreboding tightened Stone’s belly. Jarrat felt it clearly as his partner turned to Gable. “Put Blue and Gold Ravens on a three-minute launch alert. Get Cronin and Ramos, Reynolds and Lang into the loop. Ops to Engineer.”

	Karl Budweisser responded at once. “The XO called me. If the riot troops are going to launch alert, you’ll want both drives and all three reactors throttled up.” Not a question.

	“Quick as you like, Bud,” Jarrat agreed.

	Fifty kilometers off ML-1829, the Athena braked down to a steady power-drift, decelerating gradually and nosing in alongside the asteroid like a calf beside a blue whale. She was a scant ten thousand meters from the crater-pocked surface when a voice Jarrat knew replaced the Red Hawk gunship pilot.

	Distorted, broken up, rasping and hollow, Gene Cantrell said clearly, “Christ, what a sight for sore eyes. You got out here faster than we’d hoped. Did I hear Stoney a minute ago?”

	“Yeah, Gene, it’s still us,” Jarrat told him while ice spiders scampered across his back. “Where is she? We don’t see her.”

	But Cantrell said only, “Let us dock on. Get us aboard fast. Talk later.”

	As he spoke, four too-familiar profiles rose into the navigation plot. The full quartet of the Huntress’s gunships nosed up in line astern, right out of a deep, wide, canyon-sized fissure on the shoulder of ML-1829. Stone swore bitterly, watching the navtank’s graphics as they cut a line upward, outward. The carrier shut back to full dead stop in relation to the planetoid. Archer matched its fifty-year orbit around the super-giant star while the gunships separated according to old, long-practiced emergency protocols. Fanning out, they approached the four docking rings adjacent to the Athena’s own gunship hangars.

	Mouth compressed, acutely aware of the drum of Stone’s pulse, Jarrat turned to Auel and Gable. “Sound a ship-wide alert. Carrier Flight, tuck us in close, get us well out of sight. We’re going down to the docks. Stoney?”

	“Right behind you.” Stone paused only to skim the racing datastream and was a moment behind Jarrat as he stepped out in the direction of the elevators.

	Under all normal circumstances the docking rings were dark, cold, blast-sealed and forgotten save by their maintenance drones. In times of hazard they might be depressurized. If the main belly hangars were all busy, they could be pressed into service to accommodate freight haulers or engineers’ tenders. Jarrat did not remember a time on any NARC carrier when all four docking ports were simultaneously in use. Twice, he had seen it on Army carriers, in the midst of the third and fifth battles for Sheal. When he walked off the Nanjing for the last time he had never expected to see it again.

	The harsh lighting of long-unused access ways, cold air, an odd metallic and chemical reek assaulted them as they watched the status boards. Tracking followed Red Hawk right in to the docking collar, with a countdown to coupling and then notifications as power, data and life support umbilici engaged. In moments the screen filled with the gunship’s own information. She was in reasonable condition, though she had definitely fought: munitions stores were severely depleted and had not been replenished. Jarrat gave Stone a taut glance as the outer hatch cracked.

	A gunship ran with a crew of forty: fifteen specialist descant troops and their own ten field support personnel, making the full squad of twenty-five; plus the armorers, techs, medics and pilots who made up the rest. But the status board by the inner hatch listed well over a hundred people packed aboard, and Jarrat swallowed a blistering oath as he saw Gene Cantrell’s thunderous face.

	He was limping, but walking unaided. Nothing Jarrat saw at first glance suggested critical or irreparable injury. Cantrell looked older — thinner by far, his hair noticeably more silver, his skin winter-pale. Like any career spacer, he tanned under a lamp aboard ship; but a gunship had no such luxury and the carrier —

	The first words out of Cantrell’s mouth answered the question neither Jarrat nor Stone had asked. “She’s gone,” he said baldly, and walked by them without pausing, headed for the welcome of a ship he had called home for months while he played the observer’s part.

	The Athena had always been a lucky ship, Jarrat thought. Or was it himself and Stone who were lucky? They stood aside, mute, grim, watching a full quarter of the crew complement of the Huntress file through the gunship’s emergency docking port. Last off were the twenty-five Red Hawks themselves; and last of all, the pilots. McGee and Grainger nodded in acknowledgment as they passed the captains.

	Athena technicians had scurried to the docking rings. They hurried aboard as the gunship emptied out, talking constantly over the frenzied comm loop with the Red Hawks’ exhausted techs. Jarrat glanced after them before he and Stone followed Cantrell away from the docks.

	“Ops,” he said softly into the loop. “Curt, you’d better assign medics and stewards to this dock. Red Hawk came in way overloaded.”

	“They all did,” Gable told him. “I’m reading four-eighty walking off all four gunships. That’s almost enough to account for the entire crew complement of the Huntress — looks like they’re missing a bunch of people.” His voice was hushed. “What the hell happened?”

	“Don’t know. Yet.” Stone moved aside to make space as the crowd milled around the elevators, waiting for a ride. Dazed, dull faces seemed to look right through the Athena’s officers as if failing to even see them. He beckoned Jarrat and they headed aft to the technicians’ spaces, where the freight elevators might be battered and aromatic, but would serve just as well. The crew elevators were already congested with medics, stewards and survivors.  “Curt,” Stone called as they walked, “get me Kip Reardon.”

	“Already on,” Reardon’s voice assured him. “Cranking up the Infirmary right now … they’re coming in with casualties? How many, how bad?”

	“Not too bad, that I’ve seen,” Jarrat said cautiously, “though a lot of them are favoring old injuries. Gene’s limping. One of the pilots isn’t moving right; one of the descant troops looks like he might be blind.” The freight elevator opened and he stepped in after Stone. “I saw a tech missing half her right hand. But none of these are new injuries, Kip. Their medics took care of them as best they could.”

	“Good field patch-up work,” Stone added. The elevator was already headed for the Infirmary. “The kind of care you’d expect at a field aid station before Medevac transferred you to the hospital for proper work.”

	“With injured aboard, why the hell didn’t they hightail it back to the carrier?” Reardon demanded.

	The battered freight car opened as Jarrat lifted a brow at Stone in bleak speculation. They turned right and jogged the seventy meters from the VR labs to the brighter lights and sudden warmth of the triage area. “That,” Jarrat rasped, “is the real question, isn’t it?”

	In the wide, reserved space before the medbays, labs and offices, Reardon and a crew of six medics were racing through preparations to deal with the flood of old, half-treated injuries. Reardon himself was already in surgical greens, as if he expected to be in the OR soon. Of Cantrell, there was no sign yet.

	“Gene, you hear me?” Stone called into the loop. “Captain Cantrell!”

	His response was delayed; they heard a curse, a protest, before Cantrell said, “Give me back that thing, damnit!” Then muffled knocks and rattles as he set the comset in place and growled, “Right here. I’ve got your bastard medics wanting to scan me before they let me walk away. Shit — get that thing out of my face, man!”

	“Come up to the Infirmary, Gene,” Jarrat began.

	“Sod that,” Cantrell said sourly. “It’s a double scotch and a decent meal I want, not a scanner up the ass and a bum full of medical nano.”

	“Officers’ lounge,” Stone suggested.

	“Two minutes,” Cantrell swore, “as soon as I can make these buggers let me go. Your medics are a pack of fucking sadists, Jarrat.”

	Only the fury was holding him together, Jarrat knew. The truth was naked in his voice and in the coarseness of his language, which was unusual for Gene Cantrell. “Kip, keep us informed,” he called loudly across the loop. He was within sight of Reardon, but the surgeon was too busy to even glance at him. “We’ll brief you as soon as we have anything to brief you with,” Jarrat promised. “Gene seems to be safe enough for the moment, but we’ll get him here soon as he’ll budge.”

	Harassed, on the run, Reardon waved them off. “If he’s walking wounded and not in agony, let him rest where he can. We’re balls to the wall here, Kevin — can’t chat.”

	The surgeon could not have seen casualties in such numbers since he transferred away from the Army. “Bloody hell,” Stone breathed as the lifts serving the Infirmary opened, disgorging a full load of pale-faced, increasingly angry survivors. He turned back in the direction of the freight elevators and took off at a run.

	“You want it in stronger language?” Jarrat kept pace with him as they listened to the chaotic loop.

	Descant troops, pilots, engineers, Starfleet crew, were all petitioning for specific information. Before Jarrat could speak Gable broke in, deftly dividing the comm overload, spreading it over three intraship channels. His tone was calm, level — the voice of Operations. Gable had the trick of giving the impression he was in complete control, knew exactly what he was doing, though often the professional façade must be tissue thin.

	The officers’ lounge lay opposite the wide, open armordoors serving the ops room. Fists on his hips, Stone glared at the fracas. Every workstation was alive and manned, every screen bright and streaming data as if the Ravens were headed into a major engagement. Fragments of the Huntress data, downloaded from the gunships, had begun to run, and Stone swore softly as he saw it. With Blue and Gold on launch alert, Archer in the carrier pilot’s position and Budweisser on the engine deck, Jarrat felt the flood of adrenalin, his own and Stone’s.

	“Stoney. Kevin.” Cantrell limped from the lifts beside the lounge, accompanied by a medic Jarrat recognized.

	Tiny, brilliant, stubborn, Jagruti Patak remained a pace behind Cantrell until he flopped into a recliner by the AutoChef. She had continued to scan the whole time, no matter Cantrell’s protests. Patak had played a major part in Leo Michiko’s survival, working in concert with Harry Del, and Jarrat did not interrupt.

	It was Stone who asked, “Medic, can he have booze?”

	Liquid brown eyes looked up at him as she turned off the scanner at last. “I don’t see why not. This injury is so old, it can wait till tomorrow before Doctor Reardon repairs it. A long-term fix is the only way he’s going to walk properly, but — if this were triage, they’d kick him way down the list.” Patak stepped back with an apologetic look in Cantrell’s direction. “Sorry, Cap. Just doing my job.”

	“Whatever.” Gene Cantrell made dismissive gestures, carelessly rude, so angry he could not relax, though he had made it this far under his own steam.

	The ’Chef delivered a small scotch. Stone handed it to him, watched him toss it down without tasting it. His eyes closed as he waited for it to hit bottom, for the waft of warmth and ease. Stone took one end of the couch under the armorglass which opened onto a view of utter darkness, the lee-side of ML-1829. The sun-side caught the light of the blue giant, powerful enough to be harsh at a distance greater than the abyss between Sol and Saturn. Jarrat perched on the arm of the couch and they gave Cantrell the time he needed.

	His breathing slowed, deepened; he leaned back heavily into the seat. When his eyes opened at last they were hard with the enforced calm of rigid control. Jarrat’s brows rose in a mute question, and Cantrell nodded.  “So,” Jarrat prompted. “We got insystem as fast as the Auriga-9 can manage — best speed to the frontier, week-long pattern search to find you. Here you are.”

	“Some of us,” Cantrell said bitterly, then sighed. “Most of us. We lost close to forty people — and we were just lucky. We had all four gunships in the air. They were well positioned to catch the escape pods.” He looked from Stone to Jarrat and back. “Yeah, we blew the lot and still barely got out before …” Cantrell shook himself hard. “How much do you know about Basilisk?”

	“The syndicate or the ship itself, the Basilisk?” Stone leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “We went into Santiago, met LeFevre, got hold of a lot of old data he’d never dared transmit, plus a whole bunch of fresh intel. The ship’s a monster. We recognized her profile in his dossier, soon as we saw it.”

	“She’s a dead match,” Jarrat added, “for the hull you were tracking when your datastream quit.”

	“Christ.” Cantrell pulled both hands over his face, leaving his cheeks ruddy, which looked unhealthy against the pallor. “The truth is, we were never able to transmit properly. You can’t. Working around Takahashi-Coe 218 is like trying to punch through the thickest ECM, the worst jamming you ever saw, in every part of the spectrum. You know by now, we’re all jammed at source by the star itself, even Montserrat’s own transmitters. The only way to establish a datastream was to lay a chain of comm buoys back out of the system, bounce our transmission to a master platform about a million kilometers to galactic east of Node One. We set the whole network in motion under AI-control to minimize the chance of it being found. The risk was absolutely negligible, given the size of this system and the sheer load of crap it’s full of.”

	“It worked,” Stone told him. “Central read your datastream perfectly. It continued uninterrupted, till …”

	“Till we ran into the Basilisk.” Cantrell shrugged. “We hit her with everything we had. Did her some serious damage, for what it’s worth. Not that it was worth much. She took off across the system after she dealt us the kill shot. You think starship armor is tough? You think interlaced repulsion fields are going to stop that?”

	“Geocannon?” Jarrat hazarded.

	Cantrell’s head nodded slowly. His hair was much more silver than the last time Jarrat had seen him; new lines creased his face and the old ones were deeper. He looked every year of his age, and more. “She put a shot in our engine deck, we were done for and smart enough to know it. Nothing left to do but bug out — there was no way to save her. That poor bloody ship,” he murmured with unexpected compassion. “Jinxed from the day she launched. Unlucky.”

	Unable to be still, Stone got his feet under him, pacing between couch and AutoChef. “But why in any hell did you pick a fight with something that packs the power of a warship twice your size?”

	“Why — what?” Cantrell blinked at him as if he thought Stone had spontaneously gone mad. “You think we took on the syndicate? Jesus, Stoney, we were here to run dark and gather data. You saw the mission profile. That’s what we did, all we did, till the Basilisk jumped us.”

	“Which means they saw you.” Jarrat looked up at Stone. “It was one hell of a long shot — longer than finding a single leaf in a forest.”

	“Not,” Cantrell said resignedly, “after somebody stumbled over our comm relay chain, headed out to Emil Kimura. Node One. Establishing and maintaining a datastream was always going to be the calculated risk, Kevin. We knew that well enough, but if we hadn’t done it, even now you wouldn’t know the Huntress was destroyed … you wouldn’t be here. The best my crew could’ve hoped for was to straggle away into freespace, make our own way back to the colonies when we could, or if. And make no mistake, there’s always, always the risk of running into big-ass syndicate ships, or the Basilisk itself, even if we hadn’t laid down any comm relay chain. There’s no backup available out here. Montserrat couldn’t do diddly to help a ship blasted halfway to hell and trying to hide. The comm chain was our insurance. After spending a week here, hunting for us, if you haven’t shot it out with the bastards by now, you’re just plain lucky. Then again, you guys always were.

	“Basilisk will be watching right now,” Cantrell said bitterly, “for several hundred NARC personnel to show up across Tartarus.” A muscle twitching in his jaw betrayed grinding teeth. “They know we’re still here somewhere, the people if not the ship. They’ll be waiting for us, the first time we show our faces. Noel LeFevre gave us absolutely convincing evidence that Montserrat itself has no connection, none whatever, to Basilisk. I still believe he’s right in principle, but I also have to believe that with Basilisk’s power, they know a whole lot more about Montserrat and Tactical than the company and Tac know about them.

	“At this moment you guys will be wondering why I didn’t just yell for LeFevre or Montserrat, issue the official mayday, have them come pick us up.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back, but in fact Jarrat already knew, and felt the twist of Stone’s reaction as the truth dawned on him at the same moment. “There’s easier ways to organize a mass-suicide. I figured, a mayday would be exactly what Basilisk would be waiting for. They’d have to be monitoring every Tac and company comm channel, every second. We wouldn’t last long after we showed our hand, so we kept our heads down.” He sighed heavily. “We took the ultimate calculated risk when we laid the chain of comm buoys. In one way, it screwed us at the get-go … in another, it saved our asses, because here you are.

	“If we hadn’t laid down our own comm network, and if by some twist of the Huntress’s fucking jinx we just ran face-first into the Basilisk by happenstance, we’d have had no way out at all.” His shoulders lifted in a weary, dispirited shrug. “We never knew who it was, the syndicate or some hacker out of freespace, maybe even a lucky civilian earning barrow-loads of cash selling data to the cartel, but … yeah, they picked us up.

	“They just followed the comm relay chain back to source and there we were, the original big, fat target. Not quite a sitting duck. Best we could do was give the bastards one hell of a run for their money, but the Basilisk is not only big, she’s one fast mother, armored like an asteroid-smasher, armed with city-sized geocannons that’ll cut up a ship, any ship, like so much confetti. The Starfleet-Olympic wouldn’t have stood up against her one minute longer than we did.

	“We were way too close to the cities of Buckman and Vandermeer to make a clean hyperdrive ignition.” Cantrell’s head shook in a deliberate, emphatic negative. “Pull that trick and we’d buy our own hides with the lives of several hundred thousand civilians, irradiated all to hell in the fallout shower off a white-hot Auriga-9. So, what — turn around, make a subspace run for it, show her our tailpipes? Do that, we’d have just made it even easier for the bastards to take us. We had one chance: show her our bow armor, protect our belly hangars and engine deck, and throw everything we had at her.

	“Run the data, Kevin, Stoney: we held her off for over twenty minutes. The last we saw of her, from the gunships, the Basilisk was venting five kinds of gas and assorted toxic shit, making a run for God knows where.” Cantrell’s face had lost any shade of color as memory assaulted him. His bones showed too close beneath the skin, and as he closed his eyes Jarrat glimpsed the shadows of fear, pain, death, regret. He pulled himself together fast and his shoulders squared. “Most of us survived. I knew Billy would send a ship, soon as we went silent.” His voice thickened. “I hoped it would be the Athena, though I have to admit, I’d thought Earth Central would’ve decommissioned you by now. I actually expected Scott Auel and maybe Lindsay Karoda. Neither one has your experience, but shit, if captains don’t jump in at the deep end, we’ll never get the experience. And we’re always the expendable ones, aren’t we?” Retirement was surely on Cantrell’s mind as he looked away.

	So they had fought and lost, Jarrat thought bleakly. To her credit, the Huntress inflicted so much damage on the Basilisk, the big ship took off to lick her wounds rather than fishing for the escape pods jettisoned by a dying hulk. Given the trade value of young, healthy, skilled humans at market beyond the frontier, there was no doubt the Huntress had dealt the Basilisk some critical damage. Jarrat was only guessing, but if she had power issues, the probability of tractors, comm and drive going intermittent, the wisest choice was to move, get herself out of proximity as a kilometer-long carrier with three reactors and an Auriga-9 engine began to die.

	“And the Huntress herself?” Stone was asking quietly.

	“Gone.” Cantrell gestured vaguely. “Our gunships caught most of the pods in tractors, fast. We headed away on overdrive. We were still close enough to get long range vids when she blew, but we escaped the worst of the radiation storm. God knows, Tartarus is so blistering, all the Huntress left behind was a slightly hotter spot than the rest of this shitpit system, and a bunch of wreckage flying outward at high speed — she’s a million fragments spread halfway to Santiago by now. Like I said. Gone.”

	“So, you picked up most of the pods?” Jarrat echoed. “Means you lost some.”

	“The Basilisk had ships in space as well,” Cantrell said in bitter tones. “They managed to catch two, just two pods that were beyond our reach. We … cut our losses. Got out with what we could. We were way overloaded with survivors — the Basilisk’s own small ships headed out fast, chasing that monster before the Huntress blew.

	“We lost eight people with those two pods. Twenty more in the fighting, and a few more died later, of their injuries.” He looked away. “You want to rationalize our losses the way the Army would? Less than forty dead or missing, the rest of us viable, fixable — at liberty. And here you are, so fast, I’m still surprised.” He blinked at Stone, at Jarrat, before his eyes closed in gathering weariness.

	A hundred questions remained unasked but the situation was already horribly obvious. Stone cleared his throat. “I, uh, didn’t see Petrov among the survivors coming in with the Red Hawks. We haven’t heard him on the loop.”

	He might easily have come in with one of the other gunships, but again Cantrell’s silver head shook slowly. “Mischa was in one of the escape pods we missed. They blew late. He’d stayed back to rig the AI to self-destruct, make sure it didn’t survive for salvage while I saw the bulk of the crew punch out, brought the gunships in to cover them. The carrier pilot was in Petrov’s pod, plus the Watch Officer and a senior medic. Colonel John Werner, pilot. Medic Sergeant Daniel Yip. Watch Officer Rachel Schakowsky. Captain Mikhail Petrov.”

	For a moment Jarrat struggled to grasp the truth, and its implications. “Basilisk has Petrov.”

	“Had might be a better word,” Cantrell said softly. “Nine weeks, Kevin. Prisoner of a syndicate for nine weeks, under that kind of interrogation …? I wouldn’t give a dime for my chances of surviving, or yours.”

	Jarrat was less certain. Petrov’s face should be utterly unknown to anyone within Basilisk. He should pass himself off as a career engine tech or shuttle jockey. If he could convince the syndicate of his low rank, they would pen him with the rest, hold them all pending a business transaction. His skills, his youth and strength held a high cash value. Jarrat stood, meeting Stone’s stormy eyes levelly.

	“They’re not likely to kill him, Stoney, even if they knew his rank. Especially then. You don’t get your talons into NARC personnel, much less a captain, then waste the resource.”

	“Christ,” Stone breathed, “if Basilisk could get to even a tenth of what’s in Petrov’s memory … what he knows could hurt us. Procedures, codes, names, faces. He’d die to protect it. Any of us would, and we’ve all been there.”

	“Yeah.” Jarrat felt the chill rush through Stone, the clench of his belly. “That ship. It’s all about that goddamned ship. Basilisk.” He looked down into Cantrell’s haggard face. “LeFevre would have told you, the syndicate doesn’t operate out of the city, any city. They’re on the big ship, they go where they please, when they please. There’s no colonial government here to object, no Army or Starfleet presence to enforce colonial law. Montserrat tried the corporate war approach, got themselves and a lot of freespacer mercenaries mangled before — you know about the city of Miyazawa? There’s no taskforce on the frontier that could give the Basilisk a standup fight. Tactical’s as much a spectator as Starfleet would be, if Fleet sent one carrier with a Peacecorps contingent, as they’re accustomed to doing.”

	“Then there’s us,” Stone added. “Lucky us.”

	“NARC.” Jarrat rubbed his palms together, forcing his mind into gear. “If we do nothing else before we ship the hell out of Tartarus, we need to get our people back.”

	The words brought Cantrell to his feet. He staggered, caught himself on the curved side of the ’Chef before Jarrat or Stone could get to him, and waved them off. “I’m all right. You’re talking about — getting aboard?” His voice rasped, betraying increasing pain.

	“The problem is for us to chew over,” Stone told him firmly. “You are going directly to the Infirmary. No more arguments, Gene. Everything else we need to know, we’ll winkle out of your data. Curt and Scott have been unpacking the whole cache; I caught a fraction of it. You’re at the end of your rope. What happened to the leg?”

	“Broke it, four places, kneecap. The Red Hawks’ medic did a good job.” Cantrell looked away. “Our CMO was among the dead. The leg … it’ll do. There’s a lot worse than me, Stoney. One of the Red Hawks is blind, one of the engine techs is missing half her hand. Let Reardon take care of them. Just find me someplace to sleep. And I’d be grateful for some decent food.”

	“Infirmary,” Jarrat said into the loop. “Kip, you got space for Captain Cantrell?”

	Jagruti Patak was there at once. “Doctor Reardon’s in the OR, but we can organize space for one more. Can he make it down here, or shall I send a team?”

	“I can bloody make it,” Cantrell barked.

	“Send someone,” Stone said quietly to Patak. “He’s ambulatory, but not steady. I’m no doctor, but I know exhaustion and pain when I see them.”

	Cantrell responded with his middle finger, but Stone was adamant. He and Jarrat remained in the officers’ lounge until a pair of medics arrived with a hoverchair. Cantrell had settled himself with a grunt of utter disgust when they made their way into the orderly chaos of the ops room.

	Huntress data filled the big screen over the plot table. As they stepped in, Gable backed it up and gestured at the ’Chef. “The server’s set up for breakfast. I’ve unpacked every byte the gunships could get from the carrier before … Jesus, they were lucky.”

	“Lucky?” Jarrat echoed as he pulled up a chair and took a coffee from Auel. Then he glimpsed the numbers Gable was running, and whistled.

	What was Cantrell to do, with the stores, resources and cubic space of four gunships divided among close to five hundred survivors, marooned in deep space and unable to get a mayday out? Gunships were not configured for long-duration flight. They had no water and waste recycling capabilities; their food supplies were suited to a crew of forty for two days at longest. No amount of rationing would make those provisions stretch. Cantrell’s people should all have been dead, weeks before.

	“Lucky,” Stone whispered as he reviewed the bald facts.

	ML-1829 had been extensively worked over several years, long enough for a sizeable human crew to be stationed here for eight months. Just as the heavy machinery had not yet been pulled out, the habitat remained intact. Initially, Cantrell’s gunship pilots had been scouting only for a hiding place, but almost as soon as the Huntress was gone, it seemed the jinx lifted. The gunships blundered into a control station designed to accommodate a crew of fifty indefinitely, with power generation, atmosphere processing, water and waste cycling facilities.

	They were safe enough, hidden deep in the canyon which fissured the surface of ML-1829, and when Blue Hawk pilot Suzanne Chow launched a flight of drones to scout the planetoid, they found the station within hours. Painfully aware of the impending formal ‘Huntress Inquiry,’ which must be waiting for him if this crew ever saw Darwin’s World again, Cantrell recorded a meticulous log, updating his commentary every four hours no matter the emergency or the monotony. He spoke with some enthusiasm as he reported the miners’ habitat:

	“We cranked up the station’s life support and docked on two gunships, Green and Gold Hawks. We’re going have plenty of power and life support. We’re not going to be too cold or thirsty, so long as we recycle every drop of everything, but … we’re going to get bloody hungry, which is bad news for the Hawks. They’re big boys with a lot of muscle mass and the fast metabolism to match. These guys physically can not wait it out here for the twelve or thirteen weeks I’m estimating it’ll take for a relief flight to find us. I know the signal lag between here and Darwin’s. I know how fast a carrier can get out here, then — Christ, the job of finding us, when we’ve deliberately hidden ourselves! It could take another month for a ship to find us.

	“I can’t risk contacting Montserrat or Colonel LeFevre direct — it’s a dead safe bet Basilisk has both comprehensively hacked. They’ll have filched every company and Tac code, even if there isn’t a cohort of agents buried inside Montserrat, which there probably is. And Tartarus isn’t the usual colony: Tactical is only the civvy interface between corporate security and the public. If Basilisk agents are inside Montserrat, they’re automatically inside Tactical, and I can’t believe they’re not. All of which means we’re in deep trouble.

	“I’ve given serious consideration to the proposition of using a gunship to shuttle between ML-1829 and some of the mid-size cities, trying to disperse our personnel there, lose them in the local crowd. The hazard factor is untenable. Almost five hundred of us hitting the street, anywhere in this hermetically-sealed system, would bring Basilisk down on us like a swarm of locusts. Tactical has the place buttoned down tight. We have no entry permits, no viable ID or work visas, local cash or credit accounts … getting arrested would be virtually guaranteed, and adds up to suicide. The moment we show our faces, they’ll be on us. The only chance we have of getting out of here is to stay the hell away from the cities en masse, keep under the radar. So —

	“Food is the real problem. We’re in a predicament that can’t go on longer than a few days before the very front-line troops who’re expected to armor-up and defend the rest of us start to rapidly deteriorate.” His ragged face disappeared, replaced by a plot of the region. “I have Montserrat’s complete navigational package for this cesspit, and at this time of ML-1829’s year — and it’s a fifty-year orbit, so I’d hate to calculate the odds on this, how goddamn’ lucky we are — we’re within reach of the most outlying city, on a high-speed, two-day turnaround.”

	A red flag marked Kauffman: the most distant habitat city from Santiago, the most remote of Montserrat’s settlements, the least populous and the poorest. Also the mining town most often frequented by freespacers. Kauffman’s port authorities were so accustomed to indie crews, officials on the rink happily accepted hush-money, faked documents upon request and looked the other way while business was done.

	“Well, now,” Stone said wryly. “Remember Santiago Port Lieutenant Warton?”

	“Unforgettable character,” Jarrat agreed. “Hated freespacers’ guts and didn’t think much better of the authorities on Kauffman, because between them they stuff up his paperwork so often and Tactical comes down hard on transit fraud in the inner cities.” He fell silent as Cantrell continued:

	“We’re taking a calculated gamble. It’s all we have to work with, so — what the hell? If the Huntress took the jinx with her, our luck might have turned around. Finding this control station was way beyond lucky. Somebody on Kauffman should do business with us. An unlimited credit card on a company account on Darwin’s will help — thank gods for NARC covert op resources.

	“The only thing that concerns me is if anybody recognizes the profile of a NARC gunship.” He peered tiredly into the vid pickup and his shoulders twitched in a fatalistic shrug. “Basilisk knows there was a carrier insystem. It won’t take much for them to add twos and guess who went looking for food, and where … which will tell them loud and clear, at least some of us survived. The good news is, it’ll be days, minimum, before intel can get back to the Basilisk. Our gunship will be concealed again before there’s any danger of being tracked.

	“To find us here, they’d have to go through several thousand possible hiding places, so the odds are with us. In the meantime the cover story is — what else? — we’re freespacers, an indie crew working a tiny, unknown, super-rich lode so far out on the edge of Tartarus, even Montserrat doesn’t know it exists yet. The story is, we found a vein of naturally occurring Gavium, incredibly rare, bloody damned dangerous but worth risking our lives for. We salvaged the gunship — found it drifting dead in space and fixed it up. So she once flew for NARC. Who cares where she came from? A ship’s a ship, and these are rugged, useful.

	“I’d have assigned Petrov, but … shit. I’d feel better, knowing Mischa was safely, cleanly dead. I never called the man a friend, but there’s a lot worse than that Russian. Last we saw of him, his escape pod was in tractors. Basilisk had him and seven other individuals, in the two pods we missed. It could be bad.” He looked away, then back into the lens. “As sole surviving captain, I’m standing by my crew. Six of the Blue Hawks will take their gunship and go see who’ll do business with a rogue indie crew needing chow while we do a little bit of old-fashioned claim jumping.”

	The log entry ended there; the next fourteen were no more than running commentary on the wounded, problems with the station’s old machinery, fixes and work-arounds wrangled by the best techs in NARC. Then the following entry opened with Cantrell wearing a lopsided and entirely humorless grin.

	“Well, I guess Lady Luck’s still with us. Looks like the jinx might be broken … we’re going to eat. Pilot Cassidy and Master Sergeant Hatoyama swung us a deal with a skipper from a freespace colony five days beyond the frontier. The food’s freeze dried, very plain, but there’s enough to get us through, so long as we stick to tight rations. If Colonel Bill Dupre is ever watching this log —

	“You’ll have to accept my official apologies, Billy. The company credit account didn’t go over so well. There’s no way for hardware in Kauffman to connect with any colony, even if an indie skipper had a viable account, which she didn’t. Predictable. So we traded for the food. Cassidy and Hatoyama exchanged a load of ammunition, grenades, assault rifles. That’s absolutely all we had that the freespacers wanted, and I trust Cassidy’s and Hatoyama’s judgment: the load will be put to good use. The food came from an independent colony called Six Moons.

	“Apparently they’re mostly one big agro lab, tapping an ocean of nutrient-rich algae and a forest of edible fungus, both abundant on the one habitable moon of a gas giant close to an orange dwarf. These people fight regularly, defending their homesteads against raiders from even further out … it’s not that food is scarce beyond the frontier, but there’s too many raiders, brigands, marauders, call them what you will. They’d rather come in shooting and steal than work an honest shift. And the only law is what you make yourself.

	“Right now, I don’t regret trading munitions for food. My people get fed and a bunch of indie agro techs get to defend their mom and pop homesteads. Cashier me if you want, Billy — if I ever get back to Darwin’s. I realize there’ll probably be a major inquiry into the loss of the Huntress. Every day I imagine facing a tribunal, walking the investigating officers through this log. In fact, old son, I’ll make it easy for you and Sebastian Gaunt: you can have my bloody resignation, in triplicate, if you want it.”

	The log entry stopped there and Stone paused the playback. He sat on the edge of the workspace and traded a thoughtful frown with Jarrat. “So that’s how he did it. I’d been wondering. Close to five hundred people on four gunships for nine weeks? Can’t be done.”

	“He rolled the dice and won.” Jarrat sat back, draining his mug. “Dupre might have to shuffle some files to get around the trade. There are laws, and I doubt General Gaunt’s office will care much why Gene crossed the line. But in his place, you or I would do the same in heartbeat. I’d have to guess, so would Dupre. If they drag us into it, I’ll stand up in front of the inquiry tribunal and back Gene all the way. So will every one of his surviving officers and descant troops.”

	Stone counted off on his fingers. “Three weeks to get back to Darwin’s from here, even if we left right now, which we’re not about to. Give Dupre a month to untangle the data load and assemble an official report. Three weeks for a courier to get through to Earth. Allow Gaunt’s office three or four weeks to reach some complete bullshit decision, plus three weeks for a courier to get back out to Darwin’s before any steaming pile can hit any fan.” He shook his head. “Kevin, that pushes the issue four months into the future.”

	“By then, any word issuing from Gaunt’s office won’t be worth the bandwidth it took to transmit it,” Jarrat agreed. “The Marcus Brand Foundation will be conferencing with every colonial governor. The Angel blocker will hit the street soon after — Sebastian Gaunt could throw the book at all of us; it won’t matter a damn. And meanwhile,” he added bleakly, “we have bigger fish to fry.” He stood, stretched his back and hips, feeling the myriad aches, the soreness of a hard session in the gym without a proper cool-down routine.

	“Eight NARC personnel, captive on the Basilisk.” Stone sighed. “Now, I’m not saying anyone’ll recognize Petrov as a captain. If I were Mischa, I’d convince the bastards I serviced reactor cooling grids for a living. He’s had the same interrogation training we all had; they wouldn’t crack him quickly.”

	“With luck, after three or four attempts they’d buy his cover story and put him back in the lockup. Even so, Stoney —” Jarrat gave Stone a hard look. “Eight of our people in Basilisk hands, nine weeks.”

	“Yeah.” Stone looked away. “The syndicate might agree to a prisoner exchange. If we were lunatic enough to show ourselves, let tactical officers on the Basilisk recognize another carrier insystem … no. Not after what happened to the Huntress. One of the first rules of engagement is to know when to fight and when to get sneaky.”

	“Sneaky,” Jarrat stretched till his spine popped, “is the part we’re good at.” He commandeered a smaller screen, sorted through files, pulled up all the data the Huntress had been able to gather on the Basilisk during the twenty-minute engagement. The torrent of information was far more than Noel LeFevre had been able to piece together from Montserrat and freespacer sources.

	She was just less than two thousand meters from the snub snout with its porcupine-like comm and sensor spines to the massive, gaping sterntubes of sublight engines which drove the orehauler body on which the syndicate had built its bastion. Engine, reactor and drive data scrolled beside the dorsal, ventral, lateral, bow and stern profiles. Jarrat swore bitterly, sharing Stone’s rush of unease. The Huntress’s AI had measured armor, estimated tonnage, power, counted geocannons, missile tubes, rail guns, tractor projectors.

	“One thing I can tell you right now,” Stone said disgustedly. “We won’t be fighting our way into it.”

	Jarrat looked up as Gable and Auel joined them. Auel’s brows were up through he said nothing, always ultra-conscious of his delicate position on this ship. Gable’s teeth worried at his lip and he gave Jarrat a look filled with deep misgivings. But Jarrat nodded. “They’ll have to invite us in, Curt, won’t they?”

	“There’s no way to get aboard, the way we got into Los Tres Dragones?” Gable wondered. “They all said ‘You can’t fight a mountain,’ but we did. We took down Scimitar.”

	It was true enough and Jarrat hesitated, sharing a long, mute conference with Stone. At last Stone said, “All right, Curt. Take the data apart. Look for a way into it. First, see if you can find a way to approach the Basilisk unseen. But I doubt she has a blindspot and with that kind of armor and armament —”

	“Five hundred, Jarrat offered, “says the only way anything gets in is right through the front door. But by all means run the numbers. See what comes out of them.” He beckoned Stone to the ’Chef, took a hot ham and egg roll for himself, croissants for his partner.

	“LeFevre reports over two thousand people on the Basilisk at any one time,” Stone mused as they ate. “Pilots, techs, gunners, armorers, families, entertainers, musicians, hustlers, traders, smugglers, the works.” He gave Jarrat an odd look. “Remember McKenzie Crane and Vic Allen?”

	“Smugglers,” Jarrat recalled. “They’d run anything, anywhere, if the price sounded right. You and Gene were good. You thinking what I’m thinking?” He knew from the thrill of Stone’s feelings, the surge of adrenalin, he was.

	Stone dunked a croissant into his coffee. “Put the idea on the table. Take the data to pieces, slam it around like an aeroball. See what we can do with it. Get Gil and Joe on the problem. They’ve got as much experience between them as we have.” An almost mocking smile ghosted across his face. “Four NARC captains on this ship. Eight operational gunships with full complement. One-hundred-twenty specialist descant troops — two hundred riot troops, if you want to field the full squads. Let’s at least see what’s doable before we cut and run.”

	“And leave the prisoners? Jesus,” Jarrat whispered. “Eight of them, including a captain and the carrier pilot. If Basilisk only knew what they had —”

	“We’d better hope they don’t,” Stone said darkly. “Hope Petrov and Colonel John Werner, Medic Sergeant Yip and Watch Officer Schakowsky, and the four from the other pod, have enough brains to lash up a decent cover story, stick to it, sweat through enough interrogation to make it hold water.”

	“That,” Jarrat said quietly, “is a lot to ask, Stoney, over nine weeks. Neither of us was ever a prisoner so long. And both of us,” he added, “were as good as KOA before it was done. Death’s Head.” Killed on Assignment. Stone’s belly churned, making Jarrat faintly nauseous. He set a hand on Stone’s arm. “So we rip the data to pieces, see how many ways this puzzle goes back together.”

	“All right.” Stone dropped napkin and plate into the disposal. “We’re safe enough here. I’d recommend we put Red and Green Ravens on a five minute launch alert and get Cronin, Ramos, Reynolds and Lang up here. I’d also like to scatter a few surveillance drones over the surface of ML-1829. Enough to get us some early warning, if something big comes our way.”

	“Good thinking. There’s a lot of big ships in this system,” Jarrat mused, glancing sidelong at Scott Auel, who was following every word, offering none, the perfect observer. “Most are Montserrat hulls, AI-piloted planet-smashers. Not everything out here is an enemy, but a little early warning would be sweet.”

	Gable hovered a pace ahead of Auel, dividing his attention between Jarrat and Stone and the Huntress data, which continued to run. “One thing we do need to know is where the Basilisk is — or better, where she’ll be. Before we can do anything, we need to pinpoint her exactly. In this system that’s a good trick.”

	“LeFevre,” Stone said promptly. “He has company and freespacer connections. If anybody knows where she is, or will be, it’s Noel LeFevre.”

	“Means we have to get back over to Santiago.” Jarrat sighed. “Still, he gave us his comm codes. Get close and call in, he said, no need to run the dockside gauntlet again. Given what Basilisk knows — that most of a carrier crew and four gunships are loose in the outer system — we actually underestimated the risks last time. Chances are, Basilisk already suspects LeFevre met NARC officers — they’d have to figure it was a party from the Huntress, and the assumption doesn’t hurt us. LeFevre covertly talking with some senior officers wouldn’t surprise any Basilisk tactician: they’d have to be expecting some last-ditch attempt by Huntress survivors to get a message out on a courier, without publicly advertising their location.”

	“LeFevre needs to know the Huntress is gone,” Stone added. “He doesn’t actually need to know we lost people, but I’d inform him anyway. He’ll appreciate why we’ve an urgent need to get aboard the Basilisk.” He glanced up at the multiple chronos which gave the time in several zones, among them, Santiago. “You want to call a briefing, Kevin?”

	“Not quite a briefing,” Jarrat mused. “I want to get everybody in the big VR lab. Throw the data into threedee, have the pilots and descant troops wade through it, get a feel for it. If this thing can be done at all, that’s how we’ll find a way.”

	Again Stone nodded, and gestured at Gable. “Launch those surveillance drones, rotate the gunships on alert. Call the gang into VR One, in an hour. I wonder if Gene would be up to it?”

	“Will do.” Gable swung away, already immersed in the loop.

	In his wake, Scott Auel stepped closer. His voice dropped to a bare murmur. “Give me the odds our people are even still alive.”

	“Actually, quite high,” Jarrat judged. “NARC personnel, even techs and pilots, are valuable as trade commodities. LeFevre would trade four or five for one, to get them back — his cells are always full of Basilisk scum. He keeps a death-grip on the cities, like Santiago; sure, the syndicate upper echelon is well out of reach, but he’s routinely picking up mules, dealers, bagmen.”

	“Also the freespacers who aligned themselves with Basilisk.” Stone watched the Huntress data play on, swathes of information about Tartarus itself, snatches of comm captured between ships, observations made of shipping movements in the outer system. “He has a freespacer crew in his lockup right now, in fact. Most of the low-lives he picks up run for the syndicate, the rest are smugglers. You saw the data: the indie colonies are divided, at each other’s throats.”

	“In a place where you make your own law,” Auel said thoughtfully. “So you’re betting Petrov and the rest will still be more or less safe in custody, Basilisk holding them in reserve against a day when they need to make a trade — say, LeFevre manages to arrest somebody who actually matters. Okay, I’ll buy it. It makes sense. But you’ll still have to know exactly where our people are, inside a hull close to double the size of this one.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back, challenging.

	For the first time in days Jarrat discovered a genuine smile. He clapped Auel’s shoulder. “We didn’t say anything about this being easy.”

	“It never is,” Stone added. “And if you get any bright ideas, Scott, don’t keep them to yourself.”

	“I won’t,” Auel promised, watching them step out of Ops. “Where will you be?”

	“Infirmary,” Jarrat said over his shoulder. “We need to talk to Gene.”

	 

	 


Chapter Nine

	“This has all the makings of a batshit deep cover assignment.” The weird light filling VR One glittered on Gil Cronin’s diamond ear studs, cast bizarre shadows from the planes and angles of his face.

	“Batshit?” Tanya Reynolds echoed. “I dunno, Gilly. It could actually work.”

	But Joe Ramos was less convinced. “It twists on too many pivots. First, you gotta know where the Basilisk’s gonna be, at an exact time when we can figure out how get in close. We got nothin’ like that.”

	“Yet,” Evelyn Lang reasoned. “Colonel LeFevre should have the info, if his surveillance is worth half the manpower he puts into it.” She looked up at Jarrat and Stone through the haze of the threedee display, which plotted the Tartarus system in overwhelming detail. “But Joe makes a good point. Even knowing where she is, you won’t just fly up to a docking port and say, ‘Hi there, who ordered pizza?”

	Stone scrolled back through the ocean of data to find the Basilisk exhaustively modeled in VR from the Huntress’s scans. Every instrument she possessed examined the monster during the battle. “Twenty docking ports: twenty ways to get in and out. All we need is a plausible reason to be there, good enough for them to invite us in.”

	“Flyin’ what, exactly?” Cronin pressed. “You show up in anythin’ remotely recognizable as a NARC hull, they’ll blast you to red-hot wreckage before you can spit.”

	“You gotta find a ship.” Ramos glared at the threedee model. “Somethin’ that won’t get the bastards suspicious.”

	“Maybe … something they halfway recognize,” Reynolds mused. “If Basilisk observers thought they knew you, or at least where you came from, they might open up. Even so, you’ll need a damn’ good reason for requesting boarding rights.”

	The challenge had possessed Jarrat and Stone for several hours. Jarrat sat on one of the long workbenches which flanked the VR lab, boots on a chair. “We thought about going in as smugglers. Remember the Aphelion job? Stoney and Gene Cantrell made it right into the heart of syndicate country. McKenzie Crane and Vic Allen. When you have something they want, the whole game changes.”

	In the back of the lab, silent, hearing everything and for the moment adding nothing, Cantrell sat in the hoverchair, nursing a third glass of green tea. His left leg sat propped on a stool before him; his face wore the sheen of perspiration, the slight flush, betraying live nano working hard.

	Scans showed the leg bones well set, the kneecap well repaired, but neural damage had prevented Cantrell from recovering. Field medics could do only so much. Stone frowned at him, seeing the thunderous look on Cantrell’s face as he recalled his role as the smuggler, Crane.  “Don’t fret, Gene,” he said quietly. “This isn’t one for you.”

	“You think?” Cantrell stirred uncomfortably in the hoverchair’s bucket seat. “I’m too bloody old for this game. Need my brains examined — should’ve retired after Aphelion. I thought I had one more command in me. Christ, what a joke.”

	“You’re still healing,” Jarrat argued. “You feel like hell? Surprising. But you did one  hell of a job, Gene, nobody’s questioning your abilities or any decision you made — just the strength in that leg. Even after the nano get done, it’ll need about a month in rehab before you can depend on it if a situation goes south.”

	“And they always do,” Cantrell said sourly. He gestured at the Basilisk. “A ship and crew that size? Stands to reason we’re looking at a big, hungry marketplace for contraband. Rare spices their cooks can’t get, this far out. Priceless liquors you can’t lash up in some chemistry lab. Designer narcotics nobody even heard of yet, or quality medical drugs. Maybe total-immersion games that’ve been banned everyplace this side of the frontier. They’ll have plenty of Companions; I wouldn’t even think about going that route. Given a population as vast as Montserrat’s, the talent pool’s almost limitless. From what you saw in Santiago and the intel we got from LeFevre, half the poor sods in Tartarus are so desperate for quick cash, there isn’t a lot they won’t do.”

	Reynolds walked directly through the display field to the AutoChef for coffee. “So, again, ask LeFevre. He’ll know better than any of us what’s being smuggled in this neck of the woods. What brings top dollar, what’s in short supply.” She nodded slowly. “The right cargo would get you aboard.”

	“But we’d still need to know where our people are being held,” Stone added. “We can’t just wander around the Basilisk, randomly hunting. Even if we’re invited aboard, which is the only way in, we’d soon be noticed if we stick our noses in where they don’t belong. We’d be lucky to be tossed off the ship rather than shot dead and flushed out of an airlock.”

	“What about the AI?” Lang suggested, glancing from Jarrat to Stone and back. “The crux of any ship, anywhere, is always the AI. There’s nothing it doesn’t know and control.”

	“Shit,” Cronin breathed. “Times like this, you wish you had Doc McKinnen handy. She’s the original queen bitch from hell, but they don’t come no better.”

	With a murmur of deep curiosity Jarrat searched through the Huntress data, pulling up files so obscure, Stone did not recall seeing them before. Text materialized in midair, hovering beside the ship model, which slowly rotated, bow and stern passing impartially through benches and Blue Ravens. “Here it is,” he read. “The Huntress was close enough during most of the battle to take a solid crack at their firewall … and the Basilisk AI isn’t as secure as they probably like to think it is.”

	“Because it’s three years old.” Cantrell jockeyed the hoverchair closer. “Near as we could tell, it’s a garden variety AI controller, nothing special. Probably cut out of a heisted Montserrat ship — the brains of something like a freight hauler, quite good enough to run this monstrosity, the Basilisk. All it has to do is monitor ship systems, run traffic control through the docking ports, perform routine, ship-wide surveillance and very low-level comm, since normal comm is impossible in Tartarus. Montserrat could probably confirm where the AI came from, identify it down to make and model. LeFevre’s sources would know. But one thing a three-year-old, garden variety AI controller is not, is a match for any carrier’s brains. We punched through their firewall in under a minute. It took a human operator to shut the thing down, or we’d have turned the Basilisk right back on them. That was my one viable plan.”

	“Just getting through the firewall, you’d have given them one hell of a scare,” Stone observed. “They’ll fix the problem with a new one eventually, but it’s not so easy to find a better AI core. They’re not exactly lying around in every ditch. Montserrat’s industrial hulls don’t run them because they don’t need them. And they come expensive.” He frowned as Jarrat sped the Huntress data forward. “It’s a good thing Mischa Petrov stayed back to destroy the Huntress’s computer core … if he hadn’t, and it survived the explosion — which they’re armored to! — you know exactly where your mainframe would be right now, Gene. That’s a big one we owe Mischa.” He glanced at Cantrell, saw his throat bob as he swallowed. 

	“So,” Jarrat went on, “unless the syndicate found some way to beef this thing up in the last nine weeks, which I doubt, we should be able to hack an old AI from any maintenance node aboard.”

	“Assuming you can beat surveillance,” Lang said sharply. “They’ll have vid pickups everywhere.”

	“Speed,” Jarrat said with grim fascination. “If we hack it fast enough, vid surveillance is the first system we crash. Then, run. Put two hundred meters between us and the maintenance node we used. They’d have no clue where to start looking for us. We’d be in. Hit another node, interrogate the system, find the lockup.”

	“Shit,” Cronin hissed, “this has so many ways to get cocked-up so fast … and so many ways to work.” He closed his eyes, rotating his neck around to ease its kinks. “Joe and me plowed through LeFevre’s dossier on the syndicate itself: know who you’re up against. Joe?”

	Ramos joined Reynolds at the ’Chef and swiped up a bottle of juice. “The colonel reckons there’s maybe around a hundred syndicate top men. Shooters, pilots, chemists, ass-kissers, the usual. But they’re mostly contractors, hired on for their skills, just there to do the job. Basilisk could lose every one o’ the bastards and fill the vacancies in a day, in Chell citybottom. A handful o’ king shooters, right at the top, are the real deal.”

	“LeFevre identifies them as bodyguards, the cordon securing the three linchpins around whom all the rest revolves,” Cantrell finished. “Yeah, Kevin, Stoney. Just three of the bastards, right there at the nexus. Basilisk is a full on, five-ring circus, but when you crack the whole thing right down to basics, it’s just three individuals surrounded by contractors and hired help.”

	This time it was Cantrell who sorted back through his own files, the digital legacy of his ship, his last command. A few moments, and he opened the data acquired from LeFevre soon after the Huntress arrived.

	The cubes LeFevre gave Jarrat and Stone contained the same intelligence, but at the time Stone had barely glanced at them. The syndicate’s top men were so far out of reach, much of Tactical’s information represented a waste of brain cells until or unless the situation changed. By contrast, Cantrell had had little to do for nine interminable weeks but review the Basilisk files, perhaps in the forlorn hope that vengeance might some day fall within reach.

	Three figures replaced the ship model, each life sized and generated from LeFevre’s numerous file images. Two men, a woman, each tagged with available data. Even now Stone only glanced briefly at them — they were not the critical objective, and if they were surrounded by a cordon of king shooters the cost of targeting them might be ruinously high.

	“Cornelius Wu … twice my age and looks not much older than this bunch of young kids I’m surrounded by here,” Cantrell said sourly. “Jesus, I gotta get something done about this, when we get back. Every time I look in a mirror I’m seeing my own grandfather. It’s starting to piss me off, if you want the truth. Anyway — Cornelius Wu is from Vancouver, Canada, back on good ol’ Earth herself. Married eight times, has nine kids, over twenty grandkids, all of ’em disowned as the scum they probably are. Wu arrived out on Avalon ten years ago with a thick wad of cash from nefarious dealings in the homeworlds.

	“Aphelion connections? Maybe. Probably. But we’d never prove it without Yvette McKinnen deep-diving into the Data Access Corporation a third time. I’d have to question whether this one is worth the risk, since he makes no damn’ secret of the fact he is Basilisk. Wu made a huge fortune in the Angel trade on Avalon before your old pal, Stoney, Vic Duggan, arrived and shut down the smuggling routes. Instead of sitting on his ass and letting Duggan track him down, Wu takes his money and heads out.

	“Next stop, Calleran — same deal. Onward and upward, always two jumps ahead of NARC, which tells you the first thing he does in any new colony is put a line into Tactical, so he knows when to git. Eventually he’s wanted in so many colonies, he’s running out of places to do business. He actually bought into Montserrat stock — a kosher investment that brought him to Tartarus at VIP level, with a penthouse in uptown Santiago and an entourage like an emperor. But for Wu, being Wu, none of it was good enough. He had to reach further.”

	“So this is the one who kick-started the Angel trade in Tartarus,” Jarrat said, studying the deceptively delicate Cornelius Wu. He had fine bones, an almost ethereal elegance and grace, a perfection of personal grooming that seemed close to obsessive. He wore oyster gray silk, his jet-black hair coiled neatly on his shoulder, his ears gold-pierced, his eyelids painted blue-green. Exotic. Jarrat might have guessed gay and been dead wrong, as witnessed by the eight ex-wives and tribe of grandchildren.

	“This one,” Cantrell continued, “recruited the other two when Basilisk rapidly became too big for one entrepreneur to keep a rein on it. Here’s his most recent recruit: Rosaline Devane, taller than you, Jarrat, heavier than you, Stone, and all of it solid bone and muscle. She’s genetically tweaked, enhanced, call it what you want. She may look like a tall, chic willow, but she’s a self-designed killing machine. Born in Eldorado on Rethan, only child of minor industrialists. Too intelligent for her own good — and bloody determined to fly high or not at all.

	“Both her parents were killed outright in a head-on when she was fifteen. She got her hands on the family’s cash stash when she was twenty, according to colonial law, then the fun began. She was remodeled from the feet up; spent two years in cryosleep while her body regrew from a normal girl … under middle height, with puppy fat, boring brown hair, brown eyes.

	“She climbs out of the cryosleep capsule like this. All those martial arts classes she took as a tween and teen, all the gun handling, the pilot training — it works just a little differently when you’re not a short, plump, drab mouse of a girl.” He brought the hoverchair in close and frowned into Devane’s remarkable face, the mane of red-blonde hair, the huge green eyes. “She worked for Death’s Head in the very early days of Hal Mavvik’s tenure; had the sense to cut and run long before NARC arrived. Pete Stacy had a file on her, but she was gone before he could get close. She showed up again on Avalon, working for Equinox Industries. She was up there on Randolph Dorne’s mansion in the clouds, wrangling corporate security … and humping any Companion she fancied, gender unimportant. Ask Jesse Lawrence: I’ll give you good odds, he knew her.

	“Then NARC shows up and she’s out again, first class ticket on the next clipper like that.” He snapped his fingers. “LeFevre places her on the Montserrat payroll not two months later, then suddenly she’s Cornelius Wu’s new best friend. Then his bodyguard. Soon, his bedmate. Now, his business partner. Today, according to LeFevre’s intel, Rosaline Devane is positioned at the heart of Basilisk. Surprise. All I can say is, Wu better watch his back, because I doubt Devane would hesitate to put a clip into it if they ever have a difference of agreement. She stands to take over half the syndicate, in partnership with the last of the elite trio.”

	The third figure was tall, angular, a dark haired man who looked of an age with Jarrat or Stone, perhaps a handful of years older, like Cronin or Ramos. His looks were striking, his best feature, the dark brown eyes which burned with a fervid intensity.  “Flynn Jaenada. Birthplace, unknown; age, unknown; background … God alone knows,” Cantrell said tersely. “He’s in bed with Wu and Devane — literally, as well as in the business or political sense. All we know of Jaenada is that he fancies his Companions big, brawny, physically good looking, extremely cooperative, very masculine. And he’s inclined to purchase what he likes. By which I mean buying outright, not hiring.”

	Stone gave a small start, which he knew Jarrat would feel. “You mean he’ll buy a human being?”

	“The ultimate toy, isn’t it?” Reynolds said disgustedly. “What happens when he’s bored with his toys?”

	“Discarded, according to LeFevre,” Cantrell told her with obvious repugnance. “Tactical routinely picks up Jaenada’s trash when they show up face-down in an Angel den somewhere in citybottom. We know almost nothing of Flynn Jaenada, save that Wu and Devane trust him implicitly. Oddly, he appears by far the most intelligent of the three … also as close to a true sociopath as any individual I’ve ever encountered. He sees no wrong in buying people, using them, discarding them. As I said, he likes his men big, brawny, the more exotic the better, and if they’re not cooperative, well, a snort of something will soon fix that.”

	Silence fell in the VR lab, dark and charged, until Jarrat asked the question that had to be on every mind. Stone felt the peculiar rush of his pulse, the involuntary thrill as Kevin had to wonder, “If the three were gone, just subtracted, does LeFevre have a track on any hierarchy that would rush in to fill the power vacuum?”

	Now Cantrell could only shrug. “He didn’t give me any of that. The package he handed you is more current, and even that’s weeks out of date by now. You’d have to ask him.” He paused and swung the hoverchair to face Jarrat and Stone. “You’re not thinking about taking a crack at them?”

	For a long, electric moment Stone looked into the gray eyes, aware of the tumult of Jarrat’s feelings, which echoed the whirl of thoughts which Stone could never touch. At last he said, “It’s not impossible. If we found a way to get aboard the Basilisk, and during the course of the actual assignment, if the chance came our way, and if LeFevre reckons the whole monster is certain to collapse — and stay down — when its three heads are lopped off … it’d be a pity to pass up the chance.”

	“That,” Cronin said sharply, “is one shitload of ifs.”

	“Go see the colonel,” Ramos suggested, glaring at the holographic figure of Flynn Jaenada with profound distaste. Fists on hips, he studied the man from his perfect, glossy hair to the expensive shoes, by way of long, elegant limbs clad in a high-collared white silk jacket and trousers. “So this one likes his guys big an’ brawny an’ exotic, you said?”

	Cronin snorted. “Hits too close to home, does it, bro?”

	Very deliberately, Ramos pulled the band from his braid, shook out the raven-back cape of his hair, zipped the Blue Raven fatigues down to his navel, exposing a swathe of smooth copper skin, and spread his arms wide. “What you think? I’m loose on the street in Santiago, the bastard sees me, next thing I know, I’m on the Basilisk wearin’ a shock collar an’ not a lot else, with a nose full of Angel, a close-up view of the deck, achin’ knees an’ a sore ass. It’s a one-way trip, Gil. Ain’t no way back from there.”

	“Fuckitall,” Cronin rasped. “It stinks.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a granite hard look. “You find a way to take a crack at these mothers — a good way, with an even chance of walkin’ out free — you let us know.”

	“We will.” Stone stirred restlessly. “Right now, you guys keep hammering on this. See what you can tease out of the data.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat. “Nothing’s going to happen without a flight over to Santiago. The sooner we launch, the sooner we’ll get back.”

	As fortune would have it, for eight days the Athena’s search pattern had slowly swung her perceptibly closer to the habitat city. The Kitakaze could make the crossing in five hours now. Jarrat hopped off the bench and drained the mug he had been nursing till the coffee was cold. He tapped his combug and without hesitation called, “Ops, this is 9.4. Have the Flight Deck prep the Kitakaze for the run to Santiago. Same deal as last time: no armament.” He glanced at Stone. “Have her ready to launch in an hour.” Stone nodded.

	Gable sounded merely resigned. “You’re going to Santiago? Means you want to talk to LeFevre … which means you’re onto something.”

	“Maybe,” Stone allowed. “Maybe not. We won’t know till we put a few specific questions to the man — and we can’t do it from here. Problem, Curt?”

	“For me? Nope,” Gable said readily, “but you ought to know Scott just changed color. He’s a pale shade of green.”

	“Scott?” Jarrat prompted. He shared the drum of Stone’s heart, the beat of his pulse, like a racehorse in the starting gate, and bounced the sensations back to him, making him skip a breath before they could get the empathic shields up and sealed tight.

	“Observer, remember?” Auel said ruefully. “Just try not to get this ship shot out from under us, all right? I’d like to get home.”

	“That much,” Stone told him, “we’ll promise you. If the numbers don’t add up, we’ll be shipping out of Tartarus in a day or so. There’s an outside chance LeFevre could wind up trading Basilisk people for ours in a month or six, routine prisoner exchange. Given a whale of a lot of luck, Petrov, Werner and the others could make it home without any heroics from us.”

	And Auel: “If the numbers do add up?”

	“We go aboard as a smuggler crew loaded with irresistible contraband, hack an old, obsolete AI, locate our people and … run like hell,” Stone said, not quite glibly.

	For the moment he said nothing about any possibility of taking a shot at the three figures at the hub of the syndicate. Too many variables buzzed around them like hornets. Perhaps even Noel LeFevre would be unable to put values to those variables. If even one was left in doubt, Stone would not sanction any such assignment, and he knew from the clamor of Jarrat’s feelings, Kevin’s thinking ran along parallel lines. The unknowns were terrifying; the potential for snatching an unexpected victory was enormous.

	The man sounded sleep fuddled and Stone gave him time to wake up, drag his thoughts to order. LeFevre had selected voice-only; the screen remained blank while he coughed, yawned. Stone glanced at the time in Santiago and saw 04:24. Still, Noel LeFevre was eager to take the call the moment he saw the NARC code.

	“What can I do for you?” he asked blurrily. “Didn’t expect to hear from you guys again. Thought you’d be out of here with your tail feathers on fire, soon as you found the Huntress. That is, you did find her —?”

	“Not on the air, Colonel,” Jarrat said sharply. “When and where?”

	LeFevre skipped a beat and sounded more alert as he came back. “Are you in the city?”

	“Nope.” At that moment Stone was looking at the outside of Santiago, the dark side, where the brilliant, animated signage was bright enough to make the cockpit canopy dim a little. “We’re close. Like he said, when and where?”

	“Coordinates,” LeFevre demanded. “I’ll come out to you.”

	“Five hundred meters off Gate 9,” Jarrat told him, deliberately unspecific in the interests of self preservation, “watching the dancing royal flush and thousand-credit poker chips, some casino called Max-a-million. Look for an unmarked Marshall Kitakaze. We can dock you on, if you come out in something with any standard docking collar.”

	“Give me a half hour,” LeFevre said tersely, and shut down.

	“A half hour.” Stone stood and stretched. “You want lunch?” He gestured at the Athena-time chrono. “You know what I miss about the place in Fairview?”

	“Having a gut sense of what the time is?” Jarrat guessed. “Eating breakfast and dinner in the same time zone? Knowing you can punch the clock and walk away from the job … breathing fresh air, watching the moons over the Neptune Gulf. Waking up to the sound of birds and the ocean. Grabbing oranges, hot off the tree?”

	Stone felt the tidal surge of something like desire rush through Jarrat, and groaned. “All of the above. Not that it has to be Venice. In fact, with Angeliberty simmering I’d rather put us in Montpelier. Well beyond minimum safe distance, if that doesn’t sound too bastard self-interested.”

	“Not self-interested at all. If it happens, who d’you think’ll be at ground zero inside thirty minutes? And they’ll be bloody grateful to have skilled survivors.” Jarrat dropped a biting kiss on Stone’s neck as he left the cockpit, going back to the ’Chef they had configured for a ten-hour flight. “You know Montpelier’s where the Jagreth Pioneer Company opened offices? There’s way too much fighting in the bigger cities, since the Sorenson shindig shifted into top gear.”

	“Smart move,” Stone muttered, inspecting the menu with another groan. “Who the hell set this up? This is supposed to be bloody lunch!”

	Some mess stewards had the timing off by hours as if they had synchronized with Santiago time, since the Kitakaze was headed here. The machine was loaded for breakfast, which might suit LeFevre, but Stone had been hoping for baked fish and a Greek salad. Jarrat handed him a soft roll stuffed with scrambled eggs and braised mushrooms, and coffee. For himself, he took a triple serve of the fruit salad and dropped into one of ten seats ranged along the bulkhead, under the too-harsh overhead strip lights. The skyhauler had become a useful personnel transporter, with generous rear cargo space that at the moment yawned empty. It echoed as Jarrat asked, not quite idly,

	“So, you want a place in Montpelier?”

	The question caught Stone unawares. “It’d give us a longer commute, suborbital.”

	“So we sign out a Yamazake, do it in style,” Jarrat suggested, settling back to eat. He stretched his legs out into the empty cargo space. “We have the clearance.”

	“Interesting,” Stone mused.

	The city stood on the east side of the island of Esperance, with a quarter the population of the capital and clearer skies, since the local airfield landed nothing larger than the skyhauler. And Montpelier enjoyed more moderate conditions, sitting two thousand kilometers north, embraced by the ‘west wind trades’ and sheltered by a rampart of mountains which deflected all but the biggest storms.

	“Less humidity,” Stone said, sharing Jarrat’s prickle of real interest. “You’d get a genuine winter — mild, nothing like Spain, but still winter.”

	“Seasons,” Jarrat said with genuine fascination. “You know, I never stayed in one place long enough to see a season change. Sheckley, Amy carriers, NARC, one deep cover job after another, furlough … always moving.”

	And he was ready to stop, at least for a while. Stone felt it clearly and looked sidelong at him. “If you want, we’ll look into it when we get back.”

	“Give me a reason why not,” Jarrat challenged.

	“Hey, you don’t have to defend yourself, not to me.” Stone finished the food and went back to the machine for a bottle of juice. “Sure, I lived on Earth till I was twenty or so, but after that — there’s no real seasons on Mars. Then it was NARC, carrier assignment, same as you. It’s been so long since I watched a season change, I’m forgetting what it’s like. Venice,” he added, “doesn’t count. There’s only two: hot and humid, then slightly cooler, if you don’t mind dense humidity and rain.”

	“Monsoon.” Jarrat drained a water bottle and began to listen in earnest to the combug in his right ear. “Come on, LeFevre, where are you?”

	“Give him a chance.” Stone settled back and closed his eyes. “We woke the man up. There’s probably an irate partner in the same bed, trying to get back to sleep while LeFevre apologizes and bolts out the door.” Memory made him chuckle. “Same old, same old, for Tactical.”

	“And us,” Jarrat added resignedly.

	Red spinners and blue-white floodlights spilled from within as Santiago Gate 9 opened, ten minutes later. Stone’s narrowed eyes picked out a mid-size Tactical vehicle, one of the Rand trucks that could easily be armored and refurbished as a groundside transporter for troopers headed into the field. His skin prickled in memory; he caught a sudden glimpse of black uniforms, flak jackets, helmets, then Jarrat’s hand was on his arm and he shook off the past.

	Jarrat lifted a brow at him but said nothing, calling into the quiet civilian comm loop instead. “Tactical 101, you see us?”

	“Got you,” LeFevre assured him. “And it’s Tac 601. There’s a whole bunch of us in the air, other end of the city. Big mess — an incoming truck collided with a passenger flight. Prep a docking port, Kitakaze.”

	Two ports sat twelve meters apart on the dorsal hull, but the Tactical truck would occlude them both. Stone leaned into the cockpit, armed the forward docking ring, then he and Jarrat waited for LeFevre to lock on and crack hatches. A hiss of equalizing air pressures made the ears pop before the colonel dropped a ladder. He climbed down with a grunt, a curse, as if even now he was barely half awake.

	He hit the deck and tugged his jacket straight. Plain clothes, Stone saw, though the boots, cap and unit badge identified him. LeFevre wore a wary, cautious expression, clearly expecting the worst. Jarrat gestured him to a seat and put coffee into his hand before Stone began quietly,

	“There’s no easy way to say this, Colonel, so I’ll just say it. The Huntress is gone. Destroyed. The Basilisk found her, jumped her … to her credit, she did the syndicate ship some serious damage. We’re just lucky most of the NARC crew got out. There was significant loss of life, but it could have been a great deal worse.”

	Perspiration sprang out on LeFevre’s face. “That was the Huntress —? Damn, we all assumed it was some vessel out of freespace, something we never saw before, big enough to almost take the bastards down. Not even Montserrat knows any more. I interrogated their systems after it happened, but you know what Tartarus is like. There wasn’t enough evidence left to know who fought, only where, when, and that the Basilisk came limping into Tangshan, engines too beat-up to go further.”

	“So you know where she was, not long after the battle,” Jarrat observed.

	“I always know where she is,” LeFevre said distractedly. “She seized the whole freaking drydock at Tangshan, under guns.  The city’s authorities weren’t stupid enough to argue. Montserrat called a top-level conference; I was there, representing Tactical. We kicked the problem around for two days, but you have to know, the only things in this system that could even put a dent in the Basilisk are three or four of the big drones. They’re working the inner system —”

	“It’d take weeks to pull them out,” Stone guessed, “retask them, and even then it’s iffy. Fighting any kind of battle right there on the civilian docks —”

	“Over half a million people live in Tangshan.” LeFevre shook his head. “I don’t like to even think about it. If you’re even beginning to consider deploying your carrier to take a kick at the Basilisk while she’s down — please God, don’t. The docks are fragile, we’d lose them for sure; we’d probably lose Tangshan. We’d be rid of the syndicate, sure, but … too expensive.”

	“We’re on the same page,” Jarrat assured him.

	The Tactical man seemed to relax a little. “Basilisk has always used the civilian population as a shield. Montserrat’s never been able to make a real move on them. Technically, one of the big drone mining ships has the tonnage, the engine power, to challenge the Basilisk, but they also don’t have the brains to take on a halfway decent human pilot.”

	“Much less some rogue bastard with Army or Starfleet training,” Jarrat added, sharing a bitter glance with Stone.

	LeFevre shrugged, an expression of bitter fatalism. “There’s been many times when the Basilisk presented an appetizing target, but the real truth is that Montserrat can’t afford to lose any of their big ships. You already know the raw details of their financial position. Knock one of the major planet-smashers right out of commission, it couldn’t be replaced. Company profits would go down like a brick along with gross productivity. There’d be no way to hide the shortfall from the shareholders.”

	“Understood. So, if you’re fretting about the population of Tangshan, not to mention the docks,” Jarrat said shrewdly, “the Basilisk is still there?”

	“It’s all in the data I gave you,” LeFevre told him.

	“That data’s two weeks old,” Stone said sharply, “and the Huntress fought nine weeks ago.” An eternity, in terms of a running battle. “We need to know where the Basilisk is right now.”

	“She hasn’t moved since they seized the docks. The Basilisk won’t be going anywhere for at least another two weeks, probably longer.” LeFevre gestured outward, perhaps to the far side of the frontier. “She’s waiting for components. Captain Cantrell may be gratified to know, the Huntress hurt her badly. She’s going nowhere until she gets hardware, and it won’t come from Montserrat or any legitimate dealer. Syndicate buyers source what they need from freespace suppliers — those guys come and go in their own sweet time. Last I heard, Cornelius Wu and Flynn Jaenada sent a scout out to three or four of the industrial colonies, maybe five, six weeks ‘outside.’ Meaning a ten or twelve week turnaround, plus time to do business and organize a cargo, plus time to repair the Basilisk when they get back, if they find what they need at the freespace dockyards, way out there.”

	“Out where?” Stone pressed.

	“No idea.” LeFevre began to settle. “I don’t know too much about freespace, Captain. Nobody in the colonies does. The freespacers guard their secrets jealously. It can be very dumb, very dangerous, to inquire too closely.”

	“Yet you have a freespacer crew in custody,” Jarrat said slowly. “You have their ship too?”

	“Impounded,” LeFevre affirmed. He cocked his head at Jarrat, waiting.

	For some moments Jarrat and Stone were silent, mulling over what they already knew. The biggest question — the location of the Basilisk — was already answered, and Cantrell could take a little pride in the fact he and his crew had scored heavily. The pieces of the puzzle scattered before Stone like windblown leaves. He felt himself reach for another, hoping to click it into place.

	“The ship you have in your impound,” he began. “Any good?”

	The Tactical man’s brows arched. “Depends what you mean by ‘good,’ and what you want it for. She’s an old Murchison, Auriga-3 drive, not much oomph, no top-end performance, but they’re reliable, she’ll get you there. The old Starlifters are a dime a dozen out here. They reached the end of their service life twenty years ago. Most were salvaged for spare parts, but hundreds were sold off to shoestring operations, like freespacers. A lot more,” he added, “hauled out this far and just quit. Smart mechanics cannibalize two or three hulls to make one viable ship.”

	“So they’re common beyond the frontier,” Jarrat concluded. “This crew you’re holding. Who are they, where are they from?

	“How many, what were the charges?” Stone hazarded.

	By now LeFevre had no notion of where they were going, and just followed along. “Three of them, two men, a woman. They came in from a rock they call Redsands … sounds like a Martian aeroball team to me, but I guess it must describe their planet pretty good. Far as I know, there’s ten or so freespacer operations working that dustball. Several are legit miners. They bring out some useful rare minerals and unusual heavy elements from an ancient supernova remnant close by Redsands. They can get excellent prices in the Cygnus Colonies, and money wouldn’t buy the location of the nova remnant. But Dane Quatro and his bunch? Smugglers. They wormed their way into Santiago with a load of red-hot contraband. We picked ’em up, managed to rake the cargo back together before it could hit the street. His forehead creased. “Why, what’s NARC’s interest? Quatro’s people never carry Angel. They’re smugglers, not syndicate scum.”

	Again Jarrat and Stone fell silent in mute conference. How much should LeFevre know? Yet Tactical, and this man’s  most trusted contacts within Montserrat, were the closest thing to backup within reach, such as it was. Stone shared Jarrat’s curious thrill of vulnerability. At last Kevin nodded minutely, and Stone turned back to LeFevre.

	“Classified intel, Colonel. Your ears only, understand?” He nodded up at the open hatch, right overhead. “Anybody else up there?”

	But LeFevre made negative noises. “I came out alone. You can talk freely.”

	“All right.” Jarrat sat and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “The Huntress blew her escape pods before she died. All four gunships had launched for the battle; they managed to grab almost all the pods. The Basilisk’s own ships caught two, which means eight NARC personnel are in syndicate hands, LeFevre, which is bad enough.”

	“Worse,” Stone added softly, “Wu, Devane and Jaenada shouldn’t know it yet, but they’re holding one of the captains and the carrier pilot.”

	It seemed the words refused to make sense to LeFevre for some moments, before his lips compressed and fresh sweat glistened across his face. “Jesus. Not Gene Cantrell?”

	“Mischa Petrov, and Colonel John Werner,” Jarrat told him. “We’re assuming Basilisk interrogation methods wouldn’t hack through to genuine identities. NARC people are well trained; we expect the worst and prepare for it. But eventually Wu and his people might work out what, who, they caught. Even if they don’t — eight of our people are on that ship, LeFevre.”

	“And you don’t leave anyone behind,” LeFevre whispered.

	Stone wished it were always true. “We move heaven and earth before we do. I was wondering if we might trade for them, your Redsands smugglers for our people, but you’re only holding three. In exchange for eight NARCs, Basilisk would be asking for sixteen or more of their own.”

	“And they wouldn’t trade for Quatro’s crew. The Redsands people are not cozied up with Basilisk,” LeFevre said darkly. “They didn’t fight for Montserrat, back in our war — but they also didn’t answer the call to arms. Refused to jump in and fight for Wu when it started to turn ugly. For a while, we actually thought we might beat them, before Miyazawa. You know how it turned into nightmare. Montserrat is still making explanations to offices back on Earth, but it’s weird: Earthers accept huge civilian losses in the corporate war zone far more easily than we do. Or maybe to them we’re just colonial mongrels, they don’t care how many of us get vaporized so long as the bucks keep rolling. But, no, Cornelius Wu wouldn’t trade for Redsands people, it wouldn’t matter how many I had. He doesn’t forgive or forget, wouldn’t spit on Dane Quatro and his crew if they were on fire.

	“I got nobody in custody that’d make a good trade for eight NARCs. All we’re holding right now is street dealers. Wu wouldn’t care if they lived or died. If I could pick up three of Wu’s top people, we might offer three to one for Captain Petrov, but all the upper ranks are safe on that ship.”

	But Jarrat’s head shook slowly. “Picking Petrov out of the NARC bunch would only tip them off about his rank. Make any such offer and Wu or Jaenada, the smart one, the sociopath, would have to guess they’d caught at least the Executive Officer. They’d put a gun to Petrov’s head and the asking price would get bloody expensive.”

	He was thinking back on the prisoner exchange he had brokered with Hal Mavvik. Stone did not need to pick the thoughts out of his mind to know. The deep currents of unease, frissons of ancient, half-forgotten dread, still drifted in layers of memory where Jarrat seldom noticed them now.

	“Shit.” LeFevre looked away, rubbed his palms together, an anxious gesture betraying unsteady nerves. “So what are you guys thinking? Because I can bloody hear your brains ticking over.” Dark eyes flayed them with curiosity, glittering in the harsh strip lights over the cargo space.

	Stone knew from the surge of adrenalin coursing through Jarrat, they were on the same track. “You said you got the contraband back together. It’s been destroyed?”

	“Not yet,” LeFevre said cautiously. “It’s scheduled to go to the incinerators in a few days. It’s as secure as Quatro and his crew. Why?”

	“Load it right back on the Starlifter,” Jarrat told him. “Break the ship out of your impound. We’ll take it, cargo and all.”

	“You want ten kilos of Ling Boogey and a dozen cubes loaded with the full on, uncensored Devil’s Gate 3.2? They’re both banned in most colonies. Quatro was also loaded with genuine Fliegende Schwan cognac out of the Cygnus Colonies, shipped under the radar, no export tariffs. Cigars right from Earth itself, which are so rare out here, even the Montserrat CEO would kill for them, though they’re not actually contraband till you bring ’em in by the crate without paying import duties.”

	“It’ll do,” Stone judged. “We’ll see what we can add to the haul to sweeten it.” He gave LeFevre a crooked grin. “You have no idea of our resources.”

	The Tactical man groaned. “I’ll be breaking so many regulations, letting that crap slide through my fingers, my pension could be up in smoke.”

	“We’ll sign it out,” Jarrat offered, “and the ship. Just lock this whole thing down under extreme classification until NARC tells you otherwise.”

	“I … can do that.” LeFevre went to the AutoChef for water. “You want Quatro and his people?”

	“Not if they’re no friends of Wu and company.” Stone looked down at Jarrat, who nodded. “We’d been hoping they could give us some orientation, the inside of the Basilisk, but if they’re not syndicate affiliates they’ve never been aboard —”

	“I didn’t say that.” LeFevre took half the water in a single swig. “I know, fact, Roy Sabuja was on the Basilisk for weeks or months, before the war. Something bad happened, he took off without warning one time Quatro showed up in Tartarus. They know each other from way back and Quatro gave him a ride out of Tartarus, no questions asked. What happened on the Basilisk, I couldn’t say. But — sure, Roy Sabuja was there.” His voice took on a bleak, grim tone. “I might not be able to lay one finger on the syndicate, but I make it my business to know everybody on that ship, right down to the transient civvies, all the time.”

	“In case you can nail the key players by ones and twos, if they’re mad enough to show up in territory you control,” Stone guessed. LeFevre answered with a mute nod.

	“Outstanding,” Jarrat decided. “When you load the cargo, load this man Sabuja with it. Sedate him, give him enough to keep him out for a few hours. We’ll sign for him as well, if you need the authorization. Same deal: extreme classification.”

	For a long, elastic moment LeFevre looked almost blankly at them, then swore fluently. “You’re going aboard.”

	“Hoping to,” Stone amended. “Half the numbers are adding up. There’s a lot to hammer out yet, LeFevre, but we’re halfway there.”

	LeFevre licked his lips, a quick, snakelike expression of excitement. “What else do you need?”

	“Intel,” Jarrat said quietly. “What kind of contraband attracts the best prices in this system? What would people like Wu, Devane, Jaenada and a crew of king shooters want enough to invite in a smuggler out of freespace?”

	Caught up in the maelstrom of possibility, LeFevre paced. “If you can get aboard, if you can get close enough to those three, you could take them down.”

	“That’s another issue,” Stone rasped. “Our priority is to recover our people. If we can get to Wu and the rest along the way, we’ll do it — if it’s worth the risk.”

	“What do you mean, worth the risk?” LeFevre’s anger sparked, hot and sudden. “They’re responsible for almost thirty million Angel sufferers in this system. You don’t think they should pay for that much agony with their lives?”

	The razor’s edge in his voice spoke to Stone, and he felt the same response from Jarrat. “You want them dead,” Jarrat said, not a question.

	“Executed.” LeFevre nodded in the general direction of the colonies. “Any place except Rethan, they’d be sitting on death row, pending a firing squad, which is too good for them. I want the fuckers executed. There’s no plausible defense, none at all, for who they are, what they’re doing. They don’t even bother to conceal themselves or their trade, for chrissakes. This is freespace, haven’t you heard? There’s no law out here —”

	“Except the law you make yourself,” Stone finished. “Execution by assassination. In this case, I think I can live with that.” He gave Jarrat a curious, humorless half smile. “So?”

	“If the chance comes our way,” Jarrat allowed, “but recovering our people is the priority. I asked about contraband, Colonel. What’s so precious, so rare in your territory, they couldn’t resist?”

	Forced to switch gears, LeFevre caught hold of himself, visibly shook himself. “Ling Boogey is a good bet, if it’s good stuff, and this batch is. We tested it to see if it was cut, what it was worth on the street — the value affects the sentencing, if Quatro and his people do time. It’s top notch, uncut, ten kilos. Quatro hit gold with the cubes for Devil’s Gate. Do you know the game? Total immersion VR, so real, so seductive, it’s addictive. It’s all sex and super-powers, angels and demons, this great battle fought out across heaven and hell. Play your choice of angel or demon, beautiful or hideous, up to you. Rip the opposition to pieces, drink their blood, devour ’em alive, fuck your brains out if you win, rape everything that moves — or get shagged, and it hurts, and you can’t get out of the game till you’ve paid the price if you lose. It’s beyond dangerous. People die playing this garbage, but they come back to it over and over because of the glory, the thrill.” He paced, thinking back over recent Tactical busts. “Any good quality liquor is in short supply out here. We synthesize a lot of it, but the product is crap. Even a decent bel grass smoke is hard to come by. The local smokes are compost — and not cheap.” He hesitated. “You wouldn’t trade in warm bodies, I suppose?”

	Stone forced his face into an impassive mask.  “Only as a last resort. I don’t see the point, when Basilisk has a big population within easy reach.”

	“I’m not talking about licensed, registered Companions,” LeFevre said awkwardly. “You know what I mean, Stone. I gave you the data.”

	“We know what you mean,” Jarrat said sourly. “Last resort, LeFevre. What, Flynn Jaenada and his kind can’t find enough slaves in freespace, or steal them out of the Montserrat cities?”

	“It’s not so easy.” LeFevre summoned a creditable glare. “One thing Tactical can do is keep a tight grip on our people. Our ports are secure, so stealing them is practically impossible. Freespacer colonies are weeks or months away; ‘outside’ is bigger than you think, and the merchandise from the far side of the frontier is bloody rough. Top quality comes at high prices and it’s rare. The right warm bodies would get you in, faster than the Ling Boogey and Devil’s Gate. Shit, Jarrat, don’t look at me that way. You think I like this? I’ve busted my goddamn’ balls to shut down this trade — you asked me to tell you what would get you in, I told you. You don’t like it, don’t blame me for the peccadilloes of bastards I’m about to give you Tactical’s unconditional authority to execute on sight!”

	The anger was genuine and Stone appreciated it. “No offence, Colonel. You know NARC. We have the authority to go to lengths Tactical can’t. If it comes to making a good show of running live cargo, we can do it.”

	“All right.” LeFevre subsided. “Anything else you need, before I go round up Mister Sabuja and his freight, and prep the Starlifter?”

	“Information.” Jarrat folded both arms across his chest. “The Huntress was easily able to breach the firewall protecting the Basilisk’s AI. What do you know about the mainframe? If we’re going to get to our people, hacking the AI could be our best bet. The more we know about it before we go in, the easier the job becomes.”

	Surprise replaced anger and LeFevre’s brow furrowed. “Offhand, I couldn’t say, but it’s easy enough to find out. I’ll get the information for you. I assume you want the ship prepped quickly?”

	“As fast as you can do it safely,” Stone affirmed. “If she has any technical issues, document them. Our engineers will make sure she’s in good shape before we take her to Tangshan. If she survives, you can have her back when we’re done, Sabuja and the cargo with her.”

	“And the … other job?” LeFevre’s tongue tip flicked across his lips again. “Can you hit Wu, Jaenada and Devane?”

	“We don’t know,” Jarrat said honestly. “It might be doable, it might not. We might not know till we’re in the field. One more thing, LeFevre. Executing them will create a major power vacuum. If all it adds up to is a quick reshuffle in the Basilisk upper ranks, it’s not worth the risk to us and our people. You understand what I’m saying.”

	But LeFevre’s dark head was shaking while Jarrat spoke. “Basilisk has no command hierarchy, Jarrat, as we understand it. There’s Wu, Jaenada and Devane, then there’s the mob of contract shooters who’ll take what they can get, pry it loose from the Basilisk if they can, and quit. Wu and his partners play the cards so close to the chest, they don’t even make their lieutenants privy to the details, the contacts, the accounts. Nobody on the ship has access to the codes, schedules, agendas, because Wu, Jaenada and Devane don’t trust anybody but each other.”

	“So if we take them and crash the AI,” Stone mused, “the whole structure would come down.”

	“Like Scimitar,” Jarrat said softly.

	Like most syndicates, Stone thought. As each Angel mogul rose higher, he or she learned from bitter experience to trust fewer and fewer people. As the empire grew, inevitably people like Pietro Denehy and Randolph Dorne trusted no one. Valda Hawass had trusted only blood of her blood — but Wu, Jaenada and Devane had no such clan around them. The three had come together out of some mutual attraction, some ambition or vision. Stone glimpsed a terrible similarity about them: three predators who spoke the same language, breathed the same air.

	“All right,” Jarrat was saying, “we’ll see what’s doable. If we can reach them, we will. They’re not the priority — we weren’t assigned here to bust Basilisk! But I’ll promise you, if those three come under NARC guns … execution by assassination, on a NARC warrant, with Tactical’s explicit sanction.”

	“In triplicate, carrying my signature in the blood of my firstborn, if you want it,” LeFevre pledged.

	At last Stone relaxed. “We’ll take the Kitakaze out, ten, twenty K’s from Santiago. Call us when the Starlifter’s loaded and ready.”

	Mind clearly racing, LeFevre agreed at once. “She’ll dock onto the Kitakaze, same as my truck. Use her tractors to lock the two together for the flight … back. I don’t know where you guys are. You got the carrier hidden out there somewhere.”

	He was fishing, but Stone refused the bait. “Somewhere,” he agreed blandly. “We’ll be listening, Colonel.”

	LeFevre made his way to the boarding ladder, and at the foot turned back for a moment. “Thank you.”

	“Don’t be thanking us yet,” Jarrat warned. “This job will be a bitch. We can’t make promises.”

	“I know. But thank you for the attempt.” Then LeFevre climbed up, the ladder pulled up behind him and the hatches resealed.

	The quiet in the cargo space seemed oppressive. Stone listened to the drum of his heart, felt the race of Jarrat’s pulse as adrenalin continued to surge, leaving the hands clenched, the mouth dry. “We,” he said ruefully, “are certifiably insane.”

	“You only just worked that out?” Jarrat dropped back into the seat by the ’Chef and pulled both hands through the unruly mass of his hair, rubbing his scalp. “There’s no good reason it shouldn’t work, Stoney. It’s nowhere close to as risky as what you did inside Equinox. It should be a lot more like the time you and Gene slithered right inside Aphelion.”

	In clinical terms, Stone supposed he was right. Still, the knowledge of where they were going, what they were about to do, made his belly turn over uncomfortably. Jarrat held out a hand and he took it as he sank into the seat beside him. With an effort of will he summoned calm and settled to wait.

	 


Chapter Ten

	Parked in the small-hull hangar, the Murchison Starlifter looked battered and disreputable beside the twin VM-104s, the pair of Apogees in NARC colors, the matte black Kitakaze and Scott Auel’s apple-green Yamazake sportplane. But every patch of corrosion, every strip of faded paint, marked her out as a hard-working freespacer, and Jarrat was satisfied. Budweisser’s tech gang had already spent four hours on her. Scores of new and scavenged parts remedied the initial catalog of woe. The Starlifter was probably in better condition than she had enjoyed in a decade.

	The last tech appeared from the hatch up by the cockpit with the formal report for Jarrat’s authorization. He ambled down the ramp and Jarrat pressed his thumb to the handypad, passed it back. Not an hour before, Budweisser himself had stripped the flight computer to factory specs and set it up again with the bogus identity of a working vessel from an indie mining colony. It would appear familiar enough to the Basilisk’s AI for it to slip through the big ship’s security cordon.

	Forty meters from snub nose to blocky sterntubes, the Murchison looked every day of its age, but out on the frontier old and reliable was what people understood, expected. This one would raise no eyebrows as she approached Tangshan. Her ATC codes were current, she would identify as Rainbird out of Redsands — a joke anyone who knew the ‘dustball’ would appreciate. According to the meager information in the Athena’s database, rain never fell on Redsands.

	Good enough, Jarrat decided. He climbed the ramp, walked the narrow passages, stood in the cramped crew compartments, listening to the ship, getting a feel for it. He was about to pass himself off as McKenzie Crane, Vic Allen’s ruthless partner, with just enough ID on him to give him roots on Avalon. ‘Mac’ still possessed old documents from Orlando, a rural town far south of Elysium, from which the teenager escaped right out of school. He never returned to the Zeus system, but drifted through the colonies and on, into freespace, finding work where he could, learning several trades, though he possessed no official qualification or guild membership: such was freespace.

	This persona had been even easier to design than Max Tyler, Raymond Landham or any of the many others Jarrat had created over the years. After a decade in freespace, Mac had all but disappeared from colonial records. He had held a license to fly ‘commercial heavies,’ issued on Aurora, though it was six years expired now, since he had no reason to return to the colonies. Freespacers cared nothing for licenses. To them, only raw ability mattered.

	The old ship felt comfortable. She was as battered inside as out, but she smelled of kip grass and lime, coffee, a hint of frankincense, a trace of machine oil. Her two cabins were tiny; only one was set up for habitation with a double-width bunk — rumpled, untidy, bulkheads plastered with pinups of bronzed young bodies in sensual contortions, tangled together in twos and threes with no apparent gender preference. Dane Quatro, Roy Sabuja and Karly Wong seemed to swing both ways at whim. The AutoChef was a model so old, Jarrat had never even seen one before, but galley stewards would stock it well for a short-duration flight —

	If this assignment worked at all, he thought as he stepped into the dim cockpit, where the displays idled and the freshly-reconfigured AI waited patiently, it would of necessity be very quick. If the job took time, it meant something had gone badly wrong. Like Stone, he was painfully aware that the potential for disaster was as great as that for success.

	Satisfied with the flight systems, confident of his ability to easily handle the Starlifter, he paced back to the freight compartment and looked over the load. Ling Boogey, packed in ten plastex blisters; six crates of genuine Havana cigars; eight crates of vodka, cognac, bourbon, nothing less than twenty years old, from the vineyards of the agricultural colonies scattered like jewels across the Cygnus Colonies. A lipstick-scarlet case containing the cubes for the notorious, addictive game. Three stacked trunks of medical drugs, Reardon’s contribution — antibiotics, analgesics and medical nano, all priceless on the black market. Fifty kilos of gourmet foods, stripped from carrier’s galley stores: kalamatas, dolmades, caviar from Brennan; smoked salmon from equatorial Aurora; sun-dried coffee from Rethan’s high country; bitter dark chocolate from Venice; chablis and merlot from the hot, dry south of Darwin’s. A hundred cartons of assorted name-brand cigarettes from the ship’s own supply lockers, kip grass, bel grass, with every spice and fragrance imaginable, from cinnamon and rose to citrus and frangipani.

	Enough? Jarrat wondered. The stash would not go far among a population like the Basilisk’s, but it should be irresistible enough to get them in, and perhaps draw attention among the upper ranks of the shooters, if not Wu, Devane and Jaenada themselves. That trio, he thought sourly, would be difficult to please. How did you persuade people who possessed everything to even notice you were alive?

	The thought pursued him as he paced off the Rainbird and returned to the VR lab, where Stone was still working. Jarrat had been there himself till Budweisser called with an update on the ship. He came down to look her over, get a feel for her, as the unlikely deep cover assignment began to flow together.

	In every job Jarrat reached a point where he crossed an invisible line from optimistic certainty, passing over into rational doubt. Caught up in the creative rush of designing the op, one could concentrate on the details, focus on how things might be engineered to work. Closer to launch, every potential error, misfortune and disaster would jump out of the VR simulations and he would find his mouth cotton dry. Stone knew — of course.

	But Stone had worked here, lived here, as long as Jarrat. The doubt was familiar. Every time they rationalized it as caution, backed off and triple checked every detail. Until the moment of deployment they held the right to abort. Jarrat focused on this as he rejoined his partner and the Blue Ravens.

	By now Reynolds, Cronin, Ramos and medic Jon Semler, were going over the engineer’s report on the Rainbird. Reynolds in particular was meticulous, since she would be the assignment’s standby pilot. Jarrat found the ship comfortably familiar after too many Army transports. McKenzie Crane could fly the Starlifter in his sleep, as could Vic Allen. But if anything happened to them aboard the Basilisk, a third pilot qualified to fly commercial heavies at sublight might be crucial. Reynolds would remain in safe cover on the Rainbird, their first line of backup.

	They could not begin to predict what condition Petrov and the others might be in. Drugged, injured, neglected, sick, starved, maimed, Jarrat thought bitterly. Jon Semler was even then talking with the Infirmary, negotiating with Reardon to set up a field aid station on the Murchison, with at least one cryotank —

	“Just in case,” Semler said with an apologetic look at Stone. “You can’t be too careful. A medic I am, a magician, I’m not.”

	“Fine by me, Jon. Make it two cryotanks,” Stone agreed, “and be sure.”

	But Reardon was emphatic over the loop: “I don’t have two to spare without taking risks in the Infirmary. We have five, but one’s occupied with that idiot who irradiated himself to a crisp on the engine deck. If there’s any slightest chance this ship is going anywhere near a fight, I don’t want to be without at least three right here.” He skipped a beat. “If this batshit deep cover op is starting to look so risky, Stoney, scrub the whole show and start over. Find a new script.”

	“Batshit?” Cronin echoed, listening in. “Oh, it’s that, sure enough. But it’s also crazy enough to work. I was tough to convince, Doc, but it looks way more than halfway doable — not as whacked out as some of the crap stunts we’ve pulled.” He looked up at Ramos, who wore a deeply introspective look. “Joe?”

	“Yeah, right,” Ramos growled. “Me? I’m likin’ it a tad less than a bunch of the crazies in here, Doc, but they’re right. It’ll probably play out fine.”

	“Probably?” Reardon echoed.

	“Good odds of a score, Kip,” Jarrat told him. “As good as they ever are. You know how this works.”

	“God help me, I do,” Reardon breathed.

	Stone was on his feet, looking at his chrono while the Blue Ravens returned to the engineer’s report, the medical inventory, the navigation plot of the chaotic regions around Tangshan, the sparse Tactical data on the current population of the Basilisk. “The man should be wide awake by now,” Stone guessed. “You want to go talk?” he asked of Jarrat.

	Roy Sabuja was very small, bird-boned and overly sensitive to the sedative LeFevre’s medic had given him. He slept five hours back to the Athena and remained so groggy, they delivered him directly to the Infirmary. He was a scrap of a man, built like a scrawny teen, but his hands were work-callused, his eyes dark brown and darting even as he came out of the sedation. He had the whippy strength of the acrobat, the dancer or kickboxer, and Jarrat knew at a glance, he would be fast on his feet. If he had any fight training — and the thick calluses on his knuckles suggested it — he would be lightning fast, dangerous.

	No surprise, then, Jarrat thought as he and Stone rode the elevator to the Infirmary level, that Sabuja had come in collared as well as sedated, with his wrists and ankles cuffed, clad in the plain, flimsy jumpsuit common to the Tactical lockup, which would not conceal a weapon. The collar carried enough volts to guarantee any prisoner’s docility. LeFevre had slapped the remote into Jarrat’s hand as he signed out the ship, contraband and arrestee.

	But Roy Sabuja’s senses had returned to normal by now, and he discovered himself securely cuffed to a bed in a private corner of the Infirmary, with a discreet gundrone on station beside him. His face was a mask of suspicion but he knew better than to be too sassy, too soon. As a freespacer, he possessed no documents, making LeFevre’s file purely arbitrary. Sabuja was forty, give or take a few years, Jarrat hazarded, with attractive Eurasian features, berry-brown skin, short-cropped black hair, sharp, intelligent eyes. Reardon had left him in the prisoner’s pale gray jumpsuit, but he was barefoot. A pair of scuffed sneakers stood under the bed.

	He spoke with an odd accent reminiscent of everywhere and nowhere. “What is this, what goes on here? You jacks sure as shit ain’t Tactical.”

	“No.” Stone pulled up a chair and straddled it. “We believe you were born in freespace, but do you know much about the colonies?”

	“I know enough,” Sabuja said carefully. “Born on Six Moons, worked everyplace you can put a name to, and a few you can’t. But we hauled legit cargo in as far as Avalon a few times. So?”

	“You’ve heard of NARC, then,” Jarrat prompted.

	“Oh, yeah. Narcotics and whatever. They take on the Angel cartels and …” Sabuja’s eyes widened. “You?”

	“Got it in one,” Stone told him.

	“You’s here to do Basilisk.” Sabuja leaped to the obvious conclusion. “Had to wonder when it’d happen. Cheers to you, mate — good luck with that one. They’s a pack of rat-ass bastards.”

	“Then you wouldn’t have a problem assisting in the NARC operation.” Stone glanced up at Jarrat.

	“No problem at all.” Sabuja tugged at the cuff securing him to the bed. “We gotta do this thing? Like, you think I’s gonna jump up and bite you?”

	“I don’t know. Are you?” Jarrat perched on the side of the next bed. “You realize where you are?” And when Sabuja’s dark head shook he said levelly, “You’re on a NARC carrier. If you know anything about us, you know what that means.”

	The man groaned and flopped back onto the pillow. “I ain’t done squat to get NARC mad. Dane and Karly and me, we never touch Angel. Never that garbage. Sure, we run the good stuff — maybe Buran and gryphon. We just got our hands on ten kees of pure Ling Boogey, good as it gets. But, Angel? Jeezie, that’s just murder, man. Don’t you try hangin’ that shit on us. We’s just smugglers outta Redsands.”

	“Relax, we know.” Stone watched the prisoner closely, reading body language, as Jarrat was listening to tone and inflection in Sabuja’s voice. Stress analysis would have confirmed the truth of every word he said, but the taut lines of his body told them so even more clearly. “Colonel LeFevre in well aware of Captain Dane Quatro’s business,” Stone said levelly. “You have to know you’ve got three to five coming, for smuggling Ling Boogey and Devil’s Gate and ducking import tariffs. Lefevre’s holding you, hoping to trade you to some freespacer crew that traffics in, shall we say, live cargo. He’s lost some people; he wants them back. You can expect to be locked up for a long time, waiting for some indie colony to recognize a bargain. Or,” Stone added shrewdly, “you can see your time reduced to twelve months, if you work with us.”

	Suspicion warred with desperate eagerness. Sabuja swallowed several times as if he did not trust his voice, before he said, “How? What you want?”

	“Information.” Jarrat frowned at the cuff on Sabuja’s left wrist. “If you work with us, we can also arrange for you to serve your twelve months in a facility on Darwin’s World, with a new ID. Nobody with syndicate affiliations will stumble into you. Guaranteed. In a year, Sabuja, you walk away free. Think about it.”

	“I already thought about it.” Sabuja tugged on the cuff. “Deal. Get rid of this, gimme a coffee and tell me what you jacks wanna know.”

	The cuff released as Stone aimed a remote at it; a medical orderly brought three mugs from Reardon’s ’Chef, and Sabuja stretched his shoulders with a groan of gratitude. “Colonel LeFevre,” Stone prompted, “told us you were on the Basilisk for some months.”

	“Close to a year,” Sabuja affirmed.

	“Doing what?” Jarrat tried the coffee and made a face. Reardon had set up the machine, and liked it weak. All Sabuja seemed to notice was that it was genuine coffee, not some synthetic substitute. He relished it.

	“I’s a repulsion tech. I learned outside, got no qualifications or nothin’, but I know the job good as anybody, better than most.” Sabuja closed his eyes to savor the coffee. “What about it? Was just a job for godsakes. I never had zilch to do with no Angel business. There’s gotta be two thousand on that ship. Way most of them’s just there to keep the machinery workin’. So?”

	“So you should know the ship well,” Stone mused.

	Sabuja snorted. “I oughtta. Her gravity stayed on, kept stable, on account o’ me. She was screwed up so bad when I took the job — first three months, all I did was crawl in the muck between decks fixin’ cable conduit!”

	“All right.” Jarrat and Stone shared an optimistic glance, and Jarrat beckoned Sabuja to a workspace in the corner of the Infirmary. He laid his palm on the scanner and called up the best schematic of the Basilisk Cantrell’s data had yielded. “Walk us around it. Tell us what’s where … tell us where people will be.”

	“Easy.” Sabuja swiveled out the chair, sat and blinked up at them against the lights. “What kinda people?”

	“Prisoners,” Stone told him. “The syndicate has a lockup?”

	“Not … like Tactical knows no lockup,” Sabuja said carefully. “Ain’t no Tac on the Basilisk. They ain’t got no jail — what they call it in Fleet? A brig, whatever the hell that means. But Madame Devane, she keeps a lockup, calls it an oubliette.”

	“A what?” Jarrat had never heard the word.

	Stone had. “It means a place of forgetting. In other words, a bloody dungeon, usually with a ceiling hatch to get in and out, well out of human reach, of course, so there’s no way to jump the guard and escape. Smart.” 

	“I’d been wondering about the chances of Petrov making a break,” Jarrat mused. “He’d be up against some wicked odds, but you know the Russian.” He frowned at Sabuja. “So Madame has a dungeon. She’s running Wu’s security, then?”

	His head wagged. “Oh, yeah. S’her big special thing, security. You jacks know anythin’ about Rosaline Devane?”

	“We know enough,” Stone assured him.

	“She’s some kinda freakin’ machine,” Sabuja whispered. “I mean, some guys is good, but that one … engineered, man. Spent two years, tanked, to grow a new body, so I heard.”

	“So did we.” Stone stirred restlessly. “Where is this oubliette?”

	“Uh, lemme see them schematics.” Sabuja leaned closer to the screen and pointed. “Here, one deck under la-la land, so she ain’t got far to go to get her work done.”

	“La-la land?” Jarrat thought he could guess.

	One fingertip traced the uppermost deck, the forward section, right under the Basilisk’s comm arrays. “Wu and Jaenada and Devane, they keep maybe a hundred meters of A Deck, right up in the bow — s’like a palace, some fantasy land. Seen it for myself, one time, when they had gravity trouble, so they let me in to pull out the deck plates and fix it. Usually, nobody goes in there but the shooters and the entertainment. If you know what I mean by entertainment.” He rolled his eyes. “Them three, they got Companions that was never born natural. Mama Nature don’t even make humans that way … but, shit, look at Devane, I guess. She’s no natural-born, but there she is, rompin’ with the best outta Santiago and Flynn Jaenada’s big, beautiful boytoys.”

	“What about access points to A Deck and the lockup?” Stone challenged, steering him back on track.

	“Uh … here, here, and here. Elevators, mostly; one’s code-locked. There’s also the service shaft, goes right up from G Deck, down on the belly. S’where I worked, mostly, fixin’ their crap.” Sabuja frowned over the ship’s profile. “You wanna get into both them places, the lockup and the fancy stuff up top?”

	“That’s the plan. What do you know about surveillance?” Jarrat had picked up a stylus and annotated the graphic as Sabuja filled in the blank areas in their data.

	“Devane set it up,” the man mused. “S’thorough, what you expect?” He sat back. “You ain’t gonna sneak in or out without bein’ seen, if that’s what you’s thinkin’.”

	This was only what they had anticipated, and Stone did not question Sabuja. “How about maintenance nodes?”

	The dark brown eyes narrowed. “What kind? Come on, mate, gimme somethin’ to work with. What is this, a guessin’ game? Air, water, power, what?”

	“AI systems.” Jarrat toyed with the stylus. “If you’re right, we’ll need to shut down Madame Devane’s surveillance system, which means we need AI access.”

	“Sweet Jeezie-Chrise,” Sabuja breathed. “You jacks is shit-kickin’ crazy.”

	“So we’ve been told,” Stone said aridly, “but …?”

	He scratched his head thoughtfully. One careful fingertip ran north and south, following the line of the service shaft. “Your best bet’s to get in right here. I never had a whole lot to do with no AI systems, y’understand, cuz an AI specialist I ain’t, but I know where the maintenance nodes is. I used ’em every day — not to hack ’em or mess with nothin’. Just to log into the system and do my work.” The slender shoulders twitched in a shrug. “I know repulsion generators, gravity systems. That’s my thing, s’why I got hired.”

	For some moments Jarrat and Stone studied the schematic, and Stone turned his attention to the ship’s lower levels. “How, where, did you enter the service shaft?”

	“There’s three shafts, bow, midships and stern. If you’s tryin’ to tap into la-la land, you gotta use the forward one.” Sabuja exploded the view in the display, held his hand out for the stylus and began to draw. “Me, I’d go in and out on any level I had to, but you jacks’d be better to sneak in on G Deck. Down there, s’all hangars, dockin’ bays … cold enough to freeze your nuts, stinky as all hell. Nobody goes down there. Devane might keep some security on it, but it’d be easy to find, easy to kill it, okay? I mean, you can just shoot it … you bein’ NARCs.”

	“We could shoot it, if there’s no better way.” Jarrat wiped the rueful smile off his face. “Then, what are we looking for?  A maintenance hatch? It’ll be code locked, obviously.”

	“Yep.” Sabuja peered over his shoulder. “Now, my codes is all six months old. They gotta be changed by now. Can’t help you there, mate — ain’t no AI tech, me.”

	“That one’s an easy fix,” Stone said dismissively. “Just get us to a control node. Our hardware will negotiate with the AI. There’s always an engineer’s override code, hardwired by the manufacturer. NARC knows them all. So — we get onto the hangar level, avoid a little haphazard surveillance, enter through the maintenance hatch. Then we’re in and climbing.” He gave Jarrat a speculative look. “Seven decks. Figure, a hundred-fifty meters.”

	Sabuja chuckled. “Me, I’s way too lazy, always was. Used to strap on a repulsion pack, cut my weight to maybe ten kees and go up like a monkey. You gotta have a load of repulsion gear, right? I seen your riot troops on GlobalNet. So tool up proper for this, like it’s my old job. Be easy gettin’ there.”

	The smuggler was not much short of brilliant, and Jarrat was surprised to find himself liking Roy Sabuja. He was wasted on an old cargo hauler. “Okay — repulsion packs. Which gets us onto B Deck, with access to the oubliette,” he mused, “and we leave the whole surveillance system crashed behind us.”

	“If not the entire AI,” Stone added.

	They watched Sabuja bullet-point every AI maintenance node, the length of the service shaft. “We target the lockup first,” Jarrat said to Stone. “There’s going to be shooters covering it.”

	“Not necessarily. It’s an oubliette, not a cell. A charging rhino couldn’t get out. But if there’s guards, we put them down,” Stone reasoned. “Open the thing up, haul our people out … see what shape they’re in. Christ, they could be in shreds. We get them into the service shaft, going down as fast as they can manage, on repulsion.”

	“Bring in Jon Semler and a couple of Blue Ravens to handle them,” Jarrat mused.  “Leave it to the medic and the big boys to move the wounded one way or another — which leaves us one skinny deck under this ‘la-la land,’ with the three Tactical sanctions up top … complete with their shooters and entertainment.”

	“Forget the Companions. They can make their own way out when it’s all over. But, how many shooters?” Stone speculated, looking at Sabuja.

	Now the smuggler could only shrug. “I never went up there much. Just the one time, to pull up their deck plates, fix the grav before they worked up a sweat. Used to hear plenty of blabber about the shooters, but I’s only guessin’, y’understand.”

	“Informed guesses, then,” Jarrat invited.

	His lips pursed as he thought back over months of water cooler gossip. “Say, five or six guns on any shift, and could be a few patrol drones. There’d be three times more shooters inside shoutin’ distance, mind. All they gotta do is hear a ruckus.”

	“It’s about stealth and speed.” Stone chewed through their options, building on the experience of more assignments and simulations than he could remember. “Two ways it’ll work. One: they come to us, we deal with them silently, conceal the evidence and vanish. Two: we go hunting, put the three down so quietly, nobody knows they’re dead till we’re long gone. Maybe a combination of both. The first option is better.”

	“Bait.” Jarrat knuckled his eyes. “It comes down to bait, bring one or two of the three to one place. Eliminate them without a sound, track down the third. We can be sure they’re all on the upper deck. The likes of Cornelius Wu don’t mingle with lesser mortals. If we can wrangle this without bringing in the whole platoon, we can take them.” He paused. “If the balloon goes up, we’re spit roasted.”

	Stone’s head was shaking slowly. “If we put priority on the lockup, and our people, the balloon might have gone up already. To reach the oubliette unseen we need to shut off the surveillance system if nothing else. You mentioned bait? Crashing the system should bring Devane and her tech gang to the forward service shaft, because she’s running security for Wu, correct?” He raised a brow at Sabuja.

	The smuggler was intent on the display. “Security’s what she does. I heard she ran it for a bunch of other syndicates before she got into Tartarus. Thing is, when you get right inside, the system’s rank-rotten, y’know? It’s patched-together, a whole heap of jerry-rigged cables — most of ’em patched and taped up by me, right after they hired me. S’why I got the job, y’undersand, cuz the system was total crap, needed fixin’. Sure, Devane brought in the best vid surveillance hardware money can buy … but whatcha gonna do with it?

	“You just connect up two hundred shiny new vid pickups, okay? You gotta use cable on account of the risk of the big sunstorms, right across Tartarus. Electronics get whacked too far out, too often, so most places fall back on old fashioned cable. Makes my job one sonofabitch. So, hey, the new system gets plugged right in. And it works. The vids check out, they get good pictures, they’re happy — all cool. But them like Madame Devane don’t go crawlin’ around in no tech spaces. It’s dirty and cold in there. And it freakin’ stinks. I don’t reckon Madame never seen the insides of one, to know the crud behind her own bulkheads. But me, I seen the real deal.” He gnawed on his lip. “If I’s followin’ you guys, you wanna waste them three scumbags, haul a bunch of mates outta the lockup and git, without bein’ seen. Do I got it right?”

	He was good, Jarrat decided: intelligent, not at all edgy about working with NARC, eager to reduce his sentence and get out of Tartarus — and as keen as Noel LeFevre to see Wu, Devane and Jaenada dead. Jarrat frowned at the little man, wondering what he might have become if he had been born in a place where he could have had the benefit of education.

	“That’s the plan,” he said evenly. “And you know the Basilisk better than we ever will, Sabuja. You got an idea?”

	“Call me Roy.” He stabbed a finger into the display. “You wanna convince Devane the rotten cablin’ just screwed itself up again.”

	“Again?” Stone felt Jarrat’s flicker of interest.

	“S’always happenin’,” Sabuja snorted. “How many times I fixed that stuff, all kind of stuff, I dunno — and me, I’s just a repulsion mechanic. But they’s so short o’ quality people who knew the ship, the systems, the tech, they’d yell for me, scream blue murder till I crawled down the holes where they wouldn’t go’n get dirty, and patched everythin’ back together. Sometimes I wanted to connect the latrines to the flight systems, y’know?” His face was a mask of disgust, his eyes wide, luminous as he looked away from the display. “You reckon you can get to Jaenada and the rest?”

	Stone drained his mug and set it aside. “What is it, Roy, personal vendetta? You’re very eager to see them dead.”

	The observation made Saubja flinch. “Maybe so. Maybe I got reason to be.” He seemed to debate how much to say, or whether to say anything, before anger surged visibly. “I had a partner, LeFevre didn’t tell you? Truth is, Lew and me, we took the Basilisk job together. Lew was a comm specialist, damn’ clever with it. And he was a big beauty.” Sabuja’s eyes closed. “Jaenada and Devane couldn’t be satisfied till they had him. By the time they got done with him, it took me two months to find him, in a sexshop on the low side of Santiago.”

	Here was the truth LeFevre had never learned, Jarrat realized, the reason Roy Sabuja had headed out fast when Dale Quatro appeared in Tartarus and offered an escape route. “Angel?” he asked quietly.

	“Soaked in it, up to his eyeballs.” Sabuja pulled himself together with an effort. “He’s still alive, back there on Redsands, but he don’t have long left now. Nothin’ you could do for him but put a bullet in his head, nice and clean. Be kinder that way.” Tears brightened his eyes, though they did not spill. “Him and me, we was real good together, we had good years till them scumbags ended it. Oh, yeah, I wanna see what color them bastards bleed.” He dragged both hands across his face and blinked repeatedly. “So, you jacks want me on board, or what?”

	“I … think so.” Jarrat shared a dark glace with Stone, rode out the storm of his feelings as year-old memories rushed back, churned to the surface by the story of Roy Sabuja’s partner. Stone nodded, and Jarrat gestured at Sabuja. “Be sure. You’re volunteering to slip inside the service shaft and make it look like Devane’s surveillance system just went down again.”

	The smuggler lifted his chin, defiant, even prideful. “Get me in there, lemme do it, dead easy. Like I told you, my codes is too old. But if you got the hardware to hack the system, I’ll crash every vid pickup on that whole mother of a ship. You want, I’ll pull the plug on the whole freakin AI, for that matter.”

	“Hold on, one thing at a time, Roy,” Stone said thoughtfully. “Kevin, why don’t we get rid of the gundrone. Roy, are you up to walking out of here? If you’re game to do this, there’s a bunch of people you need to meet. Bring them up to speed.”

	“I’s game,” Sabuja growled as Jarrat slid a combug into his ear and murmured for a drone handler to recall the machine to the armory. “Get me somethin’ decent to wear, mate. I ain’t hikin’ around no NARC carrier, lookin’ like I just escaped from someplace. Your goons’ll be on me like a case of pox — I ain’t in the mood.”

	“Deal,” Jarrat agreed, looking the man over from his bare feet to his cropped hair. He stood no taller than Stone’s shoulder as he pushed away from the display, but he glared at them almost challengingly as he wriggled his feet into the sneakers. “NARC doesn’t bother you,” Jarrat observed.

	“Why should it? I’s a freespacer bred and born.” Sabuja tugged at the jumpsuit’s loose collar. “Okay, I’s a smuggler — but never Angel, man. Only top stuff, like the Ling Boogey. D’you check them boxes? The blockers is packed right alongside, part o’ the deal. Me and Dane, we only trade proper quality.”

	“Like Devil’s Gate?” Stone stood and slid away the chair.

	“We call that kid stuff, where I come from,” Sabuja scoffed. “It’s a game, for chrissakes. It’s got an off switch. Don’t play it, if you don’t like it. Shit, games ain’t like life … ain’t no switch to turn life off. It just goes on and on, till you can’t play no more. Then it’s you that ends, and life keeps right on goin’ without you.”

	His bitterness surprised Jarrat, though he knew it should not have. “This partner of yours, Lew. Your life partner, lover?”

	For a moment tears showed, but he scrubbed them away. “Not no more. And if you want Jaenada and Devane bloody, you put the fuckin’ gun in my hand and tell me when to shoot it.”

	“Relax.” Stone dropped a hand on the smuggler’s shoulder. “You’ll have plenty to do, but we’re not about to put you in harm’s way if we can help it. Work with us, Roy. We’ll hammer this out, then — you just play your part. Deal?” He offered his hand on it.

	“Deal.” Sabuja shook his hand, and Jarrat’s. “Now, where’s them decent rags, so I can walk outta here?”

	He zipped into a dark blue tech’s jumpsuit, visually identical to that worn by the descant troops but of a size that would have fit Medic Patak. Jarrat watched him closely on the way to VR One, but neither the size nor the complexity of the carrier bothered Roy Sabuja. The Basilisk was bigger, likely noisier, certainly far riskier; and freespacer ships were often massive, since they were cobbled together from the remnants of industrial hardware abandoned in the outlying colonies.

	Not until he stepped into the VR lab did Sabuja’s eyes widen in surprise, fascination. Jarrat assumed the cutting-edge tech had impressed him, and perhaps it did; but Sabuja had seen Joe Ramos. Now Jarrat waited, guessing. From Stone he felt a rush of wry annoyance mingled with shrewd, disgusted pragmatism, confused emotions which Jarrat echoed back as Sabuja said in a low, guttural voice,

	“You want the way to Flynn Jaenada? It’s standin’ in front of you.”

	All eyes turned first to the smuggler, then to Ramos, who was in the blue denims and white teeshirt common to the Ravens, using a handypad to configure a mockup of the dockyards orbiting Tangshan. But Ramos wore the jeans tight, and rolled the sleeves up above impressive biceps. He towered over Eve Lang and Tan Reynolds, dusky, gleaming in the humid warmth of the closed lab, with the thick blue-black hair drawn back into a loose tail at his nape. One of the exotics, Jarrat decided, taking a fresh look at the Blue Raven. When the same group worked together for months and years, looks were soon disregarded. Personality and skill left the lasting impression.

	It was some moments before Ramos became aware of the scrutiny. He gave the smuggler a perplexed look. “What?”

	“Nothing, Joe.” Stone glared down at Sabuja. “You’re talking about live cargo, Roy. Don’t even think about it.”

	“Think about what?” Ramos demanded, though the words ‘live cargo’ had made Jon Semler’s face clench, leaving Jarrat to wonder what he knew, and how.

	Sabuja turned his back on the Ravens and returned Stone’s glare. “All depends how bad you want Flynn Jaenada, don’t it? Me — I’d bleed the rat-shit, any way I could.”

	He would do it, Jarrat knew. A ‘big beauty’ by the name of Lew was clearly on his mind the moment he laid eyes on Ramos. Blue Raven 7 set aside the handypad, and wary suspicion replaced the perplexed expression. “Anybody care to tell me what the hell we’re talkin’ about here? I heard somethin’ about Jaenada.” He shot a curious look at Cronin, who answered with an evasive shrug.

	“Bring them up to speed, Roy,” Jarrat said acidly. He gave the group an almost apologetic look. “This is Roy Sabuja. He crews for Dane Quatro on the Murchison we borrowed from the Tactical impound. And we got lucky again. Roy worked on the Basilisk for almost a year — repulsion and general maintenance tech. What he doesn’t know about the jerry-rigged guts of that ship wouldn’t fill a coffee cup. He also has an ax to grind with the syndicate, particularly Jaenada and Devane.” He stepped back, leaving Sabuja in the spotlight. “You’re on, Roy.”

	He froze for a moment, surrounded, outnumbered, overpowered by the five Ravens, three of whom were descant troops, double his size. Even the pilots far outmassed him. In the shadows on the far side of the lab, Gene Cantrell had parked his aching body in a chair; a repulsion belt and old fashioned walking cane lay on the next seat, while he stretched out the healing leg. Gruff, affable, easy, Cantrell said, “Take your time, son. If you’ve got the intel to split Basilisk wide open, you’re talking to the right people. Gunship pilots Reynolds and Lang, Master Sergeant Gil Cronin, Medic Sergeant Jon Semler … and the one you’re trying very hard not to stare at is Sergeant Joe Ramos. Go right ahead, Mister Sabuja. We’re all ears.”

	To his credit, Sabuja recovered fast. Once he sank his teeth into meat he knew well, he retraced everything he had picked up from Jarrat and Stone, guessing their objectives, physically wading in the holo display as he walked the others through the four-meter VR model of the Basilisk.

	The logic was flawless — Jarrat was impressed — but a terrible hunger for vengeance blazed in Sabuja’s eyes. Kevin spoke aside to Stone in a bare murmur as Cronin, Reynolds and Semler began to question the smuggler. “Careful. He’s way too eager.”

	“He wants blood,” Stone murmured. “So would I. So would you, if Jaenada had gotten hold of me that way.”

	“I understand where he’s coming from. But there could be fifty pitfalls he’s not mentioning, because he wants us in there to do this, score vengeance for him. Or justice, if you prefer the word.” Jarrat took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

	Stone thrust hands into pockets and studied the smuggler with a deep frown. “How about a measured dose of Honest John in his dinner, enough to make damn’ sure he tells the truth, the whole truth, then Gene can take him through the details again. With any luck, he won’t even know what was done; even if he does, he’s smart enough to know why, desperate enough to cooperate.”

	“Oh, he’s smart,” Jarrat said quietly. “Almost too smart. If this one was born in the colonies, NARC could have used him — if he hadn’t been colonel of some city’s Tactical by now.”

	“And instead he’ll soon be doing jail time under a witness protection scheme.” Stone’s brows rose. “Such is life, Kevin, and it’s a bitch.”

	As Sabuja finished, the Ravens traded frowns. “It’s … interesting,” Eve Lang admitted. “Doable?”

	“Yeah, but bloody damn’ risky,” Reynolds warned. “There’s a hundred ways for this thing to go wrong.”

	“Also a hundred for it to go right,” Ramos said darkly, smoldering under the others’ critical eyes.

	Cronin gave a rude snort. “Anything at all goes wrong, Joe, you land in a pile so deep, you won’t see over the top. Some bastard gets hold of you —”

	“You’ll rush in an’ save me,” Ramos said sourly. He gestured at Cantrell. “I can do the wire thing. This far out in the boonies, Basilisk won’t have the kind o’ top-line hardware Aphelion was playin’ with. If they did, their ship wouldn’t be held together with duct tape. It’s like the man said: how bad d’you want Jaenada?”

	“Well, that’s the smart question, isn’t it?” Lang spoke coolly, fists on hips, surveying Ramos, head to foot. “How badly do we want him, Kevin, Stoney? Not badly enough to run the kind of risk Gil’s talking about.”

	“What she said.” Cronin gave his partner a glare.

	But Ramos had been chewing through the details one by one, and shook his head slowly. “It ain’t so risky. Nothin’ like the monkeyshines they pull —” with a nod at Jarrat and Stone “— every time they take on a deep cover op. Christ, Gil, think about it. Nine times outta ten, they go in alone. The closest backup’s parked in high orbit. Me? I’ll be one deck above the lockup. The service shaft is fifteen meters forward of the lockup. It cuts right down to the belly deck, the hangars. Accordin’ to this schematic, it’s a hundred forty-five meters top to bottom, four meters across, with a wide ledge on every deck, for tech gangs to get inside hatches an’ work. So tell me, how many riot troops, how much armor, d’you wanna put in that service space?”

	“You could put the whole of Blue Raven in there, specialists and all,” Semler said pointedly. “It’d be harder packing them aboard the Rainbird.” He arched a brow at Cronin, the unit’s commander. “If he’s wearing a wire, we’ll know where he is down to half a meter, in the unlikely event he’s ever alone, which I doubt. He’s merchandise, Gil — and I know you bloody hate it. I’m not thrilled about it myself. But think about this: top quality goods get hand delivered. Say Devane’s away fixing the surveillance system; in fact, she’s probably already in custody — or a body bag. Jaenada’s been expecting delivery, waiting for it, eager for it. McKenzie Crane turns out to be a hard-ass bastard who deals in warm bodies — sorry, Cap.” He flicked a glance at Jarrat. “With the whole security system crashed, Mac can walk in there with Joe … and some serious hardware.”

	“You can expect bodyguards, shooters, hand scanners,” Cronin objected.

	Cantrell hauled up to his feet and put his weight on the cane. “But the whole company will be penned up in a stateroom, or a suite. There’s an old saying about fish in a barrel. So Joe’s what opens the door for us to execute an explicit Tactical sanction? Fine. NARC’s done it before.” In the harsh lights Cantrell looked older, almost grizzled, but a fervor Jarrat recognized burned in him. Like Sabuja, he had lost so much to Basilisk, and they shared the hunger for retribution. “Allow for up to three or four shooters in the room,” Cantrell went on, “and they’ll be the best. Plus Jaenada himself, who’s come to check out the goods before he hands over a seven figure fee.” He nailed Jarrat with hard eyes. “You’ll walk right into a bunch of hand scanners, because they’re perfectly aware the AI’s having kittens.

	“Don’t wait to be scanned, Kevin. That was the one mistake Stoney and I made, on Sequoia. Forget finesse. If it moves, shoot it. Every one of those bastards is riding high on Tactical’s most-wanted lists, in every colony right back to Earth. On the day they’re arrested, they’ve only the death penalty to look forward to. Do us all a favor and drop them.”

	“Hand me a weapon,” Ramos suggested. “I got the top marksman certificate, same as everybody else in this room.”

	“You?” Cronin barked. “You’ll be shackled!”

	“So long as the cuffs are in front of me, I can shoot.” Ramos frowned at Jarrat. “Cuffs on the wrists won’t convince nobody. No offence, Cap, but I could bounce you like a ball. Basilisk’ll buy into the live cargo game plan, but they’re slime, not stupid.”

	Jarrat had been thinking the same thing. “The story will be, you’re drugged to the eyeballs. They’ll need medical scans to prove otherwise, by which time it’s too late.”

	“Or you can put the collar on him,” Sabuja growled. “Colonel-fucking-LeFevre didn’t have no problem puttin’ the collar on me — and I’s half his size!” Anger sharpened his tone.

	“Bloody hell,” Stone breathed. “Joe?”

	“What do I care,” Ramos demanded, “since it won’t be armed, or else the remote’s deader than burger patties?” He studied Sabuja closely. “You know these slimes personally?”

	“You mean, like buddies?” Sabuja shuddered. “Hell, no. But I know ’em on sight. I know where they’ll be, down to twenty meters in any direction.”

	“Timing,” Cantrell observed. “We either get the timing right, or abort this before we fall in love with it. Nail down shiptime on the Basilisk. Schedule this game for about midnight, when Jaenada, Devane and Wu are settling down to a little … entertainment. Be as sure as you can be that they’ll have retired to their quarters, with Flynn Jaenada expecting delivery of something irresistible, before you crash the security system. Then —

	“Six or eight Ravens strung out through the service shaft; hold it open all the way back to the Starlifter. Given a critical hardware failure, Devane should come to you. Jaenada’s a sitting target, so long as you’re bloody damned fast.” He lifted a warning brow at Jarrat. “Hesitate, and all you can do is hand over the goods, take the cash.” He looked at Ramos now. “All you can do is play along and wait for backup, which won’t get to you till the prisoners are safe on the ship.”

	Adrenalin coursed through Stone, fetching a sheen of perspiration to Jarrat’s skin. “We’re talking about minutes, from go to done.” Stone studied the enormous plot of the ship, which Sabuja had thoroughly annotated as he reasoned it through with shrewd, icy calculation. 

	With a click of cane on deck, Cantrell made his way to the ’Chef for tea. “I’m thinking, a maximum of around fifteen minutes. If it takes any longer it’ll go belly-up. Get in and out so fast, you’re gone before they know you were there. They might never know exactly who hit them. You’ll leave behind maybe eight or ten syndicate shooters and at least two out of the three syndicate bosses, all extremely dead. Finding Cornelius Wu is the big time-waster, also the danger point. We’ve no way of knowing exactly where he’ll be.”

	But Roy Sabuja was adamant. “I know where his stateroom is. I tore up his decks, remember, to fix them grav compensators. Midnight, he’ll be in there with his bimbos and his cognac and his Ling Boogey. Oh yeah, nothin’ but the best for Mister Wu.”

	“And if he’s not there?” Cantrell rasped.

	“Then, two out of three’s not bad,” Jarrat said with spurious blandness. “It won’t be good enough to bust Basilisk, but it’ll hurt Wu enough to throw his business into chaos for a while and —” He angled a sharp glance at Stone, unable to finish the sentence though they both heard it: that should be long enough for Harry Del’s work to be done, and the Angel blocker to undo the rot.

	Every syndicate would unravel in a natural process. Cornelius Wu’s time was over, though it was the last thing an emperor would believe. The day Angel was legalized and any commercial lab could make it, retail it for the price of a beer along with the blocker, the gargantuan Angel revenues would stop. The empires would disintegrate. Wu would let Basilisk dissolve, but a marked man could not remain at liberty long in the colonies, so he would surely take the ship and vanish into freespace.

	A large part of Jarrat rebelled, demanding to see Wu pay the price for mass murder on an unspeakable scale. He reminded himself forcibly, Basilisk was not the objective. The Athena was here on no such assignment. “So long as we get our people out,” he said more harshly than he had intended, “I’ll take two out of three and be satisfied. Stoney?”

	Stone had heard every word Jarrat could not say. The blue eyes clouded as he went over the script, as Reardon had called it, line by line. Jarrat waited, letting the turbulence of Stone’s feelings buffet him — the longing to have it done, aching desire for justice, unavoidable misgivings. At last Stone said evenly, “The run to recover the prisoners is a go. It’s as sound as any match plan we ever hammered out, sounder than some. The rest …” He hesitated. “Sleep on it. Kevin?”

	“But, it’s the only shot,” Sabuja began.

	“And if the plan’s as bulletproof as you think, it’ll look just as brilliant tomorrow,” Jarrat told him. “Leave it, Roy. Good enough.” He looked from face to face. “Joe, be fully aware of the risks.”

	The Blue Raven shrugged. “I’m a big boy. They’ll be payin’ top buck for a new toy, so they’ll play careful, at least for a while. I’ve taken a few licks before now. Wouldn’t be anythin’ new, for any one of us. Worst case, I sit tight, play big, dumb an’ doped, wait for the cavalry to come rescue me.” He gave Cronin a mocking glance.

	“You’re certifiable, you know that?” Cronin demanded.

	“We all are, Gil, or we wouldn’t be here.” Jarrat stepped back to Stone’s side. “Gene, I’ll leave Roy with you. Put him somewhere safe, comfortable. We’re — going to sleep on it. See what it looks like in blue daylight. Anyone else?”

	No one had anything fresh or constructive to add, and when Stone called the conference done, Jarrat was pleased to agree. He tailed Stone to the crew mess, a table in the corner, dim, companionable, offering an illusion of privacy. Stone concentrated on the food, though Jarrat knew he was not actually hungry.

	For himself, Kevin only toyed with the meal, drank a glass of something red and fairly respectable before he dumped the debris into the disposal and returned to the table with two coffees. Stone remained silent, stubbornly refusing to address the question of the assignment. His empathic shields were so tightly sealed, Jarrat worked hard to get anything from him. At last he said quietly,

	“If you’re so fazed by the plan we’ll prune it to basics. Target the lockup, and the hell with Basilisk. Harry’s work will prove out soon enough. We can expect Wu and his partners to disappear into freespace. Good riddance.”

	“That’s what bothers me,” Stone admitted. “They push thirty million people through a sausage machine, then get out clean with the money, not even a slap on the wrist. It’s obscene.” He gestured with the mug. “Part of me wants to put riot troops on the Basilisk and take it apart.”

	“With two thousand civilians stuffed inside a pressurized can?” Jarrat remonstrated. “Impossible, Stoney. We both know it. Explosive decompression, minimum forty percent casualties … Wu, Devane and Jaenada aren’t worth the cost in human life. The only tricks we have are stealth and speed.”

	Stone abandoned the coffee and pushed away from the table. “We’ve been through it enough. You know the odds are even, Kevin. Every time, we launched into any job fully aware of our chances. We always knew any assignment could be the last. This? It’s just one more.”

	The power of his feelings ruptured the empathic shield. Again, Jarrat was buffeted as he followed Stone out of the mess, a pace behind him until they stepped into his cabin. Stone’s big arms closed around him and Jarrat did not have to ask what he was thinking. Sometimes thoughts and words were almost interchangeable. Any job could be the last, and the longer they went on stretching their luck —

	Before Stone could hunt for words, Jarrat kissed him to silence. They tangled across the bunk and Stone’s hands left bruises along Jarrat’s arms. One more deep cover job, he thought, then they would nurture what little remained of their luck. He let Stone manhandle him, gave him whatever he needed, rode out a roughness that was rare in Stone while the storm broke.

	Stone had always been on a longer fuse, as Dupre would say. His anger was far slower than Jarrat’s to erupt, but when it did, it burned hot indeed. He was furious — with the job, the syndicate, the jinxed Huntress, the chaos of Tartarus, the impossibility of fighting any orthodox action here, the wicked culpability of the trio at the heart of the cartel, the impenetrable human shield, the real possibility that the NARC prisoners had been badly mauled … the unspeakable risk to Jarrat and himself. 

	At last the anger spent itself. The catharsis of sex gave him back space to think and breathe. He subsided into unexpected gentleness, mumbled an apology Jarrat would not have looked for, and flopped beside him in the near-darkness.

	“You want to talk?” Jarrat asked against his shoulder. 

	“No.” Stone first turned his face away and then buried it in Jarrat’s hair. “I want this finished, then Dupre can have my bloody resignation. I’m feel like I’m done, Kevin. I feel … Christ, I don’t know.”

	“Tired, strung out, apprehensive,” Jarrat informed him. He laid one palm on Stone’s chest, over his heart. “That’s what’s in here, along with better stuff, like the ambition to finish out this job. Wreak a little justice while we can, because we’re the only ones who can.”

	“Also a powerful ambition to walk away.” Stone’s arms closed about him again. “Veterans told me when I came over from Tactical, the zeal burns out eventually. Everybody’s riding out on crusade when they come over to NARC, you have that weird light in your eyes. But one day you start to count the cost. Look at what this damn’ job’s done to Gene. Spare a thought for Petrov and the rest, nine weeks under hatches in a — an oubliette.”

	“We always accepted the risks,” Jarrat said carefully.

	“And now, I’m not sure I do.” Stone settled heavily. “Maybe it’s knowing the Marcus Brand Foundation will be opening dialogs with colonial governments very soon. Maybe it’s because I’m starting to burn out, or because my skin’s crawling, knowing we’ll be walking into the lion’s den again, with luck that’s worn so thin, you can see daylight through it.” He said nothing for a long moment. “How many captains die in line of service?”

	“Too many. Like Gene says, we’re the expendable ones.” Jarrat sighed. “You’re starting to want out.” Not a question.

	“Certainly starting to think about it,” Stone admitted. “As if I have to tell you what I feel!” He choked back an ironic laugh.

	“Go to sleep,” Jarrat told him.

	“I can sleep three weeks, on the way back to Darwin’s.” Stone retorted.

	Jarrat pulled up the sheet. “I’ll join you.

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	From somewhere he had picked up the knack of looking deeply drugged, Stone thought, but Blue Raven 7 was as sober as a judge. He was barefoot, bare chested, muscles pumped and gleaming with body oil. The ripped old jeans were so tight, they might have been painted on; the big gold rings in his nipples had been surgically placed, healed in minutes by medical nano. Cosmetic nano raised scarlet streaks in the raven’s wing hair, which was loose on his shoulders. Over the left biceps he wore a laser brand, a cobra stenciled there by Kip Reardon a few hours before, and scheduled for removal when Ramos returned to the carrier. 

	A ten centimeter chain connected the cuffs between his wrists, but they were keyed to Ramos’s own thumb print; he could be out of them at whim. The collar gleaming around his neck belonged to LeFevre’s armory, but Cronin had drained the cell until it barely kept the tiny red ‘power on’ light bright. The remote was live; the collar itself would deliver a mere prickle, but no one would know it unless the cell was removed, checked.

	“Good enough?” Ramos wondered, peering at his dim reflection in a viewport as Jon Semler led the squad aboard.

	“Good enough to get you into a big heap of trouble,” Reynolds told him.

	“Or open doors,” Semler said acidly.

	Gil Cronin stood at the top of the ramp, to the left of the hatch, amused and appalled at one time. He might have made a wry joke, but Ramos pinned him with a glare. “One word, Gil, you’ll be lookin’ for your teeth.”

	“Who, me?” Cronin drew both palms over his smooth-shaven skull and stepped aside to make space for the unit’s gear, which was beginning to pile up in the ship’s too-small common area.

	“You just fuckin’ be there,” Ramos growled.

	And Cronin nodded. “I’ll be right behind you, ridin’ shotgun on the merchandise. Then this ship’s outta here — only way I’d need to come drag your ass out, bro, is if somethin’ went seriously balls-up.”

	Timing, Stone thought, was the key to this. He, Jarrat and Cantrell had taken it apart, reassembled it, until the ‘script’ played out like clockwork. At last they saw no element left unaccounted for. There would never be a better time to execute it than now. Scott Auel and Curt Gable insisted on going over the details a tenth time, and Stone’s final question was aimed at Cantrell.

	Was he up to partnering Auel, taking command of the carrier? Still limping, still haggard, Cantrell agreed without hesitation. He and Auel had never worked together but had known each other for several years. Stone had not forgotten that when Gene had officially been assigned Petrov, he appealed to Earth Central for Auel instead.

	If General Gaunt’s office had agreed, it would have been Scott Auel who was last off the Huntress, slow to blow an escape pod — running the gantlet of syndicate masters who longed to know his identity. The tautness in Auel’s mouth told Stone eloquently, he was very much aware of his own luck.

	The Rainbird was in excellent shape now. Flight systems came alive as Jarrat and Reynolds took the pilot and copilot positions. After a quiet, routine exchange with Athena Flight, Jarrat dropped the old Murchison out of the belly hangar. Stone stood just behind the cockpit, watching without comment as Jon Semler set up his field station and three of the Ravens stacked their gear out of the way in the vacant cabin. They had packed in twenty personal grav resist units, sidearms, reloads, stun and smoke grenades, kevlex jackets, helmets and gauntlets.

	Wide eyed, Roy Sabuja watched them work while the Rainbird turned its battered nose toward the distant habitat city, and Jarrat took the sublight drive to eighty percent, high safe cruise. “That’s Tangshan in two hours, people,” he called over his shoulder. “Rainbird to Athena Flight.” 

	  And Gable: “You’re looking good, Rainbird. Your ID beacon checks out fine. Starting the mission clock … good luck.”

	Cantrell snorted over the open comm. “Don’t jinx it. Tell ’em, break a leg.”

	Techs had preloaded the navdeck for Tangshan, and as Reynolds took over Jarrat came back to the common area. Semler was almost done and called Cronin to help him shuffle the cryogen tank against the rear bulkhead in their impromptu armory. They threw a rug over it, so that to a passing glance it could have been a low bench. Semler was satisfied. The field medic’s equipment lay stacked under the mess table, where he could have it out and online in moments.

	He, Cronin, Ramos and five from Blue Raven made the common area seem overcrowded. Jarrat and Stone joined Sabuja in the nook behind the cockpit, where the AutoChef smelled good; but Stone’s belly was too clenched for him to think of food. He took water when the smuggler offered it, cocked his head at the man.

	“Your ship’s running sweet, Roy,” Jarrat observed.

	“The Windward,” Sabuja said in an odd tone. “You’s callin’ her Rainbird, but it’s Windward. S’what Dane called her after he won her, playin’ seven stud, a lot of years back.”

	“She’ll be the Windward again, when we’re done,” Jarrat said easily. “We’ll talk to LeFevre, see if we can negotiate the jail time down for the other two. Or they can take a deal for better food and VR games, sit tight where they are and wait for a prisoner exchange. Head right back to freespace. Where do you want to be, Roy, when we’re done? Go back to LeFevre and sit it out, or come to Darwin’s and walk free soon enough, new ID, the works?”

	But Sabuja’s dark head shook distractedly. “Don’t care. The rest’s nothin’ to me, mate, so long as you take them Basilisk slimeballs.”

	“Devane and Jaenada, we can promise,” Stone told him grimly. “Wu is another question. Anything after Jaenada, we’re playing on the fly.”

	Liquid brown eyes glared up at him, but Sabuja held his tongue. Then his attention returned to Joe Ramos as if drawn by a magnet. If Blue Raven 7 noticed, he did not acknowledge it. He had released one of the cuffs and sat in the seat by Cronin, the two of them talking quietly as if this were no more than a milkrun. The new laser brand would be numb for another four hours, Stone knew. Ramos was ignoring it, but Stone knew too well the burn of such marks. Reardon had done it properly, deftly, in the Infirmary after he put in the nipple rings and set the nano in Ramos’s scalp to streak his hair with red. Sabuja was spellbound.

	Jarrat took a bottle of juice and half drained it. He dropped his voice and spoke close to Stone’s ear. “You know what Roy wants. And he’s too eager.”

	“Civvy. Amateur,” Stone said simply. “He’ll certainly get Jaenada. If the man couldn’t leave this Lew alone, he won’t be able to resist what we’re bringing in.”

	The cover story was simple. Crane and Allen had picked up five prisoners from a rival crew which cheated them on a major arms shipment. They would recover their money through the sale of the individuals who had deceived them; ‘Joe Romero’ was the last of the five to make it to market. Crane had heard the scuttlebutt, that Flynn Jaenada was always interested in merchandise exactly like this. Rare and precious as it was, Jaenada would have first refusal, and the asking price was high.

	It stank, but it was watertight. Stone accepted it with the same stoicism as Ramos. Cronin was angrier; Semler simply smoldered, brooded. He had obviously seen this before, though Stone had not asked how and where. Jarrat settled in the seat by the ’Chef and Stone took the chair opposite. He glanced at his chrono and swore.

	“A hundred minutes to Tangshan, Stoney,” Jarrat said calmly. “You can’t speed up time.”

	So Stone settled back, closed his eyes and turned his thoughts inward. Montpelier; a house above the beach on Esperance; green ocean, sea birds, peace and quiet. These were the things he had come to want, and he thought he recognized the early symptoms of ‘wannago syndrome’ when he saw them. Sooner or later, if the recruit lived long enough, everyone who took the NARC transfer began to wind down. Stone had felt nothing of this until the last year and did not have to ask himself what had changed, why he had come to resent being at jeopardy. If he opened his eyes, the reason was sitting opposite, toying with a palmtop, pretending not to eavesdrop on Stone’s wayward feelings.

	Without a word Stone edged up his empathic shield to protect his own rebelliousness, but Jarrat knew anyway. A prickle of reluctant humor rippled through some chink in his armor. Jarrat’s eyes glittered in the soft cabin lights. “How many times do they tell us, in the rookie year — never get involved. Never get close. Take all the sex you can get, but never, never start to feel it. We did. Then they warned us it’d jump up and bite us one day … it’s starting to bite hard now. That’s all this is, Stoney. I feel it, same as you do.”

	“I know. We … broke the rules,” Stone murmured.

	“All of them, repeatedly.” Jarrat gestured with the palmtop. “Time to go to work. Coming up on the asteroid fields.”

	“You want me to copilot?” Stone offered as Jarrat stood.

	“Reynolds and I can wrangle it.” Jarrat offered his hand and Stone took it. “Settle yourself. You’re feeling — weird.”

	“Now, there’s an understatement.” Stone mocked himself with a crooked smile and rubbed his eyes, wishing he had slept longer. “I’m going to go double check our gear, Captain Crane.”

	“Call me Mac,” Jarrat quipped, and stepped back into the cockpit a moment before Reynolds would have called him.

	The approaches to Tangshan were complicated by fields of debris. Riptides of unimaginable shearing forces had torn a major planet apart, perhaps a million years ago, when the worlds belonging to Takahashi-Coe 218A were captured by the blue giant star. The dead planet scattered itself wide as a vast field of rock, ice, tumbling worldlets, from pea-sized grit to planetoids many times the size of the carrier.

	Montserrat had posted beacons and plowed out broad shipping channels. The safer navigation routes were well marked, but the more massive debris had a tendency to drift into collision, smashing into new hunks of iron-heavy rock which spun off the impact and invaded the cleared routes. In normal space, a good AI pilot would easily take a ship through, but Tangshan lay light hours closer to the super-giant than Santiago: space was beginning to heat up here, crackling with the violent solar wind. AI systems could not be trusted to the last degree — human eyes, human reactions, became critical.

	Without hesitation Stone applied himself to the gear. Jarrat and Reynolds were two of the best in the business, both ex-Army, both qualified to fly hyper as well as sublight. For the twentieth time he looked at his chrono and told himself to court patience, the way Cronin and Ramos had settled. They, Semler and Sabuja were playing cards, gambling for oddments: a Barsoom Boomers teeshirt which would have swamped Sabuja; a half pack of Blue Diamonds; a bottle of genuine Balvenie with four shots left — Cronin swore it was five. Stone envied their easy banter as he busied his hands with the gear.

	The time dragged, but eventually he wriggled a bug into his ear and listened as Jarrat began to call Tangshan ATC, announcing his destination as the Basilisk. In the cockpit’s open armordoor, he stooped to get a better view of the fifteen-kilometer planetoid which had been hollowed and fitted out to support the crews working the inner system. This close to TC-218, the forward canopy dimmed to mute the harsh light and hard radiation. Tangshan appeared as a darker-than-dark mote, black against the star glare, and the Rainbird drew close before surface lights became visible.

	Moments after he began to make out features on Tangshan’s rugged exterior, he saw the bare girder-skeleton of the industrial docks, winking with red and blue marker lights. Dominating the entire scene was a ship he recognized on sight. She was immense, ugly, terrible with the promise of leashed-in power, blue-gray overall with yellow and scarlet markings and the name Basilisk in fifty-meter characters on her flank. “Damnit, she’s big,” he whispered.

	“Freakin’ behemoth.” Reynolds whistled. “I thought I saw some big-ass mothers when I flew Army transports, but this? Dang, score one for Cap Cantrell and Petrov. They hurt this so bad, she slunk in here and hasn’t moved since.”

	“She can’t — not with any margin for safety. Not before she gets a whole load of replacement parts.” Jarrat had clicked down to the lower bands and begun to monitor Basilisk comm. “You don’t get to be as old and rich as Cornelius Wu by taking chances. His age, his fortune, his ship, everything tells you he’s terminally careful. He intends to enjoy this empire as long as he can, then fade out into freespace and take it all with him.”

	Roy Sabuja’s voice surprised them. “Fuck that,” he said vehemently. “I’ll bleed the bugger, if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

	Jarrat swiveled the pilot’s seat to look back. “Careful what you wish for, Roy. You understand how dangerous this is?”

	The vast brown eyes gazed unblinkingly at him. “You got no idea what it’s like, havin’ your other half humpin’ his life away, filthy, disgustin’ as … as …” He looked away.

	“As a matter of fact, I do,” Jarrat said quietly. “Stoney, put him somewhere safe, keep one eye on him.”

	“Come on, Roy, let it be.” Stone’s hands fell on Sabuja’s shoulders, steering him back to the common area as Jarrat tapped into Basilisk comm and called ahead. Stone caught a thread of the radio chatter as he began to negotiate:

	“This is freespacer Rainbird out of Redsands, coming in with a tasty cargo. We’d like to come aboard and trade, if Basilisk Control is interested. Strictly contraband, only the best stuff, rare and fine. Ling Boogey, booze, smokes, VR, some very fine food, a load of superior medical supplies, well inside their expiry. Plus a hot item for Mister Jaenada, if he’s interested in a morsel of succulent live cargo.”

	A morsel of succulent live cargo? Stone permitted a slight shudder and clapped his hands for attention. “We’re on approach to the Basilisk. Game time.”

	To a man, the Ravens slipped on comsets. Even Ramos plugged into the loop, though he would soon enough subtract himself from it when the charade began. They could expect to be boarded, but the Ravens looked like any freespacer crew: big, rough around the edges, eager to get aboard the Basilisk, find the nearest Companions and blow six months’ profits in as many days. They were in denim and leather, lounging around, playing cards, apparently drinking. Ramos overturned a crate to litter the common area with spent beer cans. Cronin scattered a little bourbon over the deck, the upholstery, himself. He and Semler lit a dozen cheap cigarettes to fill the Rainbird with the familiar, sweet-sharp odor of bel grass. Stone’s nostrils flared as he turned back to the cockpit.

	“Well, thank you, Basilisk Control, that’s kind of you,” Jarrat was saying. “We’ll just wait for your guys — you have yourself a nice day, ma’am.” He clicked out and looked back at Stone. “We’re in. There’s practically nothing on the rink, since she’s marooned here at Tangshan, which is the boondocks, apparently. Basilisk ATC invited me to pick one, so we’ll take Hangar Two, on the port bow. Ten meters aft of the service shaft, with easy access.” He leaned out to look back at Sabuja. “You’ll be on in about fifteen minutes, Roy.”

	“Did you say they’re sending a squad to look us over?” Stone was intent on the hulking shape before them, occluding the skeletal docks, black-on-black and picked out in colored lights.

	“The usual,” Jarrat said levelly. “They’ll take a look at us, run a scanner over us. Relax, Stoney, they’re not going to smell NARC or Tactical on us.”

	He handed over to Reynolds to take the Rainbird under the big ship and up into the hangar. Wide bay doors stood open ahead of them, spilling a white neon glare. Blinking red guide lights outlined a taxiway, but Stone could already see that the hangar was virtually empty. As in most civilian facilities, a weak field maintained tolerable air pressures when the bay was open to space, and the body of the ship itself formed a windbreak against the relentless, sizzling gale from Takahashi-Coe 218.

	“Here we go,” Reynolds said into the quiet local loop. “Over the threshold … I’ll put us as near to the forward side of the hangar as I can, as close to that service shaft.”

	The Ravens were well armed, but their weapons, kevlex gear and repulsion packs remained crated, stacked in the vacant cabin. For a few minutes they must pass as a freighter crew from ‘outside,’ and to Stone’s eyes the ruse was faultless. Sabuja had given his approval and no one knew Redsands folk better than he did. At dinner two nights before, Cantrell had slipped him just enough ‘Honest John’ to render deception impossible without a specialized training. They talked the whole scheme through, long into the night, and Sabuja gave him no reason to doubt.

	Stone was almost certain of him. His only doubt was the smuggler’s rabid desire to lash out blindly at Basilisk. Sabuja did not even suspect it, but after the mild narcotic plunged him into a deep, dreamless sleep, Kip Reardon came up to the officers’ lounge and fired a chip into his left shoulder. Sabuja could not make a move without NARC sensors knowing exactly where he was.

	Deliberate, sure, Jarrat drew the Colt, checked it and returned it to its holster. In the curve of his back was a Steyr .38; in his pockets, four palm guns, in the side of each boot, a short barrel Chiyoda .22, tiny, devastating at close range though they were useless over a distance as wide even as a room. The .38 was for Ramos, and Blue Raven 7 knew where to find it and its reloads. Jarrat wore a black leather jacket with two deep inside pockets, both loaded with spares.

	“Time,” he said sharply, with a glance at Ramos, tapping his ear. “The squad’s on its way in … let’s get this right. Joe?” He held out his hand, caught the comset as Ramos tossed it to him.

	With a snap, the cuffs locked back into place. Before Stone’s eyes Ramos slumped, dropped into a seat and rolled his head back against the bulkhead, exposing the long line of his throat and the wicked security collar. His eyes half closed and seemed to fall out of focus as his mouth loosened. He looked, Stone thought, blitzed out of his mind. “When we get back,” he said with a trace of wry humor, “you’ll tell me where you learned to do this.”

	“You kiddin’?” Ramos’s lips barely moved. “Army carrier … ask your other half. Newbies draggin’ their sorry asses back after their virgin furlough.”

	“They come back high and hammered, every time,” Jarrat affirmed.

	“I should’ve known.” Stone checked his own weapons, reholstered them and set his shoulders against the stanchion opposite the ’lock hatch. He was armed as comprehensively as Jarrat. They were McKenzie Crane and Vic Allen now: anything less, as they prepared to go aboard the Basilisk, would have been suspicious. “You sent the manifest?” He asked of Jarrat as the ramp rumbled down and the hatch cracked with a hiss.

	“Complete with pictures and vids.” Jarrat glanced sidelong at Ramos. “Tagged for the prompt attention of Mister Jaenada. Turns out, Basilisk has a buyer. If he likes what he sees, we’re in.” He gave Sabuja a warning look. “If their buyer says no — you take no for an answer. We’ll go for the lockup, get Devane if we can, but the door to Jaenada could slam in your face right here, understand?”

	“It won’t.” Sabuja seemed to speak between clenched teeth. “Trust me.”

	“We are trusting you.” Cronin loomed over him, dauntingly large.

	“Then fuckin’ trust me!” Sabuja snarled, like a terrier assaulting a wolfhound.

	Cronin turned away toward Jarrat, Stone and Ramos. “You gotta love the dude.”

	Footsteps on the ramp announced company, and as Stone watched the whole party dropped into character. Reynolds had shut down flight systems, peeled off her jacket and struck a pose in the open cockpit armordoor, showing a great deal of cleavage and long, muscular legs in a matte black skinthin. Semler shuffled a deck of cards; Cronin opened another beer. The others lounged as if they were merely bored with the authorities, the inspection, any kind of protocol or legality.  Only Sabuja was hot eyed and tense. Stone settled a hand on his shoulder to hold him still and silent.

	In over three years since he and Jarrat were partnered, he had so rarely watched Jarrat work, fascination still caught him as Kevin slipped into another man’s skin, became that man. Stone would not even have liked this McKenzie Crane, though the face and body remained powerfully attractive. ‘Mac’ was not Gene Cantrell’s easygoing curmudgeon. Harsh, brittle, chain-smoking, hard-drinking, rasp-voiced and foul mouthed, utterly careless of human life, he rubbed Stone so far the wrong way, Stone had to reach out through the empathic bond, find Jarrat, touch the man within and find the player behind the performance.

	Jarrat was buried two layers beneath the surface, almost amused as he slugged vodka with one hand, smoked incessantly with the other, cussing like a drill sergeant as he courted the Basilisk buyers expertly. He offered to strip ‘Joe Romero’ naked, though the buyers declined; he gave them a bottle of Fliegende Schwan and a carton of Mountain Views for their trouble in granting boarding rights — nudge, wink. He offered them a smack of Ling Boogey, ‘just to be sure of the quality,’ but by now they were convinced and wisely declined.

	Basilisk’s man, Schapp, was Stone’s height, Cronin’s weight, carrying a lot of fat over a phenomenal muscle mass. Beside, him, the woman appeared almost petite, though Stone found her uncomfortably like Janine Cruz, so genetically tweaked, her natural origins were forgotten. She passed over Vic Allen with a cursory nod, intent on Mac until Crane propositioned her, let her grope him comprehensively. They set up a date in four hours, at ‘a club on C, top-buck, elite, name of Deep Seize.’

	“I’ll find it, love,” Mac promised, returning the grope with interest. “You wanna take a peek at the VR shit? The real deal, trust me.”

	“Do you one better, Mac,” Isabeau — the woman, with one name only — promised, tossing back an improbable white-blonde mane, “we’ll play the bugger, and I’ll fuck you rigid.”

	“Not if I fuck you first, my darling,” Mac rasped. He lit up a third time and offered the vodka. Isabeau refused, but Schapp took it, swallowed a generous double. “So, we’re good to trade?”

	“We’re good,” Schapp decided. He looked over the crew, from Semler and Cronin to Reynolds, who had draped herself artlessly over Vic Allen, to Roy Sabuja. And there, Stone saw the flicker of recognition. “Didn’t expect to see you back here, runt.”

	“Never expected to be back here, fatso,” Sabuja said brashly. “You know I rode out with Dane Quatro.”

	“I also know Quatro’s at Santiago Tac, locked down tight,” Schapp added.

	“Yeah. Hell of a lucky thing I got myself a new ride, huh?” Deliberately, Sabuja plastered himself against Gil Cronin, who played along with a leer. “And I do mean ride,” Sabuja growled. “What’s it to you, fatso?”

	“Me? Nada,” Schapp said dismissively, as if Sabuja were unworthy of his attention. He gave Vic Allen a warning look. “You know what this runt is?”

	“Aside from a fair repulsion tech and a needy squab with an insatiable appetite for anything big and brawny?” Allen shrugged. “Anything else is news to me, squire. Enlighten me.”

	“Watch his scrawny little ass,” Isabeau said acidly. “He took a crack at Jaenada and you gotta know, Flynn don’t forget in a hurry.”

	“He — what?” Vic Allen bridled with Stone’s genuine astonishment.

	“Just like she said.” Schapp was on his way out. “Some ruckus over a guy, like it always is. This runt figures Jaenada stole his ride, so he puts a gun in Flynn’s face. Shit for brains, damn’ lucky to get out alive — if Quatro hadn’t been on the docks, he’d’ve been dog meat.” He turned back, halfway down the ramp. “Isabeau!”

	She was still glued to Crane, and stalked away angrily. “Later, Mac. And like Schapp says, keep one eye on the squab. Jaenada sees him and —” She mimed aiming a heavy pistol, pulling the trigger, riding the recoil. “You’ll be needing a new repulsion tech. Ciao for now, my lovely.”

	“Deep Seize, darling,” Crane promised, and watched her disappear before Jarrat panned a scanner around every part of the Rainbird where she and Schapp might have touched down. Only then did he drop the act. “No bugs, we’re clean. Give it five minutes and we’re in … and as for you,” he added to Sabuja, taut with anger, “what the hell game do you think you’re playing?”

	“The only game in town,” Sabuja retorted. “You’s the ones dragged me outta LeFevre’s lockup, when I was sound asleep, slapped a freakin’ shock collar on me and hauled my ass into this! Then you think I’s gonna pass up the chance —”

	“Listen to me,” Stone said loudly, “and get this through your thick head, Roy.” He caught Sabuja by both shoulders, made him stand still and look up. “You even come close to endangering one of our people, I will shoot you myself. Got it?”

	“And if he doesn’t, I will,” Jarrat added. “You can screw the whole show, Roy. If you do, you’re going away for so long, you’ll forget what the sun ever looked like.”

	“NARCs,” Sabuja said bitterly. “I always heard you’s sons of freakin’ bitches.”

	“Maybe you heard right.” Stone was angry enough for his fists to clench, his belly to tighten. He looked from face to face among the Ravens, and Ramos who was on his feet, wrists cuffed, with a thunderous expression. “You want to abort the Tactical sanction? We can go aboard, trade off enough to look kosher, find the lockup, grab out people — and get out.”

	“And me?” Ramos demanded. “You already sent the manifest. Jaenada’s gonna be seein’ the pictures right about now.”

	“He’s right,” Jarrat said quietly. “We’re only waiting for the man to call. It’ll look damn’ strange if we set up a deal worth six or seven figures, then bug out before we close it. They’ll smell the rat, we won’t get back in. We get one shot at this.”

	Reynolds was monitoring Basilisk comm, and gestured for attention. “Speaking of which, Captain Crane, you got an incoming call. You want to take it?”

	“Do I?” Jarrat spread his hands, throwing the question open.

	“I’ll keep one hand on him,” Stone swore.

	“Do it,” Cronin agreed. “Joe?”

	“Go.” Ramos looked down at himself. “Hell, don’t wanna get here and find out I got all prettied up for nothin’.”

	“All right.” Jarrat withdrew to the cockpit, and Stone clicked back into the comm loop as he snapped, “Crane, who is this?”

	A high, light voice answered, the gender indeterminate. It might have been a drone, Stone thought. “Mister Jaenada wishes to view your merchandise.”

	“Sure,” Crane drawled. “When?”

	“In one hour, please. You will use the forward security elevator to B Deck. You will be escorted. Please show face and speak for recognition when boarding and leaving the elevator.”

	“Easy. We’ll be there.” Jarrat clicked out, took off the comset and dropped it as if it were red hot. “We’re on,” he said with grim satisfaction.

	The magic, as Gene Cantrell had insisted, was in the timing; and as much as Stone hated to admit it, Roy Sabuja had made himself integral to the plan. He knew the maintenance hatches, he knew the control nodes. With the Rainbird shut down to idling, just a trickle of power left to flight systems so they would come back online in moments, Stone hustled Sabuja down the ramp into chill air, harsh lighting and the odd reek of the hangar. He smelled ozone from the atmosphere field, old, leaked coolants and lubricants, spilled fuels, ancient metal, overheated electronics.

	Behind him, the Ravens made a noisy, extravagant show of unloading cargo onto three repulsion sleds. One sled apparently broke down, causing shouting and cursing. Any human eyes watching the surveillance vids would be on them, while Stone let Sabuja lead him in the direction of the inner ’lock hatches, and into the cover of a stack of equipment cases so tall, Stone only had to stoop a little to be out of sight.

	He dropped the empathic shield and felt for Jarrat — found him at once and let him feel a level calm that would tell him the job was under control. The Ravens’ noise continued behind them; he heard Crane bellowing at his crew to get their act into gear before a sudden blare of steelrock blasted down the ramp. As obnoxious as they knew how to be, they set up a solid diversion as Sabuja squatted by the maintenance hatch.

	It was code locked, of course. Stone watched him pry open one loose corner of the fascia to expose the innards. Like everything else on this dilapidated deck, the hatch was battered, patched over. The fascia panel was already ill-fitting before Sabuja wrenched it askew, as if it had been pressed into service from elsewhere, not quite the same as the original, but close enough to function. Stone slipped a palmtop from his pocket, wedged it into the open space and reached in to connect a short cable. LeFevre had provided more than they needed to know about the Basilisk AI.

	The old Ibex computer core disappeared from a Montserrat mining ship after a collision in one of the asteroid fields. Montserrat claimed hazard insurance, falsely stating that the machine was fried in a solar storm, when in fact it was stolen. Corporate security’s failure to safeguard their property would have invalidated the claim. LeFevre had always been aware of the fraud, but the company was sailing so close to financial calamity, if Willhausen-Gough agreed to cover a replacement, he saw no reason to involve himself. For the moment Stone had little interest in Montserrat’s troubles.

	He waited through an interminable minute for the palmtop to handshake with the mainframe, but the Basilisk’s AI could not refuse to recognize the manufacturer’s hardwired override. The maintenance hatch popped open with a metallic rasp, a rush of icy air and the reek of corrosion. Work lights flickered on inside; two strips fluttered madly, one in three of the others had burned out long ago.

	Without hesitation Sabuja fiddled with the repulsion pack at his belt, keyed his weight to ten kilos and went up the ladder with simian ease. Stone followed, never more than two meters away until the smuggler perched on the meter-wide ledge level with E Deck. “Why didn’t you take the node on F Deck?” he wondered.

	“S’on the fritz,” Sabuja said curtly. “I took a look as I went by — they ain’t even changed the duct tape since the last time I was in here. Jeezie, nobody might’ve been down here since me! ’Tween you and me, this whole ship’s a pile of crud.”

	“Good enough to destroy the Huntress,” Stone observed.

	“No, thass all about flight systems and geocannons,” Sabuja muttered as he connected Stone’s palmtop and let it input the override again. “Them’s all tacked on the outside. I mean the guts of the ship. In here, it’s all thirty or fifty years old. You can’t smell it?”

	“Corrosion.” Stone’s nostrils flared. He could taste it on the back of his tongue as he stooped to watch Sabuja’s nimble, talented hands. He took the opportunity to tune in to Jarrat, felt warmer air, the heat of fresh coffee on his lips, in his mouth. Crane had gone back inside while his crew milled about in the hangar, obvious on the surveillance vids, everything innocent, predictable.

	“Here we go,” Sabuja whispered. Unblinking eyes turned to Stone. “Gimme the word, boss, and she goes dark — cameras, sensors, comms, the lot. The comms are the easiest easy to kill: just shut off power to the control module. Then, every surveillance vid and sensor’s tied to this module. I oughtta know, cuz I flagged the cables and configured the system. Took me a month after Devane got in from Avalon with the whole bundle, Equinox originals, nothin’ but the best. So?”

	Once more Stone tuned into Jarrat, felt rising adrenalin levels, quickening pulse as he waited. “Do it,” he told Sabuja.

	Deft as any tech who knew his trade, Sabuja worked a keypad manufactured long before Stone was born. The AI accepted the instructions and red lights peppered the small, grimy screen. Sabuja chortled, gave Stone a thumbs-up and wriggled back along the narrow ledge. “Dusted, boss: she’s blind. Expect a tech gang down here, and Devane up top, in maybe three minutes. You jacks gotta haul ass.”

	They had been on strict comm silence until this moment, but when Stone saw the red enunciators he called quietly, “Showtime.”

	He took a grip on Sabuja, upped their combined weight and went down fast. He dropped out of the service shaft, dodged around the mountain of equipment cases. From there he glanced up at the cockpit, where Reynolds stood watching. She would remain in position with the flight systems on standby. For the moment Ramos must also stay well out of sight, but as Stone watched, Jarrat and Cronin led out the rest.

	All of the Ravens were bulky with kevlex jackets; all were heavily armed.  Only Jarrat and Stone could not afford the luxury of body armor. Crane and Allen would be highly visible. Any hint of the armor so common to Tactical would raise warning flags in an instant. Stone let the Ravens go up first, stringing themselves out through the service shaft, just thirty meters apart from top to bottom. Sabuja remained at the lower hatch and Stone watched him salivating over the weapons.

	“Gimme a gun,” he demanded.

	“So you can take another crack at Jaenada?” Jarrat slackened the Colt in its holster. “Not a chance. Go back to the ship, if you want, or stay right where you are.”

	“Now’s the time to tell you,” Stone added. “You’re chipped, Roy. Reynolds has one eye on you, every move you make. Head for a hatch, try to leave this hangar, you’ll discover she holds the same A-grade shooter’s ticket as the rest of us.”

	“Shit,” Sabuja whispered, outraged, “you did that to me?”

	“Just a precaution.” Jarrat adjusted the repulsion pack. “What’s it matter, unless you have some idea about taking off on your own? Stay put, and the chip’s history as soon as we get back to the carrier.”

	“Deal,” Sabuja grunted. He hunkered down by the crates, where he had a clear view up the length of the service chute.

	At ten kilos mass, they went up the battered ladder fast. Directly below the top maintenance hatch, Cronin and Semler moved aside and flattened against the interior panels, all of which had been removed and replaced so often, they were taped together over numerous cracks. The hull and airframe of the Basilisk might be a hundred years old, Stone thought. All else had been added on at intervals, from the drive engines to the AI Wu had pilfered just three years ago, to the Equinox surveillance hardware Sabuja had installed much more recently.

	This hatch was not locked. It opened onto B Deck, only fifteen meters closer to the bow than the deck hatch beneath which lay Rosaline Devane’s oubliette. Locking it would be a tacit admission that her security stank. Sabuja swore on his life, the hatch would open without need of trickery.

	He was right. Stone palmed the release and it cracked at once. Jarrat lifted it aside — a meter-square panel at knee level — and peered out in both directions, along a wide, pearl gray passageway with discreet lightning and the incongruous fragrance of some rare incense. Stone felt the race of his pulse, but Jarrat nodded. They were well ahead of the tech gang, who might have to be rounded up from any part of the ship, in the small hours of the Basilisk’s morning. This was not a military or even merchant astra vessel, with a crew standing watches.

	Without a sound Jarrat fed himself out. Stone was right behind, and as Sabuja had promised a compartment opened opposite, between the lockup and the maintenance hatch. The panel dropped neatly back into place and they were in the compartment — once an office, now a plush crew lounge, complete with wet bar — with seconds to spare.

	They heard the shush of an elevator; three or four pairs of feet, a whipcrack voice, driving the rest before her. “Devane,” Stone murmured. “Has to be.”

	They pressed to the wall inside the lounge, well out of sight, until Basilisk’s security captain and her techs had gone by. Stone glimpsed a towering, statuesque figure, arresting, dangerous even in a backless emerald green gown. Rosaline Devane’s red-blond hair was coiled up behind her head; she carried a Chiyoda assault rifle with negligent ease and stalked along on spike heels which would have set her at a ridiculous disadvantage if this were allowed to turn into fight or flight.

	When they stepped back out, Jarrat had a palm gun in either hand. No more than two meters behind the tall, dangerous figure, he put six darts into her bare back. Even with a body mass equal to Stone’s she went down so fast, she had no time even to turn, see who had shot her.

	The palm guns had the virtue of silence: the three techs heard nothing. They spun in surprise only when Devane pitched to the deck. The Steyr was level in Stone’s right fist, and they froze: two women and a man, wide eyes on the gun, hands up and out. He beckoned with the weapon. As they came to him said quietly,

	“You want to live, you do exactly as you’re told, no more, no less. Pick her up and shove her into the maintenance hatch. Move!”

	Even unconscious, Devane cut a striking figure, fully Jarrat’s height and roped with sinuous muscle. The techs were nameless, anonymous in tattered denim, skinthins, the ragtag chic of this community, where citybottom was more a state of mind than a place. They panted and labored under her weight while Jarrat pulled out the service panel. Stone caught a glimpse of Cronin as he caught Devane by the feet and hauled her through. He held her while Semler strapped a repulsion pack about her, then keyed her weight to a few kilos and simply dropped her toward the next Blue Raven down the chain.

	“Inside,” Jarrat hissed at the techs. “Go on — get after her.”

	They might have disputed with McKenzie Crane, but the Colt brooked no such argument. One glance at it sent them scrambling into the maintenance shaft. The last Stone saw of them, they were on their way down to the hangar level before Cronin and Semler clambered out.

	Again the panel clicked back into place, and Stone felt Jarrat’s heart drum as they looked on along the passage, hunting for the deck hatch. It was unmarked, but when one knew exactly where to look, its outlines became obvious. Cronin and Semler backed off a meter and covered both approaches while Jarrat and Stone stooped to examine the hatch.

	This one was securely code sealed. The mechanism was new, independent of the AI. “I’d guess Devane installed it,” Stone whispered as his palmtop failed to acquire the locking device. “You want to risk a shot?”

	“Try this first.” Jarrat reversed the Colt and smashed the butt into the control pad, shattering it. Beneath, they saw a handful of hair-fine cables, which he grasped and yanked. A sharp reek of frying electronics, a modest shower of sparks, and the hatch’s failsafe popped it open.

	Now Stone held his breath as they wrestled back the heavy hatch cover and leaned out to peer down. The pure darkness within brightened slightly with a wash of light from the passage, allowing him to make out six faces gaping up, pale, gaunt, haggard. He saw filthy, torn NARC fatigues, two women, four men. The cell measured four meters by four, with a commode and basin in one corner, no furniture, no mats. Vents placed high in each three-meter wall delivered air, but the lockup stank of sweat, urine, blood, fear.

	“Mischa?” Jarrat called down. “Petrov!”

	A voice answered with an Elysium accent, not the familiar Russian. “Who is it?”

	“Your way out,” Stone called. “Where’s Petrov? Who are you?”

	A man of Cantrell’s age and stature stepped into the light, face contorted as his eyes protested. “John Werner.”

	“The carrier pilot.” Jarrat’s pulse skipped in Stone’s temples. “I’m Jarrat — NARC-Athena. Where’s Petrov?”

	“Dead, he was shot in the scuffle when they grabbed the escape pods. Back of the head, it was quick.” Werner’s voice was hoarse. “Mikhail took four of the bastards, Captain. We’d hoped to overpower the crew, take the Basilisk’s ship, follow our gunships, but after Petrov and Chaudhuri —”

	“Save it, Colonel,” Stone hissed. “Six of you left, then. Can you move?”

	Petrov was dead, had been dead since the beginning? The knowledge refused to make sense. Stone would grasp it later. At this moment only time mattered, and Jarrat had already beckoned Cronin and Semler forward. They carried eight repulsion packs between them, fully expecting casualties.

	Cronin and Semler dropped carefully into the oubliette. Now Jarrat and Stone took up the task of covering the approaches. The passageway remained quiet, deserted at this hour. Stone looked at his chrono, shocked to see the handful of minutes that had slipped by since Sabuja had overridden the external maintenance hatch in the hangar. The whole ship was either sleeping or carousing. Devane had obviously been called away from an elegant evening, while Jaenada would be waiting for Crane to show off the jewel of this shipment. Stone traded mute glances with Jarrat: on pace, on target.

	Quick, professional, Semler ran a hand scanner over the survivors as Cronin fitted each with a repulsion pack. Two could barely stand; the others were bruised, dazed, all of them half blind in the dim light. Cronin brought the weakest up first, both together, their combined mass set so low that he could easily make the jump to the open hatch, catch on with one hand and pass the frail, emaciated bodies up to Jarrat.

	They hid their faces from the light as he set them flat on the deck, and Cronin dropped back into the cell. He and Semler jumped moments later, with two clinging tight to each of them. Stone took Semler’s load from him first. The medic pulled himself up and physically picked up the weakest, one under each arm. He was on his way back to the maintenance panel while Cronin passed Werner and the last survivor to Stone.

	With the hatch closed down, only a small broken section on its edge betrayed the fact it had been forced. Jarrat wedged this into place and tamped down the fragments while Cronin herded the four who could walk toward the service shaft. Stone’s heart beat fast and heavy as he stooped to lift out the panel, and Jarrat’s hand gripped his shoulder.

	“Stoney —”

	“I hear.”

	Voices, laughter, a snatch of music, way back along the passage, closer to the bow. He leveled the Steyr, knowing gunshots would bring Basilisk shooters. The Ravens could handle them; Reynolds would have the old Starlifter ready to make a run, but they would fight for every kilometer, back into the cover of the asteroid field. The odds of success dropped dramatically the moment anyone squeezed a trigger.

	The prisoners were too slow, dangerously clumsy. With a soft curse, Cronin picked them up bodily, fed them into the service chute and dropped them on repulsion, trusting the Blue Ravens below to catch them. Stone listened as the voices came closer, then seemed to stop. Chatter, gurgling laughter, snatches of a bantering argument — the shush of an elevator opening, closing. Silence.

	“We’re out,” Jarrat murmured, covering the passage while Stone dove through.

	The panel snicked back into place, locked, and Stone dared breathe. He peered down, where the Ravens had already gathered at the bottom of the shaft and were manhandling the survivors out. He set his mass to normal and went fast down the ladder, a few rungs ahead of Jarrat.

	They were out, securing the maintenance hatch in place when Jarrat rasped, “Time?”

	“We’re good,” Stone judged. “Maybe a minute or two slow, but it doesn’t matter now.” He cast about for Roy Sabuja. The smuggler had not stirred from the lee side of the stacked crates, and Stone beckoned him closer. “Don’t just sit there, Roy. Get aboard — hustle.”

	Sabuja stood glaring at Rosaline Devane, who lay on the stained deck just as she had been dumped down. “You took her alive. The deal was, she’d die.”

	“LeFevre can execute her on his own time,” Jarrat said harshly. “She’s doped to the eyeballs, she’ll be out till tomorrow.” He plucked a palm gun from his pocket. “Silence, Roy, understand? You want to fire off a gun, in earshot of Basilisk shooters? These little things don’t kill, but she’ll be just as executed. Now, get aboard.”

	“No.” Sabuja held out his hands. “Gimme a couple of them guns.”

	“Think again,” Stone began as he passed Werner into the hands of a Blue Raven and turned back toward the Rainbird.

	But Sabuja refused to budge. “Just gimme the freakin’ dart guns … I’ll take Wu. I bloody know where he is! He’s there!” He stabbed a finger at the ceiling, a little ahead of the hangar. “Them crappy little guns don’t kill, but this will.” He drew a long, fine blade from the side of his left boot.

	“Where the hell did you get that?” Jarrat demanded.

	“Lifted it off one of your big boys.” He flexed his fingers. “I’s quick, remember. “Quick enough to get Cornelius-fuckin’-Wu, if you just gimme the dart gun and let me off the goddamn’ leash!”

	A zealot light burned in his eyes, fever bright. Stone took a deep, calming breath as he and Jarrat stepped aside to let Cronin hoist Devane over his shoulder like a toy. “How about we make another deal, Roy?” Stone offered as Cronin headed back to the ship. “You chill until Jaenada is either dead or in custody like Devane, trussed for LeFevre. Then you’re off the leash. You can take Wu? Here’s your deal — and you’ll probably pay for it with your life. Stay put in the hangar till we launch. You wait three minutes till we’re well away, full throttle, because you know the Rainbird can’t fight her way out. Then you make your play. Be smart. Keep it quiet enough, you might be able to lose yourself in the crowds on this hulk. Bum a ride over into Tangshan, lie low while you wait for something heading into freespace. You got lucky before. Kevin?”

	“You trust him?” Jarrat wondered, studying Sabuja darkly.

	“You can,” Sabuja swore. “I ain’t gonna screw you. I seen them you brung out. They’s bad, all of ’em. I counted six. You said you lost eight. Two’s dead then — you gotta haul the rest out.” His eyes were sane, rational again. “I won’t bugger your chance of gettin’ home safe.  And you jacks forgot somethin’. She ain’t no freakin’ Rainbird, she’s the Windward, Quatro’s ship.” He looked owlishly from Jarrat to Stone. “I go for Wu too soon, Basilisk launches a squadron — they’ll be all over you. The Windward ain’t hardly armed. You think I’d get Dane’s ship shot to hell, even if she weren’t loaded with folks we just rescued? First, I owe Dane for draggin’ me and Lew outta this shitpit. Then I owe you, for gettin’ me back in. Sure, I missed Jaenada, but you’s NARCs, you’ll do him. I’ll do Wu, if you just gimme a goddamn’ gun. Me? Don’t care. If I get Wu, what’s anythin’ else matter?”

	What indeed, Stone thought. There was a time he might have found himself saying very much the same thing. In those bizarre days between Jarrat vanishing off the street in Chell citybottom and Stone himself taking a breath of Angel to the bottom of his virgin lungs, he would have said that if he could only close his hands on Hal Mavvik’s throat and squeeze, his own survival was an insignificant price to pay for the privilege of vengeance.

	“Deal,” he said shortly.

	Jarrat glanced at his chrono and gave Sabuja a shove. “Move. We’re just starting to push our time, if we’re going to make that appointment with Mister Jaenada.”

	Compliant, surly, muttering beneath his breath in what Stone took to be freespacer curses, the smuggler hurried back out to the old Murchison. In his wake Jarrat said quietly, “He makes a powerful case. You trust him to do as he’s told?”

	“Yeah.” Stone cast a cautious glance around the vast expanse of the hangar and saw nothing untoward, just a few shabby vessels, piles of discarded junk, a couple of drunks who had collapsed against the far bulkhead and were snoring as they sobered up. “Matter of fact, I do. He can probably take Wu, because he doesn’t care if he gets out or not. A suicide run is always easier, Kevin. No need for an escape plan.”

	“Even money,” Jarrat guessed, “he can get out if he’s smart enough. We might give him a comset. If he makes it as far as the docks, he can find a ride to Tangshan. We could pick him up — still, he’s headed for a cell on Darwin’s.”

	“Or we can let him run,” Stone suggested. “He fulfills Tactical’s sanction in exchange for his freedom. Yes?”

	“LeFevre would go for that.” Jarrat headed up the ramp.

	 

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Jon Semler bent over a battery of scanners in the middle of the field station he and Ramos had unpacked before Jarrat and Stone came aboard. The common area was congested and the master cabin stood open, pressed into hospital service. Jarrat took a bottle of water from the ’Chef and stood in the rear of the cockpit, watching the medic work swiftly. At a glance he had recognized poorly healed broken bones, three gunshot wounds that had received only cursory treatment, if any. The six were alive, but two were doing badly. Semler administered painkillers, broad-spectrum antibiotics and mild sedatives. When they were comfortable, he began to look for deeper trauma.

	Of them all, the Starfleet carrier pilot — decades older than the rest, sturdier, likely naturally more robust — was in the best shape and had assumed responsibility after they lost Petrov. Werner remained on his feet while most of the others went down hard. His hands shook around a mug of coffee but he was coherent, furious enough to offer a bitter verbal report while Jarrat and Stone watched the chrono and gave him what time they had. By now Werner’s eyes had begun to adjust to the light, but he blinked like an owl, as if he could still barely see.

	“I know you both, of course,” he was saying. “Gene and Mischa often spoke of you … Petrov fought like bloody hell,” he added for the third time, shaking his head in memory. “Did you know him well?”

	“Only as our executive officer,” Jarrat said quietly. “He was a difficult man to be friendly with, but you could absolutely rely on him.”

	“Strong,” Werner rasped. “Damnit, strong as a young bull. For a minute I thought we had the bastards. We’d have taken the ship that caught the pods, made a break for it. Maybe made a run into one of the cities, or gone looking for our gunships — there’s ways to trace an exhaust wake, if you’re clever enough.” He peered at Jarrat and Stone.

	“Your crew is quite safe,” Stone assured him. “You know you took some losses?” Werner nodded mutely. “Gene Cantrell was injured but he’s recovering. In fact, he’s assumed command of the Athena while we execute this covert op.”

	The information seemed almost more than Werner could assimilate. He gestured vaguely. “Captain Cantrell was magnificent. He made no errors. If NARC thinks to reprimand him for the loss of the Huntress, I’ll be the first to testify before the inquiry tribunal.”

	“Submit your official report to William Dupre,” Stone said quietly. “The responsibility for sending a carrier into Tartarus rides on his shoulders. If General Gaunt reprimands anyone, it’ll be Dupre, not Gene.”

	“We already know what happened here, Colonel Werner,” Jarrat sighed. “A calculated risk that didn’t quite work out. Dupre has nothing to answer for either: this is how NARC operates. Sooner or later we’ll take a hit. You play dangerous, high-stakes games for long enough, in the end it’s inevitable … those are the rules and no amount of strategy and optimism is going to change them.” The Huntress was an unlucky ship. He did not say it, but the words strummed Stone’s nerve endings like harp strings, rippling through the empathic bond.

	“Take a hit,” Werner echoed. “I guess we were fortunate to only lose one other. Billie Morabito, the engine tech. She didn’t make it.” He looked away. “Interrogation. She didn’t say one word. They sent her back to the cell, but she died in her sleep later.” His shoulders twitched in a resigned shrug. “Danny Yip — the medic who blew out in the pod with Mischa and myself — said she must’ve suffered some kind of brain damage, or maybe just an overdose of some crap. He couldn’t be sure. You can only tell so much by feel, in the dark.” He shuddered visibly. “So bloody dark, for so long. Couldn’t even tell how long we’d been down there.” He blinked at Stone. “We thought it had to be more than a month. Six weeks, was it?”

	“Nine,” Jarrat told him.

	Again, the information seemed to bounce off the surface of Werner’s mind, and when Semler called him, the last to go through triage, he wandered away obediently. Stone swore softly and rubbed his eyes hard enough for Jarrat to feel the pressure of his fingertips. “In the Army, we’d say six out of eight’s not bad,” Jarrat said as regret began to pulse through him, or Stone, or both. “Bloody Petrov! He had to fight.”

	“You know Mischa.” Stone’s voice was leaden with resignation.

	“Knew,” Jarrat corrected, and sighed. “Shit, Stoney, there isn’t even a body to ship home. He had a family out there somewhere … we didn’t get close enough to him to ask.” He shook his head slowly. “You never get used to this.”

	The ship had settled to a restless quiet. The snick as Ramos relocked his cuffs seemed unpardonably loud. Jarrat turned toward him, dropping back into the persona of McKenzie Crane as he watched Ramos slump against the stanchion by the ’lock hatch, his eyes almost closed, mouth slackening. He brandished the remote for the security collar. “Time. Sorry, Joe.” He aimed the remote and thumbed it, needing to see the red flash at Ramos’s throat, indicating enough power in the cell to make it look good.

	If the collar’s cell had been fully charged, the jolt would have dumped even one of Ramos’s body mass to the deck. “Mosquito bite,” he announced as Cronin joined him at the top of the ramp.

	Between them, Jarrat and Cronin carried six sidearms and as many palm guns. Ramos could be out of the cuffs in a moment, and though he himself was barefoot and unarmed, he knew where every weapon was stashed. Cronin angled a granite look at Sabuja. “You knocked out every vid, sensors and comms, right? And they’ll stay down for another half hour?”

	The smuggler snorted. “They’ll be lucky to get ’em back up in a day, Sergeant. I scrambled the whole Equinox control set. They’ll have to shut it all down, reinstall, reinitialize. And while I was in there, I wiped the installation files. They’ll have to go right back to the cubes, start over.” His eyes ran hotly over Ramos before he looked away. “Time ain’t your problem.”

	“Jaenada’s shooters are the only problem.” Cronin drew a big caliber Chiyoda from the holster at his left side, under the marine blue leather jacket, primed it and thumbed off the safety. “How much of a problem’s another question.”

	“Stoney?” Jarrat invited his partner to make the final call.

	“Go,” Stone said evenly, drawing his palm over Jarrat’s as McKenzie Crane led the captive ‘Romero’ and his own minder, ‘Jim Cargill’ — convenient, worthy of a wry grin from James Cargill Cronin — down the ramp.

	The tingle of Stone’s hand remained with Jarrat until they left the hangar by the wide yellow armordoors. He settled a combug in his ear, listening to a thread of sound on the NARC band, just Semler talking to Reynolds between the common area and the cockpit, and a whisper of Stone’s breathing.

	Dark, cold, aromatic, G Deck stretched away in three directions from an immense junction. Jarrat cast a cursory glance around, getting the lie of the land in case the way back should be complicated. Hiding places abounded. According to the limited thermoscan available to his discreet palmtop, the Basilisk was filled with people throughout every deck, almost every compartment. Disappearing into the throng would be so easy, he was far from surprised that Roy Sabuja had done it, even with a pack of syndicate wolves howling after him. After most of a year aboard, he should have known the lower decks far better than they did.

	Opposite the armordoors and five meters forward were the elevators. The security car carried wide yellow chevrons, warning off casual passengers. A gaggle of passersby in carnival costume, headed for some party, gave Crane’s group one glance and giggled. Jarrat smelled the booze on them. They knew exactly where the merchandise was headed, but no one appeared astonished, much less appalled.

	A car opened, plain but clean. Crane showed his face to the vid pickup as he had been instructed, but it was satisfyingly dead. He punched for B Deck while Cronin closed his hand around Ramos’s left arm, but Ramos appeared deeply doped, shambling, utterly unaware of his surroundings. Jarrat’s heart skipped twice as the car rose on a shaky, growling grav resist cushion.

	He felt Stone’s flare of alarm as he registered the jump of his pulse and said softly to the comm, “Nasty elevator … relax.”

	“Copy,” Stone whispered. “Reynolds is monitoring Basilisk’s comm — they’re still dead in the water. You’re clear.”

	The lift opened onto a clean, bright junction. Before Jarrat stepped out he saw the shooters waiting to escort them: two men, middle height, middle weight, with curious half-shaven scalps and too much pierced-in jewelry. He counted the telltale bulges of four weapons beneath white silk jackets, but none was drawn. The older man, with pale blue eyes looking almost blind in a chocolate brown face, stepped into Jarrat’s path.

	His voice was light, pleasant; the words were not. “Lose the cannons.”

	“You’re kiddin’ me, right?” McKenzie Crane pasted on a brash grin.

	“Armed, you don’t get to see Mister Jaenada.” The pale blue eyes looked Jarrat over rudely, then passed on to Ramos and narrowed shrewdly.

	“Hey, you got it, sport. Ciao,” Crane said cheerfully, and thumbed for the lift. “I guess Mister Jaenada gets to play with his own tonight … or does he nail you two schmucks to the deck, when you piss him off?”

	The lift opened and Cronin began to move the dazed, shambling Ramos into it when the shooter called, “Hold up a minute.”

	Jarrat turned back. “Look, I’m only here to do business. What the fuck else would bring me up here? You see the goods? I was told Flynn Jaenada — who I don’t know personally from a hole in the ground, and don’t want to — has an interest in this kind of cargo. But there’s fifty other places we can go to market. Only reason we came to Basilisk first is, Jaenada can afford to pay top buck. I’m just here for the cash.”

	The shooter vacillated. His partner — younger, thinner, taller, with garish green contact lenses to match the streaks in what little remained of his hair — fumbled in a pocket and produced a palmtop similar to Jarrat’s own. “So we scan ’em, Franco, keep ’em covered,” he muttered, already working methodically. “What’s the big prob? Come on, man, he’s only here to sell the meat … who’s gonna be dumb enough to walk into Basilisk unarmed?”

	“Count me out,” Crane said affably. “Your call, Franco. We can shove off just as easy. I can get a good price in a skinshop I known in uptown Santiago.”

	For another moment Franco continued to hesitate, then stepped aside and beckoned Crane and Cargill to a private elevator, ten meters forward. This one was locked, and Jarrat watched as Franco slapped his palm on an imager. “I like your security,” he said for Stone’s benefit. “Elevators coded to your palm scan — neat.”

	“We just love standing guard duty,” Franco grunted disgustedly. “Got trouble with the automatics tonight. Bunch of cabling’s gone balls-up again. Madame Devane already rounded up her tech gang. Gods forbid she should get her own hands dirty, but the automatics’ll come back up in a few more minutes.” As the car opened he drew a mid-range Steyr not unlike Stone’s and leveled it on Jarrat. “So you be bloody damned careful, Captain Crane. Maybe we can all transact some business.”

	“We’re cool,” Jarrat said, for Stone. “Armed escort up to Xanadu, two shooters, all the tricks — nice moves, guys. Score one for Jaenada.”

	“Mister Jaenada’s waiting for you,” Franco assured him.

	And Stone would hear ever word over the open comm. “Lead on,” Jarrat invited.

	This elevator was mirror-walled, ruby tiled, its repulsion cushion smooth, not a mote of dust anywhere. Jarrat drew a mask over his own face, surveyed Crane’s and Cargill’s reflections. He said aside to Cronin, “They live big here.”

	“Like you said, Xanadu,” Cronin growled. He looked down at Franco. “Who’s a guy have to kill to get hired on in this place?”

	The Basilisk man might have answered, but the lift went up fast, only one deck. A spill of amber light, the ancient music of Earth, the perfume of patchouli, sandalwood and something Jarrat could not name, banished any mundane question about work. Crane whistled as he stepped out and examined genuine paintings and sculpture, such as Jarrat had not seen since Randolph Dorne’s mansion in the sky.

	“Did I say they live big —? Now, there’s a wicked understatement.” Crane gestured with a pack of cigarettes. “You mind?”

	“Mister Wu prefers that you don’t smoke on this deck,” Franco said stiffly.

	“Fair enough.” Jarrat dropped the pack into a pocket and left his hand there. His palm molded around a plastex dart gun loaded with bone quills, none of which would show up in the scans being run even now by Franco’s meticulous partner.

	Pretending an intense interest in a bronze of rearing horses, he took a fast visual on the passages around the elevator and saw only one guard patrolling, bored and yawning twenty meters aft. Passages led to port and starboard; the ship was laid out like a maze, but this close to the bow just one passage ran forward. It dead ended in an immense gold-framed mirror, flanked by live flowering creepers climbing a trellis woven of gold filaments.

	Only a single stateroom door opened off on the starboard side, closer to that mirrored dead end, and Jarrat made a wager with himself: Cornelius Wu. Every meter of this deck was ‘la-la land,’ as Sabuja called it, but the closer to the bow, the more private and quiet it became. Wu could be nowhere else. For a moment Jarrat toyed with the idea of reaching just a little further, since they were so close.

	Three shooters visible. He mind-mapped their positions as he turned back to Franco and pinned on McKenzie Crane’s humorless smile. “So why don’t we transact a little business? Point me at Mister Jaenada, let’s take this thing for a spin.”

	Now Franco scanned each of them for himself, passing a sleek handypad even over Ramos, who was half bare and clad in ripped denim so tight, it concealed nothing. Ramos slumped convincingly, swaying in Cronin’s grasp while Franco led them to a stateroom door ten meters aft of the elevator.

	The door stood open in invitation, a measure of how complacent the Basilisk top ranks were, Jarrat thought, here at the core of the fortress Wu had built. The complacency was well earned. Dorne, Mavvik, Brand — all of them came to rely utterly on their security screen and relax, when in fact Jarrat had already seen five ways around it.

	From the door Franco called politely, “Mister Jaenada? Captain Crane has brought the merchandise, sir.”

	Jarrat’s pulse rate kicked up now, and Stone felt it. The smile on Crane’s face never faltered, but Jarrat’s eyes were everywhere, searching out the company shooters, the places where weapons could, should be concealed. If the AI surveillance systems had been online, this would have been a very different story.

	Predictably, in response to the low-level tactical alert when old cables and incident-prone automatics faltered, Jaenada had summoned extra security. A pair of syndicate shooters lounged in the far corners of a luxurious, immaculate day cabin, trying to appear inconspicuous among cabinets, antiques, sculpture, live greenery. Jaenada’s taste in furniture, art and ornament was as impeccable as his taste in men, Jarrat thought; and evidence of Jaenada’s eagerness to own what he liked filled the apartment. Original paintings, rare liquor, priceless antiques. Where would one like Flynn Jaenada draw the line?

	The man himself stepped out of an adjoining chamber — Jarrat guessed bedroom, since he had wrapped on a black silk kimono embroidered with great blue hibiscus. Tall, Jarrat saw, sparely built but muscular, with a sharply angular face and hair as dark as Stone’s, worn short in front, long on the collar. Despite his looks, this was not a young man, Jarrat decided, at a glance recognizing Jaenada from LeFevre’s file images. Something in the dark brown eyes hinted at long experience, untold years. Flynn Jaenada appeared to be like Leo Michiko, age-retarded. Or he could be like Janine Cruz, so genetically modified, he had forgotten his beginnings.

	The eyes were his best feature, but though they sparkled with intelligence and intensity, Jarrat saw no hint of human compassion there. He confronted Jaenada with McKenzie Crane’s widest smile, but did not advance more than a pace through the door, all the while following the positions of the four company shooters who were close, leaving Cronin to keep a visual track on the fifth, patrolling at a distance.

	“They tell me you have something rare and special for me,” Jaenada said icily, in an accent Jarrat could not place. Anywhere and nowhere, he thought, the voice of a man who had traveled far, for a long time.

	“Mister Jaenada, we haven’t met but I’ve been told you have a taste for the rare, the exotic, the … delectable.” Crane’s smile became snakelike. “We bring you nothing but the best. I’ll provide complete medical certificates, if you want them. I’ve had this item checked from the scalp on down, at no little cost to myself. I’ll guarantee he’s in good health, right in the prime of life … not quite virgin ass, but damn’ close to it. There’s been no genetic work; what you see here is prime original stock. It gets even better: this one is pure-blood Earther. I traced him back to some country called Arizona. Couldn’t point to it on a map of that godforsaken planet, but I got the documents, if you need ’em. The name was Romero — call him what you like. I trust we can conduct a little business and —”

	The moment would never be more perfect. Utterly ignoring Crane, Jaenada was already intent on Ramos, interested to the point of salivation. Franco and his partner had immediately relaxed as they saw their boss’s fascination. When Jarrat flicked a careful glance at the two shooters across the room, he saw that their attention had also begun to wander.

	How many times had they watched this timeworn ritual? Too often. How many human beings had walked through this door, Jarrat wondered, and not lived to tell of it — or if they did, they sweated out their last months in an Angel-soaked stupor.  As the old, overworked cogs of negotiation began to click over, the shooters’ attention span expired. Flynn Jaenada had already decided to buy. He was taking Ramos apart visually, bone by bone, weighing the value like a dealer inspecting a thoroughbred. The only thing on his mind was what price to place on satisfaction.

	Now. The Colt leaped into Jarrat’s right hand as if it had a mind of its own. He took the two across the room with a single shot apiece, so fast, their faces barely registered surprise. Only one had the wits or opportunity to reach into his jacket, going for a weapon he never touched before the heavy round from the Colt picked him up, slammed him backward into a painting of a seascape that might have been Earth or Darwin’s World.

	Behind Jarrat, Cronin was almost as fast. Franco died before he spun into the midnight blue carpeting. His partner managed to drag a big caliber pistol clear of its holster, but every shot ripped into the ceiling as he tumbled backward, sprawling over Franco’s twitching legs. Jarrat did not pause.

	Jaenada moved with astonishing speed, belying the impression he gave of elegance and negligent sophistication. Had he come up the hard way, through rough ranks? Jarrat suspected he had as the man dove toward a half-scale bronze of leaping dolphins that would give him ample cover. The bronze was one of five places in the room where Jarrat would have wagered on a weapon being stashed — and Jaenada was going for it unerringly.

	He was almost into cover before Jarrat could get a shot. He ripped four into long, tanned bare legs, in a welter of scarlet. If Jaenada survived, the best he could hope for was to limp away on biocyber prostheses while cloned limbs cultured. In fact, he would bleed out before professional help could reach him. The Basilisk was neither warship nor merchant astra, and if he showed himself in any hospital, LeFevre would snatch him within an hour.

	Jarrat might have left him, if Flynn Jaenada had not been clawing for a weapon. Fumbling with it, clumsy with shock, he ignored his legs with ferocious willpower. Cronin barked a warning, but Jarrat had seen. He stepped into the day cabin, circuited the bronze to get a clear shot, put a single round into Jaenada’s abdomen, angled upward into the chest cavity. Death came in an instant, far kinder than Jaenada deserved.

	“Five down,” Jarrat began, feeling the drumbeat of Stone’s heart.

	“Jarrat!” Cronin’s voice thundered across the cabin, making him spin.

	Where the diminutive gundrone came from, he would never know. It got off only one round before Cronin hammered it into a ball of blazing wreckage, but one was enough. Jarrat felt the punch in his left side, the hot wetness spreading around his middle. He watched the midnight blue carpet rise up to meet him and took it on his right shoulder before he felt pain.

	There was no air in his lungs and he could not breathe in. His legs refused to move, the cabin whirled before it dropped out of focus and began to dim. Stone’s voice called, sharp as broken glass in his right ear, but he could not answer. He felt the millrace of his partner’s dread-fury-pain, as everything Jarrat felt transmitted through the empathic link more clearly than any comm. His back and left side were afire now, and soaked. Paralysis rushed over him. He could only lie still, panting lightly, hearing dislocated threads of sound as Cronin shouted at Stone and Ramos released himself from the cuffs.

	Then he was up, the deck leapfrogging the ceiling, agony stitching through him as Ramos slung him over one shoulder as if he were a broken toy. His ears roared; consciousness dimmed to a feeble glow of light from somewhere far away and tattered fragments of sound. Voices, an elevator shushing open, a murmur over the comm as someone spoke of flight systems coming online, drive engines on standby.

	Then the darkness engulfed him. Jarrat reached out through the empathic bond, swam in it as if it were tepid water, searching for something to cling onto. He found Stone without effort, caressed the tendrils of sensation and emotion, but they were searing, white-hot, too violent to be borne longer than moments. Jarrat let go and plunged gratefully into the darkness.

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	“Drive is on standby, flight systems online. We’re out of here on your mark,” Reynolds was saying as Stone dragged both hands over his face. Sweat sprang from every pore and coursed over him. The feedback through the bond was so powerful, he could not shut it out, and Jon Semler still held onto him as if he thought Stone might fall again. His knees had bruised on the deck as his legs crumpled, but he had his balance now. The pain lacing his back and side told him clearly, Jarrat was alive. He had to be alive to hurt — yet at the same time Jarrat had to be unconscious for his empathic shield to drop so completely.

	“On our way down,” Cronin barked over the NARC loop. “In a private lift, unlocked from this side, goin’ down fast … here we go. Comin’ up on G Deck. There’s about to be one hell of a ruckus topside, Stoney. We got a few minutes, but —”

	“But as soon as we head outta here at full bore,” Ramos warned, “it won’t take no genius to figure who was upstairs. They’ll launch right after us.”

	“We’ll be away fast, over the redline,” Reynolds promised. “Two minutes out from Tangshan, I can try to punch a signal through. Where are you, Gil?”

	“Hangars,” Cronin told her. “Seventy meters from you … fire it up, Tan. Tell Jon, prep to receive wounded. I think he’s alive.”

	“He’s alive.” Stone barely recognized his own voice. “He’s out cold.” He watched two of Cronin’s squad duck outside, hustling down the ramp as the Huntress survivors crammed into any spare corner they could find to make space for Semler to work. Three were bedded down in the Windward’s master cabin, but sheer stubbornness somehow kept the carrier pilot on his feet.

	The Blue Raven medic’s face swam before Stone’s eyes as lift engines began to vibrate heavily through the deck. “How bad is he? Stoney! What do you feel — come on man,” Semler insisted, “I bloody know you two!”

	“Bad,” Stone rasped. “Back, side, front … Christ knows what shot him.”

	“Gundrone,” Cronin bawled over the loop. “One shot only, or it’d’ve cut him in half. Flechette round — nasty, but some big-ass bronze sculpture stopped about half the barbs. Could’ve been a lot worse.”

	Stone swallowed on a desert-dry throat. One shot was enough. On launch, the anti-personnel rounds splintered into fifty razor-like quills. He gave Semler a push. “You heard him. Set up to receive wounded. It’s bad, but he’s alive.” He caught his breath, resisting the impulse to hug his side. The medic peered worriedly at him. “Yeah, of course it bloody hurts!”

	“Can I give you a shot?” Semler offered doubtfully.

	But Stone shook his head, a furious negative. “It’s not my pain, and I need to hang onto my wits.”

	As he spoke, boots pounded up the ramp and Semler stooped for his scanners. Equipment cases lay open across the deck, every tool of the field medic’s difficult trade. Stone stepped back to let him do his job and blinked as the Ravens reappeared at a run. Cronin was first in, then Ramos on his heels, bloody from the waist down with Jarrat over his right shoulder. Scant meters behind him, Yoshida and Malvern retracted the ramp and armed the airlock.

	With a bitter curse, Cronin dropped Jarrat’s Colt and gave Ramos his hands. They took Jarrat between them, lowering him carefully at Semler’s feet among the medic’s gear. The ramp was still growling up and in when Reynolds fired the lifters. The Rainbird — Windward — was off when a light voice said over the combug in Stone’s right ear, “Thanks for everythin’, Cap. We won’t meet again, so — yeah, thanks, man. I seen Jarrat when they ran by. Hope he makes it.”

	“Roy,” Stone croaked. In the melee, he had not realized Sabuja had snuck out.

	“Trust me,” Sabuja insisted. “I can do this. I know this bitch of a ship better than them bastards ever will. I want Wu. I listened to your comms … Wu’s the last. I’ll take him, then — hey, s’all I ever asked for, y’understand?”

	Stone understood all too well as he stood swaying, looking down at the bloody mess at his feet. Semler and Cronin were cutting the clothes off Jarrat, revealing injuries that made the medic swear lividly. “Go carefully, Roy,” Stone told the smuggler quickly. Reynolds had just taken the Starlifter out through the atmospheric shield, and short-range comm would not last long in the teeth of the blistering solar wind. “Be slow and clever, use everything you know, wait for your best shot, only take it when it’s a dead-cert, got it?”

	“Hey, I grew up in freespace,” Sabuja snorted. “I know what I’s doin’.” The comm began to break up as Reynolds redlined the engines and headed out fast. “This one’s on me, Cap. I owe you, big time. Look after the Windward, y’hear? Dane wants her back … hope your partner makes it.”

	“Luck, Roy,” Stone called, louder, over the gathering hiss of interference from Takahashi-Coe 218.

	It no longer mattered if Sabuja hid in the hangar for three minutes. They had always known the Jaenada sanction might not be covert. If it turned into a windmilling free-for-all, sheer speed was the trick. Timing, as Cantrell had said.

	Two minutes, and Reynolds could try to punch a highband signal through. Three minutes at full bore, and TC-218 would provide better cloaking than all the military grade hardware Dane Quatro’s ship did not possess. Eight minutes, and Reynolds would begin to thread back into the narrow, serpentine shipping lanes Montserrat had cleared through the asteroid debris. By then —

	“He’s conscious,” Semler said sharply.

	Stone already knew. Pain intensified, redoubling into dread and anger. He knelt at Jarrat’s right side, caught his hand before it could get among the blood Cronin was trying to wipe away while Semler worked feverishly. Jarrat’s eyes were dark, clouded. His head turned on the jacket Ramos had wadded up as a hasty cushion. He blinked up at Stone with something like deep regret.

	“Never even saw it.” His voice was thin. “Drone? Didn’t see. Getting slow.”

	“No,” Cronin growled. “The bastard drone, tiny thing — bunkered in the deck. None of us saw it. I couldn’t get to it fast enough.” He looked up at Stone, face clenched with unspoken apology.

	“It’s all right,” Stone began. “Just one round.”

	“Stoney.” Jarrat’s grip tightened fractionally for a moment before it slackened again. “Don’t con me. I know the odds.” He forced in a breath and color drained from his face, leaving him some shade like old wax. Blood frothed brightly on his lips.

	That one shallow breath lanced through Stone, back to front, shoulder to pelvis, inspiring curses. “Jon, for chrissakes!”

	“Maybe twenty barbs caught him,” Semler reported grimly, “but you can see the exit wounds for yourself. They all went clean through, there’s nothing left in him — they’re not the problem.” He turned a scanner to show Stone the display. “Heart, lung, spleen, kidney, liver, pancreas. All perforated. He’s bleeding out so fast, everything’s collapsing on his left side.”

	“Heart?” Stone whispered.

	“Nicked, three places.” Semler slapped Jarrat’s bare arms over and over, trying to find one that would accept a transfusion. A bag of hyper-oxygenated synthetic blood hung ready, but Jarrat’s arteries seemed to have fled into hiding. Semler had been trying to coax a needle into him for over a minute. His fluent profanity told Stone how impossible the task was. “Massive internal bleeding,” Semler muttered. “Jesus, I’m wasting my time — wasting his time. Reynolds!”

	“Yo,” she called from the cockpit. “They’re just launching — we got over two minutes on ’em, I’m trying to punch through on highband right now. Stand by.”

	“We don’t have time to stand by,” Semler panted. “Forget the blood, Gil. Haul the tank out here, get it prepped.”

	The tank? Stone thought foggily, fighting to see and hear through the welter of Jarrat’s pain. He watched Cronin trying to wipe his hands clean; he was blood to the elbows. Ramos barked for the other Ravens, and four of them manhandled the cryogen tank into the too-tight crush of the common area while Stone focused on Jarrat’s face.

	He was the color of old linen, ashen, faintly blue around eyes and mouth, already getting very cold. His lips worked while blood trickled from his mouth, shockingly bright against his pallor. Stone leaned closer to hear and peered at the scanner, which Semler had propped in the open lid of an equipment case. The damaged heart was chaotic, racing, wildly arrhythmic, while blood pressure crashed.

	“Let it be,” Jarrat was whispering. “Borrowed time, Stoney. Been on borrowed time … since Death’s Head. Both of us.” He paused to swallow, snatched a breath that was almost out of reach. “Survive. Promise me.”

	“No promises I can’t keep,” Stone whispered.

	“Live,” Jarrat insisted as his eyes lost focus. “I bloody love you … idiot. One of us has to live.”

	“Tell me about the tank!” Semler bawled.

	“She’s online and prepping — one minute,” Ramos reported. “Looking good. You wanna unhook that transfusion?”

	“Never managed to get it set up.” Furious, Semler kicked aside his equipment cases to make space in the ridiculously cramped compartment. “Pull it closer, get in right here. How long?”

	“Forty seconds. Power’s stable, system diagnostic’s running,” Cronin read off.

	Jarrat’s hand relaxed in Stone’s, and before Stone could call Semler’s name the cardio graphic flatlined. Stone hauled in a breath, as if an iron band had suddenly been released from his ribcage. Pain stopped so suddenly he dizzied, leaving his left side feeling merely bruised, sore.

	The cabin whirled. Stone leaned on a stanchion for balance, peripherally aware of Semler, who ignored the flatline while Cronin cursed fluently and Ramos reported on the cryogen tank’s diagnostic cycle. Until it was done, the machine would not accept an occupant.

	The cabin lights brightened. Some absurdly rational part of Stone told him, his pupils had dilated as looked down into Jarrat’s parchment face. Cool slate gray eyes gazed at nothing; his lips were colorless, soft beneath a froth of fresh blood. Stone closed his own eyes, reached out through the empathic bond they had shared for a year —

	There! He felt Jarrat, still, tenuous and fragile, a mere echo of the robust feeling Stone was accustomed to, but he was still there while Semler’s scanner emitted the shrill whistle of the flatline alarm.

	“On three,” Semler growled, at Jarrat’s feet. “One — two — up!”  Cronin had both big hands under the right shoulder, Ramos had his left side while the medic took his legs. Three Blue Ravens lifted him like a child, Stone thought. He stumbled back into a bulkhead and watched them lower Jarrat carefully into the cryogen tank.

	The top lowered, locked with the solid thud of eight powerful clamps, and the mechanism auto-engaged. Semler read the display with a groan of relief. He peeled off his bloody gloves, dropped them into the hazmat pail and knuckled his eyes. “Full clinical cryogenic suspension commences at flatline plus thirty-two seconds,” he narrated calmly to the handypad recording the event. “Brain activity remains good. Major organ shutdown, major hemorrhage. No apparent toxicity, no infection. Appending scans.”

	There, he closed the file and turned back to Stone, who stood dazedly, blinking at the smuggling ship’s common area as though nothing he saw was real. Semler took him by the arms but Stone fended him off and pushed his feet stubbornly toward the cockpit.

	“He’s in no condition to fly,” Semler warned sharply.

	Powerful hands closed on Stone’s shoulders. Cronin manhandled him to the seat between cockpit and airlock hatch. Stone forced in a breath, another, waiting for his thoughts to clear. “Where are we?” His tongue felt thick, gluey.

	“Headed away in an ass-burning hurry,” Reynolds reported over the combug in his right ear. “I got a highband burst through ninety seconds ago, but the Basilisk ships are one hell of a lot faster than this old bucket. They’ll overtake us soon.”

	And the Rainbird was as good as unarmed, as if Dane Quatro believed the best way to avoid a fight was not to pick one. He might have been right, Stone thought with curious clarity. Eyes squeezed shut, he reached for Jarrat and effortlessly found a resonance he recognized, the same yet different: cool, tranquil, constant. Full clinical cryogenic suspension commences at flatline plus thirty-two seconds. Brain activity remains good. No apparent toxicity, no infection. He forced himself to his feet, consciously steadied himself, and pushed through into the cockpit.

	Reynolds looked doubtfully at him, but Stone deliberately kept his hands off the control surfaces. It was enough to watch while four blips marking the Basilisk squadron closed perceptibly on the Rainbird’s superhot tail. They were close enough to keep a lock on her through the blizzard from TC-218. Based on tracking data, Reynolds had started an intercept clock, winding down to ‘encounter.’

	Two minutes, Stone read with a surreal calm, before the Basilisk squadron would be in proximity to open fire … over four minutes, now, since Reynolds had begun to punch highband signals through the endless sunstorm of the blue giant. Stone looked up from the instruments and gazed ahead, still as far-sighted as he had been since childhood, a quality which proved valuable in the field. How many times had the lifetime pilot’s vision given him the advantage, on the thin edge of hazard? Luck had nothing to do with it —

	As clearly as he heard the chatter of cockpit instruments, he heard Jarrat chuckle.

	He blinked repeatedly, willed his mind to clear and searched space ahead visually, hunting for the first planetoids. Montserrat’s routing beacons had already begun to appear in the navdeck. Reynolds adjusted course, coming right twenty degrees. Stone caught his breath as she gave a whoop.

	“There she is, bang on time, on target!”

	The NARC-Athena was one of the sweetest sights Stone had ever seen. Concealed in the asteroid field, masked by the blazing solar wind, cloaked in her own ECM, she was invisible to instruments and running so visually dark, Stone only picked her out of the backdrop of stars because he was looking for her. She drove out at low speed, more than fast enough to overhaul any of the Basilisk’s small ships. Reynolds dove swiftly under her belly, into the cover of the carrier’s massive railguns.

	Two brief bursts from each of three cannons under the bow sent the Basilisk squadron peeling off fast. By the time they hangared, Stone thought, those pilots might have no one left to report to. If Roy Sabuja knew syndicate territory even a tenth as well as he thought he did — and if he cared as little for his own survival as Stone suspected — Cornelius Wu should already be dead.

	Comm began to crackle with proximity, and Stone listened as Semler called ahead. “Blue Raven Wildcard to Ops. Get me Doc Reardon. Crank up the Infirmary. We’re coming in with casualties.”

	But he was not taking about Jarrat, Stone thought with bitter clarity. Jarrat was no emergency now. The cryogen tank would be hastily parked in some corner of the Infirmary while Reardon treated the walking wounded. Jarrat could wait as long as it took. A week, a month, time made no difference. Stone watched the Athena’s belly hatch slide open to receive the Starlifter, watched as hangar pressure values normalized before Cronin opened up and extended the ramp.

	Absolutely professional, Semler slung his equipment from both big shoulders and shepherded the walking wounded out before an Infirmary squad hurried aboard for the two who could not stand. A pair of hoverchairs rocked out of the old Murchison, leaving it empty and quiet. Cronin and Ramos hesitated, but they were filthy with Jarrat’s blood and Stone waved them off. Cronin stooped for the Colt AP-60 that had been Jarrat’s signature for so long and set it on the stack of the unit’s hardware. An armory crew would return it to the captain’s quarters soon enough.

	Then only Reynolds remained, shutting down flight systems as Stone went back and sat on the deck beside the tank. The lake of blood had already begun to darken on the blue-gray mesh floor panels. Stone struggled to connect the stain with Jarrat as he frowned at his partner’s ghost-pale face, under the clear armorglass pane. Semler had closed his eyes; he could have been merely asleep, carrying the same beauty into death that Stone had perceived about him from the personnel files even before Jarrat walked aboard the Athena for the first time.

	And still, if he reached out through the empathic bond he felt the fragile echo, calm, cool, infused with a peace Jarrat had never known in life. Stone’s vision blurred with ridiculous, useless tears. He scrubbed them away as other memories crept back from some time, some place, where he had buried them.

	He stood on a beach, letting the morning wind carry Jarrat’s ashes out over the Neptune Gulf, shattered the simple ceramic urn and cast it on the outgoing tide, keeping back one shard, a token that filled his clenched hand with blood —

	No. The scene was VR trash, psyche simulation. He thrust the memory away as he heard Reynolds at last. She shook his shoulder again to reach him. “Cap? Captain? Stoney?”

	He tried to recall another time when she had felt close enough to use his name, and roused himself with an effort. “I’m all right.”

	“You look like hell,” she told him. “We’re shut down here. I, uh, called for a crew to come get the, uh, tank.”

	“I’ll wait.” Stone looked up at her, calm now. “Tell Cantrell and Auel … I’ll join them after I’ve seen him to the Infirmary. The report can wait that long.”

	“You sure?” Reynolds hesitated.

	“Positive.” He gave her a push. “Go.”

	Her footsteps rang on the ramp and he was alone for oddly elastic minutes. Time stretched; he watched Jarrat’s face as the armorglass pane misted over with condensation, testimony to the intense cold within. The dew would soon freeze into ice crystals. He wiped it clear, laid his palm flat on the glass and reached out.

	There — still there, chill, serene, hushed, everything the living world was not; everything Jarrat had never been. Stone touched the cold, quiet tendril of him, sighed as he felt the odd serenity seep back through an empathic bond that was a bare murmur of what he expected. He might have sat there for an hour, but footsteps on the ramp intruded too soon.

	Almost resentfully he composed his face for an Infirmary crew, but it was Evelyn Lang, alone, pale, fretted. Stone relaxed as she knelt on the other side of the tank. “Tanya told me. I grabbed a word with Jon. He said the scan data looks pretty good. There’s every reason to hope he’ll fix up. If Kip Reardon can’t handle the job, I know someone who can.”

	“So do I.” Stone wiped the armorglass clear again. “It’s bad, Eve.”

	“As bad as —?” She gestured over her shoulder, into the past.

	“Worse. Major organs, heart, lung, liver, pancreas, kidney. Probably nothing salvageable.” Stone was astonished by the calmness of his own voice. He sounded like a stranger to his own ears. “Cultured organs. I know what Kip’s going to say. I’ve seen it before.”

	“Same here. Medevac, remember?” Eve’s thumb tapped her chest. “The truth is, he’s lucky. He was born lucky. Jon put the tank aboard in case one of the Huntress survivors was in a bad way. If he hadn’t thought to do that —”

	“We could close the book on Kevin right here.” Stone dragged both hands over his face, trying to force his thoughts into gear.

	“I’ve seen him like this before,” she said quietly. “At Harry’s place, when he collapsed. Some of Jeff Bolt’s tissue welds gave way — he had a brain bleed, bad enough to make Harry put him on ice. At least this time there’s no brain damage. Small mercies.”

	“Very small.” Picking up sounds from outside, Stone hauled himself upright as the Infirmary crew boarded with a repulsion sled. He and Lang stood back as they rigged the tank, cut its apparent mass to zero and propelled it away.

	He walked with them, watched them slide it into the far corner of the triage area, out of the way of the medics who were still working on three of the six Huntress survivors. It was some time before he realized Lang hovered behind him, and he gave her a grateful look. “They told you about Petrov?”

	Her fair head nodded slowly. “That bloody Russian never did know when to just keep his big mouth shut and sit on his hands. If he hadn’t made a fight of it, he might be alive to file the report himself.”

	Or he might have died under interrogation, Stone thought. Luck was a complex business. Fatalists firmly believed that when one’s time came, the show was over, one way or another — and not one second before that moment. The thought took him back to Jarrat, who was a devout fatalist. He was still looking into his partner’s ghost-pale face, still pricklingly aware of the cool, tranquil thread of contact, when Kip Reardon joined them.

	“Stoney, I’m so sorry.” Reardon offered his hand, and Stone took it. “For what it’s worth, I already looked at Jon’s scans. I’ll do a lot more, of course, but the preliminary work looks … well, you know it’s bad. He’ll keep his right lung and kidney, but the rest’s all shot to hell, though it’s possible the lung might patch up. If he hadn’t been so strong, young, healthy, he’d have died before Gil and Joe got him back to the ship.”

	“I know,” Stone said soundlessly.

	Reardon sighed. “You maniacs always have to go one better, reach that little bit further, push harder. You had to know, one day it’d come back and bite you.” Stone answered with a mute nod. “I always thought,” Reardon admitted, “it was your turn. When the time came, it’d be you. He was battered within an inch of his life — Death’s Head. As outrageous as it sounds, Harry made very short work of your brush with Angel, but Jarrat …” He hesitated. “Stoney, would you take a word of advice from a doctor who intends to go home to a country town called Lassiter and hang up his shingle?”

	“Time to quit?” Stone could guess what Reardon was about to say.

	“Long past time,” Reardon corrected. “You’ve stretched your luck so far beyond breaking point, you should both be statistics, you know it as well as I do. So did he.”

	“I know it,” Stone admitted. He pulled his shoulders back and turned toward Reardon. “Will he fix up?”

	“I … possibly. I hope so. If I can save the lung, I will. The rest — cultured organs. I’ll start them growing on the way back home. They take a few weeks to mature, especially the liver and lung, and there’s no way to rush the work. Even in combination with nano, living cells divide in their own sweet time. In any case, I’ll need the facilities of a major hospital under me when I do the transplant surgery.”

	“You want Harry?” Evelyn wondered. “That is, I know the route back to Darwin’s. We’ll be bypassing Node 448. You can contact him from there when we drop out to synch data, he’ll get the message in a week. It’s only twelve days by clipper, Chell to Venice direct. He might even get on a diplomatic courier — tell him to look into it. The Marcus Brand Foundation is opening offices everywhere now, they’re merging right into government … yeah, sure, it’s big-time hush-hush, but Tansy and I keep in touch. She tells me the smidgeon I’m allowed to know and maybe a tad more. You probably know a whole lot that I don’t.”

	“Harry keeps me informed via NARC secure channels.” Reardon frowned at Jarrat’s face. “We still trade data, though I realize I’m always two weeks out of date. The last I heard — at Node 448, on the way out to Tartarus, in fact — he and Cassius Brand were in confidential talks with colonial governors from Darwin’s to Aurora. There’s enormous enthusiasm for the Angel blocker project at the political level. I’m sure they glimpse a plausible end to the Bram Sorenson fiasco.” He stirred. “We can at least call Harry, see if he can get away. Stoney, you want to do it, or shall I?”

	“I will.” Stone closed his eyes, the better to concentrate on the cool serenity he had come to envy.  His own body seemed to be at war with itself, exhausted and hyper at once, while his mind raced in diminishing circles. The contact he recognized as Kevin Jarrat was so tranquil, so constant, it seemed almost a song, though Stone could not quite catch the melody.

	“Stoney, you look weird,” Lang informed him. “Doctor?”

	“She’s right.” Reardon aimed a scanner at him and tutted. “Have a seat.”

	“I’m all right,” Stone began.

	“Bullshit,” Reardon retorted. “I wondered how this part of it would hit you. The empathic bond. It’s severed, it’s gone, and that’s got to hit you like a truck.”

	But Stone’s head shook slowly. “I feel him. Just a whisper, so quiet, I have to listen for it, but … he’s still there.”

	For a moment Reardon hesitated. “I was about to say it’s impossible while his physical brain is suspended, but — who knows, Stoney? Imagination can play cruel tricks on us, but the question we’re asking now is, are mind and brain the same? The truth is this: anyone who says he knows anything for sure is lying. I’m not going to tell you, you’re imagining things. I will recommend that you let yourself settle down, start to think rationally, then use your own judgment. No one on this ship is qualified to say one syllable about empathic bonding, much less how it might survive after … buggeration. It’s Harry you need to talk to. Sit, will you? I want to run some tests before I let you walk out of here.”

	“I’ve a report to file,” Stone remonstrated.

	“Later. Gene and Scott are in Ops. You think a carrier can’t run with two captains on deck?” Reardon snorted. “I can think of two other services that’d tell you, that’s a surplus. Three, if you count the merchant astra.”

	“Then again,” Lang said acidly, “Starfleet, Army and the merchant never did the kind of work NARC does, every time we hit the field. Only Tactical gets close to our territory before they back off and send for us.” She watched Reardon point Stone at a chair, saw him capitulate and sink into it. “Uh, Kevin’s chances —?”

	“Reasonable,” Reardon allowed. “I’ll set up the replacement organs to culture, that’s no problem, but I’m not going to lie to you: the surgery is colossal. If Stoney wants to wait for Harry, have him in the OR right beside me, hell, I’d welcome the assist. But there’s more. Kevin has to want to live. Make no mistake, either of you: he is dead. At this moment he is thirty-two seconds dead. The tank doesn’t change that, it just buys us time. Coming back is Jarrat’s decision to make, not mine or Harry’s. Or even yours, Stoney. If he wants out —”

	“Why would he want out?” Lang demanded.

	But Stone had felt the irresistible seduction of that cool tranquility, and his heart skipped waywardly. Reardon’s scanner blipped a warning and the surgeon raised a brow at him. Stone answered with a mute gesture, unable to find any words to even approximate what he felt.

	He closed his eyes, heard Lang retreat and Reardon tackle his work with quiet efficiency. Some time later a shot fired into his shoulder and he began to settle, though not to doze. Gable’s voice called from Ops, but Reardon fielded the request for Stone’s presence. Only a very small part of the mission report would pivot solely on Stone’s observations. Cronin, Ramos, Semler, Reynolds and Archer could cover the rest, and Colonel John Werner seemed eager to add his own observations.

	Curiosity stirred Stone at last and he touched Reardon’s comm. “Ops, this is 7.1.”

	And Gable, at once: “Stoney, how are you?”

	“All right,” Stone lied. “Where are we?”

	“Heading for Santiago, taking the long way around, to stay out of any possible Basilisk sensor net,” Gable told him. “We’ll offload the Starlifter there. The captains want to know if we’re headed out directly, or if you’ve any reason to stick around.”

	“The only reason,” Stone said tiredly, “would be to confirm Cornelius Wu’s death — or not. I’d like to do that before we ship out. There’s no rush. Not now. Not with Basilisk in a frenzy, Flynn Jaenada sanctioned, Wu very probably right behind him. Have them prep Rosaline Devane for transfer to Santiago Tactical.”

	Gable cleared his throat. “Ah. They, uh, can have the body.”

	“We only darted her — tranks, safe dose,” Stone protested.

	“Somebody put a knife in her,” Gable said acidly. “The Blue Ravens report they dumped Devane out of the way, in a spare cabin. She was unconscious, her lights went out when you darted her, she’d have known nothing after that. Now, who do we know who’d want to see her end badly enough to slide a knife between her ribs, clean as you like, straight into the heart?”

	“Son of a bitch,” Stone breathed. “That little bugger.” He remembered the knife in Roy Sabuja’s nimble fingers. Lifted it off one of your big boys. I’s quick, remember. Quick enough to get Cornelius-fucking-Wu, if you just gimme the dart gun and let me off the goddamn’ leash! “He’ll do it, bet your pension, he’ll do it.”

	“Who’ll do what?” Gable wondered.

	With a vast effort Stone forced his feet under him. “Give me five, Curt. I’ll be there, let’s get this thing done. Then I’m going to sleep.”

	Sleep for a week, he told himself, but in fact he doubted it. He would hand the Starlifter back to Noel LeFevre, pass a bodybag into his care. Tactical could ID Rosaline Devane. They would log NARC’s confirmation of a second sanction fulfilled, plus notification of a third pending. Getting word of the final hit would take longer. It would inevitably filter down to street level on Tangshan — no such death could remain secret for long, even if Basilisk cared to try, which Stone also doubted.

	If LeFevre’s intelligence was correct, and he had never been wrong so far, the syndicate would fight over the mogul’s hoard like buccaneers savaging each other for a share in a prize ship. Without the control of the powerful personality around whom the Angel empire had coalesced, the rest would tear each other to shreds and fly apart. Tactical, Stone thought, could afford to sit placidly in the wings, wait for them to bolt and pick most of them off in any of Montserrat’s many cities.

	A few would get out, if hyper-enabled ships were hangared aboard the Basilisk, but such ships were few and there was no place to go save ‘outside,’ beyond any concern of Tactical or NARC.  LeFevre could demand corporate security to beef up Tactical, and be sure of getting it. Montserrat would learn of NARC’s presence in Tartarus only after the Athena shipped out — and the price NARC had paid for Basilisk, Stone thought. Two captains. A carrier. Thirty-eight others dead. The price was high.

	He stood by the tank for long minutes, hand on the cold glass, where condensation from his breath froze into a thin rime of frost. “You have to want it,” he said softly, knowing Jarrat could not hear him, but wondering if some ethereal, disconnected part of him still felt. People who experienced cryosleep often reported long, slow dreams, as if some part of the mind — or was it spirit, soul? — remained untouched by the ice. “You have to want to come back,” he whispered. He sent a tendril of warmth, desire, hope, out into the bond, wondering if the empathic link were as bidirectional as it had always been. “You come back,” Stone murmured, “and I’ll give you a reason to live.”

	An orthodox practitioner might have told him it was only runaway imagination, but Stone felt a twist of response, like a cool, languid caress deep inside, raising a shiver of gooseflesh down his spine.

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	Santiago Tactical sent a squad to recover the Windward, her cargo and the bodybag. LeFevre boarded the Athena to deliver to Stone a confused mix of congratulations and condolences. Stone saw genuine regret in his face: the cost was too high, even for Flynn Jaenada and Rosaline Devane. LeFevre would file his own report with Montserrat corporate security and the company would breathe a collective sigh of relief. They would always joust with the smugglers who ducked and wove around the frontier; they had sworn to continue to fund the support programs for their enormous population of Angel sufferers — but now Montserrat itself controlled the licensed Angel supply. No more social accidents or mistakes made in the teeth of despair, no more forced addictions. The plague would cease to grow.

	Stone ached to tell LeFevre the whole problem would soon cease to be, and clamped his teeth before he could give away information for which a Tactical colonel had no clearance. Still, the Marcus Brand Foundation should open local offices in a matter of months. The news would filter down to LeFevre in due course.

	Six days, the Athena stood two hundred kilometers off the flank of Santiago, uncloaked now, while NARC personnel rotated through a few days’ furlough in the remarkable habitat city. None of them would be blind to the community’s problems. Cantrell, Auel and Gable took two days each but Stone did not care to go back alone. He stood several routine watches, covering for them while Ops ran barely over shutdown, dim and quiet.

	Standing duty, late in Santiago’s night cycle, he shared the ops room with a handful of junior officers who likely wondered why a captain would be there, when LeFevre called. Stone took it and saw the obvious surprise in LeFevre’s face as he reached a captain immediately. “What can I do for you, Colonel?”

	He had begun to long for something to do. The reports were complete, the carrier prepared to ship out on his whim. His own body was tired, sore, after too many hours in the gym. Exhaustion had become the only way to sleep in an empty bed while the open empathic bond yawned almost, almost empty, but not quite. Always, it tantalized, hinted, promised, then twisted away into feelings he could not grasp, sensations he could not identify, until he doubted his own perceptions and began to wonder about wishful thinking.  

	“They’re bugging out,” LeFevre told him with dark, fat satisfaction. “We’ve picked up over forty faces from my wanted list, in various cities. Three hyper transports shot through, we couldn’t hope to catch them, but the rats are bugging out in a big hurry, Captain. They started to leave three days ago, but I wanted to be certain before I called you.”

	It was all the confirmation Stone needed to close the file on Basilisk, if not Cornelius Wu, but LeFevre was not done and he forced himself to listen. “We’ve also received reports of two very major explosions aboard the Basilisk,” the colonel was saying. “I had data direct from the Tangshan dock authorities. Civilians aboard had either the gall or the wits to bellow for Hazmat and Fire Control … Tangshan stood by them, to make sure some bloody disaster didn’t take the whole city with it. They locked the situation down fast enough to save the docks, but parts of the Basilisk are sizzling hot and I’m told she’s depressurized through most of two lower decks, including the entire hangar deck.”

	“That’s none of our doing,” Stone said quickly.

	“No, no — we assume there were shooting parties in stupid places when syndicate crazies came to blows,” LeFevre assured him. “We believe there’s been significant loss of life, but it’s unavoidable. If syndicate hoons are insane enough to fight among sensitive machinery and armorglass, there’s not much Tactical can do to stop them. It’s happened before, it’ll happen again. We were relieved to know that well over a thousand of the civilian population had already dribbled away during several days before the explosions. The mass exodus began in the hours immediately after you and Captain Jarrat took a special ops team aboard. I assume this minimized the potential casualties.”

	“I’d hope so,” Stone said quietly. “She’ll empty out soon enough, if there’s hull damage, much less a generator spill. Contamination spreads fast if it’s not properly contained. Give it a week, she’ll be a hulk.”

	“I’ve asked Tangshan to provide a free shuttle service for the last folks wanting to get out,” LeFevre mused, “and I’m offering a complete amnesty for individuals who didn’t make it into my files. Everybody on that ship will swear they had nothing to do with Angel production, distribution, retail. The truth is some criminals will slither through the cracks, but we’ve picked up most of the lieutenants, the notorious characters. It’ll do.” He paused, turning his mind back to the practical matters. “As soon as she’s evacuated, Montserrat tugs can tow the Basilisk into the drone graveyard — you know the hotspot where they dump the big machines that’ve fried, working too close to the sun?”

	“I know where it is.” Stone took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. “It’s safe to assume Cornelius Wu is gone. If he’d survived, he’d have held them together. None of this would have happened.”

	“It’s this safe,” LeFevre said tartly, “I’ve closed my file on the bastard.”

	Which meant the NARC file could close also. Stone would append a copy of this conversation with LeFevre and sign off on it. Basilisk was gone. Odd, he thought, that he felt no surge of triumph, none of the rush of gratification that accompanied a syndicate bust.

	In fact, Stone felt nothing at all as he looked across the dim, near empty ops room. He sat in a chair at an idling workstation, coffee forgotten at his elbow, not even watching the chrono, since he had nothing to go off-shift for. Downtime was merely empty. The three weeks back to Darwin’s yawned before him like an abyss.

	Six small canisters sat on a bench in Reardon’s biolab, labeled transparently, ‘Jarrat, K.J., Raven 9.4,’ and the suffixes Heart, L-lung, L-kidney, Spleen, Liver, Pancreas. The replacement organs had been growing since the hours after Reardon contented himself with the condition of the Huntress survivors. Jarrat’s own cells were harvested from the cryogen store, and swarmed over threedee-print scaffolds, generating fresh organs which would be close enough to Kevin’s own body for it to accept them without question.

	Time, Stone thought, was his own adversary now. In four weeks Reardon would schedule the surgery he termed ‘colossal.’ Then, one way or another, Stone would have an answer to the question that caused Kip to frown over Jarrat when he thought Stone was not watching, the way Cassius Brand continued to frown over the comatose form of his son. The decision to return, to live, was Jarrat’s. He must leave the tranquility, the constancy Stone had come to envy, trading it for pressure and danger, the very ordeal humans called life.

	“One odd thing, Captain.” LeFevre’s voice jolted Stone out of the reverie into which he slipped too easily, bringing him back to the screen. The colonel wore a deep frown. “An hour ago Santiago Tactical received a message tagged for you. I imagine it’s coded, since it doesn’t answer to any decryption cipher we know.  We did give it a shot … sorry. The source was Tangshan. You’ll make sense of it, if it’s a NARC specific code.”

	“Go ahead.” Stone grasped at the moment’s curiosity, grateful for the diversion.

	“Message reads exactly as follows: ‘Commander Athena, thanks for the knife. Done. Going outside.’”

	For a moment Stone blinked, then for the first time in so long he chuckled. The humor fled out into the empathic bond and fed back as a ripple of serene amusement, like a smile he could feel but not see.

	“So you know what it means,” LeFevre observed. “Classified?”

	“No. It’s not even code. That’s just Roy Sabuja calling home. You sanctioned Cornelius Wu, Sabuja finished the job — pure stealth, in the background during the fracas while he could pass unnoticed. A dart gun — silent; the knife he stole from one of us. The same knife he used to terminate Rosaline Devane for you. Jarrat darted her, we were going to bring her in alive. Jaenada was a different matter: he’d have cut my partner in half in another second.”

	“Christ.” LeFevre’s voice was a harsh rasp. “My condolences about Captain Jarrat — and Captain Petrov. From what I saw, you and Jarrat were quite close.”

	“You have no idea,” Stone said softly. He forced in a breath. “It’s not over yet, Colonel. Jarrat’s on ice, safe … you never know.”

	“Then, I’ll say ‘break a leg,’ and my hopes go with you,” LeFevre said bluffly. “If I ever catch up with Roy Sabuja —”

	“Let him run,” Stone suggested. “He did your job for you.”

	“I was going to say, I’ll pin a medal on him,” LeFevre amended. “And I’ll take good care of Dane Quatro and his ship. I’ll get him and Karly Wong home in a trade, soon as I can swing it. Sabuja’ll get himself there. Freespacers stick together.” He hesitated for a long moment, then, “Goodbye, Captain. I deeply regret what happened here. This system isn’t hell, it’s beyond hell. Tartarus. Look it up. On behalf of Montserrat and Tactical, thank you.”

	The comm clicked off and Stone sat back, rubbed his eyes, hoping he was tired enough to sleep. He appended LeFevre’s call to the assignment report and signed off without hesitation. Official file closure required a second command rank signature. Cantrell or Auel would supply it. Stone walked out of Carrier Operations with a sense of finality, a feeling that a chapter had closed.

	Twenty hours later the Athena drove away from Santiago. Safely beyond the outermost habitat city of Kauffman, she slipped into the hyperflight envelope with only two scheduled dropout stops between the Montserrat Lode and Darwin’s World, both times to synchronize data at nodes in the deep space data conduit. The second synch point was Node 448, and though Stone had not yet keyed or recorded a word his message to Harry Del had been circling in his head for days.

	Darwin’s World was a hotspot in every comm band, a perfect blue-while marble orbiting a mild, middle aged G2 sun so like Sol, so very unlike Takahashi-Coe 218. Still, Stone felt nothing as the carrier docked, not gratitude to be back, much less any sense that Darwin’s was ‘home.’

	GlobalNet blared in an uproar with the endless streetwar. He closed his ears as he rode the downshuttle with Gable, Cantrell and Lang. Like Gene, he expected to be summoned to a debriefing lasting days, but William Dupre was caught up in meetings with government and Tactical. A team of Starfleet analysts had arrived by courier just days before. Some insider had leaked details from Governor Elise Rocher’s office to GlobalNet; Venice broiled in security lockdown as the Athena connected umbilici and began to rotate crew. Many of the Ravens expected to be assigned to the duty and their feeling of discontent was as infectious as a plague.

	Stone watched the cryotank transferred to the main Infirmary in the Central building, and took pills to sleep. Reardon had loosely scheduled the surgery, allowing for Harry Del to come over in his own time or send a message through NARC secure channels, that he could not. Stone had only to summon patience and wait.

	The six Huntress survivors were physically mended after the flight in from Tartarus, but a rigorous Psyche program lay ahead of them. Stone did not envy them. They were released from the Infirmary at once, but seldom left the NARC building. Gene Cantrell walked properly, without the cane, as he came in to finish his therapy program, but he also was in sessions with the department shrinks — apprehensive, Stone knew, about the predictable inquiry into the loss of the Huntress.

	If Stone was any judge, most of what Cantrell felt was anger. Psyche specialists chivvied at him persistently, trying to worm their way into his subconscious, to memories and emotions he had buried or discarded. They could have saved themselves the trouble, Stone was sure: Cantrell was simply furious and tired. He had nothing to hide, nothing to rationalize or apologize for.

	In those critical minutes while the escape pods blew, four gunship AIs had salvaged enough of the Huntress’s datastream for the ‘Tartarus incident’ to be transparently accessible. Her surviving crew recorded exhaustive testimony in the weeks between Montserrat and Darwin’s. The whole package uploaded to Dupre’s machines at once, and the burden of decision, responsibility, lay with him: it was Dupre, not Cantrell, who would answer to General Sebastian Gaunt’s office. But sheer distance rendered any formal inquest so remote, Stone chose to put it from his mind, and urged Gene to do the same.

	Waiting was the worst. For himself, Stone had the urge to work but not the focus. He was aware of a need to be back in harness, but felt no desire to do it alone and even less inclination to work with a partner. Reardon watched him closely, for the moment fending off the Psyche evaluators while Stone ran down the clock till the surgery was imminent.

	Just after midnight the call they were both hoping for came from the freight marshalling yards by the comet cloud, where the courier Oberon had paused with minor technical problems. The recorded message sat in the comm queue till Stone woke before dawn, then Harry Del’s face smiled out of the screen and Stone felt the jolt of his pulse, the race of his heart.

	The Oberon would drop into Venice before noon, and when Stone called Reardon he saw the eagerness in the surgeon’s face. Harry had tagged the message for them both. Reardon’s schedule was clear enough for him to reserve Central’s main OR and alert his scrub team.

	Soon, Stone told himself. One way or another — soon.

	In fact, Evelyn Lang was right. The healer came into Catania Spaceport as a senior representative of the Marcus Brand Foundation and the Rethan Colonial Government, aboard a diplomatic courier and carrying eyes-only documents for the governor of Darwin’s World.

	Smoke darkened the horizon as Harry Del breathed fresh air for the first time in days. He had seen enough on GlobalNet to be aware of Venice’s troubles, which were little different from the melee fought out in almost every major city back as far as Marsport and Chryse. Most supported a sizeable Angel-dependent community; all were angry, fear-ridden, as the Sorenson Act became a reality.

	Angeliberty snapped at Stone’s heels as he left the Rand Cobra he had checked out at NARC and met Harry in the swelter of the early tropical afternoon. The courier touched down on the security apron and sat shimmering in a lake of its own residual heat. Sun-bleached plascrete baked underfoot while thunderheads had begun to mass. Monsoon season lay just a month away. With the Earther’s sensitivity Stone could feel the subtle shift of the season, though Jarrat might not have noticed.

	“Harry, you look good,” he began, taking Del’s duffel from him.

	“Liar,” Harry accused self-mockingly. “I just got out of a tin can — seven days in hyper, with a bureaucratic idiot from Cass’s office, and an even bigger idiot from the governor’s office in Chell.” He rolled his eyes. “Gods help me, they’d drive you insane inside a few days, even if you could walk away from them for six hours at a time. I’ve been cooped up with them till my brain’s turned to custard.” He regarded Stone shrewdly for some moments while Stone pretended amusement. “So, how are you, Stoney?”

	“You have to ask?” Stone turned toward the Rand, which stood in the executive parking compound, directly beyond Customs and Quarantine.

	“No, but it’s polite to,” Harry admitted. “So?”

	“So …” Afternoon heat and humidity raised a prickle of perspiration. Stone wore slacks, shirt, silk and cotton, and still acknowledged the increasing mugginess as the year turned, like a weight on his back. “I still feel him, Harry,” he said quietly as they came to rest in the grudging shade, just short of the one-way C&Q armordoors. “Kip’s starting to mutter about a full-on Psyche examination. He probably thinks I’m losing it, but I’m telling you, Harry, I still feel him.” He searched the healer’s face, looking for any clue, but most of what he saw was compassion.

	  Harry shrugged out of the jacket he had worn on the courier, slung it over his left shoulder. “Of course you do. You do continue to feel them, Stoney, when they’re in cryogen for a few weeks, even a couple of months. Longer than that, the awareness just gradually fades away. We’re not exactly sure why, but it’s a phenomenon practitioners like myself have observed since the days of the sleeper ships. Good physicians very soon began to acquire secondhand tanks for clinical purposes. Of course, in Jarrat’s case he’s clinically dead. But it’s important to remember that brain death occurs minutes after the heart stops. The brain is the last organ to quit, long after consciousness is lost. You could say we die very slowly from the outside in.”

	A cloud seemed to lift from Stone’s mind. “So I’m not going mad.”

	“Who said you were?” Harry’s brows arched. “Kip’s been playing by the book, going by the numbers?”

	“Maybe joining the dots,” Stone allowed.

	“The problem being that in my business the dots are itinerant, they don’t stick in one place,” Harry said easily. “Kip’s used to connecting them up to make a picture of, say, a giraffe, and when he looks at it a week later, it’s still a giraffe. I’m accustomed to making a giraffe today, looking at it tomorrow and seeing a lawn chair.” His shook his head slowly. “Kip’s the best in the business. Best Army surgeon I ever knew, but even he would tell you that what he knows about the supra-normal potential of the human psyche, much less the Rethan mutoids, is strictly limited. Naturally, he falls back on what he’s sure of, but — I’m glad you had the nous to call me.”

	C&Q were waiting for them and Stone pushed in through the armordoors with the red and yellow official warning chevrons. Two uniformed officers stood duty at a low counter flanked by a battery of scanners, but Harry produced a special ID and said simply, “Diplomatic immunity.” Stone brandished his NARC warrant, and with a polite smile the C&Q officers released the gates.

	He had parked nose-in at the side of the office. The Rand cracked its gullwings as they approached. Stone slid under the wheel and ran up his harness as Harry dropped the diplomatic satchel into the back and fed his long legs into the front. “Kip called me also, on Rethan, did you know?”

	“He told me.” Stone fired the jets and the Rand rocked on its repulsion cushion, eager to bolt. “He wants you to — well, he said assist in the surgery, but you and I both know what he means. I’m not sure Kip could fudge the paperwork far enough to avoid any official mention of your other skills, but you’re a surgeon, after all.”

	“And a good one, even if my credentials amount to so much litter in the homeworlds,” Harry said with rueful humor. “Luckily, this isn’t the homeworlds! Of course I’d be delighted to assist. If I can do the other thing while I’m in the OR, who needs to know? Kip will have chosen a scrub team with a Rethan background, they’ll know what they’re looking at. They might not actually like healers, but if Kip’s briefed them properly they’ll zip the lip, do as they’re told. Let the old witchdoctor do his stuff.”

	Stone lifted the car straight up from the parking pasture, turned the nose to the south of Venice and waited for permission to thread into the traffic lanes. “Did Kip send you his recent scans?”

	“I looked the whole thing over on the way in.”

	“Then, you believe there’s enough left to work with,” Stone mused.

	“Even if there hadn’t been, I’d have come over.” Harry watched the cityscape roll out beneath them like an endless, intricate carpet. “If you do have to let go, Stoney, it’ll be rough. You might be able to get through it on your own; you might not. NARC would probably assign you a shrink, therapy, perhaps a term in a nice, peaceful institution. They’d diagnose your problem as PTSD, or burnout, or even morbid grief following the death of a lover. They’d be dead wrong, of course, but who’d know it here on Darwin’s? If you were damned lucky they’d approve a flight out to Rethan, for treatment. It’s simpler if I come over on a diplomatic courier. A convenient flight was leaving — it didn’t take too much string-pulling to get aboard.” He gave Stone a crooked smile. “Lately, I’m rather well connected.”

	The city sprawled beyond every horizon and the traffic lanes maintained a strict, controlled speed. Stone handed the car to the autofly and twisted in his seat to face Harry. “Straight answer. Please. Is there enough to work with, or not? Four weeks, I’ve been trying to get Kip to be specific, but he won’t. Or can’t.”

	“Can’t,” Harry told him. “He and I have both seen many surgeries performed perfectly, and the patients died. Sometimes they just quit, Stoney — for their own reasons, probably excellent reasons you and I can’t imagine. Kip and I have also seen people so catastrophically busted up they should never have lived, yet they walk away and astound us all.”

	Like Damon Vaughan, Stone thought, the quadruple amputee whose face was reconstructed after the hotel fire. He let his head fall back against the rest, tired right through to the bone. “So you’ll do the work, but Kevin makes the decision.”

	“Exactly. This is how the Rethan mutoids understand it. Surgeons like Kip work within narrower bands, but they also know what they’ve observed on the job. Some live who should have died; some who were in with an excellent chance appear to quit without putting up any kind of fight.”

	“He’s been a fighter,” Stone said hoarsely, “since the day he was abandoned on the rink, the spacer’s dock, on Sheckley.”

	“And maybe,” Harry said softly, “after thirty-odd years of fighting he’s had enough. Sheckley, Army, NARC, one carrier, battlefield, assignment, after another. Battered, shot … it was a hell of a life, Stoney, in which I daresay you were the only island of stability. The only long-term relationship he was ever allowed.” He sighed heavily. “Now, maybe he’ll cling tight to that island. Then again, maybe he’s discovered a place where pain and fear and the buzz of dancing on the razor’s edge have stopped. If he’s had enough after three decades, it’s his right to make the decision.”

	A place without pain, fear or stress, Stone thought with the surreal calm that had been seeping into him for weeks now. He absorbed the cool tranquility at the roots of his mind, where flesh and spirit fused, and the odd, dislocated serenity spread outward from there to every extremity. Physical desire had stopped. Stone was actually unsure if he was capable or not; he could not be troubled to find out.

	A bizarre sensation threaded through him at that thought. Chiding. Critical. Admonishing. Live … one of us has to. He shook his head clear, as if a mist had settled behind his eyes, and found Harry watching him closely. The empath would be uncomfortably aware of the contradiction of Stone’s feelings, and of the coolness, the deep calm, where there should be a storm. Stone was not yet grieving. Every emotion seemed to have sunk into hibernation.

	With a jolt he wondered if he might be feeling some measure of the clinical suspension in which Jarrat had lain for over four weeks, but before he could ask the question, Harry nodded. “You do feel him,” Harry assured him. “I can’t actually prove that he can feel anything from you, but frankly, I’d be shocked if he didn’t. Consider this: humans are three dimensional creatures, trapped in a threedee world which gives us a kind of x-ray vision when we ‘look down’ into the two dimensional world of a tabletop universe. You remember the old Flatland scenario? Exactly that. We see inside two dimensional shapes, which a Flatlander never could. Now, the Rethan mutoids are naturally adept at working at least one dimension higher, which gives us a kind of x-ray vision when we ‘look down’ into the threedee world which humans’ normal, physical senses evolved to perceive. So …?”

	“So,” Stone said slowly, thoughtfully, “you’re saying mind and brain are not the same —”

	“They can’t be,” Harry reasoned, “or nothing the Rethan mutoids do — or any other gifted human, and they’ve always existed — would be possible. If mind and brain were one, mind would be trapped in the three dimensional universe along with the physical organ. In fact, it never has been: humans with extrasensory gifts were also native to Earth, throughout the race’s history on the mother world. So?”

	“Mind out of body.” Stone struggled with the concept. “A dimension higher.”

	“Or two, or ten, we don’t know.” Harry was at ease with ideas that stretched Stone to his limits. “It’s several centuries since quantum physicists proved, mathematically, the reality of stable higher dimensions. As yet we still haven’t designed sensors fine enough to get information from those dimensions, but be assured they exist. And the mind,” he added with dark certainty, “is not a machine … or, not wholly machine. The part of it that’s accessible to our science, even in this century, is a complex electro-chemical process, entirely physical. But none of that begins to genuinely explain observable phenomena. I like to think of this electro-chemical process, which science identifies as ‘mind,’ as the footprints of an invisible person walking in snow. They’re real, entirely perceptible, simple to quantify. The mistake — and it’s so easy to make — is to confuse the footprints with the walker. Our mutoid community maintains that true mind interacts with the interface of the physical brain, producing the familiar old electro-chemical signature.” He chuckled. “Sorry. You just got me onto my pet theory. One day a Rethan mutoid will bridge the gap between here and there, come up with hard evidence, reproducible results. Till then you’ll have to trust the old country witchdoctor.”

	Stone wondered if he might be grasping at straws, but rather than letting the still, tranquil coldness pervade him, he sent a thrill of heat out along the pathways of the empathic bond which still hung on, fragile and tenuous. He conjured desire, humor, hunger, curiosity, need, all the physical qualities that had been dropping away from him as the icy serenity settled into his limbs.

	Something stirred in response, a deep, slow churning, almost of memory, but the car had begun to drop down toward the NARC airpark and he jolted out of the light trance. Harry regarded him curiously but did not ask. Perhaps he knew what Stone had done; perhaps, Stone thought, he also had felt the brief frisson of something.

	“I have to go to over to Delaware House — later,” Harry said as the Rand touched down between Dupre’s new starlight blue Marshall and a battered, disreputable pickup truck Stone recognized. Gil Cronin was in the building.

	“I’ll get you a pilot,” he offered as the gullwings whined up. “They’ll assign you quarters at Central here, if you’re staying.”

	“Just long enough for the procedure, plus the inevitable political wrangle. I’ve no control over that.” Harry collected his bag, jacket and the diplomatic satchel. He gestured with the latter. “This is the turning point. Your governor is expecting it.” His eyes glittered with amusement as he straightened and regarded Stone across the car’s top as the gullwings relocked. “It’s a good thing I know where your mind is Stoney. You haven’t even asked about the Angel blocker!”

	“Well, shoot.” Stone tipped back his head, glared at the sky, where thickening clouds promised rain in another hour. “I just assumed.”

	Harry slapped the sun-hot transparency of the gullwing. “You assumed right. I got it about six weeks ago. Tansy and I slammed it into VR testing the same day. Fifteen thousand tests are underway, working with gene-sequenced tissue samples from the broadest spectrum of individuals we could source, right across Rethan.”

	“And?” Stone could read the answer on Harry’s face.

	“It’s good.” Harry swung wide around the hot tailpipes, where cryogen pumps still worked to cool the jets. “So far, the results are one hundred percent. Even better than I could have hoped for.”

	“Thank God, or gods, or whatever you prefer,” Stone breathed. “Janine Cruz?”

	“Was badgering me to let her try it before the VR tests got underway. I made her wait a while — protocol.” Harry stepped into the building a pace ahead of him. “She came down from the last trip, no craving, no nightmares or fever, no excessive libido. We’re monitoring her constantly to triple-check for any possible backup of toxic residue in the tissues, but so far there’s nothing. The blocker has a half-life of around twenty-four hours. It flushes out naturally in urine and perspiration, and even an advanced addiction case like Jan only takes a shot every two or three days. Long term toxicity isn’t an issue. One patient in ten or twenty thousand might demonstrate an allergy to the blocker, but that’s within normal, acceptable parameters for any drug.”

	As he spoke they waited for a lift to take them down. Stone felt such a wash of relief, it seemed to weaken him. “You’re starting human trials, then?”

	“Rethan Public Health and Welfare rubber-stamped the request, on submission of preliminary clinical findings. Right now, ten thousand late-stage volunteers are using it.” He paused; Stone waited. Harry relished the moment. “We got it, Stoney. I bloody knew it! I’ve known it for several years. It’s not impossible I might’ve have had it months ago, if my house hadn’t gone up in a fireball.”

	Weary with reaction, Stone stepped into the lift and leaned against the wall. “You’re here to bring the documentation.”

	“Governor Rocher is waiting for it. The government in Chell contacted Elysium and Venice weeks go.” He hesitated. “I saw the smoke over the city on the way in — there’s fighting here, too.”

	“There’s fighting everywhere.” Stone’s hand hesitated on the keypad. “The Sorenson Act went through, as we expected.”

	“And every colonial government is going to grab the Angel blocker in both fists,” Harry added. “It’s the only way to stop the fighting before something ugly happens.”

	“It’s uglier than you think,” Stone said quietly.  “Infirmary, is it?”

	“Unless I should report to Dupre,” Harry wondered.

	“He’s in meetings all day. You need to catch up with him this evening, when you can get away from Delaware House.” Stone thumbed for the Infirmary. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Harry. Something nasty, calls itself Angeliberty.” He nodded in the direction of the city. “We’re sitting on some kind of time device rigged with trembler detonators.” The empath caught a wave of acid-hot dread, but Stone lifted his hand before Harry could ask.  “Dupre’s on top of it. Gene Cantrell sank his teeth into the problem, soon as Reardon cleared him to return to duty. Ask them, Harry. They know more than I do in any case, and I …” He shrugged. “Forgive me if I have other things on my mind. Maybe not bigger things, as government would see it, but big enough for me.” He tapped his skull. “Very few brain cells to spare for political gibberish.”

	“Understandable,” Harry said soberly. “Angeliberty, you say? Is Gene in the building?”

	“I think so. I’ll see if I can find him while you talk to Kip.” Stone stood aside as the lift opened directly onto the triage area.

	Wide, empty, deserted, it echoed his footsteps back to him. Beyond, Stone saw Reardon in the office, lights dimmed, three screens bright, floods of data displaying while two younger people looked on. He recognized neither of them, but he knew professionals when he saw them. Both wore NARC Visitor ID, a man, a woman, both well under Stone’s age and intent on the screens.

	He and Harry stepped quietly to the open door, and Harry watched the multiple displays with interest. Stone glanced once, saw a realistic VR simulation of the proposed thoracic surgery and turned his head away. It was enough to listen to the clinical jargon as Reardon’s voice, on the soundtrack, talked his team through a perfect execution of the procedures he intended. Diverting himself, Stone paged Cantrell, but Gene would answer in his own time. He could be in a session with the Psyche team, or immersed in work. Stone courted patience. 

	The presentation fell silent and the lights came up automatically. “We’ll take him completely on life support,” Reardon continued as he stood. “We’ll transplant the heart first, then let nano quick-heal the tissue welds before we tackle the next major job. If he’s stable after two hours, it’s liver second. He’ll be on one lung, one kidney, for the duration, which should be perfectly adequate. Give the nano another two hours to heal the tissue welds around the liver. If it’s fully functional, we’ll transplant the pancreas, see if we can fully patch the lung — and close.

	“I’ll allow the initial work two days to stabilize. All being well, I’ll go back in myself and replace the kidney and spleen, reinflate the lung; at which point it should be over to Critical Care.” He looked up toward the door and gestured to his team. “Allow me to introduce the assisting surgeon, Doctor Harry Del from Rethan. Harry, this is Jean Chow and Bobby Mancuso, my scrub team.”

	Mancuso was the lanky blond with the long jaw and wide blue eyes. He offered his hand, and Harry shook it. “I’ve studied your work, Doctor Del.”

	“Which research stream?” Harry wondered with a glance at Reardon.

	“All of them,” Reardon assured him. “Jean and Bobby came in this morning, from Parker Heyson Memorial in Capetown. I sent for them specifically because I know they’re not only the best, but also fascinated by the — sorry, Harry — the T/87 genetic mutation.”

	“It’s nothing to apologize for,” Harry said affably. “God knows, I never do.” He surveyed the scrub team with interest. “Welcome to Venice. I just got in myself.” He gestured with his bags. “When are you scheduled, Kip?”

	“05:30 tomorrow, if you’re agreeable.” Reardon frowned at the display, where the last frame of the VR presentation had frozen. “You ran the data?”

	“Of course.” Harry dropped his bags and jacket just inside the door. “I’d like to see him, if it’s convenient.”

	Stone stepped back, let them all go ahead. He had lost count of the hours he had spent in the cryogen store, off the side of the medbay. Jarrat was one of only two occupants among ten standby tanks. Reardon had set him close by the door, easily accessible for scans … or for Stone to wander in and spend a few minutes, often much longer. Reardon maneuvered the tank out into the triage zone, where the four of them could talk over the top of him as if he were a table.

	He went to the ’Chef for coffee he did not want, drank it without tasting it. Food had tasted of nothing since Tartarus. Stone knew he was dropping kilos while Jarrat slept on without change. He knew he should eat, but appetite had disappeared along with physical desire and any passionate interest in anything. A characterless apartment in the building served as a place to sleep, bathe, store his own things and Jarrat’s without conjuring memories which overwhelmed him, haunting his dreams.

	When the Athena docked he was offered furlough, and when he refused Dupre assigned him to mission review. It would once have been the most boring work Stone could imagine. Now he read reports, reviewed data, flagged items for Dupre’s special attention, made informed recommendation based on ice cold analysis of other agents’ work. The reports were of passing interest, but Stone was aware of going through the motions. For days he had suspected Dupre knew.

	“So,” Reardon said as they pushed the tank back into storage, “I’ll see you all at 05:00, we’ll go over the game plan one more time, then — get it done. Thank you for coming in, Jean, Bobby. I owe you one.” The scrub team had left when he added, to Harry, “They’re good kids with a bright future ahead of them. A year ago I’d have suggested they transfer over to NARC, but now? Who knows?”

	“I do,” Harry said smugly. “Grab yourself a coffee, Kip, and I’ll bring you up to date.”

	Like a fifth wheel, with nothing better to do and downtime stretching endlessly ahead of him, Stone stepped into the store room. He set his shoulders against the wall and looked down into Jarrat’s still, white face. “Tomorrow morning,” he said to the tank. “I’ll be here. Give this thing a fight? For old times’ sake.”

	He set his hand on the transparency, felt the chill stab into his wrist and forearm, despite the layers of insulation. The whole store was like an icebox with the deep cold wafting off the two working tanks.

	As the pain struck sharply to his elbow he took his hand away, clenched the fist. Pain gave a man something to hold onto, he thought bleakly. Feeling it, at least he knew he was alive, when he had registered so little else for so long, he had begun to forget how feeling itself felt.

	They were in OR Two, the biggest of the four, with full AI assist, drones, realtime VR holodisplay and full deep-imaging systems online. At 04:00, Reardon arrived as the medlab techs brought up the vessels in which the cultured organs had matured. Stone took a seat in the corner of the observation gallery, where he could watch the procedure without being close enough to actually see it.

	He had not slept, and the curious, complex thread of something chafed at him, chiding, critical, disapproving. He told himself it was residual impulses in his own brain, even an echo between the two hemispheres, a fraction of a second out of synchronization; perhaps just a surfeit of wishful thinking. Something twisted through him, mocking, amused, intimately familiar.

	At 04:45 the tank arrived, sliding into place beside the bench on which stood the organ generation vessels, flush with the side of the butcher’s block table. Stone’s throat dried to dust. He would have gone out and lit a cigarette, but he knew from experience, bel grass had begun to choke him. He drank water, watching as the scrub team ambled in, laughing and joking, clinical pale blue from head to foot.

	Harry arrived at 05:10, in surgical greens and with a palmtop in either hand, already going over the scans not of the patient, but of the organs. Stone opened the comm between OR and gallery and heard as he said to Reardon, “They look damned fine. He won’t know the difference between these and his own — especially the heart. It’s enhanced?”

	“The heart is tweaked, just a little,” Reardon admitted. “We can often improve on nature, if we get the opportunity. There was a very minor hereditary problem, nothing that would have bothered Jarrat till he got to sixty, even seventy. Now, he won’t have to get the problem fixed when he’s our age.”

	“He’s a lucky boy,” Harry said with sharp, wry humor. “This makes twice he’s been dead. Technically, he died at my place, did you know?”

	“I read the report, of course.” Reardon checked the time.

	The big chrono over the observation panes read 05:20 as Reardon hit the ‘retrieve’ bar on the tank’s simple control panel. Red warning lights began to flash; the tank issued an obnoxious, high-pitched beeping until Reardon shut it off, and Stone held his breath as the top hissed open.

	“Jesus, that’s cold.” Jean Chow performed a little dance to get out of the way as freezing air from the interior fell heavily to the floor and washed over her feet.

	“Should’ve worn thermals,” Bobby Mancuso quipped.

	“I am wearing thermals.” She took her place at the lower end of the table, opposite on the oblique from Mancuso at the top.

	As Stone watched, red lights began to wink green. The tank counted down to the ‘hazard line’ — the moment when Jarrat’s dead body reached viable temperatures and his brain would begin to deteriorate at once. The platform on which he lay rose smoothly out of the tank. The clock was counting forward from a baseline of thirty-two seconds — full clinical cryogenic suspension commences at flatline plus thirty-two seconds, Jon Semler’s report had etched itself into Stone’s memory — when Mancuso and Chow slid the bed sideways onto the table. Reardon pounced like a starving lion.

	Still, Stone held his breath. The damaged heart was useless; they packed him in chemical ice blocks to keep him hypothermic, slowing the deterioration while Reardon took a laser scalpel and laid open his chest, lifted the ribs. Stone turned his back on the scene, set his shoulders against the glass, closed his eyes.

	He swam in congealed darkness, struggling even to breathe while he listened to the terse, guttural talkback from the OR. No banter now, no joking around. The young scrub team was as grim as Reardon. Only Harry Del spoke lightly. Stone risked a glance over his shoulder, saw the healer sitting on a high stool at the top of the table, gloved hands cradled around Jarrat’s skull as he said,

	“Brain function is still good, but you don’t have long, Kip. Quickly now. I can fix quite a lot of damage, but he’ll have significant memory loss if it goes that far … who knows what he’ll forget? He might forget you and me, or ever working with NARC.”

	“Or me,” Stone whispered. How bad would that be? The chemistry between them would surely be the same, animal attraction, powerful, undeniable. Stone would seduce him again, start over, tabula rasa, no bad memories — “No good memories either,” he murmured, and knew he would mourn for everything they had lost without Jarrat ever knowing he had possessed it.

	“One minute,” Reardon growled “We’re in place, welding tissue. Get the ice packs out of here, Bobby. Stand by to restart. Jean, you have the nano there?”

	“Ready to inject,” Chow assured him.

	“Almost there,” Reardon said, sing-song. “Almost … all right. Everybody off.”

	Stone heard the thudd!! as the charge hit Jarrat and the monitors activated. He also heard the high-pitched whistle indicating flatline.

	“Let’s do it again,” Reardon said calmly. “It’s brand new, it’s beautiful, it’s going to start. Standby the transfusion, as soon as he’s pumping.”

	Thudd!! Whistle.

	Stone turned back, somehow looking down on the scene, both palms flat on the glass. “Come on, you bastard,” he rasped. “Get up on your goddamn’ feet and fight!”

	The cool caress slipped through him, deep below any surface hands or lips could have touched, a kiss where Stone had never felt anything so intimate. He shuddered as if someone had tipped a pail of ice down his back and squeezed his eyes shut. “Kevin, get up and fight! You son of a bitch, Jarrat, will you just do what you’ve always bloody done, and fight!”

	Blood-hot emotion, a mélange of fury, lust, impatience, need, hunger, slammed outward through the cool tranquility of the empathic bond, smashed it apart, dragged it back together, enfolded it in a grip so tight, Stone panted, straining to maintain it. He heard the thud!!, heard Harry Del gasp in pain as he took the backlash of an energy wave only the T/87 Mutoid would have felt.

	Then, pain. Stone’s chest and left side roared with white-hot fury. He dizzied, dropped back into the seat before he could fall. From an immense distance heard Reardon’s taut voice: “Start the transfusion. Jean, go ahead and connect the cortical suppressors at once. Let’s keep him just under. Bobby, get in here, let’s put the nano in right now. Then I’m going to take the spleen and kidney, as soon as his signs are strong. We’ll give him a couple of hours to stabilize. Harry?”

	“There’s a tiny bit of damage, just a fraction,” Harry judged. “A few of his very old memories might be hazy. Let’s say he forgets playing ball with his dog when he was six.”

	Reardon snorted. “He’d be lucky to have a ball, never mind a dog. He was seventeen before he escaped from Sheckley. He once told me, the first dog he ever saw was on furlough, didn’t know what it was, thought some alien species had run up and stuck its nose in his crotch. Bobby?”

	“Nano is in and working,” Mancuso reported.

	And Chow: “The AI is monitoring anesthesia; he’s safely under. Pressure’s coming up … but he’s bleeding from twenty different places. We’re pumping it in, hyper-oxygenated, just faster than he’s leaking.”

	“Why don’t we do something about that?” Reardon suggested, in fine spirits with the monitors reading a steady pulse of 55 and pressures beginning to straggle in the right direction.

	The gallery still whirled and Stone let out the breath he had now known he was holding. He gasped in another, coaxing up his empathic shield, puzzling it together piece by piece until he could shut out enough of the pain from the ravaged body on the table to be able to stand up straight. While he was deeply unconscious, Jarrat’s own shield was down; the only thing between Stone and uncontrolled feedback was his own willpower.

	But he welcomed the pain, embraced every part of it he could bear while Reardon, Del and two tiny, AI-controlled surgical drones systematically patched the perforations. Gradually blood ceased to leak from Jarrat as if he were a sieve, and the server drones darted in to suck clean the flood.

	An eon later Reardon said huskily. “All right, that accounts for the holes and the wreckage — kidney and spleen. The lung’s patched, full of nano, collapsed … pressures are halfway decent. The heart is 40-ish, which is more or less normal for Jarrat … and it’s looking strong. I’m going to take a couple of hours, give the nano a chance, let the sites settle down. Harry?” As he spoke he was spreading a micro-fine sheet of sterile kevlex over the open surgical sites. It snugged itself down, smart, self-sealing.

	“Right behind you,” Del agreed. “I did a little tidy-up work in his head, nothing very major. Mind you, the liver is extremely dodgy, Kip. Don’t wait too long. Longer than two hours, he’ll begin to deteriorate rapidly.”

	“Start the clock, Jean,” Reardon decided. “Full AI monitoring. We’ll call it ninety minutes — get us in here immediately if he does anything we haven’t foreseen.”

	Exhaustion was naked in his voice. When Stone looked at the chrono he was shocked to see 08:57. He had lost track of time. Kip and Harry would go out to the surgeons’ sterile lounge, take the weight off their feet, rehydrate, relax, while Chow and Mancuso pulled up the tall stools and stood watch. Their work was simple by comparison, but they were also ready to hand over to the AI and drones and rest.

	And Jarrat? Stone looked down at the still body on the table, seeing color in his skin, the chest rising and falling with the slow, steady, enforced breathing rhythm. He was getting medical air to one lung while the other healed. Stone marked the time before he headed out in search of fresh air, open sky. Ninety minutes, Reardon had said.

	His feet took him to the airpark. Smoke still hung over the north of the city, a charcoal smudge on the horizon, but the rainstorm last night had doused most of the fires. Venice enjoyed an uneasy peace, until next time. Stone breathed the humid morning air to the bottom of his lungs, smelling the incongruous blend of exhaust fumes and frangipani, hot engines and lilac from the wide plascrete planters along the east parapet.

	The sound of incoming jets drew his attention from the smeared horizon, and he watched Dupe’s new Marshall drop in to park in one of the reserved places close by the lifts. If the colonel had not seen him, Stone would not have announced his presence, but Dupre called as he stepped out. Stone pushed away from the guardrail. Reluctance to tackle the political business in which NARC was increasingly embroiled must have shown on his face, but Dupre chose not to notice.

	“Did you look at the Angeliberty files, Stone?” he said by way of greeting.

	“Not since Harry Del got in.” Stone thrust hands into pockets. “Jarrat’s in surgery right now. They’re halfway done, taking a break.”

	“Ah. I thought you might find the files diverting,” Dupre said thoughtfully. “I’ve had the datafeed from Doctor Reardon since they began, incidentally. I’m no specialist, but from what I can see, he’s doing reasonably well. Reardon seems satisfied.” He gave Stone a critical glance. “You look like hell.”

	“Surprising,” Stone said caustically.

	“Take an hour, delve into the Angeliberty files,” Dupre suggested. “They might give you something to be more optimistic about.”

	“When Jarrat’s out of surgery.” Stone heard the defensiveness in his own voice. “I put a lot more faith in Harry, the Angel blocker, than anything we can do. Nail Angeliberty at source? Sure. But all that gives us is empty chairs. The syndicates refill them an hour later, the big picture doesn’t change.”

	“Very true.” Dupre studied Stone thoughtfully. “I had dinner with Harry last night. Venice Health and Welfare is reluctant to accept the human trials results from labs on Rethan. They’re insisting on reinventing the wheel. Angeliberty or no, Governor Rocher’s administration is determined to cover its collective ass, presumably against liability in the event the Angel blocker has unforeseen long-term side effects.”

	“Predictable,” Stone said disgustedly. “It leaves us spinning in the wind. The descant troops are simmering. It’s not just the Diana’s squads that are growling about resignation.”

	“I know.” Dupre’s mouth compressed. “I have my sources, even within various descant units. I haven’t heard, yet, of the political position in other colonies, but I imagine some will accept Rethan’s data, some won’t. Aurora, surely, will run with Rethan’s findings, because Cassius Brand is firmly at the helm, and he and Harry have been in cahoots since Scorpio. But as for Avalon, Kelso, Brennan, who knows? I confess, I gave up trying to comprehend the political mind a long time ago. He looked up musingly. “Given another six weeks, Stone, human testing will conclude in Chell and Eldorado.

	“The drug will be available there; our citizens can go there for therapy … if they can afford the clipper ticket. Here, it’ll be three months, bare minimum, even if human trials begin on Darwin’s tomorrow. However, that said, Governor Rocher’s people are making arrangements to begin production of the chemical ahead of time, so supplies will be adequate when what they’re referring to as a ‘minimum acceptable test phase’ concludes. All being well, it’ll hit the street all over Darwin’s World just a few months after Rethan, on what they’re calling a ‘worst case, first served’ plan.”

	“Like Janine Cruz.” Stone looked out across the city. “You’re in conference with the governor?”

	“Madame Rocher has been keeping me in the loop since she demanded I release NARC troops for street duty … and I refused. ‘What does the ‘R’ in NARC stand for?’ she said — and she makes a point. Riot control has always been part of our business. But Angeliberty makes a stronger point, even though they’re using despicable tactics, terrorism, to make their voice heard. The Sorenson Act is a homeworlds strategy. Colonial governments could appeal it, protest it, refuse to enforce it out here … but if they do that, governors and senators can be censured from Earth. Most of them are cautious, eager to protect their paychecks. 

	“Walk with me, Stone.” Dupre headed for his office, giving Stone no option but to follow. “Madame Rocher is doing what she can: stalling. The Sorenson Act passed into formal legislation while you were in Tartarus, but even a colonial governor who’s more or less dancing to the nasty homeworlds tune is not without avenues of, shall we say, obstruction. Subterfuge.”

	“Fudge the numbers,” Stone suggested, “lose the files, a datastream gets mysteriously corrupted, senators leave on vacation before the House can vote. Then there’s the logistical question of how in any hell Tactical is supposed to process sixty or eighty thousand arrests, as clinic workers and medics around this planet refuse to withhold drugs they have on the shelf in the secure cold store.” Stone stepped into the lift, watched Dupre thumb for his office.

	“Those clinic workers are supposed to surrender all existing Angel stores for incineration. It’s a proscribed substance,” Dupre said in heavy, contemptuous tones. He gave Stone a look of utter disgust. “Failure to comply is a serious misdemeanor.”

	“They could bust me,” Stone said darkly. “Along with so many thousand others, the planet doesn’t have enough cells to hold us all.”

	Dupre glanced sidelong at him as the lift opened on his level, high in the building. “Suffice to say, Governor Rocher is in conference with Tactical; Earth has been informed that they’re ‘working to develop a viable strategy via which the Sorenson Act can be enforced’ … play Sorenson at his own game. It’s one thing to give an order, quite another to carry it out. The problem of insufficient courtrooms to process so many trials and appeals, not to mention jail cells to hold the accused and convicted, will be a power piece in this filthy game.

	“It’s been suggested that a new penitentiary must be built, but who’s to pay for it? A facility to hold so many through the mandatory ten to twenty year sentences will come damned expensive. It can only be bumped to next year’s fiscal schedules, due to the overdue maintenance work on Venice SkyHarbor and the pubic housing crisis …” He smiled faintly. “All this paper pushing and legal negotiation could buy us time enough for the testing to finish out. The day it does, the Angel blocker will be in plentiful supply, at which point the Sorenson Act —”

	“Fizzles,” Stone finished as Dupre stepped into his office. “Angeliberty will dissolve along with it, and with the syndicates.” The lights came up automatically and for the first time in weeks the fresh coffee smelled good to Stone. He ran the AutoChef while Dupre sat and unpacked the morning’s files.

	“We did get a great deal of useful information from the arrests you made at the Venice Convention Center some months ago.” The colonel took a mug. “Precision strikes on four worlds brought in over twenty syndicate representatives, some of them previously unidentified. We’ve slowed Angeliberty down far enough to be significant. Venice,” he added, “is still standing.”

	“I noticed. I also saw fresh smoke in the north.” Stone tried the coffee. How long, since he had actually enjoyed the rich flavor? “Did we get a line on what kind of device they intended for Venice, and where it is?”

	But Dupre’s dark head shook. “The individuals we have access to simply didn’t know. Our best guess is that only two or three people at the very apex of Angeliberty are in possession of the critical information. We’re surely dealing with vertical command cutouts. Nobody down the ladder knows any of the fine details, much less who’s at the helm. What you don’t know can’t be tricked, drugged or beaten out of you.” He sighed heavily. “We won’t stop. Twenty-two syndicate identities are sitting in our holding cells as a result of the assignment you and Jarrat wrangled at the Arago Building. Someone will know something we can work with; it’s a matter of getting to it. Gene has sunk his teeth into the work, since you all signed off formally on the Huntress documentation … I take it you’re not interested.” Not a question.

	“Not at the moment,” Stone said evasively. “Let me see Jarrat get through surgery, walk out of the Infirmary, and we — and I’ll repeat that — we might think about it.”

	The Barbadian’s brows lowered. “Tartarus was bad. NARC has never suffered such losses. Oh, we’ve lost both captains on occasion, such as the incidents involving Robson and Standish, when a certain Executive Officer R.J. Stone took command of the Athena in the field and finished the job. You earned your promotion the hard way, Stone. Speaking of which, I’m recommending Blue Ravens 6 and 7 for citation and decoration for exceptional service.”

	“And Jarrat?” Stone wondered.

	But Dupre’s head shook. “Basilisk was not the assignment. The mission analysts have already determined that you’d have been out and away, cleanly, if you hadn’t reached further, to take Flynn Jaenada. Jarrat was injured well outside the assignment profile, in a situation of your own making. Yes, you do have the authority to sanction it and the brass will stand up and applaud when you deliver a result, even if you were just lucky. But the consequences are your own to bear, if or when it goes wrong. Before you launch into the protest, I know exactly how tempting it was, to be so close. The truth is — I’d have done the same thing myself. Any of us would.” He smiled faintly. “What’s the point of being invested with complete autonomy and the freedom of knowing you’re expendable, if you can’t be a loose cannon when the odds stack up in your favor?”

	“It almost worked,” Stone said quietly, gazing at the Venice cityscape.

	“It did work. You got your syndicate bust. Only a gundrone, bunkered in the deck, tarnished it for you … which is the other side to the coin of luck.” The chair creaked under Dupre’s weight as he sat back. “Stretch it far enough, often enough, inevitably it will break.” His voice fell. “I’m painfully aware of the vagaries of chance at this moment, Stone … in thirty years operational, this is the first time NARC has ever lost a carrier. Do you realize how fortunate we were that Gene and Petrov had launched all four gunships, and they missed only two escape pods? Petrov had the same brand of luck as the Huntress. All of it appalling.” He lifted the coffee to his lips but did not drink. “It’s a bitter day when you start to scrape through on luck. Our stock in trade has always been data and skill. Never chance.”

	The words cut to the bone. Stone felt every one. “Gene’s apprehensive, even if he won’t admit to it. There’ll be an inquiry, surely, a tribunal.”

	But Dupre made negative noises. “I assigned my own analysts to take apart the Huntress data. They ripped it to pieces, tore apart the testimony of every officer from Colonel John Werner to Scott Auel and yourself, Stone, pushed the whole incident through four levels of investigation. There’s not one question left unanswered, nothing for Sebastian Gaunt’s vultures to sink their talons into.”

	“And Gene?” Stone’s brows arched.

	“Made no bad calls,” Dupre affirmed, “as you, Auel, Gable, Archer, Sumner, not to mention the descant squads from both ships, all testified. In fact, Gene’s initiative kept well over ninety percent of his people alive long enough for you to find them.” His mouth compressed into a taut line. “If Gaunt wants to censure anyone, Stone, it’ll be me, but I doubt it. In the absence of specific orders from Earth, NARC Sector Command is honor bound by rules laid down over thirty years ago. Colonial Tactical invokes NARC and we respond, if only via data gathering to yield plausible justification for not deploying in a hypothetical location.” He took a long breath, held it, released it as a sigh. “Given the nature of Tartarus, I could hardly assign a lesser vessel to run dark there. The Huntress was available. It could have been the Athena as easily. Something,” he added acidly, “about the grace of God, or gods.” He shook his head slowly. “You’ll hear no more of it. Or, if you do, it’ll be through my own reassignment, even resignation. If a new face appears behind this desk in a few months, you’ll know why … but as I said, I doubt it. The Huntress documentation is sound. My analysts made sure of that much before I put it on a courier.”

	“Then, it’s over.” Stone drained the mug and glanced at his chrono. “I’ll let Gene know, if you don’t mind. In his place. I’d be just as apprehensive. And the surgeons are coming back in ten minutes, Colonel.” He dumped the mug into the chute on his way to the door. “I’d like to get back to the OR.”

	“Of course.” Dupre waved him away. “I have Reardon’s live feed right here. If anything happens to Jarrat, I’ll know about it the moment you do.” He paused to check the datastream flowing through one side of his display. “His signs appear stable; nano healing of the tissue welds around the new heart are increasingly sound. He’s not bleeding since they stopped twenty or so wounds. The right lung and kidney are performing adequately … and you’re late, Stone. Reardon and Del went back into the OR five minutes ago.”

	With a curious sense of unreality Stone returned to the lift and punched for the Infirmary.

	 

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	He woke thirty hours later, only minutes after the cortical suppressors were disconnected.  Reardon had gradually reduced anesthesia during the previous two hours and Stone knew when he began to dream. They were not good dreams. He felt the tautness of unease, a rush of fear, before Jarrat’s unconscious mind lapsed back into gentler realms. He swam close to awareness, eyes tracking rapidly in natural REM sleep for some time without breaking the surface. Stone mustered his patience and waited while the Critical Care dedicated AI monitored him.

	Still pale beneath the lingering bronze of a suntan gathered on the beach at Fairview, he looked oddly delicate, but Stone was not about to complain. The surgical scars remained livid, but Reardon injected dermal nano before he left the OR, and the marks had faded from bright, blood red to a color like plum. In a few days they would be brown and Stone knew they would fade to nothing in the next weeks.

	A discreet chime from the AI summoned Reardon. Stone pulled his chair closer as Jarrat’s eyelids fluttered. Surrounding lights dimmed as his eyes cracked open with dark, dilated pupils. His throat moved as he swallowed — he was dry-mouthed, Stone knew, but an IV remained in place, he was not dehydrated. Nasal tubes delivered medical air, but both his lungs were working now. He took a deep, deliberate breath without undue pain. Stone had dropped the empathic shield close to zero and felt it all.

	“Welcome back,” Reardon said, while Stone’s throat was too tight for him to speak at all. “I imagine you gave yourself quite a scare. Don’t try to talk yet. How’s your pain? Just lift your hand if you want something.”

	But Jarrat’s head moved in a tiny negative. He was no stranger to pain. Stone knew what he felt. After thirty hours of nano it was bearable, a reasonable price to pay for having a clear head.

	“It’s damned lucky Jon Semler took a tank along,” Reardon was saying as he checked the monitors. “And be grateful for the new generation tech. You’re healing rapidly. You should send a thank-you note to IntelliMed. They make the ’bots that’re raveling your insides back together like so much yarn.” He leaned over Jarrat with a rueful smile. “Thirsty? It’ll be a while before you can drink, but I’ll send you some ice.” He laid a hand over Jarrat’s. “You’re one damn’ lucky kid, Captain.”

	Understatement, Stone thought as Reardon left. He moved into Jarrat’s field of vision and pinned on a smile. “Hey.”

	Jarrat said nothing, but lifted one leaden hand to touch Stone’s face. Before the ice arrived he was asleep again.

	The secondary surgery to transplant the left kidney and spleen was so simple, Reardon dismissed the specialist scrub team and Harry’s presence in the OR was a mere formality. At last, Stone had slept. He had lost most of the previous day, and watched the hour-long, AI-assisted procedure from the gallery. With the replacement organs functioning properly, Reardon closed and injected dermal nano into the surgical sites to banish scaring. He stretched his back as he walked out of the OR, an expression of professional satisfaction.

	Again, cortical-suppression immobilized Jarrat through the first twenty hours of healing. When he woke a second time he was soon lucid. On Reardon’s order, medical air had been discontinued hours before; heart and lungs were already well settled. Only recently had Stone begun to relax, and fatigue burdened him like an overloaded backpack. He needed more sleep even now. As Jarrat blinked in the Critical Care Unit’s soft lights, cleared his throat and only winced a little as his chest pulled, Stone knew sleep would come naturally now.

	“Darwin’s.” Jarrat’s voice was a croak. “How long?”

	“Since we docked?” Stone took his hands, found them chill and slack. “Ten days. Harry’s still here. He’s taking the clipper home late next week. Since the gundrone got half a shot at you? Almost six weeks. Ain’t cryo grand?”

	“Half shot?” Jarrat rasped.

	“Gil and Joe swear a big bronze statue of dolphins stopped the other half … a flechette round. According to Kip, you picked up over twenty barbs with enough kick to go right through. Blood everywhere, Kevin. Like Kip said … you were just damned lucky. The tank saved you.”

	Jarrat’s eyes closed, but his grip tightened on Stone’s hands. “Tired.”

	“So sleep,” Stone suggested.

	“Not me. You.” Jarrat released his hands. “Go. Put your head down.”

	“Before I fall down?” The suggestion was irresistible. Stone leaned over and feathered a kiss across his cool forehead. “All right. I’ll be back soon — I’m staying in the building here. The, uh, lease in Fairview expired while we were on the way in from Tartarus. The agency called, asking if we wanted to renew. They didn’t get an answer, so they put it on citynet. It was gone in a day.”

	“Bugger,” Jarrat murmured.

	“So we’ll find another place,” Stone said easily, yawning already. “It’ll be monsoon here in a few weeks. I don’t care for galoshes, and I like the sound of Montpelier.”

	But Jarrat was drifting into a doze again. Only a twist of warmth through Stone’s belly told him, Kevin had heard and Montpelier sounded promising.

	He had taken the same apartment they shared while they worked with Yvette McKinnen, before the Equinox assignment — identical to fifty others in the building, eight floors below the airpark and inclined to transmit a faint vibration of lift engines when a heavy transport landed. Stone did not even undress. He sprawled diagonally across the bed and the next he knew, the sky had darkened into the brief tropical twilight.

	Cronin and Ramos were in the Infirmary when he wandered in with damp hair and a pack of food from the AutoChef serving the medics’ lounge. Jarrat was removed from CCU and installed in a cubicle off the west side of the triage zone; and he was sitting up, cradling a mug of tepid coffee as if it were manna from heaven. Stone had kept the empathic shields high to hold off the lingering burn of still healing flesh, but before he reached the Infirmary he felt the rush of Jarrat’s feelings.

	Lances of something like anger pierced the background fatigue like blue-white flashes. Stone felt them clearly, though he could not guess where Jarrat’s annoyance was directed. The Blue Ravens lounged to left and right of the bed; bass laughter issued from the cubicle as Stone appeared. Neither of them offered him one of the chairs, so he sat on the end of the bed, one hand on Jarrat’s shin.

	Anger warmed to self-mocking humor, affection, uncoiling through Stone’s chest like a new leaf unfurling. For an instant Cronin and Ramos might not have been there, and Stone met the rueful gray eyes with the first genuine smile he had found in so long. Jarrat nodded and Stone relaxed muscle by muscle.

	“So, what’s funny?” he prompted.

	“We are,” Cronin said with a brash, white-toothed grin. “You do know the Sorenson Act went through —? Homeworlds legal-beagle bullshit.”

	“It was on GlobalNet and Dupre briefed me. I didn’t laugh,” Stone said dryly.

	“Neither did we,” Ramos informed him. “We didn’t laugh all over again when we heard on the NARC grapevine, Rick Moreno quit.” Stone’s eyes must have widened, because Ramos nodded. “Uh huh. One of the Diana’s captains just resigned. A while back, him and Jason Cobb ordered their descant troops onto the street to fight Sorenson’s war —”

	“And their Dragons quit, one hundred resignation letters on the skippers’ desk, nice, neat bundle,” Cronin finished. “Dupre’s been picking the case apart for months. You wanna decide where the line is, between resignation and mutiny?”

	“Not me,” Ramos snorted. “Dupre hauled in the NARC Attorney General to interpret the fine print,” he told Stone, who had not been interested to follow the details since the Athena docked. “We heard the brass decided to call it resignation … cuz the head office bastards bloody need the Dragons. You can’t afford to lose the whole descant company, all at one time. It’s too hard to fill them big boots.”

	“So somebody had to take the fall,” Stone mused. “Captain Cobb didn’t resign?”

	“Didn’t need to.” Cronin’s brows creased his forehead. “One’s all it takes. And scuttlebutt says Rick Moreno won’t handle it no more. He’s a Tactical vet, like you, Stoney. He was only tryin’ to save Tactical lives with NARC armor … and yeah, it’s a bloody good reason for doin’ the wrong thing. You’d’ve been tempted yourself.”

	“Damn,” Stone breathed. None of this would ever get even close to GlobalNet. NARC was tight lipped about its own business. Captain L.R. Moreno would issue a formal statement, probably citing the Sorenson Act, the streetwar that attended it like an aeroball crowd, as the reasons for his resignation, but the details might never reach the public gaze.

	“It gets better,” Jarrat said, his voice normal by now. “Gene was in here, Stoney, while you grabbed some asleep. Dupre’s offered him the Diana, if he can work with Cobb. You know Gene. If he could partner Petrov, he can handle anybody.”

	Now Stone whistled. “Has Gene accepted?”

	“He said he’s thinking about it,” Jarrat allowed. “The truth is, it might be too soon after the Huntress for Gene to take on another command. He still looks beat, but he’s getting therapy. It’s taking years off him. He was overdue.”

	“Still,” Ramos reasoned, “you gotta get back on the horse that threw you, an’ you gotta do it quick.”

	“Or not at all,” Cronin argued. “Cap Cantrell’s been in this game too long. He said it hisself. Should’ve retired after Aphelion.”

	“Wait till he gets some therapy into him.” Ramos stood and stretched. “When he feels twenty years younger, it all might look different. He already looks different — he was lookin’ like a train wreck before.”

	They were both right and Stone chose not to get into the debate. Instead, he steered them deliberately in a different direction. “You two are getting decorated. Dupre told me a while ago.”

	Ramos made a face. “I’m gonna get a freakin’ medal, am I, for strippin’ down with titrings and a brand an’ playin’ the worm on the hook —? That’s dumb, Cap, dumb as mud.”

	“For saving my sorry ass,” Jarrat corrected. “I got nobody but myself to blame for getting shot. I knew better than to go for Jaenada — we both did.” He gave Stone an almost challenging look, daring him to argue. Stone only shrugged. Jarrat sighed. “It was way too tasty, as McKenzie Crane would say. And we,” he added grimly, “were getting complacent. It’s dangerous.”

	“This whole job’s gettin’ dangerous,” Cronin growled. “The syndicates are buyin’ high-tech. You got arms runners workin’ outta places like Oromon, Joe Citizen can buy any damn’ thing he wants. You got the Sorenson Act, and the descant troops caught blind between NARC and Tactical … that’s what was so funny, Stoney, when you walked in: Joe and me, we been watchin’ GlobalNet, the streetwar in Venice. You know they burned out five city blocks? Tactical can’t control these riots. Dupre’s been fieldin’ demands from Colonel Finney herself, right at the top. He refuses, she’s pissed as all hell. S’only a matter of time before NARC boots hit the pavement to fight Sorenson’s war, so … we just quit. And we ain’t the only ones. Maybe fifteen of us so far … Buck Dumas, Tan Reynolds, Wally Siegersdorf, Jack Oguri. The rest are chewin’ it over. Lang’s still on the fence, with Semler and Yablansky.”

	“You — what?” Stone disbelieved his ears, but he felt no jolt of astonishment from Jarrat. So this was the blue-white flare that had ripped through the empathic link just before Stone arrived, a mélange of anger, surprise, resentment, concern.

	“You heard,” Ramos told him. “The letters are on Dupre’s desk. He knows what they are, but he ain’t answerin’ yet, like he wants to let us cool down. Like he thinks he knows somethin’ we don’t, that’ll change the whole ballgame.”

	Stone hesitated for a moment and moistened his lips. “He does.”

	The Blue Ravens shared a suspicious look, and Cronin tilted his head at Stone. “Okay, we’re listenin’.”

	“It’s classified,” Stone said evasively. “I can’t tell you much — and what I do say, you better keep to yourselves. Let’s imagine Angel wasn’t a problem anymore. And before you laugh, think about this. Angel was only ever a problem because it’s bloody lethal and no blocker existed. So let’s hypothesize about a blocker.”

	He let the thought hang in the air, pregnant with meaning. Cronin and Ramos studied each other in a long, silent conference. Stone could almost hear them thinking. He saw the moment when Cronin put two and two together. “We been hearin’ about this great new Marcus Brand Foundation, named for the senator’s kid who overdosed, dead, spent twenty-five years tanked. The base grapevine says your Doc Del got into Venice last week on a diplomatic courier. The same Doc Del as flushed the Angel right outta your brain, Stoney.”

	Unaccustomed heat flushed Stone’s cheeks. Of course they knew. That kind of information could not remain confidential in the hermetic environment of a carrier. When an engine tech dropped a wrench, the Starfleet crew would know about it in an hour. He folded his arms. “I’m not saying another word.” But he gave Cronin and Ramos a wink that spoke volumes he was not permitted to. “You didn’t get it from me. Literally.”

	“Well, son of a bloody big blue bitch.” Cronin whistled. He gave Jarrat a hard look. “You couldn’t throw us a bone?”

	“You didn’t give me a chance,” Jarrat retorted, “then he walked in. In fact, why don’t you two make tracks and give us some privacy?”

	“You wanna canoodle, don’t let us stop you.” Cronin slapped palms with him. “See you soon, Cap. Hey — we’re playin’ poker at the weekend, crew lounge, level four. Reckon you’ll be outta here by then? Beer and nachos, ten buck ante.”

	“I’ll be there,” Jarrat said grimly.

	“Maybe,” Stone allowed.

	“I’ll bloody be there,” Jarrat repeated, louder. The Blue Ravens had wandered away when he admitted, “All I want is to get the hell out of here. It’s only the crew lounge — it’s still inside the damn’ building.”

	“Talk to Kip,” Stone mused. “He might let you out on a two hour pass … hoverchair, active monitoring.”

	Jarrat groaned. “If I don’t get back on my feet soon, I never will.”

	Get back on the horse? “I know exactly how you’re hurting.” Stone gestured at the surgical sites, where dermal nano was rapidly blending the scars back into the bronze of Jarrat’s skin. “Give yourself a chance.”

	“To do what?” Jarrat punched the pillows, but it was Stone who winced as his left side pulled around the deeper healing.

	“You can do whatever you want to do,” Stone said carefully, pricklingly aware of the tumult of Jarrat’s confused feelings. Only one came through clearly, and Stone did not yet know where the ambivalence lay, simply that Jarrat was unsure.

	“Go out and get mangled again?” Jarrat settled into the pillows and opened his arms. “Come here, for godsakes.”

	Stone held him carefully, kissed him, tasting coffee and cinnamon. “Getting hurt,” he said quietly when they separated far enough to talk, “is part of this job.”

	“And maybe,” Jarrat said quietly, “I’ve had enough.”

	“Ah.” Stone could have pretended he did not know what Jarrat meant, made him struggle for the words to say it, but  for some time he had been aware of a similar reluctance simmering in his own belly. “It’s different now,” he said, studying Jarrat’s left hand, which lay in his right. “Every time we put our necks on the block there’s so much to lose.”

	“And every time it’s getting tougher.” Jarrat took a long deep breath; Stone felt the lingering discomfort, which Jarrat dismissed. “How long have we been running on sheer luck?”

	“About as long as anyone else at command rank,” Stone said dutifully.

	“And captains last how long in this game?”

	The average was a month under two years, before critical injury, fatality or terminal burnout took them off the street, and they both knew it. Captains were ultimately expendable, as Mischa Petrov had proved. “It’s forty-three months since they promoted you and assigned you to the Athena.” Stone did not have to work it out.

	“Thing is,” Jarrat said slowly, “I used to feel it in here.” He rubbed his chest. “I had a crusade to fight. It was worth the risk, any risk. Now …”

	“The crusade’s been fought. It’s been won,” Stone finished when Kevin ran down into silence. “Has Harry talked to you lately?”

	“This morning. He told me the whole thing.” A smile played around Jarrat’s mouth. “You realize we’ll soon be obsolete in any case. NARC will either be dismantled or reformed. We could go out hunting gunrunners, arms smugglers, way out into freespace. We have the skill suite, the manpower, the hardware.”

	“You want to?” Stone glanced down at his chest and left side, where the persistent throb never let Jarrat forget how close he had come. “The work would be every bit as risky as taking on a syndicate. It’s ninety years since Valda Hawass’s clan took on a smuggling cartel — what was it? Ten Tigers. It was war then, it’ll be war now.”

	“I know.” Jarrat looked away. “But someone else’s war, Stoney. Angel was our war, ours and Harry’s. And I think we won it.”

	Which was a tacit way of saying, the fire of vocation which had blazed in him for years since he came to NARC had burned down to embers. It still flickered a little, Stone knew; but not enough for him to put himself back into danger’s way, or to put Stone there. “Too much to lose,” Stone whispered. “Maybe I didn’t realize how much, till suddenly I was talking to a cryotank, sleeping in an empty bed, wondering if you’d even want to come back. Harry warned me. Coming back’s a decision — think about Marcus Brand.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s where you find out how much you have to lose … and how little you’re prepared to risk it.”

	“Stoney.” Jarrat caught his head, kissed him with surprising ferocity. “Don’t decide too soon. Fact is, I could be just beat up after the butcher job they had to do on me. Leave it awhile, there’s no rush. Kip won’t let me out of here for days yet.”

	“All right.” Stone rested his forehead on Jarrat’s. “But don’t think you have to drag yourself back into harness on my account, honey. I’m ready to walk.”

	“Are you?” The gray eyes were filled with ghosts Stone could only guess at. “Leave it awhile,” Jarrat repeated. “Let me get out of here, then we’ll talk.”

	A medic arrived with shots, followed by an orderly with food, before Stone could reply. Too soon the comm called him away to a meeting with Dupre’s senior advisors and the moment passed. He focused on Jarrat as he left of the Infirmary, felt the sharp smart of the shot in his arm counterbalanced by a healthy hunger aroused by the aroma of fresh food.

	Stone put all decisions on hold. They would keep.

	Though Reardon grumbled, he gave Jarrat four hours’ leave, confined to a hoverchair, prohibited from alcohol. Stone bought into the game with a wad of various colonial dollars left over from assignments on several worlds, and they listened as the Ravens chewed through the arguments for and against resignation. Jarrat and Stone said nothing more than Stone had told Cronin and Ramos. Though Cronin growled about it, they had kept the confidence.

	The most Ramos would say was a noncommittal, “Somethin’s in the wind, don’t you feel it? Bide your time, wait awhile. Things’re changin’.” Evelyn Lang frowned at him, lifted a brow at Jarrat. Kevin nodded imperceptibly. Her connections back to the Del household remained strong, but Harry and Tansy worked under the same rules controlling classified data. Lang knew only a little more than Cronin and Ramos. Everything was changing, Stone thought. It had to. The bemused look that often overwhelmed William Dupre’s face told Stone much the colonel was not at liberty to disclose.

	Before his four hours were up Jarrat cashed out, content to break even. Stone chugged the last of his Warhold Gold and followed the hoverchair out of the cloud of bel grass smoke and beer fumes. Jarrat settled gratefully back into the bed. When the duty medic asked if he wanted a shot, he accepted. Still, the furious aches had subsided.

	Four days found Reardon musing over letting him go, with therapy twice a week for the neural damage that was hindering full healing. “You take it easy,” he warned. “Overdo it and you’ll put yourself right back in here, understand?”

	“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jarrat said facetiously.

	The surgeon sighed in exasperation. “You’re only trying to get out of here because you came close to punching a shrink yesterday. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

	“A shrink?” Stone echoed. He had been sorting Jarrat’s clothes, soft-waisted track pants, a baggy teeshirt with the Discover Aurora logo, the rope sandals he had liked since the furlough on Rethan, after Death’s Head. Stone remembered the day he bought them, plus assorted sunblock and shades from a sale basket outside a tackle store, above the beach on Outbound. He blinked the memories away and forced himself to listen as Jarrat said,

	“Psyche evaluators. They jump in quick, before you can get your guard up.”

	“Professional chicanery,” Reardon said in disgusted tones. “I know what they’re looking for as well as you do, Stoney. PTSD. He’d have to be inhuman not to show a lick of it after Tartarus.”

	The truth was, Jarrat had controlled more than a touch of PTSD after Death’s Head, but had outfoxed the psyche evaluators, double talked them, until the symptoms faded. They were back, as Stone was well aware; but he was doubtful of Jarrat’s ability to double talk his way out again.

	“You’re scheduled to meet the Psyche team yourself,” Reardon was saying.

	“Who, me?” Stone demanded, pretending blankness.

	“Get out of here.” Reardon tossed a treatment sheet at him. “Pick up the shots on your way by the pharmacy. Haul him back in for the therapy sessions — and miss your appointment with Psyche at your bloody peril, Captain. They’ll be after you with a trank gun if you don’t show.”

	The treatment sheet amounted to two shots per day from a preloaded hypogun. Complex medical nano scavenged Jarrat’s body, hunting for failing tissue welds or slow-healing areas, and gradually repaired the neural damage that made him partially numb down his left side and across his back. Doctor’s orders extended to strictly supervised light exercise, a prohibition on alcohol, a prescription for rest, sleep, sun, fresh air. Stone wondered about sex, but nature would take its course, no matter what Reardon recommended.

	They were on the airpark when Jarrat thought to ask, “Where are we going?”

	A yellow Yamazake Eclipse — suborbital but sleek and fast — stood baking in the morning sun, its cargo space half full of bags. The hoverchair collapsed and fit with a squeeze while Jarrat stood on his own feet, carefully stretching while he turned his face to the sky. It felt good; Stone relished every sensation as Jarrat shamelessly luxuriated in the freedom to move. Perhaps simply to live.

	“Surprise,” Stone told him. “I made a few calls.”

	More than a few, but Jarrat did not have to know. The Eclipse rose away from the airpark. Rather than threading into Venice’s congested cross-town air lanes, Stone turned northwest. He skirted the metropolitan precincts in search of clear sky where he could climb to real altitude and throw open the throttles. Monsoon-dense clouds shrouded the southwest, appearing purple-gray from altitude. Venice would be lashed through the afternoon, but the Yamazake raced over the forested ridgetops of the Grampians into lighter skies.

	After a few hundred kilometers Jarrat guessed where they were going. He settled back for the ride with a twist of deep humor, as if amused by his own acquiescence. Esperance lay far enough from the mainland to be well over the horizon, far enough north, between the long arms of the Atlas Mountains, for the climate to moderate. The gulf waters stretched, almost Mediterranean-wide, speckled with islands of which Esperance was the largest, the most populous. Montpelier faced east toward the mainland, but only a few navigation beacons would show along the skyline after dark.

	The craggy cone of an extinct volcano towered above the white plascrete and sparkling armorglass of the city, capped by a thorny crown of comm arrays which would not have disgraced a starship. Stone passed the plane to the autofly, since he was not so familiar with Montpelier, and gave Jarrat a speculative look.

	One building stood out from the low city line, even in daylight. JPC’s animated logo was enormous, cerulean blue. The Jagreth Pioneer Company was open for business, not yet accepting applications but fielding inquiries, distributing slick complimentary materials which described a world that lay tantalizingly on the periphery of Stone’s imagination. As the Eclipse circled around, Jarrat’s eyes followed the JPC logo until the plane dropped down toward an address on the small city’s northern fringe, where loosely-knit suburbs straggled away along twenty kilometers of beaches.

	The west side of the vast Neptune Gulf lay far under the horizon. To the north it narrowed away to a river estuary, where the Atlas Mountains crooked like an elbow and angled southeast. Shielded against the weather, Montpelier drowsed as if Venice lay half the world away, when in fact the commute was only an hour in the Eclipse.

	The car settled on a driveway flanked by jacarandas, and before Jarrat could speak Harry Del stepped through the front door onto the terrace of a white-walled, red shingled house with wide bay windows. With a tall pitcher and stack of glasses, he gestured at the table under the veranda. “Harry’s place?” Jarrat was surprised. “I didn’t know he was staying on Darwin’s.”

	“He’s not.” Stone popped the canopy and stepped down into strong, hot sun and a brisk sea wind. He reached in for the bags but for the moment left the hoverchair, since Jarrat was on his feet. Reardon’s advice now was to get moving, keep moving, just short of full exertion.

	“You’re looking better,” Harry observed as Jarrat came up onto the terrace. “Thank your soldiers’ gods you’re living in this century. In the past, you’d have healed up on your own time, been thin as a rail, fought to get your strength back and carried the scars for life.” He poured pungent mint tea into four glasses. “Kip sent me your latest scans. Not too bad at all, Kevin … except for the other thing.”

	“Kip,” Jarrat said tartly, “told you the bloody lot, I suppose?”

	The healer sat, frowned up at Jarrat and gave Stone a nod of greeting as he dumped the bags by the door. “Am I the family doctor, or not? If I’m not, who is? Seriously, if you prefer to slog through it on your own, there’s no law says you have to accept help.”

	“Help with what?” Stone sat and took a glass while Jarrat hovered on the edge of the terrace, letting the sun soak into his back.

	“He didn’t tell you?” Harry was surprised.

	“The psyche evaluation.” Annoyance sharpened Jarrat’s tone. “They think they’re seeing ‘subtle signs of PTSD,’ unquote. Kip showed me the report. Apparently he wasn’t supposed to, but he knew Harry was here, so —” He shrugged and took the chair at Stone’s left.

	“Are they?” the healer asked shrewdly. “Seeing the signs?”

	For some time Jarrat refused to answer, but to an empath his façade was tissue thin. He might fool the Ravens, even Kip Reardon, but Harry Del knew as surely as Stone what was smoldering inside Jarrat. With a smothered curse he relented. “Okay, so I dream. Wake up panting, can’t even remember what I dreamed most of the time, so don’t ask for juicy details. Any unexpected noise that sounds like a gunshot makes me jump and come out in a cold sweat. I glaze over before I can deliberately forget, could be on ten different battlegrounds. I come back with this brand new heart racing — I’d be a bloody machine if I didn’t.”

	“Which is exactly what your Psyche team is looking for,” Harry observed. He cocked his head at Jarrat, studying him rudely. “The question is, do you give the proverbial flying frig what they want, or think? Your options are limited. You come to me and I smother the PTSD for you, they way I blurred the baggage you carried for months after the VR testing; or you pack the PTSD on your back for years, perhaps a lot of years, in which case your Psyche specialists will demand their own brand of therapy.” He paused, frowning at Stone over the rim of his glass. “If it were me, I’d prefer to sleep nights and not freak when somebody slams a door.”

	Jarrat tried the tea and dragged both hands through his hair, which was growing long. “Okay, so Kip knows his business,” he conceded. “I was just surprised to see you here. Stoney tells me you’re going back to Rethan soon?”

	Harry refilled the three glasses; the fourth stood untouched. “There’s a clipper late next week, I should be on it. Stoney knows how I detest staying in the NARC building. The truth is, just now Venice is dangerous, unpredictable. He invited, I was glad to accept. Problem?”

	“Invited?” Jarrat lifted a curious brow at Stone.

	“Actually, it’s our place.” Stone enjoyed his ability to surprise Jarrat even now. “I looked at a few on citynet, signed for this one a couple of days ago. It was the best of the bunch — better than a hotel, Harry, and a whole lot safer than Venice at the moment.” He gestured at the fourth glass. “Are we expecting company?”

	“She said she’d be right out.” Harry leaned back and shouted in the direction of the open front door. “You want julep, while there’s any left?”

	The screen door slid aside and the last face Stone would have expected appeared. She looked better, he decided. Nothing short of cosmetic therapy would erase the effects of the chronic addiction, but Janine Cruz looked healthy. She was obviously working out, recovering muscle tone. Her eyes were bright, her mind clear. She dressed in jeans and an emerald green halter, a lot of broken-shell bangles and necklaces, and her hair was loose, tossing in the sea wind.

	Still, Cruz held both arms about herself as she joined them, as if she believed she was intruding and was more than half ashamed to socialize with brother officers. Stone pinned on a smile, moved aside to make space between himself and Harry. “Here she is,” the healer said with rich satisfaction. “The living proof, in person. I asked her to come out after me on the first available flight — and address Governor Rocher. You’re looking at the poster child of our new campaign. Spokesperson for the Marcus Brand Foundation.”

	“Patient freaking Zero,” Cruz added in a tone of ruthless self-deprecation. But she held her glass at arm’s length to demonstrate steady hands. “I’m back on the target rage. Not quite top grade yet, but I’ll get there.”

	“You look good,” Stone told her honestly. “Surely you’re not going back to NARC after the garbage they put you through.”

	She blinked at him. “That was a joke, right? Warn me. My sense of humor’s gotten rusty in the last six months.”

	“Her testimony packs a heavy wallop,” Harry added. “Being a NARC, at command rank, and all. Senators tend to hush up and listen.”

	“They’ll listen to anything that’ll finish the Sorenson debacle for them,” Cruz said with a blaze of passion Stone envied. “Harry’s work will end it, the way a bullet in the back of Bram Sorenson’s head would only make the bastard a martyr and strengthen the Act. You want me to stand up in public and admit what I was? Fine.”

	Jarrat sat back, surprised, delighted, impressed. “Poster child. I like it.”

	“Whatever it takes to muzzle Sorenson,” Cruz said vehemently. “You know how many descant troops are resigning?”

	“Including some of our own. As if they don’t expect Stoney and me to come back. And they don’t quite trust some new command.” Jarrat’s eyes skimmed the long garden which fronted onto a broad, quiet street. “Our place, you said?”

	“Want to take a look?” Stone pushed back his chair, offered his hand in case Jarrat needed it to haul himself up, but Kevin stood unaided.

	“We put ourselves in the bedrooms on the north side,” Harry called as Stone shadowed him to the end of the terrace and around to the back.

	Stone was untroubled which rooms they had chosen, so long as the main bedroom was free. The house was small by comparison with the place in Fairview, but when he and Jarrat were alone it would seem extravagant. Jarrat wandered the path to the gate above the beach. Here, six meters of clipped grass separated garden from sand; joggers, cyclists and horse riders used it in the early morning. Apricots and citrus grew along fences shrouded in bougainvillea, while gardener drones were bunkered in a shed behind the rainwater tanks. Heeling off the sandals, Jarrat got his feet into the sun-hot sand and groaned.

	“So,” Stone prompted. “You like?”

	“It’ll do.” Jarrat caught him in arms that were not quite so strong, held him with a moment’s hesitation, cautious of the injuries. His lips were moist, pliant, his tongue lavish before he asked, “How long’s the lease?”

	“Three months, open ended … a five percent buyout, in case you hated it or we have to ship out in a hurry.” Stone passed his hands carefully over Jarrat’s back, unsure how much was still numb, how much was sore, until he actually touched it and felt the ripples of phantom sensation through his own skin. He ran both hands down, palmed Jarrat’s buttocks and held him captive. “Let Harry do what he does — again.”

	“Oh, I prefer to sleep nights and not freak when a door slams,” Jarrat admitted. “I’m not a machine, Stoney, much as I might’ve wanted to be. There’s times — Sheckley, Army — when being a machine would’ve made life a whole lot easer, but I never quite figured out how.”

	“Good thing. I don’t turn on to drones.” Stone leaned back to look at him. “You’re getting tired.”

	“But it’s a good kind of tired. Just let me rest awhile, then Harry can do his stuff. You want to let him smother the goblins for you? You’ve got Psyche garbage in a few days yourself, loverboy. They’re a pack of rat-assed bastards.”

	Quick anger erupted and Stone breathed a blistering oath at the reminder. “For two bucks I’d give Dupre my resignation.”

	“But …?” Jarrat prompted.

	He had heard the silent, dangling conjunction. “But,” Stone admitted, “I’d like to see this through to the end.” He turned his face to the sea wind, savoring its sharp edge, so different from the muggy heat of Venice. “There’s a powerful kind of continuity. Gene and Dupre and Cassius Brand were in at the beginning. Brand signed the foundational NARC charter; Dupre flew the first generation carriers, Gene five years later. From them to us, start to finish of the Angel war. Continuity.” He turned back to Jarrat, threading his hands among the sun-blond streaks, thumbs brushing his cheekbones. “Worth foxing with Psyche, one last time?”

	“Get through this, there won’t be another,” Jarrat judged. He nodded toward the house, and Harry. “The blocker hits the street here in a few months. Governor Rocher should authorize production while they grind through their own human trials.” He closed his eyes against the sun. “If we can keep Angeliberty quiet that long — which means stalling the homeworlds legislature — there’s your continuity. Some governors won’t have the fangs to challenge homeworlds authority, but Cassius Brand is due to step up. The old man had their measure years ago. He’ll be taking center stage again very soon. Governor Brand versus Starfleet … the Mostov incident.”

	“A few months,” Stone decided. “I can live with that.” He stooped for the castoff sandals, slid an arm around Jarrat’s shoulders and steered him back toward the house. “Now you’re going to rest.”

	“I don’t need to rest,” Jarrat objected, though he let himself he herded into the garden.

	“Kip made me swear to make sure you do. You want me to cuff you to the bed?”

	Jarrat angled a sultry look at him. “Don’t bite off more than you can chew.”

	For the first time in a month Stone felt a surge of desire. Blood pulsed into a specific extremity and his pulse rate kicked up. “You’re not as strong as you think,” he warned, though Jarrat was deliciously aware of the sudden craving and bounced it back at him.

	“Use your ingenuity,” he invited. “There’s more than one way to skin a tomato.”

	“It’s skin a cat,” Stone corrected. “More than one way to skin a cat.”

	The gray eyes shot him an appalled look. “Why in hell would you want to skin a cat?”

	“Beats crap out of me,” Stone admitted, a pace behind him as he explored the house. “Lounge, kitchen, three bedrooms … not like Fairview. Smaller.”

	“The word is intimate.” Jarrat paused in the main bedroom’s door to survey closed matchstick blinds, burgundy cover on the wide bed, empty closet, aquamarine en suite. He tried the mattress, stretched out and graced Stone with the sultry look again. “Why don’t you close that door?”

	The spirit was more than willing, but the flesh defied him. Naked, eager, filmed with sweat and impatient with himself, Jarrat ignored the fierce aches until Stone pinned him down, held him there with an arm across his chest. “Stop. Rest.” His teeth closed on Jarrat’s lobe, tugging in admonition. “Tonight.”

	“And you?” Jarrat had caught his breath, and his right fist closed around Stone’s shaft, dealt it a tug.

	“It won’t take much,” Stone confessed with an eloquent groan. “It’s been a long time.”

	“For you,” Jarrat said regretfully. “I spent the whole time on ice, but you …”

	“Couldn’t,” Stone set his head on the pillow, closed his eyes as Jarrat’s talented fingers began to wreak magic.

	“You mean the big ‘couldn’t’ —?” Jarrat paused and splayed his palm on Stone’s flat belly.

	“What d’you stop for?” Stone sighed deeply. “There was nothing there, no wanting, no needing. I’d reach for you in the link, the way we do, but … cold, still, calm, peace, is what I found. It filtered into me from wherever you were, till it filled me up, like …” He hunted for words.

	“Stasis. Halfway into suspension.” Jarrat shivered. “Damn.”

	Stone’s eyes opened. “You don’t remember?”

	“Christ.” Jarrat’s face clenched in effort. “I don’t remember much of anything after Joe picked me up. I passed out a couple of times, then — I think I dreamed. One dream, or one thought. Maybe an image, but I can’t bring it to mind now.” He leaned over to kiss by way of apology. “I just don’t remember.”

	It was probably as well, but Stone admitted disappointment. He would have liked to have something he knew and understood to tell Cassius Brand when the old man asked, as he surely would. He gave Jarrat a nudge. “You stopped.”

	So Jarrat began again, conjuring the kind of magic that had enchanted Stone since the beginning. He had only to lie against Jarrat, press his face into the curve of his shoulder, breathe the last trace of cologne and the scent of healthy young male, let Kevin do it all.

	The cool serenity he remembered was gone. Jarrat deliberately worked him hard, did not make it easy for him, until Stone swore, clenched his fists into the bedding, about to demand or plead — Jarrat knew. Of course he knew. He moved around carefully before a hot, wet mouth descended on Stone, and climax wrenched through him, leaving him shaking and winded. Jarrat settled back with a sigh, content to share the phantom sensations filched through the link.

	“Tonight,” Stone promised.

	“Or tomorrow.” Jarrat yawned. “What, you have to be somewhere?”

	“Not for three days.” Stone stretched from head to foot, languorous and self indulgent. “Then you get neural therapy. I get bloody Psyche mind games.”

	“Harry first,” Jarrat said with a grim determination at odds with the utter relaxation of his body.

	Harry had stocked the kitchen in the morning, and puttered with local seafood and salad while GlobalNet simmered with stories of violence in several cities across Darwin’s. Venice was merely the worst. Emergency services went on alert again in the hours around midnight. Sirens howled across the business district as armorglass shattered high above street level, shards pelting down like arrowheads. Casualties were high.

	Today the Wisting Building stood empty, charred and unsafe. City engineers had already scheduled demolition. Jarrat watched without comment, savoring fruit that had been on the trees an hour before. Stone pointedly ignored the datastream until it broke for commercials. Then his willful imagination was drawn by the luminous images and mellifluous narrative. JPC knew how to sell a new world, he thought, trying not to be cynical as footage of pristine landscapes and simulated cityscapes ran for the third time in an hour.

	According to the Jagreth Pioneer Company, construction drones had come online a month before. Weimann Drive couriers, AI piloted, rarely manned, scudded out and back between the fledgling colony and the old worlds. JPC reported its fleet well on schedule. A call code flashed up onscreen as the commercial ended. Chopping salad, Harry ignored it, but Stone felt the tug of temptation to at least ‘ask to learn more about this golden opportunity, rare since the great age of colonization.’

	Jarrat felt the thrill of fascination and gave him a look filled with speculation. Stone shook his head and turned his back on the screen as GlobalNet went on to stories of the streetwar in other colonies. In a park in the heart of Calleran, the mob hung a horrifyingly realistic effigy of Bram Sorenson by its feet and torched it.

	They ate on the long veranda with a view of the sea while sunset flared, red and gold, on the shoulder of the extinct volcano. As Jarrat gave himself the day’s second shot, Cruz vanished into the twilight, headed for a seafront brew pub with a quiet word not to expect her back soon.

	Mellow after a good deal of wine, Harry slipped easily into the healer’s role and Stone opened his mind readily this time. Memories of Tartarus were brutally clear. He could still smell the iron tang of Jarrat’s blood, feel the sear of fresh wounds. His willful imagination would lay the pale, dead face over Jarrat’s living features. Sometimes when he slept, if his breathing was shallow, a blind fear of death, separation, would make Stone wake him, needing to be sure. The behavior was as irrational as it was quite normal — astute Psyche evaluators would pinpoint it in minutes.

	He was ready to relinquish control, like releasing a plane to the copilot. Jarrat had already slithered into a light doze on the end of the verandah’s bamboo couch. Active nano always left him tired, a little feverish. Harry made it easy. Tonight Stone welcomed his presence, wanted him there, though he was sure he should apologize for what Harry would experience. “Relax,” Harry’s voice said from a great distance, as if he were at the end of a long tunnel, “I’ve done this so many times, so many people — I don’t shock.”

	So Stone opened his own mind when Harry slipped in among Jarrat’s dreams. He seemed to float in a space where the sound of the turning tide washed away the blood and white moonlight expunged the memory of pain. Jarrat stirred, not quite waking, then dove into the same abyss and drifted with him, less than half aware of what Harry was doing.

	Stone did not remember crawling into the wide bed, but predawn light woke him, or perhaps the cool caresses down his flank, or the rush of long-familiar feeling coursing through the empathic link. Jarrat burned brightly in his nerve endings, and before Stone shuffled closer he expected the hard thrust at his hip. Jarrat was awake, in every sense. Stone indulged him shamelessly — still careful, so gentle, Jarrat dealt him a stinging slap, making Stone laugh.

	“You slept well.” His teeth closed on the nub of a nipple.

	“First time in months, unless you count cryo.” Jarrat arched his back. “Ten hours since the last shot. The next one’s due, so seize the moment —”

	“I’ll seize something,” Stone allowed, reaching down.

	“The therapy always knocks me off pace.” Jarrat delighted in pure sensation and his pleasure flooded Stone so intensely, for a moment it was impossible to tell where his own flesh ended and Jarrat’s began. If Kevin wanted to drown in sensuality, Stone was happy to plunge in with him.

	A long time later sounds around the house told him Harry was busy, but Cruz slept on. She might have returned not long before dawn. The aroma of fresh coffee wafted into the bedroom and with an effort Stone revived. The morning was already warm; by afternoon it would be hot. He gave Jarrat a nudge. “Something about shaking a leg. You want to share the shower?”

	“Swim, before I have to hit myself with another shot,” Jarrat corrected. “Or, what’s the point of living by the ocean?”

	“Sheckley brat,” Stone accused. “Go on then. I’ll get some coffee and follow you.”

	He watched Jarrat stand, stretch, grab a pair of ragged cutoffs and the rope sandals. At the door he turned back for a moment, tousled and still only half awake. “Did Harry work his tricks last night, or did I imagine it?”

	“It’s done,” Stone told him, thrusting his legs into white beach shorts. “It’s a pity the shrinks got their hooks into you so soon. If they identified PTSD, you’ll have to do it again.”

	“I know.” Jarrat drew both hands carefully over the surgical sites, where the scars were by now almost invisible. “Next time I’ll be ready for the bastards. They’ll put the skewed preliminary results down to post-surgical treatment. Not,” he added, “that it matters so much.”

	“Go ahead.” Stone hunted for deck shoes and teeshirt. “I’ll be right behind you.”

	He was gone then, and Stone paused to concentrate on the coolness of the air on his skin, the coarseness of long grass, the heavier beat of the new heart as he pushed through loose sand above the tidal zone. The heart was strong. Stone rubbed his own chest, gratified by the slow, steady pulse until he felt a surge of too-cold water around his legs.

	He slammed up the empathic shield a scant second before Jarrat plunged in, and still caught his breath. The surgical site spasmed only once before his body settled, at greater peace with itself every day. In another week he would be cleared for light duties at Central, plus intensive physical therapy, perhaps even retraining. But Stone could not find a scenario where the work was a prelude to carrier assignment.  He sighed as pang of something very like nostalgia rolled through him, but whether it issued from himself or Jarrat he could not tell.

	“Hey, Stoney, onward and upward,” Harry’s voice called from the living room as Stone’s feelings barreled into him, forceful enough to intrude even through the healer’s own powerful shields. “If you think you’re done, you’re due one hell of a surprise, but why in the name of any soldier’s god would you want to go back to a battlefield? You’re not that much of a masochist. You can’t con a mutie.”

	Stone grimaced at the slang as he joined Harry. “That’s a harsh word.”

	“From a harsh world,” Harry said philosophically. He sprawled in the big recliner with a bowl of some breakfast food balanced on one bare knee. “Also dead accurate, short for ‘mutoid,’ which is what I am.” He chuckled in some satisfaction. “NARC R&D was thoroughly pissed when Janine got a flight out of Chell. They invested heavily in their new toy, the T/87, Stephanie Westridge. They’ll have to find another idiot to soak himself in Angel and play their nasty game.” His smile widened, creasing his eyes pleasantly. “And it doesn’t have to matter a damn to me anymore. I took a call from Venice, late last night.”

	Busy with coffee and two tall mugs, Stone gave Harry half his attention and kept the rest focused on Jarrat. “Kip or Dupre?”

	“Governor Rocher’s office. Public Health and Welfare refused to accept Rethan’s data without running their own human trials program, but they’ve left a backdoor open. Terminal cases, sufferers who don’t have months to waste in waiting, will be the first ones on the roster to test the blocker. The downside is, Rocher is determined to keep the whole thing under wraps until the local authorities are satisfied. Rethan’s data ain’t good enough for Venice, you understand. We’re too provincial. Your governor is sweating about the furor if she promises a cure to desperate people, then it’s yanked away because our data turns out to be crap.”

	“The stink would destroy her,” Stone allowed, on his way out, already mulling over the consequences of political caution. “Governors have been fired from office for less, so she’s trying to protect herself. It’s understandable, but she leaves us juggling Angeliberty. For how long?”

	“They’re talking about a three or four month test program,” Harry said shrewdly. “I’ll try to negotiate for two. In the teeth of Angeliberty, they might agree.”

	“Any time you can buy us,” Stone told him. “You and your poster child.”

	“We’ll give it one hell of a shot,” Harry promised. “Oh — someone from Bill Dupre’s office called before you woke. The message is on hold but I couldn’t help seeing it. “You’ve just been subpoenaed.”

	Halfway through the door, Stone turned back. “Come again?”

	“Subpoenaed to appear in the Colonial High Court,” Harry told him, “in Thule. The date’s been set — Starfleet and that friend of yours, Jack Brogan, get their day in court before Cassius Brand takes them to pieces.”

	“He’s no friend of mine,” Stone said tartly. He groaned eloquently. “Bloody hell. Weeks on Aurora, up to the eyeballs in ice, listening to a legal battle before some Starfleet attorney tries to make us look like culpable idiots.”

	“Cass is going to fillet them.” Harry looked up from his breakfast. “Your testimony is a big part of his case, don’t knock it. And it’s a couple of weeks on a luxury clipper, to and from. Sounds sweet to me. Now, go stop your other half overdoing it. He’s swimming hard, and it’s too soon.”

	Satisfied yet grumbling as he felt the pull and strain of muscles in Jarrat’s arms, shoulders, back, Stone took the mugs and headed out into a warm, blustery morning filled with the sound of gulls and the smell of the sea.
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