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NARC #5

SCIMITAR





Chapter One

“He’s going to hang it up.” Kevin Jarrat’s voice sharpened with a mix of disbelief and resignation as he watched long-range visuals, stitched together from the feeds of three viddrones following a battered Marshall skytruck. The vehicle glared red and yellow in the noon tropical sun. She listed dangerously to starboard with one engine shut down, drifting across the NARC testing range south of the city of Venice. Here, ambitious hopefuls like young Lieutenant Paul S. Krauss could wreak havoc without endangering any lives but their own.
The drones scudded low over the forest canopy, every lens zoomed to max on the obnoxiously bright truck while the rookie from the 127th Airborne — the Carrier Air Taskforce flying close defense for the Army’s Saratoga — struggled with his controls. This simulation called for a fake but painful wound to his left leg, a desperate run across the abandoned mine in Sector 12, pursued by drones firing trank darts, the swift appropriation of anything with flight capabilities from a civilian parking lot, and a slingshot out to the extraction point. Krauss should be headed for the comm arrays on the wooded shoulder of Ridley’s Hill. He knew the clock was running, and a simulated ground-to-air missile strike in his starboard lift engine complicated the escape.
With power halfway out the Marshall handled like a pig wallowing in its favorite mudhole. Jarrat knew exactly how it would fight its pilot for every meter in any direction. The extraction point lay only twenty kilometers north, on the skyline where the spines of NARC’s comm arrays aligned on the orbital docks at geostationary. He leaned closer to the screen, one hand poised over the keypad as Jerry Stone growled,
“This turkey’s going to kill himself. He’d better abort while he has the option.”
The same though had sped through Jarrat’s mind moments before, while he closed the shields on the empathic bond to mute his partner’s caustic reaction to Krauss’s lousy performance. They pressed shoulder to shoulder in the dim mid-body of a troop transport converted for forward observation. Just ahead, pilots Wang and Casey kept the craft low, a few klicks astern of Krauss’s crippled truck. They had shadowed him from the mine, where he woke after a mild dose of tranks, broke out of confinement, stole a sidearm and destroyed both drones guarding the facility.
Within this sim, an Angel syndicate calling itself Diamond Blue used the long-abandoned mine as a cutting lab. Krauss had been captured in the field, knocked out and dumped there, pending the interrogation which was an inevitable experience for field agents. The scenario of riding it out, defying his captors or making a break before interrogation could begin, repeated over and over, in every permutation, through the rookie year of simulation. Only successful graduates would be approved for field work and placed on the roster for carrier assignment.
The 127th Airborne pilot was not going to make the cut. His scores were consistently low, no matter the zealot light in his eyes. Jarrat hit the abort before the Marshall could plow into the trees, and addressed the audio pickup. “Let’s call it scrammed, Krauss. Put her down — gently. We’ll pick you up.”
“I can do this, goddamn it!” Krauss did not lack determination. His voice was taut with strain, effort, the very real pain burning through his left leg where he had ostensibly been shot.
As if to prove it, the Marshall bobbed up ten meters, which bought Krauss just enough margin to try again for the extraction point. Jarrat glanced sidelong at Stone, and Stone swore softly. Kevin lifted one brow in question. They could scram the sim with a firm order, but the rookie had committed himself. Stone answered with a shrug.
“Let the kid run, see if he’s as good as he thinks he is. He’s got the guts to try.”
“But does he have the skill?” Jarrat muttered.
It was the ultimate unanswerable. Both he and Stone remembered so many simulations and just as many live missions gone hideously wrong. They were reluctant to shut Krauss down while he still possessed a chance. If he could make the extraction point on this run, his overall scores would nudge up out of the red zone.
“You are authorized to continue,” Jarrat told him reluctantly.
Krauss did not respond. Too busy to find the moment or the breath, Jarrat knew. He could almost feel the dead controls under his own hands, the shudder of an aircraft trying to fall out of the sky. Sweat prickled his sides, inspired by a hundred memories of his own plus the acid-hot overflow of Stone’s feelings, which wriggled in through chinks in the empathic shields as Jarrat concentrated on the screen.
“Give him some credit,” Stone said quietly. “He knows how to fight.”
“He just doesn’t know how to fly, not in these conditions,” Jarrat retorted. “See the old comm pylons, two hundred meters off his starboard wing? Christ, Stoney, he’s going to drift right into them.” Again, he hit the abort. “Scam it, Krauss! Set her down. Overrun your repulsion and hang her in the bloody treetops, if you like, but do it now!”
Did the pilot hear? Stone leaned closer, blue eyes scanning telemetry from the skytruck, where every instrument repeated in the comm relay terminal. “There’s plenty of repulsion from the port side generator. She’s just starting to show overheat warnings, but he’s still got a clear thirty seconds to put her down.”
It should have been plenty of time, yet Krauss continued to drift toward the nearest of thirty century-old pylons which marched across the NARC exclusion zone. Ugly, obsolete, they were leftovers from the early days of colonization, when the great live-cargo haulers came into Darwin’s World with a hundred thousand human souls aboard, suspended in cryogen. Like everything else on the testing range, the pylons were used as props in live simulations. Some element of risk remained unavoidable, despite every safety precaution.
Seldom did a pilot with NARC aspirations come to grief, but it had happened. It was about to happen again and Jarrat groaned as Krauss seemed to ignore the direct order, continuing his starboard drift. Stone adjusted his comset and said tersely into the busy loop,
“Medevac, Fire Control, this is 7.1, flying forward obs on the sim range. Launch immediately — locate on us and make it fast.”
Not fast enough. Jarrat swore softly as the Marshall clipped the forty-meter pylon with its starboard wing and spun like a drunken dancer. It tipped through ninety degrees and, as repulsion became ineffective, fell like a brick. Krauss went down hard, while two of the viddrones darted in for better shots. The skytruck slammed nose-first through the roofing of the service blockhouse at the base of the pylon, buried itself to the engine cowlings and sat shimmering in the haze of its own heat.
“Bugger,” Stone muttered, angry and anxious at once. NARC did not make a practice of killing its applicants. His voice sharpened. “Wang, get us in there, fast.”
Medevac and Fire Control were three minutes out, just launching from hangers high in the Central building, but on the biosystems monitor Paul Krauss’s vital signs had gone haywire. He was injured. His telemetry was on relay to Medevac, but the viddrone feed showed Jarrat a mess of twisted steel and fallen plascrete. Getting to him would be the challenge, consuming time Krauss might not possess.
The transport scudded in fast. Pilot Cheryl Wang held it steady, five meters over the blockhouse’s roof while the side hatch rumbled open. Two deck plates lifted out, exposing the cargo lockers, and Stone stooped to pull up harness, cable, firegloves, toolkit, a man-portable winch, a repulsion unit no larger then a watermelon.
He gave Jarrat a grim look as they shrugged on the harness, slung the equipment and clipped into the brackets to left and right of the hatch. “Hold her still, Cher, then stand off and make space for Medevac.”
Jarrat braced himself on the side of the transport, eyes slitted against the high sun, lungs full of the earthy scents of the tropical forest while his skin prickled with the Marshall’s residual engine heat. Stone was away first, going down fast and landing lightly on the blockhouse roof.
He found his footing quickly enough but waved a warning. “The whole thing’s rotten, Kevin — watch yourself.”
These structures had been disused for more than a century. To Jarrat’s knowledge, none was serviced since they were abandoned along with the pylons. He touched down carefully, aware of the radiant heat from Krauss’s shimmering repulsion engines, and peered into the darkness below.
Sunlight cast hard, impenetrable shadows, allowing him to see nothing inside the building. “You got a light there, Stoney?”
“I’ve got two.” Stone had set one knee on the fragile roof and popped open the toolkit. He thumbed on a globe and dropped it into the dark interior. It bobbed on grav resist, casting harsh illumination over the side of the Marshall. “We might be in luck,” Stone rasped as he leaned out and down to see. “She’s securely wedged and the hatch is clear.
“On the port side,” Jarrat added. “She’s roasting — that repulsion generator’s taking its sweet time to cool down. The cryogen pump’s probably shot.”
“So be careful.” Stone glanced up at him. “Medevac!”
“Here, Cap.” It was Jon Semler, the Blue Raven riot squad’s own field medic, pulling duty at Central while the Athena stood at the NARC docks, refitting, upgrading, pending assignment. “I’m looking at his signs … he’s busted something up bad. The faster we get the stupid bugger out of there, the better.”
“How long’s he got?” Stone asked shrewdly.
He was wondering if they had the time and luxury of waiting for Fire Control, which would come in tooled-up for any job. But they were still two minutes out, lagging behind Medevac according to strict operating procedure. Their presence on site would only make it more difficult for the field medics to get clear data.
“Cap Jarrat,” Wang called urgently, “you better give me a ‘go’ to cut you loose here, unless you’re coming back up.”
A moment’s swift, mute conference with Stone, and Jarrat looked up into Wang’s lenses, gave her a thumbs-up and unclipped his line. “Stand off.”
Heat ballooned out of the blockhouse, parching the eyes and throat in moments. Sweat streamed off them as they eased themselves down onto the side of Krauss’s skytruck. They were in shirtsleeves, denims, poorly clad for this kind of work. Stone pulled on his firegloves, passed the spare pair to Jarrat. The palms would not last long, but offered enough insulation for Stone to prop himself on the sizzling aft hull while he controlled the forward-downward slither toward the cab.
The emergency hatch release was shockproof. As Stone flipped open the cover and hit the ‘open’ bar with the side of his fist, Jarrat heard the roar of incoming engines. “Here’s Medevac. Jon, you read me?”
The cab cracked with a hiss of air pressure, but the canopy opened a scant hand’s span. Stone hit the ‘open’ bar a second time, but the mechanism was dead now.
“I hear you … and I tasked a drone to give me a peek into the building,” Semler told Jarrat. “How’s the old bus look?”
“Not good,” Stone rasped, coughing on ancient dust and scorched electronics. The blockhouse stank. “Let’s see if we can get this bloody thing open.” He held out a hand to Jarrat, looking for an anchor, a balance point, while he aimed a kick, and another, another, at the canopy.
Little by little, it opened enough to let him slither into the cab and Semler called sharply, “Don’t get yourself jammed, Stoney — I gotta get in there, man, or the kid’s toast.”
“He’s flatlined?” Jarrat wondered, trying to peer over Stone’s shoulder and seeing nothing much in the difficult lights.
“Not quite, but his heart’s ballistic … and I’m right above you,” Semler warned. “Make a hole, guys. Stoney?”
Stone’s voice was hoarse with effort. “The flight harness is jammed, twisted. “You’ll never get him out of the cab, you’ll need to treat him in situ. Before they pull out the wreck?”
“If she’s stable enough,” Semler mused. “He won’t live long enough for Rogan and Zanelli to lift the whole thing out. Shift your asses, guys. I’m on my way down right now.”
Looking up through the rent, Jarrat watched the Blue Raven fall fast on repulsion, a medical case in either hand. And Semler wore the familiar green and yellow Medevac firesuit, giving him some protection from the super-hot engine. “Stoney —”
“Got it.” Stone gave a last grunt of effort and Jarrat heard the snap of the harness releasing before he backed out fast and joined Kevin on the steep angle of the wing. Semler’s boots hit the scorching side of the hull, right over the engine cover as Stone added quietly, “The kid looks dead to me.”
Jarrat peered over the side, judging the drop to a scarred plascrete floor littered with debris and filth. “Give Jon some space.” He touched his comset, clicked up a channel. “NARC Central, standby the Infirmary. We’re coming in with a casualty.”
Not quite to his surprise Kip Reardon answered, though the last time Jarrat saw him he had been twenty levels below the Infirmary, pursuing his own research in Harry Del’s old basement lab. The hardware had not yet been uninstalled, as if Central half expected Harry to return. Reardon could hardly resist the lure of free time and powerful machinery.
“Casualty?” he barked. “This was supposed to be a bloody simulation. Which idiot’s done what this time?”
“Pilot Krauss,” Semler told him as he pushed carefully into the cab with the body mass and bulk of any of Gil Cronin’s crew. “And right now this rookie’s dead as week-old mutton, Doc … bear with me, will you?”
“Jesus God,” Reardon muttered — breathy, obviously hurrying. On his way out of the lab, Jarrat was sure, jogging to the security elevator which would whisk him to an OR that had already powered up. “You got telemetry, Jon? Let me have it.”
The drop to the ground was four meters, enough to send a jolt through every bone and joint Jarrat owned. Old injuries clamored — a knee, shoulder, ribs, pelvis, all broken and rebuilt. He suppressed a gasp, but as Stone landed at his left hand he said darkly, “I felt that.”
“Same as I felt the shrieks out of your right ankle and your left arm,” Jarrat retorted. “Crash damage, loverboy … patch it up all you like. Your body never forgets.” He gave Stone a wry glance in the harsh, too-bright light of the globe hovering up by the ceiling.
“Tell me about it,” Stone muttered. Then, to the comm, “How’s he look, Jon?”
Semler was busy, speaking in rasped shorthand. “Have established life support. Busted ribs, shoulder, arm … neck, I think.”
“Neck?” Reardon demanded. “You sure? I don’t have the telemetry yet.”
“S’how it reads,” Semler affirmed. “Looks like a neural regeneration job to me. Like that Green Raven who did a swan-dive off the back of the gunship. I’ve got this idiot rookie stabilized. It should be safe enough for Fire Control to —”
To grab the wreckage in tractors and physically haul the skytruck out of the blockhouse. Jarrat knew what he was about to say, but Semler’s words were drowned by a scream of metal and plascrete as the Marshall shifted in the grasp of the rotten roofing members, twisted like an acrobat and fell.
With a wordless bellow Stone shoved Jarrat hard between the shoulders and dove after him, but they were barely fast enough to land ahead of the wreck. The hull punched in around its roll cage, shedding a confetti of aluminum and carbon fiber debris. Jarrat hit the plascrete hard with his left shoulder, rolled and threw both arms across his face. He felt the protest from his left side, a sudden blood-hot wetness, but a moment later knew Stone’s pain from his own.
The air filled with a choking, toxic haze. He coughed, cleared his throat and blinked after Stone as he yelled into the loop. “Jon!”
“I’m all right,” Semler growled. “Repulsion harness, remember? Which is more than I can say for the rookie … or you guys. You look bloody rough, Jarrat. Go down, stay down. Wait for Medevac — they’re right overhead.”
Jarrat knew where they were. The downwash of heavy lift engines raised dust-devils across the ruptured blockhouse, where sunlight streamed in freely since the wreck had fallen. A weird, sickening pain from his right shoulder told him clearly it had dislocated in the impact, but the phantom sensations from his left side worried him more. Stone was bleeding heavily.
With a blistering oath Jarrat forced his feet under him and lunged through the murk. Three meters away, Stone lay amid a tangle of debris, glad to take Semler’s orders. Jarrat dropped to both knees beside him and muttered the kind of language that would have impressed a senior engine tech.
A wedge of shrapnel the size of Jarrat’s fist had nicked Stone’s side, and hung on by a tattered corner. Stone blinked up at him, trying not to cough though the dust had invaded his head and throat. “How bad?” Rasping, hoarse.
“You got a pretty good gash,” Jarrat told him through gritted teeth. “Kip, you there?”
Reardon answered at once. “Am in the OR, looking at Krauss’s telemetry. He’s in bad shape, but I’m setting up to handle him, soon as you can get him here.”
“I’ve got another one for you,” Jarrat said acerbically, with an effort of willpower tuning out the white-hot clamor from his shoulder. “Stoney’s taken a chunk of shrapnel. He’s bleeding.”
“Two more
for you, Doc,” Semler corrected loudly. “I’ll slap a quick fix on 7.1 before I move him, and 9.4 just isn’t mentioning the dislocation. You want me to put the shoulder back in, or give him a shot and bring him up to the Infirmary”
“Buggeration,” Reardon breathed, “how do these sims always manage to blow up into a full-on freaking catastrophe? Haul ’em all in, Jon. I’m set up here, we’ll do this properly. And the rookie?”
“Life support, out cold, doesn’t know a thing,” Semler assured him.
Careful, cautious, Jarrat let himself down on the plascrete beside Stone and looked up to watch the Medevac team feather down on repulsion. Behind them were three techs from Fire Control, who would lift out the wreckage, cut their way into the Marshall — get a repulsion harness onto Krauss and pry him out. Full-scale neural regeneration meant up to six weeks confined to the Infirmary, then several more in physical therapy, Jarrat thought blurrily as pain lanced through him, his own and Stone’s.
After this performance, Colonel Dupre would surely pull the plug on Krauss, give him the option of a position with NARC support personnel or rotating right back to the Saratoga. Most zealous young officers transferred from the other services hungry for carrier assignment, even command. Less than one percent made the cut. Jarrat grunted as a shot fired into Stone’s left side and the pain dulled to nothing. Stone sagged back onto the plascrete, content to let Medevac do their job.
A second shot fired into Jarrat’s shoulder and he mocked himself with a humorless chuckle as pain subsided into numbness. Semler’s face hovered for a moment, then the Blue Raven was gone. Jarrat closed his eyes against the glare of the tropical sky. He dropped the empathic shields far enough to know Stone was still awake, aware, but growing drowsy on the drug. Power tools had begun to scream, making speech difficult or pointless. With a curious flare of almost-amused aggravation, they settled to wait while the Fire Control crew torched away the tangled roofing members and set up to lift the wreck.
Sixty minutes after Blue Raven’s field medic cut Paul Krauss out of the ruined skytruck, Stone was peering at the tender new skin at his side. A patch the size of his palm was synthetic, almost indistinguishable from his own skin. Natural cells would weave under it, leaving the patch to shed like snakeskin in a few weeks. For the moment he was merely sore and numb with the wound healed and the swelling and bruising removed. Nano swarmed in the lower layers, spinning fibers far faster than his own body could do the work.
On the next bench, Jarrat lay on his back while the duty medic ran a scanner over his shoulder for the third time before she was satisfied with the relocation. She had him rotate the joint in full range of motion before she set aside the scanner and logged the treatment notes.
“Can we get out of here?” Jarrat was tired, hungry, thirsty, impatient. He swung his legs off the bench, stood and stretched.
Medic Sergeant Daley stood just as tall as his shoulder but in the Infirmary, in the absence of Surgeon Captain Kip Reardon, her word was law and she knew it. “So long as you take it easy for a couple of days — the both of you, Captains. Let the repairs settle in. You know how it works.”
“We should,” Stone said acidly. “We’ve been through the grinder often enough.”
She waved them off, busy with reports, the myriad details for transmission to Earth, part of any normal hour’s telemetry. Jarrat watched her return to the terminals flanking the OR where Reardon had been operating for the last half hour. He gave his hand to Stone, pulled him up and offered an embrace. “You okay, Stoney?”
“Sore,” Stone admitted. “You reckon we’re designing these sims too hard?”
Jarrat gave him a reproachful look. “You’re kidding. You could have made that run, the week you transferred over from Tactical.”
“So could you,” Stone sighed. “Not everybody can cut it. Give Krauss his due: he tried. He has nothing to be ashamed of.”
“Only disappointed in,” Jarrat added. “You saw the look on his face. He wanted carrier command one day, as badly as Petrov always wanted it.”
“And Mischa got it.” Stone tucked in his shirt. “The Huntress should be well through her shakedown by now.”
And then — assignment to some Angel-raddled colony. Field work, Stone thought darkly. The job Petrov had always wanted, and for which he was poorly suited, if Stone was any judge. Still, the Russian had paid his dues and Colonel William Dupre had smilingly approved decisions made as far away as the city of Chicago. For better of worse they had partnered Petrov with Gene Cantrell. Stone wished them well.
“You want to get out of here?” Jarrat worked the shoulder, feeling it out, finding its limitations.
He was hungry; Stone felt the gnaw in his own belly. Hunger always assaulted Jarrat after the adrenalin surge of stress, action. “Staff mess,” he suggested. “Lunch?” He nodded at the chrono in the corner of the nearest screen.
“Feed me.” Jarrat made it halfway to the door before a tall, broad figure stepped into it, blocking their way. “Colonel, I didn’t know you were in the building.”
Dupre frowned through the wide observation pane into the OR, where Reardon and a team of three were still at work. “I wasn’t. I came in when I got the news. The sim accident.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat, then at Stone. “Avoidable?”
“Only,” Stone said slowly, “if we scrammed the scenario way too early, denied Krauss any chance to pull it together, make it work. In his place I’d have wanted the chance. Demanded it.”
“In his place,” Jarrat added bitterly, “you’d have done the job.”
The Barbadian accent cushioned Dupre’s sharp remarks. “The boy’s washed out, then. And he’ll pay for it — neural regen, so the surgeon’s people told me.”
“Gives Krauss plenty of time to work out if he wants to stay with us or rotate back to his carrier,” Stone reasoned.
“I’ll give him the chance to join us,” Dupre mused. “He’s good support material. But it takes a special kind of runner, as you call yourselves, to handle field work. And there’s no way to know what an individual can handle till the simulations go live. VR isn’t the same. We all take ridiculous risks in VR, because we know the ‘game over’ sign means it shuts off and we walk away. This boy?” He glanced into the OR. “A broken neck. At least four weeks of nano therapy and another three or four to get back on his feet, at which point he might undertake retraining to fly our transports, or fly shuttle duty. Hardly what young Lieutenant Krauss wanted. What you all seem to want when you arrive here.”
A flare of vexation from Jarrat knifed between Stone’s shields and tingled in his gut. “Speaking of which,” Kevin said deliberately, “Stoney and I are wondering —”
“How much longer.” Stone let his own exasperation show through.
“Before you can look for reassignment?” Dupre thrust both hands into the pockets of his beige linen jacket and tilted his head at them, studied them rudely. “You know I can’t do one damn’ thing before I get clearance from Earth Central. Some of the older officers still don’t know what to make of you. Just being personally involved you break too many rules. The empathic business is highly useful, but it’s damned awkward. Don’t be surprised or insulted if they assign you another observer — a company spy aboard, reporting to head office behind your back. And I know this’ll rub you the wrong way, since you lost Gene. You’ll be wondering, can you work with some bastard observer you don’t know and don’t trust?” Dupre shrugged. “I can’t answer any of this for you. And you know as well as I do, at Sector Command level I can’t make a move till my own orders filter down from on high.”
Stone could have predicted every word. He tipped back his head, squeezed his eyes shut, courting patience neither he nor Jarrat felt. “But given the transmission lag we could have been cleared to fly three weeks ago.”
“You might also have been stood down from your command mandate three weeks ago,” Dupre said shrewdly. “If I budge without due authority and get it wrong, I’ll have to recall you from assignment. Pull your warrants in the full glare of the spotlight. Embarrassing for us all. My hands will remain tied unless the situation is dire and I’m otherwise right out of options … I have bosses too. You often seem to overlook the reality of what ‘chain of command’ actually means, even to NARC.”
“Not after looking General Sebastian Gaunt in the face.” Jarrat discovered an acerbic chuckle. “The man has eyes like a dead fish, and all the compassion of a starving wolf. And he doesn’t have much regard for us ‘c’loney yokels.’”
“Well, I can’t argue with you there,” Dupre admitted. “I also know that between them, General Gaunt and Tactical’s Colonel Dyson delayed your debriefing, after the Aphelion operation, by almost two weeks.” His brows arched as he clearly considered what his own plan might have been, in their place. “They felt it necessary to hold off picking your brains till after they’d completed at least a preliminary interrogation on various individuals arrested in the bust.”
“The bastards were looking for anything, anywhere, any detail they could use to censure us,” Jarrat said baldly. “They’re still using us as bloody lab rats, even in realtime, on live assignment. Looking for faults, defects. And you wondered why Harry cut and ran when he had the chance, as a civilian? For ten bucks, Colonel, we’d have gone with him.”
Dupre frowned deeply at him, took a breath, held it, let it go slowly as a long sigh. “I regret what happened, Jarrat, but on Earth I’m so far out of my own jurisdiction, any syllable from me is barely considered as a suggestion. I did what I could to expedite matters, but Gaunt and Dyson are … Earthers.”
As if the term were an insult, Stone observed, when Bill Dupre himself was an Earther. The remark went a long way toward mollifying Jarrat. The sharp prickle of his annoyance smoothed beneath Stone’s skin. “We’re not saying any of it was your doing, Colonel,” he admitted. “Earth Central’s been the thorn in my ass since day one. Death’s Head.”
“And mine,” Jarrat added in resigned tones. “R&D is never satisfied.”
His mind had surely spun back to the VR simulations they had run, the emotional and psychological wounds which remained raw. They had deliberately delayed any session with Harry until after the official debriefing following Aphelion. Harry’s procedure could too easily dull the very memories NARC and Tactical analysts needed to access, leaving 7.1 and 9.4 hazy, rambling, guessing: vulnerable under the lens of a bitterly unforgiving psyche evaluation. Too soon by days, Harry had to go. Memories of terminal injuries, bereavement, arrest, conviction, imprisonment — the toxic morass churned, simmered, never far enough beneath the surface. Harry had warned them before the VR series began, such simulations were unhealthy. Normal, sane minds were unburdened by such memories. But R&D, as Jarrat had said, would never be satisfied.
“Look,” Dupre suggested, almost cajoling, “why don’t you two try counting your blessings once in a while? You’re with the department and drawing full pay, doing critical work that, realistically, only retired field agents who’ve come home alive, in one piece, are qualified to do. Everything else we have revolves around backroom strategists and even games designers like young Tim Kwei. They research your work, try to imagine it so they can frame exercises to put rookies through their paces, keep veterans on their toes. I’d far rather have your perspective. You’re still on active service, in fact, but not supposed to be in danger’s way … though you often seem to find ways to put yourselves out there!” He gestured at Stone’s side, Jarrat’s shoulder. “I saw Medic Semler’s report on my way in. He recommends a day’s rest followed by light duties, to let the repairs settle in, and I’m going to second the motion.” He stood aside. “Get out of here. Go home. I want your full report on the sim — how and why Krauss made a hash of it. How he was injured. How you got yourselves hurt when you were supposed to be flying observation.”
Anger glittered in Jarrat’s eyes, turning warm slate gray to silver ice. “We got in there, first response, shaving time off the job of getting the idiot out of his wreck. If we’d sat on our asses and watched,” he finished bitterly, “you’d be shipping Krauss home to someplace called Bendigo, in Australia, in a bloody cryotank. He was dead, Colonel. Broken neck.”
For a long moment Dupre frowned at him, then looked back into the OR, where Reardon had just finished with Krauss’s physical repairs and handed off to his assistants to close. A batch of purpose-specific nano would be brewing already. “You’d like to comment, Stone?”
“I would, if there were anything to add,” Stone said with deceptive mildness. He felt Jarrat’s anger keenly and smothered it with an effort. “You’ll have the report in the morning, but you’re down to details. You already know Krauss blew it, and he’s paying the price. But the kid survived to pay it.”
“And the sim?” Dupre turned the frown on him now. “Doable?”
“Tough enough to be a challenge,” Stone allowed, “but if you’re in any doubts, task Pilot Eve Lang to run the same exercise tomorrow. Or I’ll run the damn’ thing for you myself, right now, before this bloody wound’s settled down. The job is perfectly doable. Nobody ever said anything about easy, or promised it wouldn’t hurt. You’re not paying us to design live sims that’re a bunch of walkovers. Do that, and you’ll recruit the chaff right alongside the wheat. Big mistake.”
At last Dupre nodded. “All right. No offense, Stone, Jarrat.”
“None taken.” Stone set his hand on Jarrat’s back, urged him toward the door. “Give us a buzz if you need us.”
A dozen paces outside the Infirmary, Jarrat permitted anger to compress his lips and ball his fists. “We’re wasting our time here.”
“Are we?” Stone was not so sure. He punched for the lift to the airpark. “Like he said, full pay, doing critical work … out of harm’s way.”
Jarrat gave him a hard look. “We could’ve been killed two hours ago.”
“But nobody’s shooting at us.” The lift opened and Stone stepped in. “We choose our own risks and decide what to leave alone. I … like it.” He slung his right arm over Jarrat’s shoulders, pulled him in close. “I can live with being out of harm’s way. It’s not as if we haven’t talked about it often enough. What — here’s your chance, and now you don’t want it?”
“I didn’t say that.” Jarrat let go the annoyance and a smile crooked one side of his mouth. “It’s the waiting that needles me. Not knowing if a bunch of old fogeys on Earth are going to decommission us. Part of me says they don’t even have the right, much less the experience, to make the call.”
The lift opened onto the afternoon sky and the ocean of Venice’s humid tropical air, tainted by the acrid aroma of hot engines from the rank of vehicles parked along the western parapet. “Another part of you,” Stone argued, “knows bloody well, this particular decision — us! — is more likely to be made by bastard civilians who’ll never put on a hardsuit, nor set foot on a battlefield. Charles Steinberg. Bram Sorenson. A dozen others, somewhere between Earth and Mars.”
The last remnants of Aphelion: legitimized, so far blended into the political landscape, they were part of the woodwork. The mere mention of the names was enough to curdle Stone’s belly.
Jarrat wrestled with the old anger while they walked out to the scarlet Rand Viper, then he let it go. “What the hell? We’re both alive — again. Luck, was it? Good enough.” He dug for the keys and aimed the ring at the car. The gullwings rose obediently.




Chapter Two

Little traffic passed through Fairview. The suburb sprawled along the coast, north and south of the Fraser River estuary, and on the ‘high side’ all roads dead-ended just above the tidal zone. Harry Del had chosen the beachfront property for its seclusion, peace and quiet, though it gave him a half hour commute to the NARC compound on the far side of Venice. Almost two months remained on the lease. With Harry long departed, the estate manager was eager to transfer tenancy, keep the house occupied, earning. Not quite on a whim, Jarrat and Stone signed when it became clear they were playing a waiting game.
Senior officers, psyche evaluators, politicians, NARC’s inevitable civilian oversight on Earth, would take their own time over the decision, in the turbulent wake of the Aphelion bust. Dupre made a strong point: he also answered to superiors, and since his work never placed him beyond reasonable reach of the chain of command, he was hamstrung.
Patience had never been Jarrat’s strong suit, but he knew how to play a waiting game. Assignments like Death’s Head taught a man the fine art of living in the moment, gleaning what he could from the now. And the beachfront property remained a novelty, with its long garden tended by a local service, white sand drifting against a tumbledown picket fence, passing waterfowl calling in the dawn.
The old colonial timber-frame house was easily four times larger than he and Stone needed. A bevy of domestic drones cared for it, little machines that scuttled under their hatches when humans appeared. He had always liked waking to the sound of the sea and the tang of ozone, hearing gulls before the sun was up, while he lingered in that place between sleeping and waking, with Stone beside him, cool and pliant in the morning twilight. They usually snatched such simple pleasures during a few days on furlough, but living here —
“I could get used to this,” he admitted as they carried coffee into the garden Harry Del and his patient, Senator Cassius Brand, had enjoyed. With Stone a pace behind, he wandered across the lawn to the summerhouse among the oleanders and rhododendrons.
“You will get used to it.” Stone set his mug on a wrought iron table just inside. “Six months of this, we’ll be soft and slow as the rest of the buggers at Central, polishing chairs with their bums. You know what that means.”
“Retraining,” Jarrat said disgustedly, “to put the edge back on us before they’ll clear us for command.” He took a swig of coffee. “We better hope those old fogies don’t wait so long.”
Every hour, the light wind off the Neptune Gulf was growing heavier, laden with humidity. He peeled off his shirt, tossed it on the nearest bench, and noticed Stone’s eyes on him, quartering the planes of his chest and belly. Teasing, Jarrat leaned on the corner post by the big bamboo wind chimes. He struck a provocative pose learned from Jesse Lawrence and remembered from a VR simulation they had run on the way in to Earth. Those memories remained too sharp, often painful, and he shrugged them off with increasing difficulty.
Stone knew. Of course he knew. Pain flared through the empathic link as readily as did pleasure or fear. Stone knew everything. Jarrat only bothered to lock his shields down tight when they were working and not employing the bond as a surveillance channel. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, tuned in to Stone and used the frisson of healthy lust to banish his ghosts.
Still, Stone had seen them and his hands were very gentle on Jarrat’s shoulders, chest, sides, a light touch, almost tickling, raising goose bumps. “You okay?” he asked quietly.
“I’m fine.” Jarrat laced his fingers at Stone’s nape.
“Don’t even try to con me.” Stone’s lips drew across Jarrat’s forehead and suddenly the tang of salt was on Jarrat’s own tongue, phantom sensation transmitted so clearly, like the prickling along Stone’s forearms, echoes of the reaction in another man’s skin.
“What do you want me to say?” He let his head rest against the post. “Memories of garbage that isn’t even real jump out of my dreams and bite me? I wish I could forget holding you in my arms while the life bled out of you? VR trash, Stoney, but you don’t forget. Can’t. And I wish we’d had the chance for that session with Harry, back on Earth, let him blur it, erase it, whatever he does, but —” Stone’s mouth silenced him with a devouring kiss.
But the formal debriefing after Aphelion, groundside in offices high above Chicago, dragged on and on. Days became weeks. Harry’s clipper booking came up while Jarrat and Stone remained imprisoned in the NARC building, giving the same preliminary reports to twenty departmental specialists, all of whom wanted to hear it afresh, in new words, text, video, audio, VR, live interview, until Jarrat was ready to walk out and transmit his resignation from some clipper dock three systems away. Harry Del boarded the Cygnus-Pacifica for a leisurely cruise home on Cassius Brand’s buck; and Jarrat’s sleep remained as troubled as Stone’s, riven by unreal memories which were tougher than plascrete to batter through. If Central’s shrinks even suspected —
The snick of his belt buckle, a rasp of unmeshing metal, cool air across his hipbones, Stone’s hands spanning his pelvis, disrupted the chain of thought. Jarrat forced his mind back to the present. He looked up the small difference in height between himself and Stone and met stormy blue eyes. “Don’t play a player,” he said, rough-soft, mocking himself.
“At least, not a player who feels everything you do.” Stone shoved the denims down, clenched both hands into Jarrat’s buttocks, and surrendered his mouth when Jarrat seized it.
“I’m hot and sweaty,” he protested.
“You still smell of cologne,” Stone argued. “And taste of salt.”
Medevac had delivered them to the infirmary smelling of ancient dust, hot metal and sundry chemistry, some beyond identification. Medic Sergeant Daley’s team rushed them through basic hazmat procedures even before the transitory injuries were inspected. All Jarrat smelled from Stone’s skin now was a trace of Ice Blue, a faint tang of fresh sweat, a prickle of musk as his glands stirred awake and his body followed.
He fended Stone off, heeled out of his boots and kicked away the denims before stretching carefully. “How’s your side?”
“As if you need to ask.” Stone moved with all due caution as he shed his dark blue shirt and let Jarrat handle the pale linen slacks.
Jarrat stooped to inspect the fresh healing. “The job’s well done, and it won’t scar, but it’s sore as all hell. Yeah, I feel it.”
“Be gentle with me,” Stone purred.
At last Jarrat laughed and gave him a push toward the wide bench, where last night’s cushions and rugs lay strewn at random. An empty wine bottle and glasses stood abandoned on the decking, and a half-squashed tube of Sweet Delite lube lay in the grass at the edge of the timber. They had wandered out at midnight to watch a storm on the horizon. Lightning played far out over the gulf waters while the air thickened with humidity but no rain fell. Afternoon would bring showers; the western sky had been lowering since morning, but for the moment Venice’s tropical sun still shone.
Stone sat carefully, leaned back against the sun-hot wood with even more caution and made a face as he palmed the patched wound. Discomfort aside, his cock had not lost interest and the blue eyes brooded below Jarrat’s belly.
“Gentle, you said?” Jarrat slipped a knee between the sturdy thighs to urge them open. He dropped a cushion at Stone’s feet and knelt there. Both hands were full, busy, when he murmured, “You know we’re supposed to be filing a report.”
“Later.” Stone caught his head, fingers threading among his hair. “Dupre can wait. I can’t.”
Nor could Jarrat. The flash fire of lust was still quick, hot, ten months after the first time he tasted Stone’s mouth, tested a tentative embrace, felt himself overwhelmed not merely by the empathy but by Stone himself. He wondered if lust would fade with time — Harry swore it did, but also promised that it tamed itself into a long, slow burn which might last a lifetime if it were fanned the right way, fed the right fuel at just the right moment.
With a growl, Jarrat put his head down. Stone did not even seem to be breathing as Jarrat took him, root to crown, and Kevin accepted his groans as accolades. The shields dropped to nothing, he felt everything in his own nerve endings and knew to the instant when Stone could take no more. He knelt back, let Stone simmer down, take his time — felt the rush of sudden impulse just before Stone tipped the blankets and cushions off the bench and tumbled Jarrat among them.
“Careful,” Jarrat warned. His own left side burned with the wound, where millions of medical nanobots were at work, spinning layers of fresh tissue. Stone could tear the new flesh. The nano would begin again, but carelessness would only prolong the pain of the injury. They both knew the process too well.
“Let me worry about it.” Intent on his prize, Stone knelt between Jarrat’s widespread legs, hands on hips, making him wait, teasing until Jarrat made a grab for him. “You’re eager?” Still teasing.
“As if,” Jarrat retorted, “you have to ask. You got any wild intention of touching me, or shall I do it myself?” He slipped both palms across his belly, threat and promise combined.
Stone caught his wrists, lifted them away. Another time they might have wrestled, and Stone had soon learned that greater stature and strength were no guarantee of triumph. Skill, cunning and agility had outmatched him many times. To the victor went the spoils. But not today, Jarrat thought as his own side smarted with phantom hurt. As he threw his strength against Stone’s hands for just a moment the ache in his shoulder ramped up, demanding acknowledgment.
In fact, Stone ouched and worked his arm around. He let go the game with a murmur of apology. Instead, he settled deliberately on the rugs, arranged his left side for comfort and swallowed Jarrat whole.
It was long, slow, gloriously indulgent. Jarrat lost track of which feelings belonged to whom, whose sensations were echoes and re-echoes. None of it had mattered in so long, he had ceased to care. He was dozing when he felt the subtle shift in Stone’s feelings, a chill along his flank. “Stoney?”
“Rain’s coming in.” Stone shook him with a hand on his hip.
Yawning, Jarrat stretched awake, astonished to find the sea dull, the sky low, some shade between iron gray and purple while the first fat raindrops pattered on the bamboo roof. Not bothering to dress, they swept up clothes, rugs, cushions, and ducked onto the veranda a moment before the heavens opened.
“Harry would like this,” Jarrat observed. “Reminds me of Bally. Ballyntyre.”
“I remember.” Stone dropped the rugs on the bench by the door and paused to shove his legs into the light, tropical-weight slacks. “You want to tackle the report? We don’t have a lot of time, honey.”
“Before —?” Jarrat was sorting jeans from boots.
“You forgotten? We have a dinner date. Jesse, Jack and Tim, someplace called Alfonzo’s. Sounds Italian, but they specialize in sashimi and makizushi.”
“Colonial,” Jarrat said easily. “Out here names, genes, cultures, it’s all so mixed, you can’t guess. Not like Earth. And it’s going to get more mixed as the new colonies open up.” He pulled on the denims, tossed boots and shirt through the door. “You saw the Arago Technologies brochure — this new Weimann Drive. Damn, it’ll open up the sky the way nobody would’ve predicted even a generation ago.”
“My family’s invested,” Stone said with acid humor. “They got in early enough to make a whole new fortune. I don’t think I inherited the money gene.”
A housekeeper drone vanished discreetly as they stepped in, and Jarrat turned his attention to the terminal idling in the corner of the living room. He heard the sounds of kettle and cups as Stone rummaged in the kitchen. NARC techs had installed Harry’s computers; the whole system was secure. A six-digit login code gave him access to the network at Central and he pulled up a chair.
He cut and patched their own surveillance vids up to the moment Krauss dumped the Marshall, switched to Jon Semler’s vid and medical telemetry feeds, and finally to the Fire Control data. A mug landed on the workspace beside him as he spliced their sim plan into the beginning of the package. Stone hooked a chair closer to watch as he appended Kip Reardon’s report on the surgery and their own treatment. Krauss would mend and Jarrat was satisfied with himself and Stone. The cost of the sim might be measured in an old Marshall skytruck, written off, several batches of medical nano, a number of professional man-hours and a little fuel. Dupre would call it cheap.
Between them, he and Stone talked through the whole operation from planning to execution. “We designed the run tough,” Stone said to the audio pickup as, in the playback, the rookie bolted out of the abandoned mine, firing left and right at the drones harassing him. “If you want them simple and easy, Colonel, you got the wrong team on this. Kevin, myself, Curt, Gil and Joe, Eve Lang and Tan Reynolds could have done this, inside the same week we transferred over. I don’t say any of us would’ve phoned it in, or scrambled through without a few gashes and bruises, but …” He looked sidelong at Jarrat.
“But Paul Krauss freaked,” Jarrat continued. “He’s already panicky as he makes the run to the parking lot and finds a ride. My guess is, he never before had to do a job like this with a leg that didn’t want to cooperate. Tough shit. It will happen in the field. It’s happened to every one of us. Paul’s a hell of a nice kid,” he added as playback skipped on to the lot where the Army pilot dragged himself from van to truck to car, looking for anything with wings and unlocked. Three were available. One had a dicey electrical system, another was rigged to stall on startup; the third would start, but the flight computer was on the fritz. With autofly offline, Krauss was forced to lift the truck on manual. “Nothing about this sim was easy,” Jarrat admitted. “The whole run is designed to test the individual under duress.”
“He’d been hurting since he woke,” Stone went on, watching the rookie struggle to get a machine into the air. “A hypo-load of something nasty in the calf muscle. It wears off in a few hours, but while it lasts you’d swear you picked up a bullet. As Kevin said, tough shit. You want to git before some syndicate thug arrives and crams Angel up your nose, or breaks both your kneecaps? You better get up and run, grab a weapon, bag the drones on your way out. Hustle … find a ride, get it in the air, call home, remember your extraction point.”
Jarrat frowned at the playback. “Note Krauss’s physical telemetry as he freaked in the parking lot. Rapid pulse, panting. He could bail at any moment. No law says the rookie must run the course. This isn’t a drug augmented sim, like the stuff McKinnen put Stoney and me through before we hit Equinox. Mac had us drugged to the eyeballs, programmed to believe every run was the real deal, we were fighting to survive — full-on pro simulation. This?” Jarrat mused. “The rookie can opt to bail anytime. We give Krauss full credit for guts. Fact is, he stuck to it. Bagged the drones, called home, found a ride, got it flying … but he was so freaked, the missile strike finished him when he should’ve predicted it. The mission briefing told him the mine, used as a cutting lab, was full of syndicate shooters. He had to expect them to do their job. Notice the telemetry track: we hit the scram order twice. Tried to shut him down when we knew he’d started to lose it.”
“The constraints of these sims do give the applicant enough latitude to demand to continue,” Stone went on as the Marshall lurched in the air when a preset dummy detonation erupted in the left repulsion unit, simulating the missile strike. “At this point, Krauss received a direct order from Control — us — to quit the assignment, and he actually refused. Courage or stupidity? That’s one for Psyche to answer. As you see, he can’t handle the skytruck on one engine. Pain in the leg, escalating panic … he blew it. Recommendation: deny these idiots the right to defer a clear scram command from Control. Krauss was ordered to quit — overrun the repulsion, hang her in the treetops if he wanted to. Fire Control would have lifted him out in five minutes. He refused, pushed on, apparently trying to prove he was up to it, then … here we go.”
Framed in the screen, the skytruck drifted into the old comm pylon and fell like a brick. “Recommendation,” Jarrat added. “The transport we’re using as an obbo platform isn’t tractor enabled. It should be. If we’d had half the tractor capability Hazmat and Fire Control have, we’d have caught the idiot before he slammed himself into the pylon. If you’re looking to avoid any repetition in future sims, Colonel, have tech support rig the transport with light tractor projectors. Give us a chance to catch the morons before they get themselves hurt — and us.”
“Speaking of which,” Stone continued as the vids switched to Semler’s feed, “Kip and Jon are quite satisfied with the neural regeneration. Kevin and I got in there so fast, Jon had Krauss on life support before he could lose any brain cells. As for our own injuries … luck of the draw, Colonel. Cross reference the Medevac and Fire Control reports. The truck wedged itself in the roof. The beams might’ve held up long enough, or not. Kevin and I took a calculated risk.”
“In other words, business as usual,” Jarrat finished with a tartness Stone registered with a raised brow. “Part of the job. You could also say this kind of hazard keeps us sharp while we molder in some bloody office, waiting for the old folks back home to make up their minds. We do it here or we do it later, in retraining. Either way, the hazard’s out there. We accepted the risks when we joined this club.”
“Personally,” Stone said slowly, as a postscript to the file, “I’d rather be in the field this way, doing something, rather than go soft as putty and get shoved through somebody’s meat grinder in retraining. Recommendation: offer Krauss, Paul S., a position with NARC support personnel. He’s a good lad, quite intelligent, highly motivated, fit, strong, a fair pilot, and he’s got that weird light in his eyes. He’s lost someone to Angel, it’s the whole reason he’s here. Nobody comes to NARC for the pay or the fun of it. Krauss does not, repeat not, have the nerve it takes to tackle field work, deep cover assignment. Kevin?”
“Agreed.” Jarrat’s right hand hovered over the ‘close file’ key as he glanced at Stone, and Stone nodded. “Krauss, Paul S., file closed at this time index. Signatures appended. Upload immediately, Colonel Dupre’s office.”
The red sending light blinked and Jarrat turned his back on the terminal. “Good enough, Stoney. If Dupre wants easier sims, he’ll regret it.”
“He doesn’t.” Stone stood and stretched his spine till it crackled. “Think back — remember the crap they put you through, in your rookie year?”
“Christ,” Jarrat groaned, “like I’ll ever forget. I was good, but they broke half the bones in my body. They did stuff to me I’d only heard about — and I was a seven year Army vet out of Sheckley!”
“You’ve heard most of my stories.” Stone jerked a thumb over his shoulder, in the general direction of the past, Tactical, the wild rampage of citybottom on both Earth and Mars. “I’d never thought of myself as virginal, thought I’d seen it all … call my rookie year a rude awakening.”
“But you scrambled through.” Jarrat slid both hands into his hip pockets. “We both did. Even now we’re itching to get back out there. Which is,” he said with the tartness that had surprised Stone earlier, “about as bloody insane as you can get.”
“You want out?” Stone asked shrewdly, for the hundredth time.
Jarrat hesitated. “No. Yes. Sometimes. Depends on the day, the dream I just woke out of, the old injuries that still ache. Way too many variables, Stoney. I won’t know till the choice actually drops in my lap. You?”
“The same.” Stone offered him a hug which Jarrat was grateful to accept. “Shower, gladrags, dinner,” he said against Jarrat’s ear, and nipped his lobe with careful teeth.
“You’re getting hungry.” Jarrat dealt him a poke in the midriff with one sharp finger.
“Sashimi and makizushi, Jesse’s treat.” Stone fended him off, planted a biting kiss in the middle of his chest and headed for the bathroom.
As the water began to run Jarrat helped himself to Glenrowan over ice, at last troubling to notice the GlobalNet feed playing, muted, in the idling terminal. Scenes of mayhem were erupting through Calleran, Thule, Elysium, places they both knew so well. The public appeared to be at war with itself, while Tactical and Starfleet’s ‘peacepolice’ were spread thinner than gossamer. The name of Bram Sorenson appeared, captioning the senator’s familiar smirk in the top right of the screen. Jarrat turned away.
Not even Venice itself, under the nose of NARC Sector Command, was immune to the escalating violence as the public protested the Sorenson Bill, but this battle belonged in the political arena. Jarrat was unaccustomed to the hollow, bitter feeling of impotence. The truth was, old Cassius Brand stood a better chance of bringing peace to these cities by defeating Sorenson through due process, once he had answered Starfleet’s impeachment case. Jarrat raised his glass to Brand, wishing him luck. He would need it, and if he failed —
“What?” Stone’s voice called from the bathroom. “That felt … bad. And if you’re joining me in here, I’ll take whatever you’re drinking.”
Jarrat swiped up the bottle and deliberately walked away from the GlobalNet feed.
Alfonzo’s fronted onto Hemingway Mall. At seven, flocks of paper lanterns around the door nodded in a fresher, cooler evening breeze. Antique lamps cast gold light from within, and if Jesse Lawrence had not booked a table they would have been hunting elsewhere. The restaurant was packed from its mock-Roman columns to the glorious statues of Amaterasu.
The kid was looking good, Stone thought. Venice suited him and the fitness demanded of the professional dancer far outstripped any strength and agility a ‘Skycity show pony’ required. Jesse was leaner and more muscular, his features more chiseled, his hair blonder and worn in a thick braid almost as long as his arm. Even now, even here, he dressed in filmy silk and platinum jewelry, just enough to cover the situation in the equatorial city’s fierce humidity and heat, while Jack Spiteri chose the elegance of a white silk suit to show off his rich brown skin and Tim Kwei favored an emerald green kaftan.
The three were loitering by an a/c vent in the foyer when Stone stepped in under the bobbing lanterns. A pace behind, Jarrat had on a comset, still talking to an officer at Central, as he had been since they left Fairview, remaking arrangements for tomorrow’s work. Kip Reardon had apparently exercised his authority to cancel their schedule, though Jarrat and Stone saw no reason not to go ahead. The Blue Ravens — perhaps Gil Cronin or Jon Semler himself — had the presence of mind to at least allow them the option.
Jesse gave Stone his hand, kissed his neck in greeting, the polite Avalon custom. He invited himself into Jarrat’s embrace as Kevin clicked out of the loop and slid the comset slid back into a breast pocket. “You’re late,” Jesse accused. “But you both look good enough to eat, so we forgive you. Besides, I know the manager here. They wouldn’t toss us out.”
“Late?” Jarrat glanced at his chrono. “Three minutes.”
Jesse’s shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. “Seems more like three hours when you’re listening to a bunch of NARCs talking shop.”
“VR design,” Tim Kwei said resignedly. “If you ask me, the whole Sorenson Bill thing’s getting the top brass twitchy, so they’ve set me to modeling cities like Sequoia, after the circus stunts you guys pulled there a while ago. Jeezus! That took some serious cahonies.”
“It took a lot of skill … and a tad bit of luck,” Stone corrected. “You want to know where the real magic happens? Ask Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos.”
“I did.” Tim dropped his voice as a waiter beckoned them to a table in the back. “More than half the data I’m plugging into my models is firsthand experience direct from your descant troops. Mind you, Gil and Joe swore up and down they’ll quit, resign, before they play any part in the reality. Designing battlefield simulations is one thing, but swatting the public on Bram-fucking-Sorenson’s account? You have to know your riot troops are furious.” He paused, brow creasing. “Or can a lowly VR designer on the NARC payroll say our riot troops?”
“Oh, please.” Jesse slid into a chair and clapped both hands over his ears. “No more shoptalk. Leave your work at work, like I do.”
“You strip down and throw yourself all over the room,” Jack protested. “It’s hardly the same.”
Stone gave Jarrat an amused look as the menus arrived. “They don’t have you modeling cities like Argentia, Arkadia, Barsoom — those bubbles of paradise in the arctic on Aurora?”
“Already done.” Tim was scanning the menu. “My team finished up last week. I heard the public protested against Sorenson there too. Tactical kept them contained in midtown, on the ground, blizzard and all. Did you guys catch Senator Brand on GlobalNet? Jack told me he’s running for office right now. Colonial Governor. Outstanding.”
“The ticket Brand’s running on is a dead-cert,” Spiteri added. “Hundred-fifty percent anti-Sorenson. Added to his political clout, gunning for Sorenson ought to make election a mere formality.” He paused to catch the eye of the wine waiter.
“I tried to contact the original designer of those fantasy habitat spheres,” Tim mused. “What was the name? Mitsoni — no, Michiko. No joy.”
Because Leo Michiko was officially listed as deceased, and his relocation to Avalon, the city of Elysium, was as classified as his new name and identity profile. Even Jarrat and Stone knew nothing of the details, though Colonel Vic Duggan would not have guarded Michiko’s secrets, if Stone asked.
“Can’t help you there,” Jarrat said evasively as an elegant wine waiter drifted closer. “Mister Michiko apparently bought the ranch during the war he helped to start. Every news service posted the obituaries — I’m surprised you missed them.”
“Buried in his work,” Jesse snorted. “Tim wouldn’t know who won last night’s aeroball, much less which megalomaniac got killed when a slab of plascrete fell on his head three systems from here.”
“We lost track of Aurora politics when we shipped out.” Stone examined the menu and wine list. “You might try contacting Thule city hall. Every emergency service has specs and blueprints.”
“Did that too.” Tim sighed. “Took us six freakin’ weeks to get data, and in the end they didn’t give me one damn’ thing I hadn’t already gotten from your engineer — your Budweisser. Karl sent me the lot: fourteen cubes, full details on the stunts you pulled there. Then I had Gil and Joe come into the office and talk me through the fight. Shit, man, that was …” He shook his head, lost for words.
“I was wondering,” Jesse said thoughtfully, “why you guys are still in town. We thought you’d have been gone weeks ago.”
Jarrat pointed at the ceiling. “She’s parked at the docks, refitting, upgrading everything from the software on down.”
And when the Athena inevitably shipped out, her captaincy remained the only real question mark hanging over her. Stone said nothing of this, and Jarrat offered more evasion. “Central’s mills grind exceeding slow. You want to talk about sims? They’ve got us designing the real deal, live runs for second-semester rookies.”
“Lousy job, but somebody’s got to do it,” Spiteri said with acrid humor.
“I swear,” Jesse warned, “if you guys don’t drop the shoptalk, I’m going to — to strip down and throw myself all over the room!”
“Please, go ahead,” Spiteri invited, “we’d love to watch.” He leaned over, took one of Jesse’s hands. “Seriously, darling, you’re right. What’s the point of even leaving the office, if you’re going to bring it all with you?”
“So, where is everyone?” Jesse broke a breadstick and toyed with the pieces as he turned toward Jarrat. “We don’t hear from Harry anymore.”
“He’s home on Rethan. Caught the outbound clipper from Chicago SkyHarbor.” Jarrat paused to accept a frosted schooner glass and sample the light amber house brew. “Kip’s over at Central, up to his eyeballs in research, don’t ask me what. Blood and guts. Eve Lang and Tan Reynolds are on furlough, somewhere up north, sailing iceboats for the wild thrill of getting wet and frozen. Bud’s heading off the tech team, tearing the ship apart … hopefully putting it back together. Yvette McKinnen went home to Paris, a big hush-hush project in the NARC cyber labs. Gil and Joe are in town, training with some new weapons system, they’ll bring the rest of the Ravens up to speed. Petrov and Cantrell are out there somewhere, taking the Huntress on her shakedown cruise. Curt Gable’s having the time of his life, in love with his promotion. We have a new XO.”
More properly, the Athena had a new XO, Stone thought. She might also have new commanders, if the final decision went against him and Jarrat, but he could say none of this. The word classified had begun to itch like poison ivy.
“So you don’t know where they’ll send you next,” Tim guessed.
“Even if we did, we couldn’t tell you,” Stone reminded.
“We know. But there’s been a lot of talk.” Spiteri leaned closer, dropped his voice. “Some beast called Basilisk. All we know about it is the stuff you catch on GlobalNet … and man, that’s enough. You must have heard of them.”
In fact, Stone had been peripherally aware of the Angel cartel for more than a year, but NARC’s interest in any syndicate was entirely cursory until Tactical began to scream. “You probably know about as much as we do,” he guessed. “Last we heard, Tac hadn’t invoked NARC. So long as they believe they’ve got a handle on their Angel trade, it ain’t our business to intrude.”
This much was policy, and common knowledge. Jesse drank a little Riesling and frowned sidelong at him. “But you know about the system where this Basilisk operates? The folk who live there call it Tartarus.”
“The Montserrat Lode,” Jarrat said darkly. “That’s its registered name. Right now it’s all corporate profit-driving, super-heavy industry. Eventually, if a world or several become habitable, a permanent colony should establish itself. They’ll shorten the name to Montserrat, which sounds as civilized as Darwin’s. Fast forward a couple of centuries, it’ll be Monserra, the way the city of Chell used to be Schell, named for the guy who founded it. You’ll only stumble over the Montserrat Lode in history books.”
“Tartarus,” Jesse repeated. “Call it whatever you like, the name won’t change the truth. I looked it up. It’s ancestral Greek, right out of legend. Tartarus was the region below Hades.” He shuddered animatedly. “Not somewhere I’d want to even visit, but according to GlobalNet there’s maybe two hundred million people working there. God knows, it’s a wonder they’re not all blowing Angel up both nostrils! Have you seen the system?”
“We’ve seen it, same way you have. Newsvids.” Jarrat sat back, nursing his beer.
Jesse gestured awkwardly with the breadstick. “I just don’t want to think about you guys going in there. It’s the kind of rat circus you don’t come back from.”
Like Mostov, Stone thought. Like almost any location in the Jupiter system. He forced a smile. “We’re not the only carrier in the service. Maybe they’ll assign this one to somebody else.”
“Give us an easy one?” Jarrat produced a chuckle devoid of humor and waved for the drinks waiter and another beer. “And now, I think Jesse’s dead right. Drop the shoptalk.”
Because memories were astir, deep in the roots of his mind, Stone knew. He studied his partner with a frown, saying nothing, also missing nothing. Jarrat’s gut had begun to churn with something very like disquiet as memories — real or VR phantoms, it made no difference — rose perilously close to the surface. Perhaps he was haunted again by the simulation in which Jesse Lawrence himself was shot dead in the city of Calleran. Stone remembered watching the light fade from Jesse’s eyes, and suppressed a shiver. Jarrat had tried to slam up the empathic shields, a split second too late. Stone had his feelings before he could smother them.
The gray eyes glittered in the lamplight as he gave Stone a dark, thoughtful look. The other three were laughing, joking without a care in the world. Stone envied them. He gave Jarrat his hand, under table level, laced their fingers and wished they had the privacy to haul the ghosts out into the open, where they could be faced down, defeated.
‘Tartarus’ was a keenly apt name for the system in which Basilisk had taken root. The Montserrat Lode sat astride the frontier, so far out, living conditions made Mostov seem luxurious, pleasant. It was an industrial wasteland, twenty or more worlds, over a hundred moons, eight thousand smelters and mass drivers, seven major spaceports — a chaos of filth and debris, hard radiation and toxic hazard, far beyond anything the Jupiter system, or even the Zeus system, knew. Not a single habitable planet, and all so mineral rich, the lode was valued at hundreds of trillions of homeworlds credits. Money would always attract people who must follow the work; and where humans went Angel soon followed, riding on the coattails of despair, misery.
Let it be, Stone told himself, and turned his attention to good food, sparkling company, trying to cast out his own goblins as well as Jarrat’s.
The chance came six hours later, when a moan from Jarrat’s side of the bed preceded the threshing limbs, racing heart. Stone seized him bodily, hung on while the dream spent itself. “Let it go, Kevin,” he whispered against Jarrat’s ear, “let it be.” Little by little a lot of rigid muscles relaxed, leaving Jarrat sweat slick, trembling. “What was it?”
“Nothing.” He dragged both hands across his face.
“Bullshit.” Stone’s grip tightened on him. “Don’t want to talk about it?”
“No.” Jarrat caught his breath in deep gulps.
“Want to see Reardon tomorrow? Something to help you sleep.”
“And you,” Jarrat countered. “Last night it was you levitating in the wee small hours.” He leaned heavily against Stone.
“So talk to Kip, since Harry’s gone,” Stone suggested. “They shared more than enough data for Kip to know what’s going on in our heads. You notice, he’s been watching us for weeks.”
“Months, you mean.” Jarrat settled against the pillows and kicked off the sheet to let the cold sweat of dread and panic dry. Moonlight spilled through the open window, beyond which cicadas chirped and a moth battered against the mesh screen. The blue-white light fined Jarrat’s face to ivory, gave him an icy, unreal, unreachable aspect, which would have bothered Stone if he had not been empathically wide open to Kevin, aware of every chaotic feeling. “Kip’s watching us,” he was saying, “as if he expects us to crack. Has to be on Harry’s advice. If Harry couldn’t be here and do the job himself, he’d trust it to the next best in the business.”
“Best in the service,” Stone added. “And you can trust Kip. He won’t rat us out to Psyche. Not yet. He knows the trash R&D had us doing.” He worked his left arm across Jarrat’s shoulders, tucked in beside him. “Couldn’t hurt to take something, just sleep through the ruckus. Christ, it’s not as if we’re on assignment and have to be ‘on’ around the clock.”
“You know what Kip’ll say,” Jarrat muttered, though he settled into Stone’s side, grateful for the comfort. His lips drew across Stone’s collar bone. “Working with these live simulations puts us literally back in the field, without the catharsis of actually being there, doing the job. End of every day, you wind up full of adrenalin and still exhausted. So you sleep, and bam.”
“So … what?” Stone was painfully aware of the frissons of contradictory emotion rushing in torrents through Jarrat as he forcibly distanced himself from the dreamscape. “We can always quit. We’re not prisoners, monkeys caged in some damned lab.”
“What do I want?” Jarrat’s hands clenched into the sheet. He worked his neck around to release the last tension. “Clipper tickets to Rethan, let Harry perform his magic, unload this crap. Go back to my bloody job with a clear head.”
It sounded so simple while the reality was absurdly impossible. Darwin’s to Rethan was a four-week round trip by ‘slow boat;’ then, allow enough time for Harry to do the work. The Athena would surely be reassigned while they were on this leave of absence, and Dupre’s antennae must go up the moment he knew where they had gone, at great expense and at such a professionally inopportune moment.
He was no fool, Stone allowed. Dupre had served his own time in the field, run every nightmare sim as a rookie — monitored the data sluicing out of first Yvette McKinnen’s lab right here in Venice, then Harry’s facility on the carrier. Like Kip Reardon, he must be wondering how 7.1 and 9.4 continued to hold together; or more likely how they managed to outfox the analysts on every psyche evaluation.
“You don’t feel right, talking to Kip?” Stone leaned back and punched a pillow to comfort. He physically hauled Jarrat closer and threw a leg over him to hold him there. “I will. He’s always known I get patches of insomnia.”
“We both do. Goes with the job.” Jarrat pulled up the sheet and dropped a kiss off-center of Stone’s mouth.  
“So he won’t ask awkward questions.” Stone closed his eyes, listening to the cicadas and his partner’s slow, light breathing. “Get some rest. You know where we’ll be in the morning.




Chapter Three

Forty thousand meters above the forested hills of the NARC testing facility, the Blue Raven gunship wallowed into a repulsion hover. Jarrat locked down his helmet, screwed in the umbilici and took in the blizzard of data in the headup display as the jump bay rumbled open. Behind him, Stone settled his own helmet and cut into the squad’s busy comm loop. Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos were also suited, but they hung back, monitoring instruments.
Clear air separated the gunship from the jungled slopes. Morning rain left the region clean, fresh, with air quality so fine, Jarrat could pick out details in the cityscape on the horizon. He and Stone were on the clock, and it was already counting. Cronin’s practiced eye followed the ranging data as 9.4 and 7.1 hung up on the very lip of the bay, waiting for the jump order.
The live simulation was based on the HALO mission the Ravens had flown over the city of Inquanoc: a challenge, exacting — but, in Dupre’s terms, doable. Its designers owed it to the rookies who would soon be running the exercise to test it personally and set the benchmarks.
Below lay a single target zone, no more than two hundred meters on a side — for the purposes of the run, a virtual blind spot in which lidar would not pick up a jumper. If they drifted too far in any direction they would be lidar-painted from the ground, simulating a missile strike which would convert even NARC riot armor into a storm of kevlex-titanium confetti. The clock was running, to set the time markers against which rookies would measure their drop, their survival odds.
Any of the Ravens would have made this dummy run, but Jarrat and Stone had optioned it themselves. Unfair, Stone had said, to judge rookies six months out of Tactical and only recently armor-qualified against the performance of descant troops who had been doing this for years. And with Paul Krauss still paralyzed in the Infirmary, he and Jarrat felt the need to run the sim themselves, judge its difficulty, set the benchmarks on which hopefuls would be graded.
“Distance is 02/04.” Cronin’s voice was low, steady, calm. “Altitude is holding at forty thousand. The wind is south-southeast at fifteen knots. 01/03. Stand by.”
Jarrat’s gauntleted hands flexed on the bar at the side of the bay. He poised there, shoulder to shoulder with Stone, intent on both the datastream and the visual. A glorious morning to be flying ultralites or skydiving, he thought. How many civilians would pay handsomely to do this? He would have done it for thrills himself, save that he and Stone had placed themselves firmly in the responsibility seat and their own field performance was about to be measured.
“01/01 … stand by,” Cronin crooned. “And … 00/00 — jump!”
Jump high, jump fast, set the suits’ apparent mass to two hundred kilos and fall like a pair of bricks. Reach terminal velocity in just over six seconds and leave repulsion braking to the last semi-plausible moment, all the while using the hardsuits’ thrust packs to correct for the wind and every drift factor —
They went out boots-first, close enough to touch gloves. Terminal velocity was calculated easily enough from apparent mass, the force of local gravity, surface area of the armor, the drag coefficient and skin friction of a mirror-polished kevlex-titanium suit, the ever-increasing density of this world’s rich atmosphere.
None of which described the unspeakable thrill of the jump. Stone’s exhilaration sang through Jarrat’s nerve fibers and Jarrat bounced it back to him twofold. They had analyzed the Ravens’ numbers from Inquanoc and figured a tight approximation of where they needed to be. They fell like missiles until the atmosphere thickened, and Jarrat physically felt the drag of the plunge through much denser air. Already on the long countdown to repulsion braking, he divorced himself from the thrill and had turned his eyes to their timing when Stone rasped over the comm,
“We’re off-pace and decelerating every second. Kick in downthrusters — synch data and recalculate.” He paused while the rudimentary suit AIs crunched numbers in tandem, then, “On my mark. Three. Two. One. Mark.”
The adjustment put them right back in the sweet spot and Jarrat gave his attention to drift and windage, making minor tweaks to stay well inside the target area. “Should run two sims,” he said to the helmet recorder. “One in first semester, off the clock but picky about the target zone. Another in second semester with the drop clock set tight … let the rookies work their way back into the numbers. We’re drifting, Stoney —”
“Got it.” Stone triggered a thrust burst, and another. “Counting down to braking maneuvers. Gotta recalculate for that downthrust.”
Repulsion braking always felt to Jarrat like diving feet-first into a colossal vat of jelly. The harder one braked, the rougher the impact, though ‘impact’ was the wrong word. He held his breath, waiting for it, aware that Stone was barely breathing. They exhaled together, swore in unison as the soft-hit punched through them.
Very few rookies would go into this carrying twenty old injuries, Jarrat allowed, all of which registered the half-cushioned blow with strident complaints. He slammed up the empathic shield, locked it tight to keep Stone’s discomfort at bay while he tuned out his own. He focused his attention on the target zone until nothing else existed. “Time, Gil?”
“Bang on the money,” Cronin told him. “You’re five for five, with bonus points for recalculating downthrust on the fly.”
“We get the cigar?” Stone actually chuckled, a rasp over the audio pickup.
“Don’t got no cigars. Honorary Ravens’ membership,” Joe Ramos offered.
“Done deal. Hold on … bugger!” Jarrat cranked the repulsion to maximum in the seconds before he went into the grass, let the armor absorb the shock, tucked and rolled. The instant he was down, the clock froze. “How do we look, Blue Raven?”
And Cronin: “Good enough to hit the roof of Inquanoc, square in the middle of the comm aerials. Am locking in your numbers and dumping data to your lab.”
Now Jarrat could afford to drop his shields a little, and Stone’s elation swept through him. Stone had touched down not four meters away. They could have made it closer, given necessity. “We ought to do this more often,” he decided.
“You wanna HALO from orbit,” Cronin told him. “Now, that’s big fun.”
The gunship had dropped gently after them and settled on its grav-resist cushion a scant hundred meters above, thrashing the treetops. Jarrat slapped Stone’s armored palm, keyed his repulsion through zero and rose with him into the hot, blustering downwash. “Good sim — and I don’t want to hear word one from Dupre about the level of difficulty. It’s a challenge to get it right, but —”
“It’s supposed to be a goddamn’ challenge,” Ramos said loudly as he reached out, caught Stone by one arm and yanked him onto the deck. He and Cronin had already desuited. Their armor stood in an orderly pile by the lockers. “You send us some fuckin’ probie who can’t wrangle a HALO, we’ll bounce him right back.”
“What he said,” Cronin agreed. “You need a ride in to Central, Stoney, or —?”
“Got to process the data.” Stone lifted off gauntlets and helmet. “We just scored the cheap thrill. Next comes the joy of chair-polishing.”
The hatch in the jump bay’s deck rumbled shut as the Blue Raven gave a snort of disgust. “Rather you than me.”
“Us,” Ramos corrected, taking Jarrat’s armor from him, piece by piece. Each segment dropped onto a sled, coded for return to its own locker. “You hearin’ any whisper of an assignment, Cap?” He hesitated. “Look, did we screw somethin’ up bad, back on Earth? Beats hell out of us what we did wrong, but they’ve had us runnin’ a bunch of chickenshit drills so long —”
Stone made negative gestures. “You were fine, Joe. If Central has any bone to pick, it’s with Jarrat and me. They won’t ground the whole crew on account of us. You’ll be on assignment soon enough.”
“And you guys?” Cronin lifted off Stone’s shoulder pack and stacked it on the sled. “Shit, boss, don’t tell me they’re standin’ you down. New captains? For chrissakes, why? This one’ll go over on the crewdeck like a lead balloon.”
“Don’t know, Gil,” Jarrat admitted. “Wish we did. I’d like to tell you you’ll be working with Gene Cantrell, but you saw the Huntress launch.”
“The Huntress.” Cronin and Ramos shared a grim look. “So you ain’t heard the engine deck scuttlebutt?”
“We’ve been busy.” Stone gave Jarrat a curious look. “What’s the rumor mill say?”
“Not rumor.” Cronin folded his big arms across his chest and leaned on the nearest suit locker, which was stenciled with Jon Semler’s name. “Hard data, right from the Blue Hawks.” The Huntress’s descant units had been designated Hawk. “She’s buggy as an ant farm, Stoney. Bow to stern. Five tech gangs workin’ on her, round the clock, just to keep her flyin’ straight and level.”
“Damn,” Jarrat breathed. “Gene’s going to just love this. The job’s tough enough without throwing major mechanical problems at us.”
“You mean, like Equinox?” Ramos demanded. “You had us in armor, crawlin’ over the whole carrier, re-blueprintin’ her right down to the airframe.”
“Which kept us alive and functional.” Stone did not have to feign a shudder at the memory. “Sweet, to find out you’re sitting on top of the biggest thermonuclear device ever launched and the bastard you just insulted has his finger on the trigger.”
“Still,” Cronin mused, “that was syndicate shit. The Huntress is just buggy. Last we heard, they’re bringin’ her here to Darwin’s for drydock work. S’gonna take weeks, maybe months to get her runnin’ right.”
The gunship had drifted gently northwest, where the NARC building towered above the skyline. Screens over Cronin’s head showed the pilot’s eye view, and Jarrat watched the airpark resolve out of the forest of surrounding rooftops. “Did the Blue Hawks mention what kind of work?”
“Refits, fixes, patches, replacements, the whole shebang.” Ramos shrugged with enormous shoulders. “Can’t blame Equinox for this one.” His eyes were on the screens. “Some ships’re just dead unlucky.”
“That’s a bunch of spacers’ superstition,” Cronin argued.
But Ramos was not so sure. “I got four cousins, spent years in the merchant astra. They tell stories that’ll curl your hair … if you got it to curl.” He gave Cronin’s shaven skull a sidelong glance and tossed his own long, thick braid back over his shoulder.
“Gene,” Stone said darkly, “has to be thrilled to death.”
The gunship had dropped in, a hundred meters off the NARC airpark, and Cronin summoned a buggy, a light repulsion sled with a whisker-thin armorglass aeroshell. “Thanks for the jaunt, Cap. You get any whisper of an assignment, don’t keep us in the dark. The boys’re so sick of drills and exercises, they’re startin’ to gnaw the furniture.”
“We’ll let you know,” Jarrat promised as he stepped onto the buggy.
The jump hatch growled open just far enough to let it drop out. The sled feathered down through the hot, acrid bluster of the gunship’s repulsion. As Stone stepped off, Cronin retrieved it by remote.
Blue Raven pulled out at once and Jarrat turned his face to the fresh southeasterly. So high above the street, the air remained cool at mid-morning, the sky clear, though from high altitude they had glimpsed the afternoon’s storm massing on he horizon.
“The Huntress,” Stone mused.
“How much is crewdeck bullshine, how much is techs bellyaching because they have to earn their paycheck?” Jarrat headed for the lifts. “There’s one way to find out.”
At this hour Dupre was in his office and the door stood open. They recognized the last few minutes of their own Krauss report playing in his comm relay terminal, and waited for him to sign off on it before Stone prompted shrewdly,
“You, uh, wouldn’t happen to know anything about the Huntress, Colonel?”
From Dupre’s pained look, Jarrat thought, he knew it all. He pushed away from the precious antique desk, took a glass of water from the cooler and regarded the Venice skyline with a frown. “We’ve been trying to keep it quiet. Call it a question of morale. Your vector of information —?”
“Gil and Joe. Our Blue Ravens got it from Gene’s Blue Hawks. Their unit specialists would get info direct from the Huntress’s tech labs or the engine deck.” Jarrat perched on the arm of the leather couch opposite the desk. “So it’s not just crew mess gossip. She’s coming here to drydock?”
“As we speak.” Dupre finished the water and dropped the glass into the disposal. “Regrettably, since launch the Huntress has been plagued with problems, many of them beyond repair in the field, short of sending the Fleet tender, which would maroon her for several weeks. The Osaka is presently in the Sheal system, bound next for Kelso Prime and a real emergency. She can’t stand by the Huntress for at least a month.”
“That bad?” Stone whistled.
“This bad,” Dupre save gravely. “Currently, she’s lying dead in space with a drive malfunction, fifty hours out from Darwin’s Star and waiting for tugs.”
“Ouch.” Jarrat winced. “Hyperdrive malfunction? That’s unusual.” Also enough to inspire an icy shiver, the length of a man’s spine. The words Lombard Explorer escaped from his memory before he could lock them away.
“Bloody unusual,” Dupre agreed, “but apparently Gene’s AI was kind enough to scram the Auriga-10. It aborted main drive ignition after the carrier dropped out for routine comm synchronization at node 367 and has utterly declined any further ignition attempt, no matter the efforts of Gene’s own engineers and various Starfleet specialists who couriered out to meet her.”
The Athena ran the Auriga-9, which had been stable since the day she launched. The next generation engine from Murchison AeroTech should have refined the old, improved performance — but Murchison was in trouble, Jarrat remembered. Their competitor, Arago Technologies, had just recently announced its new drive, the brainchild of some young designer by the name of Foster Weimann, a radical development founded on repulsion physics.
“Sounds like Murchison shortcut the test program on the 10,” Stone hazarded. “They’re up against some damned stiff competition from Arago.”
“I’ve heard our own engineers saying the same.” Dupre turned away from the city view, hands clasped at his back. “Now, I’m no engineer, but I do know when to shut up and take them seriously. And,” he added bitterly, “when to pay attention to the bean counters. You might have wondered why NARC bothered installing the Auriga-10 rather than changing horses. The Weimann Drive is about to make the rest of us look like we’re standing still.”
“So, why did we?” Jarrat was sure he could guess.
“Murchison undercut Arago by over thirty percent.” Dupre tried valiantly to keep the look of disgust off his face, and failed. “So now the Huntress is dead in space waiting for tugs. Naturally, Gene and Captain Petrov are mad enough to spit. But,” he added philosophically, “it does occasionally happen that good ships launch with problems.”
“Crewdeck scuttlebutt is, she’s jinxed. Unlucky.” Stone sat on the couch, crossed one long leg over the other. “Which has to be the reason you’re trying to keep this quiet.”
“Exactly.” Dupre returned to his desk, called up the latest he had received from Captains Cantrell and Petrov and invited the younger men to watch.
Seldom did puffs of smoke issue from Gene Cantrell’s ears, but he made no attempt to conceal his fury as he addressed the vid pickup. Mischa Petrov stood in the frame behind him against a backdrop of their ops room, so close a clone of the Athena’s own, Jarrat could not have told them apart.
“It’s been one goddamned thing after another, Bill,” Cantrell reported. “It’s like this: I’m not even sure how far we can trust the AI, and as for the main drive … I’m getting cold chills every time I even think the word ignition. If you’re curious, get Kevin to tell you about the Lombard Explorer. It’s been twenty-five years since any ship suffered a drive implosion event — it’d be just my bloody luck to be sitting on top of the lemon, one command off retirement, when it happens again.
“So you’ll have to forgive me if we stay put right where we are and wait for the tugs. We’ll be at Darwin’s earliest possible — best we can do. Call the contractors, Bill, they know their schedule better than we do. Mischa?”
Petrov stepped closer to the vid pickup. “Fastest tow I could get us is a civvy operation out of Brennan, but they’re good. NARC and Cygnus have both used them. It’s the same contractor that pulled the Pacifica into Sheckley a few months ago. Jarrat and Stone were aboard. The tow won’t be cheap, but since the department saved a tonne of money on the deal to install this piece of shit contraption that has the gall to call itself an engine, they can pay the bill.”
“There’s not much more we can add,” Cantrell finished. “We’ll get in when we get in, Bill. We already signaled the NARC docks at Darwin’s to stand by for the job from hell. To be frank, I’d be happiest waiting for a whole new drive module, fresh out of the crate. I’d be ecstatic if they offered to retro this bucket of bolts to the Auriga-9. We ran the 9 on the Virago, also on the Athena. Never a lick of trouble. Check the logs, talk to Helen Archer.
“Look, see if you can pull some strings, Bill. There’s bugger all I can do from here. I can’t winkle a shred of sense out of any office on Earth. They’re peering at Mischa and me as if it’s somehow our fault. We’re personally responsible for the jinx.” His brows rose, furrowing his forehead. “You’ve heard the talk, I suppose? Spacer lore. Some ships are pure bad luck. I don’t want to say we’ve scored one, but … till we get in, have your own engineers take apart the telemetry — there’s a few hundred terabytes of data piggybacked on this. Later, Bill.”
The screen returned to the iconic image, the white dove cradled in the palm of a steel gauntlet. Jarrat and Stone shared a sidelong glance, and Jarrat puffed out his cheeks. “And we thought we had trouble.”
“You?” Dupre sat down heavily and steepled his fingers on the desk before him.
“Going stale, waiting for reassignment,” Stone said baldly. “Insomnia.” He gestured at the floor. “We were on our way to see Reardon when Gil and Joe dropped the bombshell.” He hesitated. “Nothing from Earth Central, I suppose?”
“Not a squeak.” Dupre consulted his schedule and waved them off. “All I can tell you is, we’ll be putting some carrier into the Montserrat system before long.”
Jarrat felt the kick of his own pulse as well as Stone’s. “Montserrat Tactical called for NARC?”
“Not yet,” Dupre said carefully, “but Tactical Colonel LeFevre has opened a dialog with us.”
Establishing a channel of communication was always the first step, when Tactical’s commanders felt the reins starting to slip through their fingers. The inevitable scream for help came later, weeks or months, but never more than half a year. Jarrat swallowed on a squadron of butterflies, thinking soberly about the system people called Tartarus with good reason.
“You’ll put the Huntress in there to run dark, gather data?” he hazarded.
“Possibly,” Dupre admitted. “Gene and Petrov are … were due for assignment. Now?” He shook his head. “Who knows? And my schedule is so busy, I don’t have time to squabble with engineers and — bloody bean counters!” He rubbed his temples with thumb and forefingers. “If you’re about to requisition a pill from Doctor Reardon, tell him to send another one up here.”
The door whispered shut behind them. Jarrat set his shoulders on the wall by the lift as Stone thumbed for a car. “I’m thinking, maybe we ought to do a little research.”
“Montserrat,” Stone said thoughtfully. “Tartarus.” The lift opened and he stepped in ahead of Jarrat. “It wouldn’t be my first choice.”
“They never give us the choice,” Jarrat retorted. “If The Montserrat Lode is the assignment, we either take it or we walk. It’d be a bitter way to end a career, Stoney, not to mention the fact they’ll send the Athena there,
with or without us. You heard Gil and Joe. The Ravens don’t want to jump into hell with strangers in command.”
“I don’t blame them.” In the privacy of the lift, as it dropped thirty floors on silk-smooth repulsion, Stone touched his knuckles to Jarrat’s cheek. “I also don’t want to put you in harm’s way.”
“And it’s my turn in deep cover.” Jarrat acknowledged the flutter as his belly turned over.
“Maybe. But I was only inside Equinox for a week. Aphelion was a day,” Stone argued. “You were buried in Death’s Head for two months. I can take this one.”
The gray eyes widened in a glare. Jarrat’s quicksilver annoyance stung Stone like a slap. He visibly flinched and Jarrat backed off with a sigh. “Sorry. But I’m supposed to be happier about putting you in harm’s way, sitting on my bum on the carrier while Christ only knows what goes balls-up in that hellhole of a system? There’s a thousand ways for a deep cover op to screw itself without any Basilisk shooter even pulling a weapon.”
Stone ouched, and would have picked up the gauntlet if the lift had not chosen that moment to open. Before them, the fifteen-meter triage area lay directly ahead of the Infirmary, where only two beds were occupied. One held Paul Krauss — awake by now, strapped firmly into a spinal brace, far too groggy to know who had just walked in. On the far side of the Infirmary, the surgeon’s office stood open and they saw Reardon at the wide desk.
Surrounded by stacks of fragile equipment cases, Kipling Francis Reardon wore an exasperated look as Stone appeared. He returned a handful of gadgetry to its box and the chair creaked under his weight as he leaned back. He was in white smock, lab coat, stubbled, rumpled, eyes a little bloodshot, as if he had pulled an all-nighter in the lab.
“What did you break this time? Damnit, I canceled your schedule — then they told me you armor-jumped from halfway to space this morning!”
“Almost halfway,” Jarrat amended. “Only forty thousand meters. The Karman line on Darwin’s is ninety.”
“Oh, huge difference,” Reardon snorted. “Some kind of simulation, I assume.”
“Testing it out, to set the benchmarks. Fun, actually,” Stone confessed. He spread his arms wide. “Not a scratch. Blue Raven covered for us and it’d be hard to get hurt in the armor. We landed smack on the money, if we were being tested. Which we weren’t.”
Dark brown eyes looked them over critically, head to foot, with the surgeon’s native shrewdness. “So what brings you here? If you’re worried about young Krauss, don’t be. The kid’ll fix up fine. He also knows he blew the thing sky high. He swears he knows what he did wrong. In fact, he was asking me about a second chance.”
But Jarrat’s head shook emphatically. “Yesterday was his third chance, Kip, and he ignored two direct commands to scram the sim before he got hurt. Let him go again, he’ll kill himself in a dumb attempt to prove he can do what he can’t.”
“But if he’ll stay with us as support crew,” Stone added, “we’d be glad to have him. He’s a nice kid. I’d sign him to the Athena, so long as he loses this burning ambition to command. He goes to pieces under duress in the field, even when he knows it’s only a dummy run, with an ‘eject’ button and help one minute away.”
“I’ll break the news gently,” Reardon promised. “He respects you guys. So what can I do for you? Make it quick. I’ve just been dumped on from a great height.” He nodded at the piles of equipment cases. “Behold the new generation nano, like nothing I ever saw before — and you’ll want me to hit the ground running when we shove off. If we ever do,” he growled. “What the hell is keeping us in dock?”
The question was uncomfortably astute. Jarrat shared a wry glance with Stone. “More than likely, us. Dupre’s still waiting to get a semi-intelligent squawking noise from Earth. Are we stood down, are we cleared to fly, or what? We could also be waiting for the assignment of another observer, since we lost Gene.”
“Joy,” Reardon groaned. “You don’t know who it’ll be?”
“We’ll be the last to know,” Stone assured him. “Just pray we don’t get some octogenarian with a triple-PhD and the honorary rank of general in two services, who’ll invent any bloody excuse to crucify us.”
“And if he or she does crucify us,” Jarrat added sourly, “it’s likely to happen in a hellhole in space they’re calling Tartarus. So enjoy your time here while you can, Kip. At least you can walk outside buff-naked if you want to, nobody’s taking potshots at you and the solar wind isn’t frying your nuts while you eat breakfast.”
“Damn.” Reardon blinked at them. “You’re not kidding.”
“Nope.” Stone restacked a few cases to make space to sit on the corner of the desk. “So you won’t be surprised when I say the magic word insomnia. We’re not sleeping.”
“I’d be shocked if you were,” Reardon mused. “Sure, I can give you something.” He rolled out his chair, swiveled it and disappeared into the cold-store to his left. Shelves rumbled to and fro before he lobbed an orange plastex bottle into Stone’s waiting hand. “Use as required. Green to sleep, blue to wake up fast if you need to, same old routine.” He hesitated, and Jarrat waited as he seemed to wrestle with the question of whether to speak or not. “I suppose I ought to tell you,” Reardon said at last, “you’re already under observation.”
Jarrat permitted a groan. “Not Central’s orders? Earth, is it? Dupre?”
“Harry Del,” Reardon told him. “You know Harry and I share data — have done since the Death’s Head job was still in high gear. He’s concerned about you.”
An unexpected twist of annoyance from Stone caught Jarrat unawares. “It’s just Harry doing the old family doctor thing,” he said levelly. “We’ve both had reason to be grateful in the past. Several times. You’re in contact with him, direct?”
“Yes. He’s actually waiting for you.” Reardon gestured vaguely, perhaps in the direction of Rethan, though Jarrat would not have known the actual bearing. “Any time you can get yourselves there.” His head shook doubtfully. “The clipper comes expensive in time and money. You’ve thought about it?”
For a long moment they were silent, until at last Stone admitted, “We’ve considered a lot of things. You’re fully aware we might be decommissioned. I suppose we’re reluctant to burn through so much cash when our careers might be over. If Central puts the wrong bastard observer aboard on the next assignment we can still be stood down, even though we didn’t resign or retire voluntarily.”
“You have new lives to build,” Reardon mused. “You’re a tad young to retire — and if some octogenarian bastard does relegate you to the scrap pile, the department could terminate your contract without a service pension. They could do it to penalize you for refusing to let R&D weaponize you. It’s … a high price to pay for the satisfaction of deploying a carrier in the homeworlds, busting Aphelion.”
“Treading on so any political toes, the old farts couldn’t decide if they should decorate us or arrest us,” Jarrat said aridly. “Look, Kip, neither of us is short of cash. The salary is decent, and if you don’t play poker with the descant troops too often it’s tough to drop money aboard a carrier. Everything we do, we charge to an official expense account. If you’re starting to fret about us — don’t.”
“All right.” Reardon studied them soberly. “You mind if I tell Harry all this? So he knows what he’s up against, when you get yourselves back there. I know what’s worrying him. I, uh, saw the reports on the last round of VR stuff you ran. Psyche garbage. Ugly mind games designed to provoke a reaction, any reaction, like shocking a rat to see how high the poor little bugger jumps. If you weren’t barking mad when you started, you would be before you finished. And it leaves you carrying baggage.”
“You got that right,” Stone admitted. “It ain’t easy, Kip. Prognosis?”
“Long term?” Reardon leaned back, head pillowed on folded forearms. “Poor. So find a way to let Harry perform his patented T/87 mutoid magic. Forget it all. Short term? Fair. You can hold it together if you focus on your work and lean on each other. Treatment? Short of tranks, which you don’t want and wouldn’t take, as a doctor I’d prescribe plenty of gym time, fresh air, good food, sleep and sex, in any order you prefer. All the things that affirm life, love, pleasure, the positives, over death, injury, bereavement, the negatives. Doesn’t take a genius to work it out.”
At last Jarrat discovered a genuine smile. “I could go for that.”
Stone rattled the pill bottle and got to his feet. “Thanks for this. Catch you later, Kip.” They were waiting for the lift down to the lab, to process the morning’s data, when he mused, “New lives to build. He makes a good point.”
“We’ve hashed it out.” Jarrat groaned, resigned to the time-worn conversation. He could recite it by heart. “Tac’s a deathtrap these days since the syndicates are getting too smart, way too well armed. Neither of us could stand Army discipline for long —”
“Or the snoot-in-the-air snobbery of ‘the senior service,’” Stone finished. “Starfleet. Jack Brogan’s mob. Christ, can you see us saying yessir, nosir, spit-polishing our boots and kissing ass to hang onto the job?”
“Oh, sure,” Jarrat drawled. “Then again, I also see white rabbits with pocket watches, and dancing pink elephants.” He forced a throaty chuckle. “So we’ll be going out on our own.”
“And nothing major happens without cash. That’s one thing I learned from the clan back home.” Stone stepped into the lift. “Let’s just process the data and get the hell out of here. I need some air. You want to swim? Fresh air, sleep and sex, Kip said. If that’s the prescription, I’ll take it.”
“Deal,” Jarrat decided.




Chapter Four

The numbers looked good and Stone was closing the file, tagging it for Dupre’s attention, when Gil Cronin’s bass voice surprised him from the lab’s open door. Moments before, Jarrat had stepped out to the adjacent crew mess for coffee, leaving Stone to assemble the myriad attachments on the file. The Blue Raven was in white denims, blue teeshirt, keys in one hand, obviously headed out of the building, off duty. Stone automatically looked behind him for Ramos, but Cronin was alone.
“You want to get lunch, Stoney?” he was asking.
“I would, but we’re on our way out — boat, drop anchor about five K’s offshore, get some sun, swim.” Stone divided his attention between Cronin and the screen. “I’d invite you along, but you know what they say. Three’s a crowd.” He gave Cronin a wink.
“You want time and space to shag in the sun before some load of bullshit hits some fan.” The Blue Raven chuckled. “Smart move.”
“More inter-unit scuttlebutt?” Stone wondered.
Cronin only shrugged. “There’s always talk. Mostly it’s just rumor, but the lads picked it dead right before Avalon and Aurora. Me, I’m on my way to a game.”
“Going to the aeroball without Joe?” Stone tagged the file, sent it and logged off. “Something’s wrong with this picture.”
“Dang, the man’s quick.” Cronin indulged in a chuckle. “Must be all them trained reflexes.” He nodded at the ceiling. “He’s on the airpark, probably headed up to the carrier. Volunteered his muscles … and whatever other parts of his anatomy might turn out to be useful.”
“For what?” Jarrat asked as he maneuvered around Cronin with a mug in either hand.
“The heavy liftin’. And whatever else she wants.” Cronin’s nostrils flared at the aroma of fresh coffee. “You won’t have seen her, then? Pretty little thing, name of Allie, or Ellie — no, Callie, that’s it. Some kind of imaging specialist, civilian, on loan from IntelScan. Came over to work on the Athena’s scan platforms.”
“We saw the transfer orders.” Jarrat sat on the edge of the workspace by Stone’s screen. “Callie Dalton, highly recommended. She’ll be aboard for a while, observing the new hardware under actual assignment conditions.”
“That’s her.” Cronin shoved both hands into hip pockets, which stretched the denim intriguingly tight. “Her and Joe, them two went click … chemistry. Well, you know Joe. He’s a big beauty, and he knows it. And he swings both ways anytime it suits him, which makes the playin’ field ten klicks wide.”
“Hence, you’re going to the aeroball on your own,” Stone observed.
“Got tickets,” Cronin offered with a seductive leer.
“Boat, sun, line in the water, cooler full of Warhold Gold,” Jarrat said loudly when he clearly felt Stone begin to waver.
Cronin snorted a laugh. “Humpin’ like seals, five K’s out in the gulf. Well, enjoy.”
“We intend to,” Jarrat promised. “In fact —”
The chime from the comm was predictable. A certain nerve in Stone’s gut tightened. Premonition? He leaned over, touched the corner of the screen. “7.1.”
A window opened, framing Dupre. “Ah, good, you’re still in the building. Is 9.4 with you?”
“And Gil Cronin.” Stone’s brow creased. “What is it?”
“Come right up,” Dupre invited. “All of you.”
“Right now?” Stone foresaw the afternoon dissolving away, boat, sun, humping seals and all.
“Immediately,” Dupre said sharply, and clicked off.
“Buggeration,” Jarrat rasped. “That sounded ominous.”
“It sounded,” Stone mused, “like work.” He swiped up his coffee and herded the others out. “You heard the man: all of us.”
The Blue Raven groaned eloquently. “You had to tell him I was here.”
“You’re a tad large to overlook,” Stone said with brittle humor as Jarrat keyed for the lift. “So catch it later on the vids.”
Dupre’s office was dim, cool, quiet, with three screens busy, running muted while the colonel seemed to follow them all simultaneously. Stone registered the sharp quirk from Jarrat as they recognized faces in the display to Dupre’s right. The other screens were cycling footage from an industrial cesspit that could only be the Montserrat Lode, Incorporated. Stone spared them a glance, long enough to catch a handful of raw, unassociated data — 22 major planets, 109 moons, none habitable, no terraforming scheduled, every world in the process of being ripped apart by 200 million humans and 70 million drones, many of which doubled the mass of the Athena. Super-heavy industry made for an indescribable mess, all of it orbiting a blue star that sizzled the system with a nasty solar wind. Humans huddled in bunkered, rad-shielded settlements … Angel-rotten. Stone acknowledged the crawling sensation in the pit of his belly and turned deliberately to the next screen, and faces he knew.
“Colonel Pete Stacy,” Jarrat observed redundantly. “And the man looks mad enough to spit. Then again, he always does.”
Moments before, mugshots of Damon Vaughan had commanded Stacy’s space: gaunt with suffering and bitterness, pale following months of hospitalization after the hotel fire in the flyspeck town of Bundaberg in the poisonous wilderness south of Eldorado. For just a moment Stone physically felt the searing heat of the gantry fire, heard the whang of shots passing too close for comfort, his lungs spasmed on the phantom choking burn of toxic chemistry as he and Jarrat breathed dangerous stuff that passed for air at a stretch of the imagination.
He felt Jarrat suck in a breath in reaction to the flood of memory, sensation, and slammed up the empathic shield to protect them both. “Damon Vaughan.” He heard the tightness of his own voice. “So he lived after all. Last time we had news of him, he’d lost three out of four limbs and was fighting for his life with burns I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”
“He lost the fourth.” Dupre gestured at the text marching through the left of his screens. “He’s only recently been released from a major hospital in Eldorado, on South Atlantis, Rethan. Quite understandably, he’s been talking, dealing with Colonel Stacy to keep himself out of a cell. He’s in no physical or mental condition to handle a maximum security facility, quite apart from the fact Death’s Head associates would soon identify him and shorten his life expectancy. In fact he’d begun making Stacy some extremely tempting offers around the time you shipped out to Earth. Stacy was inclined to listen seriously because of the content of this data package. I’ve called you all here for your intimate familiarity with the landscape. The city of Chell and the regions south of Eldorado.”
“Vaughan’s lucky. He’d have been executed in any other colony,” Jarrat said pointedly. “They don’t do capital punishment on Rethan. Yet.”
“Which is the only reason I made it out alive,” Stone growled. “Hal Mavvik recognized irresistible bait for a prisoner exchange when he saw it. Rethan’s the only colony where it could be organized … thank any soldier’s god who happened to be listening at the time.” He gave Jarrat a level look, sharing hard, bitter memories at which Dupre could only guess. Cronin knew more, though even he did not know everything, and never would.
“Be seated, gentlemen,” Dupre invited. “Run the data — ah, Sergeant Ramos, good of you to join us,” he added with rueful amusement as the Blue Raven stepped in. “I trust Miss Dalton’s … equipment was properly handled and everything launched on time?”
In any other company, Blue Raven 7 would have employed his middle finger, but since it was the CO he settled for a snort of good humor and mopped his brow. “Hard work, boss,” he said equably, “but y’know, you get all that satisfaction of a … job well done.”
“Satisfaction?” Cronin echoed. “Well, some chores are their own reward.”
In fact, Stone decided, Joe Ramos looked so laid back, he was either cruising on the faintest whiff of chimera or —
“Shagged out,” Jarrat observed, “and before you say anything, I’m not knocking it. The lady’s on her way?”
Ramos glanced at Dupre’s antique sweep-hand chrono, on the wall opposite the desk. “Should be on the carrier in twenty. I’d promised to go up an’ unload her gear, but duty calls. Rain check.” He pulled a chair up beside Cronin and frowned at the screens. “Jesus, tell me it ain’t Tartarus.”
“It is,” Dupre said gravely, “though you’ll doubtlessly be pleased to know Montserrat is not your assignment at this time.”
“But we’re headed someplace.” Cronin knew Pete Stacy’s face as well as they all did. On standby in the Ravens’ ready room, the descant troops played a lot of poker, watched a lot of GlobalNet to kill time. They were at least as well informed of what happened at street level in their target city as any officer in the ops room.
In answer, Dupre set the data package to play and busied himself with the makings of green tea. Jarrat and Stone shared the fascination, the curiously mingled sense of dread and exhilaration. Old warhorses, Stone thought self-mockingly, always smelled a battlefield. Wise old warhorses ran in the other direction. But this?
“Colonel Dupre,” Stacy was saying in the too-familiar accent of Chell. “You’ll forgive me if I get right to the point, and I’ll assume you already know a good half of what I’m about to say, so I won’t beat about any bushes. You did one hell of a job on Death’s Head, bought us breathing space, time to rebuild, reorganize. But you already know, after your situation over on South Atlantis a while back, the file got reopened. You might’ve hoped Death’s Head was dead and buried — we all did, especially after the price Jarrat and Stone paid to take them down. We can rightly say the old syndicate is gone. Death’s Head isn’t my problem.
“Angel is … that, and the bastard offspring of Death’s Head. We’re hearing the name of Scimitar. Whispers in citybottom on two continents. I opened a file on them six weeks ago, as of the date of this transmission. With the assistance of Mister Damon Vaughan, I’m pleased to say that file’s thick. There’s zip we’d need to add to take a crack at Scimitar ourselves. But here’s the rub.
“We’re not back up to strength, Dupre. It’ll take at least another year for my department to recover from the beating we took. I can’t get recruits, for one thing — the death toll was too high, the carnage is still in the media. GlobalNet won’t quit hammering on it, so — recruits to fill Tac boots? Shit, forget it. Locals are reluctant to put on the uniform, but you can’t fault ’em for caution. I can’t get the funding to recruit offworld. Even if I did —
“The name of Bram Sorenson mean anything? The trouble that asshole’s stirred up in any city you care to name puts Tactical so fucking thin on the ground everywhere, anywhere, I couldn’t get a backup hazmat squad supposing Scimitar dropped an ore hauler in uptown Chell and rigged its reactors to spill. So let me get right down to cases.
“I got the whole dossier on Scimitar. I know who they are and where. Show this to Jarrat and Stone. They were there in Bundaberg, some fleapit hotel, doesn’t even exist anymore. Vaughan lost all four limbs and most of his hide when it went up like a bomb, but the key players disappeared. Took my people three fucking months to work out how they vanished like smoke, but we figured it in the end.
“Nuke bunker,” Stacy said acidly. “Installed by Bartusiak Exploration while the gas fields were under construction and humans actually worked out there. Must be a hundred years ago, almost beyond living memory … almost. Leave it to the old broad to know it, remember it. Nobody else did, so she and her driver, bodyguard, whatever, just disappeared.”
On the screen as he spoke, file images, vids from squad flyers, maps, mug shots, looped endlessly. So familiar to Stone, the show-and-tell brought back half-forgotten days when he sat with thirty other young troopers, taking notes in a briefing theater before they hit the street to tackle the raw research which formed the basis of most Tactical business. Roadwork. Pavement-pounding. The old terms skittered through the basements of memory, inviting a flutter of steel butterflies into his gut.
Now Stacy’s show froze on a four-shot study of the same face: a woman imaged through many decades from youth to middle age, to old age and then into the incredibly old age of one who had optioned every gene therapy until medical and cosmetic high-tech could do no more. Valda Hawass.
“We’re not sure how old she is,” Pete Stacy went on. “She might not know herself. She’s the last of the Hawass clan, born in the shacks, in the badlands on the skirts of the spaceport, in the days when Chell was so new, the paint still stank. Even in a spanking-new colony, poor folks were always poor. They came out by sleeper ship, following jobs that didn’t last long. Suddenly your contract’s up, the project’s done? You’re supposed to follow the work someplace else, but — lemme guess. You spent the cash as fast as you earned it, you don’t got the price of a clipper ticket out? Tough, but it happens. And folks like the Hawass clan … and the Mavviks, remember the name? … they came down hard in the badlands.
“Generations of the buggers bred like rats in the shacks. Didn’t bother to register births, burned their own dead, married and divorced as it suited ’em. Records from that place and time don’t even exist. But I can tell you this: by the time she was fifty, Hawass had united three clans, dragged the whole sorry mess of ’em out of those badlands, put ’em in the top floors of an uptown apartment house with a view of the hills. As a girl she was nobody, but she had good looks and guts. Vaughan heard all the family gossip and everything he gave me is verified, independently, by this clown, name of Spencer Carnaby, who was close to them.
“Hawass had the guts and stamina to hustle for real money, also the brains to hang onto the cash … brothers and cousins to ride shotgun, keep her safe while she traded on tits and ass for long enough to get on top in the skin business — start managing others. She also dealt fizz, gryphon and chimera on the side. Fast forward a long, long time, they entered the Buran trade maybe forty, fifty years ago. And you know as well as the rest of us, from there you can spit at the Angel trade.
“Hal Mavvik,” Stacy said sourly, “was the great-grandson of one of those brothers. We traced signs of four Hawass brothers and two sisters. The other sister died quite young. Companions, especially the girls, often turn up dead in citybottom. Ask Jarrat. He ran with the scum for months, knows how it works. Shit, we all do. Maybe Valda’s sister — we got no record of her name — overdosed on some crap, God knows what. Angel itself showed up out here fifty years ago. I’m guessing the brothers got blown to hell, looking for vengeance, leaving Valda with the Mavviks, sitting on a pile of money, all of them nursing a raging thirst for revenge — and a vision.
“You and me, Dupre, we think of vengeance as grabbing the biggest cannon we can find and blowing the bastards away. You want to stay inside the law? We’re old fashioned enough to think ‘go find evidence, drag the fuckers into court, cage ’em for life.’ Hawass had different ideas. Call her a visionary. She’d play the city at its own stinking game. Rot the whole shitty colony with Angel, punish it with agony, supposing it took a lifetime.
“The result was Death’s Head. And you can believe me, Dupre, they were royalty. They lived in palaces. If it existed, they owned it. They were an empire for decades. NARC broke them, didn’t quite erase them. You took down Hal Mavvik and most of the shooters, pilots, bagmen, moneymen, mules. But you missed the one key power piece in this lousy game. We all did, because the old bitch never showed up anywhere, anytime. Your files go back two generations, same as mine. But not three or four. Tactical can’t go back so far, Dupre. Like I told you, records don’t even exist in the badlands where the Hawasses and the Mavviks started.
“Where’s Madame been all along? Vaughan and Carnaby swear she’s been hiding in plain sight. Who bothers to notice some old crone running down the clock in an ancient house on an overgrown lot on a hill outside Chell? Except that old house turns out to be a fucking mansion on the inside, staffed by domestic drones you can’t bribe or intimidate or indict. So we staked it out: the garage under the hill is full of sportplanes, two full-orbital. The old broad’s been offworld for gene-tweaking therapy —
“Christ, you ever busted your balls trying to force clinics to cough up data? A court order from one colony won’t fly in another. I won’t tell you how I came by the info … let’s say, the law on Brennan got slightly bent. Hawass has bank accounts in four colonies and more savvy than the rest of us added together.” His eyes glittered, hard with anger. “They’re coming back, Dupre: calling themselves Scimitar, some bullshit about the righteous sword of vengeance. I know where they are, who they are, but I don’t got the muscle to lay a finger on ’em. Of course I’ve freakin’ tried —
“Don’t even ask the obvious half-assed question. Why don’t I just issue arrest warrants, go pick ’em up? They never budge without a security army. Gundrones, Dupre. You know some way to intimidate a gundrone? Blow it away — sure, but the fucking things are smart, way faster than any human, and armed one hell of a lot better than Tactical. Four times, we tried cutting through Scimitar’s security cordon. Four times, I buried officers. How many service funerals do we want to watch on GlobalNet? Warrants are posted for all the Scimitar players I know about … Jesus Christ, I also posted the arrest warrant for Hal Mavvik! What a joke.
“You can’t get near these people, much less pull the bastards in. There’s blood on the ground if we try — they take no account of Tactical. We’re just some nuisance that keeps fragging their gundrones. For every one we frag they bust two fresh out of storage. I’m sick to my gut of burying my best people, Dupre. This is syndicate shit.
“It burns me up to say it, but Tactical doesn’t play in the same league. You better believe me when I tell you we can’t touch them — but NARC can. Now, listen to me. Understand. I don’t want another war. This colony can’t carry a second full-on shooting war so soon. We’re only half rebuilt after the last NARC circus. So here’s what I’m thinking.”
Stone could guess, and exchanged a taut glance with Jarrat. Kevin nodded, a tiny token of acknowledgment. They were on the same page of the same script, a jump ahead of Stacy.
“Give me NARC’s resources, not the war,” the Tactical commander said tersely. “Run the carrier dark. Use everything you got, but don’t tip the buggers off that you’re here. Surgical strike — work it out yourselves. I don’t give a flying fuck how you do it. Take the key players, all their top dogs. I can rake together enough manpower to mop up the chickenshit small fry while they’re running around in a frenzy. If the only way you can shut down Scimitar is via long-range hit, execution by assassination, do it, Dupre. You can have Tactical’s mandate in triplicate, if you need it … which you bastards don’t. But the deal is this: do not put a gunship in the air. Anything else in your arsenal, but no gunships. Understood? No war.
“And another thing.” He was clearly winding down now, visibly exhausted, spent. “I want Jarrat and Stone. I know those bastards. I don’t like either one of them, but I trust ’em a hundred-ten percent. They’ll do the job right first time, in and out so fast, Valda fucking Hawass never knew what hit her.”
There, Dupre froze the playback and turned to face the younger men. “I’ve taken a look at his data. It seems Madame Hawass is currently based in the outdistricts well south of Eldorado, though the major Angel revenues are bleeding out of Chell, as always. Scimitar has already insinuated tentacles into every part of both cities, and Hawass is at its core. As outrageous as this might sound, gentlemen, your prime target is a tiny, frail bird of a woman, unthinkably old, unspeakably dangerous.”
“We met,” Jarrat said quietly. “She recognized me. It took me a while to work out how, but it turns out she used to score vicarious thrills watching security vids, specifically Mavvik’s house Companions performing with the staff. Including me.” He shrugged as Cronin gave a bass groan of disbelief. “Every last individual was under surveillance, everywhere in the palace, Gil. Even Hal himself. You couldn’t take a leak without showing up on some camera. It seems Valda Hawass still has a taste for ripe young Companions —”
“And pretty-boy king shooters,” Cronin guessed wryly. “I remember the act, Cap. Hey, you do what you gotta do. The, uh, Companion?”
“A nice kid, absolutely professional.” Jarrat would not elaborate.
“Suffice to say, you were imaged. The woman saw the vids and remembered you,” Dupre mused. “Unfortunate, Jarrat, but as you said, unavoidable. Who could have known?”
In fact, the Companion himself, Lee, had known, Stone thought, but at the time Jarrat attached no importance to his remarks. A seduction scene, played out on a table as a deliberate tease for a woman Jarrat never knew existed? It would have seemed no more than harmless mischief, another way to pass the interminable months when he was buried so deep inside Death’s Head, Stone had begun to despair of making the bust.
“So, there you have it.” Dupre sat, forearms on the desk. “Stacy’s request is highly irregular, yet at the same time it falls well within our purview. The only real question is, can it be done? Surgically, swiftly, with a minimum casualty count.”
For some time Jarrat and Stone sat back, regarding each other soberly, darkly, each bringing to mind every detail he recalled of Rethan, Chell, Eldorado, the islands, the outdistricts — Ballyntyre in the jungled mountains, Outbound, among the coral reefs, the rain-drenched wooded valleys where Harry Del’s property nestled.
At last Jarrat said slowly, “The better question is, can it be done without launching a gunship?” Here, he could only shrug. “There’s only one way to know, Colonel. Be there. Research it, find out, make the call. We can only tell Stacy yes or no once we’ve taken a look, up close and personal. Stoney?”
“We’re more familiar with his theater of operations than anyone else in this department,” Stone said levelly. “Stacy knew who to call. We can go in and not blunder around, spending months trying to learn it. But, no gunship support?”
“Remember the fight at Evelyn’s place, and the landing field,” Jarrat said softly.
Stone nodded. “That’s what worries me.”
“Worries you?” Dupre prompted shrewdly.
“What Stacy wants can certainly be done,” Stone told him. “The only point I question is the minimum casualty count. Because if we go in naked, sidearms only, marginal top cover … it will turn into a shooting match like that.” He snapped his fingers. “We’ll incur a high body count if you want us to get out alive, because we can’t dive for cover and call for extraction. No gunship means no descant unit on standby two minutes downrange. We can only shoot our way out. What do you want us to do, spit at them?”
“All right.” Dupre took a deep breath, visibly thinking it through. “Your intel is top notch before you begin. Damon Vaughan traded everything he has and knows for a five year sentence under house arrest in a Tac facility — not prison, where he’d be soon be killed. After he’s served his time, he’ll be relocated to another colony with a new identity and facial reconstruction. In Chell you’ll liaise discreetly with Stacy and Vaughan. Do your own research, verify every detail. Vaughan will be pliable. He’s mobile on biocyber prostheses, but I know something about them. A number of my old friends lived with them for too long. They’re painful. When they break down, as they invariably do, it can take months to get replacement parts. And Vaughan can’t afford cloned limbs — even if he could, they take years to culture. All of which makes the bold Damon Vaughan extremely vulnerable, and gives you all the leverage you need.”
“Then, you’re assigning us,” Stone concluded. Not a question.
“Call it a special case,” Dupre allowed. “Nothing about this is routine. Stacy has asked for you specifically. I still haven’t received any transmission from Earth, which cuts both ways. Perhaps General Gaunt has revoked your command warrants, but I know nothing about this, which leaves a critical, time sensitive decision very much in my hands. Yes, I’m assigning you to Rethan. Scimitar. I judge Stacy’s situation to be dire; no one else on my staff has the local knowledge to do what he’s asked of us; he wants you … and the decision remains mine due to Earth Central’s sheer tardiness. As far as I’m concerned, we may regard this as tying up our own dangling loose ends, rather than a formal assignment. General Gaunt’s office can learn about it after the fact, via the report.”
“And Basilisk?” Jarrat asked shrewdly.
Now Dupre shook his head. “Colonel Noel LeFevre of Montserrat Tactical has opened a dialogue. I have free access to an ocean of data, but as yet he’s transmitted no request for NARC involvement. Until he does, we’re mere spectators even though he clearly wants to keep us informed. If you’d care to view LeFevre’s information, I’ll send you the dossier. You too, Cronin, Ramos. Some of it’s classified, but everyone in this room has the clearance.”
“Later.” Stone stood, unable to be still now, filled with restless energy.
“One thing at a time,” Jarrat agreed. “Don’t cloud the issue with data belonging to another job.” He gave Stone a crooked grin. “Besides which, we could ship back from Rethan and find Gaunt pulled our warrants. What d’you say, Stoney? Tie off the loose ends, let the future take care of itself?”
Dupre nodded agreement at once. “Still, you should be aware of the challenge. Basilisk. I’m not saying it will fall to you. In fact, it’s by no means certain NARC will deploy at Montserrat at all. You’ll have heard the political wrangle! The Montserrat Lode straddles the frontier. Forty Angel lawyers from ‘Tartarus’ claim it actually falls in freespace and NARC has no damn’ jurisdiction out there. But two hundred million people from worlds like Darwin’s and Avalon live and work there. An independent corporation owns title to the system, yes; but it and its shareholders pay taxes as far back as the homeworlds.
“The legal battle is on, right now, a bitter brawl that’ll take weeks or even months to reach any resolution. Noel LeFevre knows all this. Naturally, he insists Montserrat lies in colonial space and qualifies as a legit colony as surely as Rethan or Darwin’s. But the opposition is vociferous, loud, obnoxious. They make a robust case and they’re fighting it through the courts on Earth itself. The truth is, they might win. If they do, NARC is well out of jurisdiction at Montserrat.”
“If they lose,” Stone said, edging toward the door, “if Earthside lawyers can show Tartarus isn’t sovereign, freespacer territory, the High Court ruling dumps LeFevre’s business right back onto us.”
“Dumps us right in their shitpit,” Cronin as he and Ramos stood. “Fightin’ in there, Cap … it’ll get real nasty, real quick. Montserrat’s industrial, like Equinox and Scorpio, and dirty, like Death’s Head and White Lightning.”
Ramos slung one big arm over Cronin’s shoulders. “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it.”
“Dangerous is one thing,” Cronin argued. “Suicidal is somethin’ else.” He sketched Dupre an approximation of a salute. “We better get goin’, Colonel. If we’re shovin’ off soon, suddenly we got a million things to do. Joe?”
“Right behind you.” Ramos gave Dupre a polite nod and shadowed Cronin out.
Lingering, grave, even brooding, Jarrat gestured at the screens. “Gil could be closer to right than you’d like to believe. I’m not even sure NARC could fight in the Montserrat system. There’s no single world, no one target city. A big population scattered across so many locations, so many bolt-holes, hiding places. It’s a poisonous rabbit warren, worse than Jupiter and Zeus combined.”
“Oh, I know.” Dupre mirrored Jarrat’s solemn expression. “I’ve referred the whole Montserrat dossier to a team of analysts, several of them with Starfleet and Army experience. In fact, if you’d been staying on Darwin’s in the next few weeks, I was about to have you join them, add your own experiences of difficult systems which are in some ways comparable, Zeus in particular. You have a track record of producing results in impossible places.”
The observation was accurate enough, but Stone was conscious of deep ambivalence, his own and Jarrat’s reverberating through the bond. “I honestly don’t know, Colonel,” he admitted. “Look, let the analysts take it apart. If Montserrat’s on the table when we get back from Rethan, we’ll add our ten bucks’ worth. I’d also want the Ravens involved at the VR model stage. Kevin?”
“Oh, yeah,” Jarrat agreed. “Play fair: let the Ravens tell us if they can fight in there. Listen to them, Colonel. It’s Gil’s people who’ll be jumping right into hell. If they call it suicide … they’re neither fools nor cowards. Trust them.” He hesitated, swallowed. “For the record, I won’t be the one who orders them to self-destruct.”
“Noted,” Dupre assured him. “But you did the seemingly impossible in the Jupiter system, and Zeus. Keep Basilisk in mind … not that I’m promising it to you, nor threatening you with it. It might not be my call. The Huntress might take it, if we can get her functional inside the time frame — she’s the only unassigned carrier at this moment. You could find yourselves transferred, promoted to lab work, if you want it. Or not, if you prefer to leave us.” He looked from Stone to Jarrat and back, grave, searching. “I hope you’ll remain with NARC. Veterans with years of field experience are an absolutely invaluable resource.” He stirred, investigated his cup, found it empty. “In the meantime, you’re certainly assigned to Scimitar, Jarrat, Stone. Recall your crew; cancel leave, effective immediately. Ship out in three days. I’ll message Stacy by Starfleet courier. He’ll expect you.”
They took this as a dismissal and stepped out. Stone’s mind had clicked into overdrive while his pulse sped, his hands clenched, wanting to be busy. Jarrat paced beside him, catlike, restless. They were on the airpark before they spoke, and Jarrat said with wry humor,
“Suits us just fine, doesn’t it? Rethan’s exactly where we need to be.” He tapped his temple. “Let Harry finish what we started on the way to Earth. Get rid of the baggage, as Kip calls it.”
The air was fresh though the western horizon had darkened with the afternoon’s incoming storm. Venice always steamed in the evening, drying out while the sky cleared and tropical stars battled through the city’s light pollution. Stone stood at the parapet, watching the lowering sky without seeing it until Jarrat’s hand fell on his back, rubbing companionably.
He forced his thoughts to order and summoned a smile. “Scimitar. The righteous sword of justice.”
“That’s the awkward thing about swords,” Jarrat said darkly. “Mindless steel doesn’t give a crap who it cuts, and it can be bloody sharp.” He dug for the keys. “Home? We should pack while we have the chance. We’re about to be busy.”
“Home,” Stone murmured. “That’s an interesting choice of word, Kevin.”
“Just a word.” Jarrat laced his fingers at Stone’s nape. “There’s an old saying. They even say it on Sheckley. Home? It’s where the heart is.”
Grateful for the sentiment, Stone caught him in a quick embrace, shared a swift kiss and headed to the car.




Chapter Five

The lease was paid through to its expiry date and the drones would keep the house in good order. Jarrat stood in the living room, looking for forgotten oddments while Stone walked the return veranda in search of a pair of aviator’s shades he had put down somewhere. Memories accumulated, the longer a person stayed in one place. Jarrat had grown accustomed to quiet, the privacy of a house, the sound of the sea in the morning, the scents of night blooming plants.
Part of him would always be a gypsy, eager for the next place, every fresh opportunity. But what he had seen of Harry’s home in the mountains appealed even more. The Stone clan’s acreage and mansion in Spain were too ostentatious, but the Del property spoke to some deep part of Jarrat that had begun to envy the roots people like Harry put into the ground. He had never had any place to go back to, and was disquieted to discover the need inside himself.
The screen door rasped shut as Stone reappeared. Their bags lay piled just inside; blinds had auto-closed against the evening sun. A hint of ozone and the perfume of tropical plants Jarrat could not even name accompanied Stone. He had found his glasses, and dropped them on the table by the keys and wallets as he studied Jarrat — aware of the tumult of Kevin’s feelings.
They would hit him, Jarrat knew, as near-random impulses, confusing, contradictory. Unsurprising, since Jarrat himself could barely get a grasp on them. Stone might have asked what troubled him. Jarrat was grateful for an embrace instead, a kiss that obviated any need for explanation. Or did Stone suspect the thoughts bedeviling him? He dropped the empathic shield, closed his eyes and invited the rush of Stone’s emotions, fully expecting a similar tumult.
But Stone was curiously calm. He knew where he came from, Jarrat thought ruefully. He might be estranged from his family but he knew where they were, who they were. To Jarrat, family was an almost alien concept. A year ago ‘home’ would have been equally alien. He drew his tongue across Stone’s lower lip, tasting the last hint of tequila and triple sec, and leaned back to look at him. Stone’s brow quirked in question, but Jarrat just shook his head and Stone did not press him.
They were packed with two hours’ grace before their pickup was due, and Jarrat could not shake the feeling he had forgotten something. Stone followed him into the bedroom, where the house drones would clean and tidy after they left. The wide bed was rumpled, four pillows stacked on one side, where Stone had sat in the morning, watching aeroball highlights while Jarrat brewed coffee and conferenced with Curt Gable.
The closets stood open, empty. Stone waited for him until Jarrat had turned a full three-sixty, then dumped him unceremoniously on the bed and knelt astride him to hold him down. “Kevin, let it be.”
“I might, if I knew what it was,” Jarrat admitted.
“You don’t want to leave,” Stone said, half guess, half deduction.
“Got a job to do.” Jarrat pulled him down and deliberately tugged the pale green shirt over his head, tousling the dark hair. Stone surrendered easily, luxuriating as Jarrat teased his nipples with sharp, careful teeth, never in any doubt about where the line blurred through the gray zone between pleasure and pain, since his own flesh rucked and sang with every pang of Stone’s nerves. “We can come back,” Jarrat said huskily as Stone stripped him. “I want …”
“I know exactly what you want,” Stone said, not at all mocking as he laid Jarrat bare from breast to knees. “What you need.”
He also knew what they had forgotten. The crushed tube of Sweet Delite lay under the bed, just enough left to slick Jarrat comprehensively, feeling chill on blood-hot skin, which brought him up hard and made Stone hiss in reaction. Jarrat watched, languid, deliberately lazy, as Stone threw his slacks at the nearest chair and indulged him.
Haphazard, random sensuality possessed them, sometimes awkward, sometimes sublime. Stone cursed passionately as he settled at last in a comfortable straddle with Jarrat flat on his back and sheathed to the hilt. He rocked into the ride, languorous, as if they had all the time in the world. Jarrat wished it were true. He traced the planes and curves of Stone’s face, throat, chest, and marshaled his thoughts with an immense effort.
“If you don’t hurry up, our ride’s going to be on the driveway and this could get … embarrassing.”
Stone turned his wrist to see his chrono. “Stop worrying.”
“Start moving,” Jarrat retorted, and bucked his hips to provide a little inspiration where it was needed.
With ten spare minutes they were done, decent, with a tang of fresh cologne. Jarrat stood in the sun on the veranda and stretched his spine till it crackled. The Rand would return itself to Central’s garage and even now he was listening for engines. The wide driveway offered just enough space for a Yamazake Apogee to set down — the Athena’s lighter. With a sigh, Jarrat plucked the comset from his breast pocket, slipped it on and clicked up to the NARC highband.
At once he heard the chatter of the ship’s busy loop, and the new voice of the ops room, a welcome change from Mikhail Petrov’s short-fuse impatience. Curt Gable was cast from a different mold and still enjoying his promotion. In a year or two, if he proved out, Dupre would be recommending him for promotion to field work. A captaincy could be waiting for him and Gable wanted it.
“Ops, this 9.4, looking for our ride,” Jarrat said quietly into the free-for-all comm melee. “How long, Curt?”
“She’s four minutes out, on approach from your northwest,” Gable told him without hesitation. “See you aboard in an hour, Cap. We’re still taking on crew. Half the Ravens are in transit, coming in from places I never even heard of, and I spent years of my misspent youth here. Pilots Archer, Reynolds and Lang got in about ten minutes ago.”
“Thanks, Curt.” Jarrat was about to click out of the loop when Gable added,
“You might like to know, the Huntress is docking right now. Civilian tugs brought her in, she’s at Boom 5. Cap Cantrell sounds ready to be sedated. And Petrov —” A snort of dark humor. “Break out the tranquilizer gun.”
The Athena herself stood at Boom 4, flanked by a bevy of Starfleet couriers. NARC’s own engineers would soon transfer from one carrier’s routine refit to the nightmare job of tracking down flocks of intermittent gremlins in almost every system the Huntress possessed. By morning Cantrell and Petrov should be in Dupre’s office, delivering a verbal report so filled with vitriol, Jarrat almost wished he could be there to hear it.
Stone stepped out, head cocked, listening intently. Jarrat picked up the thunder of incoming jets a moment later. “Sounds like our ride, Curt. 9.4 out.”
“One more time,” Stone said with profound fatalism as he shouldered his bags. He gave Jarrat an odd, lopsided smile. “Could be the last go-round for us.”
“We’ve been saying the same thing since Death’s Head.” Jarrat swiped the keys from his pocket, took his own bags over one shoulder and headed out to the car. “They always seem to find a reason to need us.”
He aimed the keys at the Rand, popped the driver’s gullwing and leaned in to hit the auto-return. The keys fell onto the seat, and as he backed off the gullwing dropped, locked. Both repulsion and jets fired obediently. The car rose vertically off the top of the driveway and angled over the roof into the burnished, molten evening sky.
It was gone when the Apogee slid in from the northwest. Jarrat lifted his own bags and gave house and garden a last glance Stone could hardly fail to notice. “You want to come back here, after?”
“Maybe,” Jarrat admitted. “You can’t deny, it’s been good. All the big boys’ toys to play with, the kind of routine working hours neither of us ever enjoyed before.” The sanctuary of the very property Harry had chosen for its seclusion, he thought; the ocean so close, their gardener drones were continually blowing sand back onto the beach. He mocked himself with a quiet laugh. “Maybe I’m getting old. Or soft.”
“Or discovering some sense at last,” Stone hazarded, watching the familiar shape of the Apogee drop toward them. The pilot rotated it to fit the driveway, between shrubs and citrus trees which thrashed in the jetwash, dropping loose fruit. Stone stooped for a couple of sun-hot oranges, tossed one to Jarrat. “Even Petrov has his future planned out. Something about a colony ship, a new start way out there.” He nodded upward, beyond the deepening sunset. “New worlds on the far side of the frontier. They’re not all like Montserrat — Tartarus.”
The Apogee’s canopies had cracked and the standby pilot looked out, a new face, transferred over from Starfleet in the weeks while the Athena stood idle at the docks. With Gable’s promotion to Executive Officer the position opened up; Helen Archer, as head of the Athena’s Starfleet crew complement, recommended Tina Chen. The young pilot went from high school directly into the service, took a degree in aeronautics, another in astrophysics, while flying ‘heavies’ off the Starfleet-Olympic under Colonel Eric Holder. She was not fighter qualified, but NARC would remedy that. According to Archer’s recommendation, the fresh faced, ambitious Chen was eager. Which meant, Jarrat knew without asking, she had recently lost a friend, lover, sibling, to Angeldeath.
She had her sights set on command. The truth was written in every line of her face. The path meant years flying everything accessible while serving as the Athena’s standby pilot — the duty Gable had done with a smile — and in those same years running every simulation, VR and live, from the simplest scenario to the worst conceivable trial the field strategists could throw at her. First, the rookie year, while NARC routine became second nature and she learned to handle armor, every weapon and the kind of risk that would inevitably put her in the Infirmary more than once. If the desire for command had not burned out by the end of that year, and if she had what it took — some odd marriage of skill, cunning, ingenuity, intuition, guts and marginal insanity — she would be in the running. One day she would find herself waiting for the promotion to Director of Carrier Operations. Gable was currently reveling in a position Petrov had only ever chafed at, but the job was the bridge between simulation, training, and field work.
So this was Chen. Jarrat liked what he saw at first glace. She had the common Afro-Eurasian looks, as tall as Jarrat himself, with the long-limbed colonial body type, whipcord strong, red-gold hair clasped at her nape. Chameleon contacts darkened her eyes as she stepped out of the Apogee to stretch her back.
“Evening, Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone,” she said easily, with the accent of Avalon. She knew which was which, though she had never seen them in person.
And Jarrat sensed the suppressed reflex to say sir and snap a salute. Starfleet habits would take a while to erode, but if Chen was good enough, if she wanted it enough, she might find NARC at once liberating and far more demanding. Rank, uniform and insignia meant little here. She still wore the fatigues favored by Archer’s people, the same soft-soled, deck-friendly boots, but in the weeks she had been aboard a generous measure of the stiffness, starch and arrogance of the senior service had worn away. Colonel Jack Brogan would certainly have disapproved.
“Evening, Pilot, Stone was saying as he shoved his bags into the cargo compartment. “Welcome aboard. You settling in?”
“Trying to,” Chen admitted. “It’s … different.”
“Good different, or bad different?” Stone wondered affably.
Wide, spare shoulders answered with a shrug. “Nobody’s breathing down my neck. Colonel Archer gave me the best advice I’ve heard so far: ‘Know your own duty, get it done, don’t wait for orders’ — damn, Cap, I haven’t heard an order in the last two weeks!”
“You don’t need orders.” Stone lifted himself into the Apogee as Jarrat stowed his own bag and sealed the compartment. “You know your own work. It’s the reason Archer recommended you. Take care of your own business. Everybody on that ship is a professional, right down to the riot troops.”
“Especially the riot troops,” Jarrat amended as he swung into his seat. “Let it grow on you, Chen. You might come to like it.”
She gave him a white-toothed grin. “I already do.” Then she was in, and the Apogee lifted cleanly, nose turning immediately to the sky. “NARC 501 to Athena Ops, I have the captains aboard. On our way up, Curt. Anything I should know?”
And Gable, so clear over Jarrat’s comset, he could have been in the Apogee with them. “There’s one big shindig around Boom 5, spilling over into our space. Techs are starting to swarm on the Huntress like hornets on a picnic. Watch yourself, Tina — stand off and wait for instructions before you try to get in. It’s a bloody mess out there and it’ll get worse before it gets better.”
“Copy that, Athena. Be with you soon. 501 out.”
She had already logged her flightpath with Venice ATC. Clearance to head out flashed through the headup display as Jarrat watched. He and Stone settled back for the ride. Venice fell away below, the sky above darkened through indigo to black and the stars began to blaze. As the Apogee shucked off the bonds of gravity Chen threw open the throttles and headed fast for the ten kilometer spindle-and-disk assembly of the NARC docks.
With proximity, the fracas Gable had described became obvious, and Stone swore softly. “They can’t wait to tear her to pieces.”
“She can use it.” Jarrat ducked down for a better view over Stone’s shoulder. “Buggy as an ant farm, wasn’t it? Right down to the AI and the drive … and that is where it gets damned dangerous.”
“Cost cutting,” Chen said in disgusted tones. “So says the Starfleet scuttlebutt. Their new cruiser, the George L. Carson — God, what a name for a ship — is the same. Last I heard, the homeworlds governments were swinging deals to maximize profits for investors in military construction contracts. Option the cheapest tender, supply components at fire-sale prices, hire cut-rate labor. Result? You’re looking at it. Great news for mega-rich investors, crud for the crews who have to fix these buckets on the run, keep ’em flying. The Carson was docked over Elysium when I left, same story as the Huntress … buggy as the whole ant heap.”
“More political corruption,” Stone observed cynically. “The homeworlds are going to hell.”
“I noticed,” Jarrat said with grim humor as Chen negotiated with NARC Flight and tagged onto the traffic lanes, waiting for a safe plot through the muddle.
Space was a chaos of ships, most of them AI piloted, already shuttling aboard equipment Cantrell’s tech specialists had requisitioned. Ahead, the two carriers loomed side by side at Booms 4 and 5 like a pair of blue whales. The Athena’s sterntubes were still dark, the Huntress’s glowed a dull cherry, slowly cooling after she had maneuvered into the dock.
“She has enough power and reliability to shunt herself short distances,” Stone mused, “but they don’t trust the main drive — nor the sublight drive, at high power. Curt said tugs brought her insystem. That bodes ill.”
“And there they are.” Jarrat pointed out and up at the distant shapes of four squat, troll-ugly ships, standing off in formation high above the docks. Each was little more than a massive engine module with the porcupine quills of tractor projectors canted in every direction.
The traffic lanes around the carriers had grown longer, thicker than Jarrat had ever seen, and at length Chen said impatiently to NARC Flight, “I’m just wasting my captains’ time here. Why don’t I pull up and drop them at The Riviera’s ’lock? They can hike to the ship faster than this!”
“501, you are clear to proceed,” the ATC said glibly.
“Thank you, Flight,” Chen breathed. She glanced into the rear. “Sorry about the delay — I’ve never seen it like this.”
“We have,” Stone told her, sharp with an edge of irony. “We came in on the Cygnus-Stardust just in time to run into a civvy protest picket. Couldn’t get in at all.”
That time, they were almost blown out of space, Jarrat thought, but he said nothing as the Apogee bobbed a thousand meters up over the docked carriers and slid neatly in beside the animated signage belonging to The Riviera.
The restaurant-bar served NARC crews, techs, freight handlers, visitors. From there, a half-kilometer walk around the disk and a kilometer elevator drop through the spindle would take them direct to Boom 4.
The hangar cycled quickly. Chen spun the Apogee inside its own length, just inside the inner armordoors, not bothering to park. NARC Flight knew she was on a touch-and-go. The canopies cracked, admitting a draft of cold, aromatic air, and the cargo hatch opened. Stone jogged around the nose, away from the engine heat, as Jarrat hauled out their bags. Chen waited till they were clear before she nudged back into the airlock, and the warning sirens and spinners kicked on.
“What do you think of her?” Stone whistled for a robotrolley to take their bags.
“She’ll make it,” Jarrat guessed, “at least as far as XO. The rest?”
“You mean, where maniacs like us live?” Stone waited for the trolley, dumped his baggage and stood aside to make space for Jarrat. “Too soon to know.”
“Depends how bad she wants it,” Jarrat allowed. “How wide her insane streak is … what she has to lose, if the job goes sour. Which it usually does.”
“Always,” Stone corrected as they ambled toward the armordoors flanking the restaurant on one side and a servicemen’s club on the other.
Concourse 3 curved away to left and right, softly lit, oppressively warm after the chill of the hangar. The Riviera opened like a cavern, dim, inviting. Jarrat had turned away, about to head clockwise toward the elevators, when Stone called him back. A moment later he heard Gene Cantrell’s voice.
They were in the front bar area, where one long wall shimmered with looping, panning, dissolving images of white-walled towns perched on low cliffs above a blue-green ocean, and the muzak suggested something vaguely exotic. Jarrat knew too little of Earth to identify any of it, but The Riviera had always been a convenient place to kill time. Mischa Petrov leaned on the bar, negotiating with a baffled young barman for something the kid had clearly never heard of, while Cantrell nursed the last few centimeters an old fashioned dark ale.
“Gene.” Stone offered his hand. “You look —”
“Ten years older,” Cantrell said caustically as he took it.
“Engine ignition high-jinx or Captain Petrov?” Jarrat wondered as he took Cantrell’s hand for a moment in greeting.
“Both.” Cantrell rolled his eyes. “He’s desperate to sink his teeth into an assignment, any assignment. Christ knows, he’d take Tartarus, if they offered it.”
“They might,” Stone warned.
Cantrell sobered. “What do you hear?
“Montserrat Tactical’s colonel is in discussions with Dupre, trading data,” Jarrat told him quietly. “Nothing official yet, but the channel’s open, pending the end of this court case in the homeworlds.”
“Damn.” Cantrell drained his beer in one long gulp. “Please God, any god with or without whatever capitalization, they find in favor of Montserrat. Deem that hellhole freespace, beyond the frontier, out of our jurisdiction.”
“Meaning, you wouldn’t take it on.” Stone shared a speculative look with Jarrat.
“Then again,” Cantrell admitted thoughtfully, “I’d have argued against the wisdom of putting a carrier into the Zeus system, and I’d have been dead wrong. You guys pulled it off.”
“Only because you assumed command, took the Athena to Zeus, put her into the atmosphere,” Jarrat said quietly. “Otherwise Stoney and me — we were toast. Literally.” A shudder assaulted his bone marrow, his own reaction or Stone’s, he could not tell.
“Point.” Cantrell shrugged and drained his glass. “I can see the value of running dark at Montserrat, gathering data. Bring out enough to model the whole thing in VR. Let the descant troops run it, play it backwards and sideways — see if the job even can be done. I’ll say this much to Bill. Mischa? He’d jump in with both feet.”
“You never could talk sense to him.” Stone frowned at the Russian, who seemed to have got what he wanted from the barkeeper and was making his way back. “You got the proverbial bad feeling, Gene?”
“Or is it just that I’m old enough to see the risks more clearly?” Cantrell’s brows rose in introspection. “When I think about the crap I used to pull when I was your age … still,” he added, dropping his voice as Petrov approached, “I’d wanted Scott Auel for the other half of this partnership. When they assigned Petrov, I actually appealed to General Gaunt’s office, though Mischa doesn’t know it. I was overruled, naturally.”
Jarrat was unsurprised. “How did Scott feel about it?”
“Ask him yourself.” Cantrell gestured with the empty glass, in the direction of the tables along the wall beyond the two-meter fake cocos palms. “He and Cruz came along for this little joyride. They assigned Scott to partner Lindsay Karoda, filling in on the Avenger while Stride and Franklin come in for bio-repairs. They’ll be docking here right after they close their files and sign off with Shinjuku Tactical. Stride and Franklin got themselves bust up badly in the fight on Brennan.”
“Not White Lightning again?” Stone demanded. “We buried that one so deep, there wasn’t enough left to be sure it ever existed!” 
But Cantrell made negative noises. “Some upstart cartel, name of Cobra, way on the other side of the world from Calleran, with branch offices on two or three of the moons. Purely gangland, exceptionally bloody even by White Lightning’s nasty standards. Shinjuku Tac wanted it nipped in the bud fast — which Stride and Franklin did, but they’re both comprehensively banged up. Nothing that won’t fix, but Auel and Karoda will be covering for them for at least a month. Troy Franklin,” he added, “is looking at imminent retirement, like myself. He’ll probably take it after this latest furlough to the Infirmary. The older we get, the longer the body takes to recover and the clearer it tells you it’s ready to quit.” He paused, frowning deeply at Auel, who was talking quietly with Janine Cruz. “You know the brass offered Scott the Avenger, when Troy stands down?”
“He told us — at the gala in Kure, when the Huntress launched.” Jarrat nodded in greeting as Petrov joined them. “He turned it down because he can’t work with Maggie Stride. Too much friction between them.” He glanced sidelong at Stone as Petrov fell in beside Cantrell.
“Stride’s a major pain in the ass,” Petrov said bluntly.
“And it takes one to know one, Mischa,” Cantrell informed him amiably.
Petrov accorded him a glare. “Leave it out, Gene. I’ve had about all I can take before I hit something. Jarrat, Stone, you look … rested.”
The remark was deliberately loaded, designed to provoke, but Jarrat refused to rise to the bait. “Not anymore. We’re on assignment, we ship out tomorrow.”
Envy narrowed Petrov’s eyes as he ran a hand over his close-cropped blond hair. “They gave you Montserrat?”
As if he craved it for himself. Someone, somewhere, had long ago said, ‘If you want to prosper, do the difficult.’ Jarrat might once have subscribed to the theory, but Cantrell smothered a curse and today Jarrat was inclined to echo it. “Nope. Rethan — again. Colonel Stacy just invoked NARC. In fact, he asked for Stoney and me specifically.”
“Death’s Head, rising from its own ashes?” Petrov sounded disbelieving as Cantrell steered the group toward the tables.
“Its bastard daughter,” Stone allowed. “Calls herself Scimitar. And I do mean herself.”
“Classified?” Cantrell wondered.
“Sure.” Stone lifted a hand in greeting to Scott Auel, who sat at right of the oblong table. “But it’s just six old NARC captains in earshot, so I doubt security’s an issue. Scott, how are you, man? You’re looking good.”
He looked very fit, lean, sharp, which was more than could be said for Janine Cruz, Jarrat decided as he took their hands briefly and pulled out a chair. In fact, Cruz looked like hell, and she knew it. Fresh makeup, a tumble of fiery copper-red hair about her shoulders, a blue-green skinthin fluorescing in the shifting light from the display wall, did little to disguise the early-stage ravages of Angel addiction. She had lost skin and muscle tone, her eyes were glassy, her hands uncoordinated. Jarrat pasted on a smile while he and Stone politely pretended not to notice.
Hazy, pink-whited eyes followed them enviously as they rendered a shorthand version of what they knew of Scimitar. Auel and Cantrell were interested, Petrov less so, since it had become someone else’s assignment. Cruz might have been fascinated, but the hangover of her last Angel ride left her face flaccid, her mouth loose. She was probably absorbing every word, Jarrat knew, but her chaotic brain would need time to process the information.
Even Auel, still officially her partner, had taken to ignoring her while he focused almost lasciviously on Jarrat and Stone. As if, Jarrat thought, he was desperate for a change of pace, perhaps a fresh flavor. At last Stone took pity on the woman, though neither he nor Jarrat knew her socially. “What brings you here, Captain Cruz?”
Her voice slurred. “To see Doctor Reardon. He’s worked so long with Del … and you.” The glassy eyes flickered to Jarrat. “He’s gotta know a few things they don’t know back there.” She nodded over her shoulder, in the vague direction of the homeworlds.
She was handling the addiction poorly, Jarrat realized. Raw pity flared from Stone, and Kevin shared the feeling. They both knew far too much about this, while Auel seemed to have admitted to being way out of his depth, at a loss to know how to support her any further. Since he would be partnering Karoda on the Avenger within the week, he was effectively off the hook.
“Then, you got lucky, Captain,” Stone was saying.
“Call me Jan,” she invited. “Lucky, how?”
“If you’re consulting with Kip Reardon, you’re aboard the Athena.” Stone spoke slowly, clearly, giving her every chance to follow him. “We shove off in thirty-four hours — to Rethan. It’s Harry Del you need to be talking to. We’ll get you there.”
Her raddled brain took several interminable seconds to register what he had said, before her eyes widened. “That’s the first good news I’ve heard in a month. I’ve been thinking about quitting. Out of the service. They keep stringing me along. You know they put agents on Rethan?”
“Looking for a T/87 with Harry’s skills and no recognizable scruples,” Auel added in resigned tones. “The idea is, if you offer enough bucks, you’ll get one.”
“Might still score a captaincy,” Cruz slurred.
“Jan, you know bloody well, it’s impossible,” Auel remonstrated softly, but with perceptible undercurrents of impatience. “You need a partnership like them —” with a nod at Jarrat and Stone “— before Doctor Del can do one damn’ thing for you. It’s all about the training we take, the deep subconscious conditioning, remember? Del’s work hits one of us like an interrogation probe. We go ballistic, we fight him tooth and claw. You could injure him, if he didn’t back off. Or you could hurt yourself during the procedure if he forced it. You need the buffer, like Kevin buffered Stoney. And you know how that ends, so … I can’t do it for you.”
“Won’t,” she argued.
“Can’t.” Auel sighed. “You’re a beautiful woman, you had a whole lot of potential before you did this to yourself. But you and I were never in love. Bed mates, sure, but —”
“But there’s a world of difference between fuck buddies and life partners,” Petrov said with coarse, unrelenting accuracy. He gestured at Jarrat and Stone. “Find that, you’re halfway home. We should all be so lucky.”
She blinked owlishly at them. How many times, Jarrat wondered, had the situation been explained to her? Angel had a way of skewing thoughts, making fantasy seem plausible and reality unimportant. She might remember everything perfectly well and consider the argument drivel. He gave Stone a dark, sober look.
“What R&D is doing to her is disgusting,” Auel said bitterly. “They can’t or won’t understand one syllable Doctor Del told them. But what can you do?”
“You can move on,” Cantrell mused. “And you have, Scott. You could do well with Karoda, on the Avenger.”
But Auel’s dark head shook. “It’s only a fill-in job, till Stride comes back. Troy Franklin’s almost certainly standing down … his spine’s been patched up so often, it’s more plastex and nano than vertebrae and nerves. But, me and Maggie Stride?” He gave an animated shudder. “We’d shoot each other dead inside a week. I’ve been hoping,” he added with an apologetic smile at Jarrat and Stone, “to get the Athena. Sorry, guys. I know you haven’t been promoted to a lab job in Venice yet, but word gets around. We’ve heard it’s on the cards.”
“We know,” Stone said easily. “You and Karoda on the Athena. Interesting.” He lifted a brow at Auel. “Would you go into Montserrat? Would Karoda?”
Petrov issued a snort of derision. “As if the brass’ll give you a choice. I never saw any command asked if they’d take an assignment. You go where you’re sent.”
“Tartarus is different,” Jarrat began.
“Bullshit.” Petrov drained his glass.
Cantrell groaned. “Mischa, did anyone ever mention to you, you’re a certifiable lunatic?”
“So is everyone around this table,” Auel chuckled, taking the remark as a joke, which Jarrat doubted it was. “If we weren’t nuts, we wouldn’t be doing this job. We get results … good enough for me.” He looked from Stone to Jarrat and back. “Speaking of which, we bring hard news from home, Stoney. Aphelion is gone. Tactical made upwards of four hundred arrests between Earth and the Jupiter system, by way of Mars and Ceres. They swept up all the syndicate trash they could find. Now the big issue is the Sorenson Bill. Shovel that steaming pile into the nearest dumpster and we can get back to business.”
“Easier said than done,” Cantrell warned. He gave Jarrat and Stone a piercing look. “You know Sorenson’s movement is gathering momentum in the homeworlds. He and his pal, the other imbecile, Charles Steinberg, are doing a pretty good job of selling it to the crowd. Jack and Jill Citizen are actually buying it, in significant numbers.”
It was Jarrat’s turn to groan. “We watch GlobalNet, like everyone else.”
“GlobalNet doesn’t have access to the whole picture.” Auel dropped his voice and leaned closer. “The city’s a war zone in several colonies. The descant troops on the Diana got orders to hit the street, hammer the public. They declined, to the last man. One hundred formal resignations landed on the captains’ desk. The jury’s out on the small question of where the line blurs between mutiny and resignation. Moreno and Cobb bumped the whole thing through to Dupre. He’ll be looking at the file — oh, about now, I should think.”
“It’s started,” Stone said quietly.
“You knew it had to.” Cantrell sighed. “I talked to Billy not an hour ago. He hates everything to do with this. I suspect he’ll back the Diana’s Dragon units to the hilt, and our own Hawks, if it came down to it. Not that I’d get myself involved in any such brawl.” He cast an odd look, sidelong at Petrov. “Kevin, Stoney, have you talked with your Ravens?”
“Of course we have.” Jarrat sat back, unaccountably tired. Or was it some weariness from Stone, leaden in the empathic bond? “Gil’s people are angry, wary. Trusting Stoney and me not to organize some bloody stupid mission they can’t or won’t fly. It’s hard to believe Moreno and Cobb went there.”
But Cantrell’s head shook slowly. “They probably thought they were bailing Tactical, maybe saving a city. Calleran took some serious battle damage. We saw the vids. When the smoke cleared it looked like a major corporate war was fought, street to street.”
“So you deploy the riot troops, shut it down.” Petrov sounded surly, as if he and Cantrell had thrashed through this more than once.
“Crush the innocent along with the guilty,” Auel said doubtfully. “In the thick of a fight, Mischa, on the run, it’s impossible to tell who’s a legit political protester just trying to escape from the shooting gallery, and who snuck in with rent-a-riot, lobbed the grenade that started the battle. The moment you start shooting anybody that’s running or looks like they might be armed — no, Mischa. Let Colonel Dupre convince everybody to calm down and talk.”
“Talk,” Petrov snorted, as if it were a waste of time and breath.
Abruptly, on an impulse, Jarrat shoved back his chair. “Got to go, Gene.” He heard the brittleness in his own voice. “We need to get aboard, get a handle on the situation. You guys —?”
“The reverse.” Cantrell’s mouth compressed in blatant disgust. “We’ve been wrestling with that bitch of a ship for so long, if I didn’t turn my back on it and walk away, even for an hour, I’d blow the bloody thing to hell myself and requisition a new one.” He shook himself visibly. “Still, the engineers insist she’s fixable, so long as we score a fresh drive module. I refuse to authorize half-assed repairs to the Auriga-10 or the AI, especially if Montserrat, Tartarus, is on the table. Go in there with a drive on the fritz? Jesus, there’s easier ways to suicide!”
Stone pushed up to his feet and cast about for the robotrolley, which had parked itself unobtrusively in a corner behind the palms. “We’ll catch you again before we leave. Take it easy. And Captain Cruz … Jan, we’ll expect you aboard.”
The lax face drew into an exhausted, grateful smile. “Later, Stone. Thanks.”
With an effort Jarrat hunted down a smile, gave the odd assortment of captains a nod and followed his partner into the brighter, harsher lights of the concourse.




Chapter Six

A volley of grenades burst in the middle of Rasmussen Boulevard, launched from a private garage or balcony high above. Window glass shattered into a hailstorm, human bodies flung themselves away like scarlet rag dolls, cars erupted in gouts of chemical fire. Stone knew the effects of Demolex when he saw them, and muttered language that would have earned him a cuff across the ear in his father’s hearing. Military weapons in civilian hands. Calleran took a pounding as surely as if the city had suffered a corporate war. Tactical must have been screaming, caught in the crossfire between the pro-Sorenson crowd and the pro-Angel faction. Moreno and Cobb responded, tried to deploy their riot squads.
Mutiny? Stone balked at the word, but the Tactical officer deep down inside him had to wonder how a lawyer might interpret the sudden, reflexive resignation of one hundred professional descant troops. The NARC-Diana Dragons quit so fast, it could not have been any spur of the moment reaction. They were ready for it. Meaning they had met in private, likely in one of their own gunship hangars, battered their way to consensus, drafted the resignation notices and put them on hold, ready to transmit when push came to shove —
They had known Rick Moreno and Jason Cobb would try to deploy them. Stone acknowledged a chill in his marrow. Given time and experience, a crew got to know its commanders, trusted them — or not. The Ravens trusted 7.1 and 9.4 to the last degree, confident such deployment orders would never be issued. 
Yet Tactical’s screams for assistance haunted Stone’s imagination as he watched the GlobalNet feed from green-skied, lightning-lit Calleran. It could have been himself on Rasmussen Boulevard: bulky in kevlex flak armor, helmet saving his eardrums and eyeballs as he threw himself to the ground, rolling desperately to douse his own flames, like the hapless, luckless kid framed in the display. Damon Vaughan haunted him them, and he reached for tequila and ice.
He knew the Calleran skyline too well, had learned it intimately and visited it too recently, albeit in VR. He could pick the Sullivan Chung Building out of the landscape at a glance. Memories of Starlight Park, which crowned it, preoccupied him for blind moments while the name of Patrice Josef Dalmau taunted —
“Turn it off.” Jarrat’s voice sliced through the acid memories just as Stone’s mind conjured images of the Companion who never actually existed, a phantom who wore Jarrat’s face, spoke with his voice, performed with every trick Jesse Lawrence had been able to teach him. “We know exactly what’s going on in Calleran. Don’t torture yourself with it. Or me,” he added sharply.
He was right. Stone returned the screen to routine carrier data and blinked away both the nightmare visions of war and the bitter personal memories. Kevin was still unpacking. Stone’s own bags stood in the closet, untouched, and he had skimmed the ship’s mundane business out of idle curiosity before the feed from Calleran came up. Cantrell had tagged it for his attention or Jarrat’s, as if he thought they might be unaware of the Sword of Damocles hanging over the head of every NARC commander.
Flurries of reports from flight deck, hangars, ready rooms, engine deck, scrolled through the display unnoticed until at length Stone clicked over to citynet, looking for anything to distance himself from the military, paramilitary and the warring factions on the street. Was Bram Sorenson smugly congratulating himself for whipping up an all-out colonial war? What did he stand to gain from it, if not safety for himself and others, like Charles Steinberg? They had surely found the method to dismantle NARC and place themselves beyond any threat of investigation. Stone had no proof Sorenson and Steinberg were connected with Aphelion, but his gut knew.
“Stoney, let it be,” Jarrat said quietly from the AutoChef, where he had just punched for coffee. “I wouldn’t even ask Gil’s boys to go through the motions, much less issue some bloody culpable order. You know what the answer would be. Moreno and Cobb must have contracted temporary insanity.”
“You know they’re both ex-Tactical.” Stone took a mug from him.
“Like you.” Jarrat leaned on the workspace, breathing coffee vapors but not yet drinking. “You can’t go there, Stoney. Tactical needs to know when to bug out, save themselves. You saw the grenade strike. That was bloody Demolex! Military grade weapons. You want to stop the two mobs cutting each other down? Put a Starfleet carrier in orbit, put a wall of Peacecorpsmen between them. Christ, it’s like Earth wants a colonial war, and it could start so easily. This? It’s just Bram Sorenson and his cronies covering their collective ass. We both know the truth, though we’ll never prove it.”
“Oh, I know.” Stone chugged half the coffee in two swigs. “I can smell Aphelion all over the bastard, like cheap cologne. He’ll take NARC to pieces to save his own hide. I didn’t think he could do it, but if Gene’s right the legislation will pass.”
No more licensed supply for Angel users meant a swift death, cushioned by prescription sedatives and analgesics, unless the victim ran back to the illegal supply … but NARC had the syndicates on the run, while Tactical wizards like Vic Duggan had effectively shut down the smuggling routes. Illegally traded Angel could be impossible to find. One after another, the cartels toppled: Black Unicorn, Tiger’s Eye, White Lightning, Death’s Head, Equinox, Dragonfire, Harlequin, Scorpio … Aphelion. Upstarts like Cobra and Scimitar were small fry. The only shark left in the ocean was Basilisk, and it seemed almost a handful of smoke, more than likely beyond the jurisdiction of NARC, Starfleet or Army.
New syndicates were always rising out of the ashes of the old. Given five years or ten they swiftly came to power, but in the vacuum left by the destruction of an Angel empire the city’s users could only run to their medics. Blood analysis, Stone knew; formal authorization to visit a registered clinic when they must. Inhale the next hit in the sterile environment of the treatment room, ride out the best and worst of it in safety, clean, with some remnant of dignity.
If the licensed supply were curtailed, in a month at longest the last Angelhead would be a plaque on a memory wall. The death toll would be counted in the tens of millions, but Sorenson and his supporters dismissed the victims as useless lives. Leo Michiko would have stood and applauded, since NARC soon became redundant, an expensive, superfluous luxury. The scenario made a hideous kind of sense, leaving Stone with a hollow, desolate sensation he could not shake.
“Hey.” Jarrat set down his mug and offered an embrace. Stone took it gladly, set his head on Jarrat’s shoulder, closed his eyes. For some moments Jarrat watched the display over his bowed head, then gave him a light shake. “You want something to put the zest back into you? Take a look at this.” He turned Stone physically, pointed him at the citynet feed.
Every public channel was carrying the story today. Stone had already caught fragments of it. The new colony ship was a leviathan, by far the biggest hull ever constructed — designed on Mars, built in the Jupiter system, powered by Arago’s new Weimann Drive. Viddrones cruised the length of her five-kilometer interior, swooping past wall after wall of slim, svelte little cryotanks, each less than half the size of Harry’s contraption and thrice as reliable.
“She’s the first of a new generation of sleeper ships,” Jarrat remarked, deliberately diverting Stone. “Think about it: the sleepers are coming back.”
Stone knew what he was doing, and let himself be steered. “She has to be a sleeper, if she’s going to transport a half million people in one cruise, ten or twelve weeks beyond Aurora at Weimann Drive speeds.” He rubbed his eyes, as if to dispel the last phantom images of Calleran, Sorenson’s war, in which he was convinced NARC was the real target. “If they shipped the settlers awake, the food, water, air, waste cycling, recreation, education, escape modules — every requirement cuts so far into the human cargo, you’d haul about a tenth as many out to this bright new world of theirs. The project ticks over into red ink and the corporate accountants cancel the whole project on the drawing board. So they run home to cryogen technology … suddenly the numbers add up.”
“Ten weeks in the tank.” Jarrat whistled. “Makes you think about Marcus Brand. After so long on ice, do you wake up with your mind intact?”
“They’ll have tested it.” Stone finished the coffee and dropped the mug into the chute. “It must work, or they wouldn’t be doing it. There’s a big difference between ten weeks in the deep freeze for a mind anticipating a fresh start on a new world, and twenty-five years in the dark for a technically dead victim who just wants to quit.”
“Point.” Jarrat frowned at the screen, where images of a planet very like Darwin’s seduced the eye. “Virgin territory. You can see what interests Petrov. You know the survey team discovered ruins there? Some extinct alien civilization.”
“Alien.” Stone tried the word on his tongue. In a hundred colonized worlds, humans had never yet encountered intelligent life. Indigenous flora and fauna were commonplace, but the search for alien intelligence had been so long, so fruitless, only fictionists troubled with it anymore. Alien races made for a fine story, but the reality of genuine artifacts being discovered was difficult to believe, even if the civilization that made them was long gone.
But Jarrat seemed fascinated, intent on pictures of broken walls, undergrounds where drones had meticulously swept away the dirt of ages to reveal chambers, murals, unspeakably ancient technology. “The survey crew found devices,” he mused. “Their specialists took one or two apart, which gave rise to a whole new science: cryptocybernetics. Seems they managed to extract viable data.”
“I heard — enough to generate a rudimentary grasp of the language.” Stone was less interested. “It’ll keep the science community happy for decades.”
“Chakredt,” Jarrat said succinctly.
“Bless you,” Stone intoned.
“Idiot. That’s what the archaeologists are calling the world. It’s their best-guess pronunciation of something out of a text they extracted from a device. They’re still working out the fine points, but it seems to be Chakredth, or Jagret.” He gave Stone a reproachful look. “It doesn’t interest you?”
Stone only shrugged. “I can’t work up a sweat about a bunch of abandoned ruins orbiting a star you can’t even see from Aurora, much less worry about how to pronounce the name of the hero of a kids’ story they winkled out of some busted technology.”
“That’s not the point,” Jarrat argued. “It’s alien. Not human. For real. The new world’s being named Chakredth, maybe Jagret. Nice. Beats hell out of naming it for some bloody mining consortium.”
“The Montserrat Lode, Incorporated,” Stone said darkly.
“Petrov should be liking this.” Jarrat reached over and switched the display back to carrier data as the citynet feed went to an inane society show. “He might have been on that colony ship, if he hadn’t scored the Huntress.”
“So he’ll ship out there with another load of live cargo when he retires,” Stone said wryly, “if he lives that long. Gene,” he added, “didn’t look too sure about that. Ops room?”
“Ops room,” Jarrat agreed, and headed out before him.
With the carrier taking on crew, the engineers preflighting the drive and the Starfleet pilots loading the navigation tank for the Rethan region, Carrier Operations was at half-throttle — powered up, half staffed, many displays alive with data, a handful of humans working in conjunction with the AI at the heart of the mainframe. Curt Gable sat at the comm workstation, conferencing with Helen Archer on the big screen. The pilot saw Jarrat and Stone walk in and waved a greeting over Gable’s shoulder before the XO knew they were there. His quick smile and good humor made a pleasant change from Petrov’s grimacing short temper.
Along the ops room, beyond the dormant plot table, the six monitors assigned to the ship’s scan platforms were bright, busy, when they would normally be dark when the carrier stood at her dock. Every imaging device the Athena possessed appeared to be under test. The civilian specialist from IntelScan seemed to have her hands full.
So this was the ‘pretty little thing’ Gil Cronin had described. Perhaps only Cronin would have used those terms. Callie Dalton was not half a hand’s span under Jarrat’s height, as blonde as Evelyn Lang, as wide shouldered as Tanya Reynolds. It was easy to see what Joe Ramos had liked at once, Stone decided. Dalton wore blue denims, a baggy Marsport Redsands teeshirt, earrings that might have been genuine porcupine quill. She wore her hair in a thick tail, and did not bother to paint out the freckles across her nose and cheekbones.
Cornflower-blue eyes turned toward Jarrat and Stone and she set down multiple handypads. “Captains … I’m sorry, I don’t know which is which. I’ll try to keep out of your way — Sergeant Ramos already explained about the security side of the work. There’ll be things I’m not allowed to see, times I have to make myself scarce.” She offered her hand. “Callie Dalton.”
“Jarrat.” He took the hand briefly. “Welcome aboard.”
“Which means you have to be Stone.” Dalton offered her hand again.
She was older than Stone had first guessed, perhaps forty, which put her five years ahead of Blue Raven’s demolition specialist. She was also smarter than Ramos by the proverbial country mile, Stone thought with a smile. But according to Helen Archer, smart women soon grew accustomed to being the brains of whatever relationship; loyalty, congenial company and rich sensuality rapidly came to mean more than a constant struggle to prove who was more intelligent. Ramos supplied those in abundance.
Blue Raven 7 was framed in one of Dalton’s screens. She nodded in his direction. “Joe’s working with me, I hope you don’t mind. He volunteered, so I assume …?”
“You’re fine,” Jarrat told her, though he leaned closer to the screen. “What are you doing, Joe?”
Stone had thought he knew every cranny of the ship, down to the interhull spaces, but the compartment behind Ramos was unfamiliar. “Where are you?”
“Up top,” Ramos told him. “Dorsal Section 84, aligning Lidar 22.”
“By hand?” Jarrat was surprised.
“The only way to do it, till Engineer Budweisser replaces a burned out servo,” Dalton sighed. “Lidar 22 wouldn’t rotate through more than thirty degrees of azimuth. Plenty of elevation, but not much joy if we want azimuth. And we do.”
“Give it another go, Cal,” Ramos suggested from the screen. “Felt like it dropped right back into alignment, but you can never tell.”
She was driving the lidar platform via a joystick, with delicate movements, sensitive hands. “Yeah, that’s a whole lot better, Joe. She’ll do. Tell Bud he can back-burner this one, if he’s still in a stew about the Green Raven launch hatch.”
“The what, now?” Jarrat gave Stone an amused glance.
“Just weird noises grindin’ out the hatch motors,” Ramos said unconcernedly. “They’ll tear her to pieces tonight, sweeten her up before we shove off.”
“We’d better stay out of your way,” Stone told Dalton. “You need anything, let Bud know.”
She flashed him a smile which creased her eyes pleasantly, and plunged back into the work. Stone followed Jarrat back to the comm station. “She’ll be easier to get along with than McKinnen. Got to wonder what she wants from Ramos.”
“Aside from the obvious,” Jarrat said, amused. “Animal attraction, isn’t it?”
Ramos was the sociable type, equable, laid back, which would have been a distinct advantage when he was a kid in Arizona. Stone knew he had signed an Army enlistment contract when was just eighteen to escape a clan so enormous, it smothered the individual. NARC recruitment officers always delved deeper into an applicant’s background than the Army or Starfleet. Ramos’s file quoted his background as half San Carlos Apache, one quarter Mexican and the rest Dublin Irish. Stone knew little more; only that Joseph Louis Ramos had lost a cousin to Angel, a young girl called Becka. Three months later NARC approved his transfer from the Army carrier Sherman.
“Welcome back.” Gable stood, stretched his shoulders and gestured at the personnel monitor. “We’re only waiting for a handful of late arrivals, then we’re up to full complement. Budweisser’s happy with the details. Archer just approved her new crew transfers. A couple of Green Ravens got into a brawl, groundside … black eye, broken nose, but you should see the other guys, right? Venice Tac didn’t bother to write them up. Speaking of which, fresh data came in from Chell Tactical — Colonel Stacy looks smug. The Red Raven gunship is on the ramps with repulsion problems; their tech gang wants to ‘fix it with a new one,’ if one of you’ll countersign the requisition while there’s time to shuttle up the hardware. Uh … Captain Cruz came aboard about thirty minutes ago — news to me, but she said you’re expecting her. Any problem, you’ll find her in the officers’ lounge. Damnit — is she sick? She looks like the walking dead. Doc Reardon got in overnight, so I took the liberty of giving him a buzz. If Captain Cruz is bringing a virus aboard with her, we could all be standing in line for shots in a couple of days. Kip seemed to be aware of what’s going on with her, so — sorted. Nothing else you need to know about. We’re mostly good to go. So endeth the first status report.” Gable took a theatrical bow. “How d’you find the new standby pilot?”
“Chen should do well.” Jarrat leaned over and appended a signature to Budweisser’s documentation. “The Starfleet newbie reminds me of another young hopeful, a while ago.”
“A while? Gable demanded. “It’s been over a year, Cap.”
“That’s bloody fast to make it from standby pilot to Ops Director,” Stone informed him. “I ran shuttle patrol for over eighteen months.”
“Luck of the draw, isn’t it? Coffee?” Gable offered.
“Dinner,” Jarrat corrected. He slapped his flat belly. “We’re still on Venice time.”
And down in the city every restaurant would be gearing up for a busy evening while Venice steamed after its customary late afternoon rain. One wide display framed the planet, and Stone regarded it with a certain regret. They were leaving again — always gypsies, always moving.
He watched Jarrat investigate the AutoChef menu, took the offer of the chicken and three-rice salad and pulled a chair up to the nearest workstation. Already his mind had clicked back into gear. In a day, it would be as if he and Jarrat had never left. They ate while Stacy’s latest information ran, and Gable watched with interest. The promotion gave him higher security clearance; he had access now to anything Petrov would have seen, heard. The novelty had yet to wear off.
Most of the fresh data detailed the movements of key individuals, most notably Valda Hawass herself. She had vacated the old family property in the hills above Chell, which masqueraded as a down-at-heel plantation house. Eldorado Tactical tracked her into the jungled mountains south of the city. She might never know it, but her vehicle was bugged at the spaceport. Stacy’s operatives could pinpoint her to the last ten meters.
“Well, now,” Jarrat said with deep satisfaction. “The venerable Madame Hawass has gone to the new clan castle in the Burnaby region.”
“Means something?” Gable wondered.
“It means,” Stone said, sharing the same pleasure, “we can park this bird, running silent and dark, at geostationary over a point not far south of Eldorado. And maybe, if we’re very lucky, we’ll keep our operation the hell out of Stacy’s home field altogether.”
Also, Harry Del’s property lay just a few hundred kilometers from Hawass’s location, southwest across the storm-battered mountains Evelyn Lang knew so well. He said nothing of this to Gable, but he and Jarrat shared a sidelong glance, and Kevin gave a minute nod.
When Gable drifted away to attend to some trifle of the carrier’s routine business, Kevin dropped his voice under the pickup range of the ops room’s audio recorders, which ran every moment, every day. He tapped his temple. “I’ll be glad to unload some baggage, first chance we get.”
Stone closed his eyes for a moment. “Amen to that.”
Thirty hours later, without fanfare or incident, the Athena retracted aerobridges, sealed hatches,
cast off umbilici. The sublight drive pulsed at minimum thrust to take her out, under the sensor-spined keel of the Huntress and across the blue-white face of Darwin’s World. Venice ATC logged her scheduled departure, cross-referenced with the NARC AIs at Central and at the dock.
Eighty minutes later she drove far beyond the inner worlds with their orderly confusion of civilian traffic, and main drive ignition slipped her smoothly, silently, into the hyperflight envelope. She would not drop out before Carmen Bartoli, the last node in the deep space tracking network on the edge of a system Jarrat and Stone knew far too well: the stable yellow G2 charted as Herzog’s Star, with its family of eight major planets, the jewel of which was named for Lal Prasad Rethan, the leader of the survey team which discovered it.




Chapter Seven

ECM drew a cloak around the carrier so impenetrable, not even Rethan Global Air Tracking knew she had entered orbit. The Athena parked silently at geostationary, just less than 36,000 kilometers above the upland, sparsely populated region of Burnaby, south across the mountains below Eldorado and two alpine ranges north of the industrial wasteland.
By night the continent of South Atlantis became a fantasy drawn in the light picking out every coastline, river and super-highway. The Del household would be asleep, Jarrat thought, while Ballyntyre drowsed under a tropical overcast. From geostationary a heavy weather front rendered the mountains invisible, but the storm should pass through fast. By morning the jungled hills would be drenched while the sky cleared.
Encrypted comm traffic crackled between Eldorado and Chell. Jarrat had tapped into it over an hour before the carrier nudged into her parking orbit, eavesdropping on Pete Stacy’s official bands while Stone resolved a handful of minor issues, hangar deck concerns. Eight petabytes of data had streamed through the CRTs in their cabins during the days in transit, and this world was as fresh in Jarrat’s mind as if he had never left — good memories and bad.
This morning, Chell time, found Stacy’s people busy with the aftermath of a monstrous riot. They had suffered nine casualties, one dead, one trooper still fighting for his life; but the fires were quelled, the crowd dispersed. GlobalNet would beat up the story for days, but as far as Tactical was concerned, thirty arrestees were charged before dawn — it was over. The business of jurisprudence belonged to civilian courts.
Increasingly curious, Jarrat dug five layers deep into Stacy’s data channels, but of Scimitar he could find no mention. Familiar warning flags ran up at once. Stone registered Jarrat’s misgivings, bounced them back with a sharp edge of curiosity. Ongoing covert surveillance should have been second on Tactical’s agenda, right after the night’s street action. Something was not right.
Chell weighed on his mind as Stone signed off on Kip Reardon’s medical report. Janine Cruz had brought aboard her own supply of Angel. Possession and transportation of the prohibited substance technically constituted a felony, but she also carried an authorization from the NARC Surgeon General. A security sealed case sat in the Infirmary’s cold store: fourteen ‘pops,’ enough to hold Cruz for several weeks. She would take it off Reardon’s hands when she transferred to the Del estate. From Kip’s appended remarks, he would be grateful to be rid of it. He had never liked handling the lethal golden dust, as if even touching the bubble-like capsules tainted him.
“It’ll be five in the morning, in Chell.” Stone dropped into the chair by Jarrat’s, at a workstation tucked in by the ops room’s AutoChef. Ops was idling, quarter-staffed, most of its screens dark. The wide space remained companionably dim, the doors closed on the adjoining briefing room. “Stacy ought to be in the office in an hour … and you’re worried. You want to call him, or go down?”
“Go down,” Jarrat said without hesitation. “I just spent over an hour searching his encrypted traffic. He’s not broadcasting a syllable about Scimitar. You know what that means.”
“Damn. Means he doubts his comm security, doesn’t want Scimitar monitors knowing he’s aware of them.” Stone’s lips compressed. “He has reason to suspect he’s been hacked — only since he contacted Dupre, I assume.”
“It’s a safe bet. Well, we’ve no reason to waste time, since the man’s expecting us — and he’s done all the leg work for us.” Jarrat frowned at him as Stone’s belly turned over uncomfortably. “You going to be okay with this? Chell and … all.”
“Are you?” Stone’s brows rose. “We hammered them, Kevin. If it was vengeance we wanted, needed, before we left this place, drove on — I’d say we got it.”
“I’m all right.” And Jarrat surprised himself. It was true. “There’s as many good memories tied up in this world as lousy ones.” He gave Stone a faint smile. “It started here, for us.”
“It?” But Stone knew what he meant; a frisson of warm humor shimmered through the empathic link.
“In a room on the quiet side of Harry’s house, with a view of the hills.” Jarrat’s eyes roamed over the flight status of the Athena’s aircraft. The two VM 104 Corsairs — warplanes — were officially grounded for the duration, as were the gunships. Knowing this, at the Venice docks they had taken aboard two extra Yamazake Apogees and two Marshall Kitakaze, a pair of skyhaulers with enough lift to carry a fully armed squad apiece, if not their riot armor. The Ravens might be less than happy about deploying in kevlex flak armor rather than the signature NARC hardsuits, but Gil Cronin’s crew would handle it.
Jarrat intensely disliked the idea of putting himself or Stone into the field without the option of gunship backup, but Pete Stacy was adamant. The media would crucify both him and Tactical for invoking NARC a second time so soon. He was in the worst possible bind. If he delayed, Scimitar would only strengthen with frightening rapidity. Within a year the inevitable bust would become as challenging as Death’s Head, with casualty numbers and collateral damage to match. Or Hawass and her people could slip away, take the fresh fortune they had bled out this planet’s citybottom and vanish, show up again in another system and wreak mayhem. NARC would face them somewhere, sometime, but Stacy knew responsibility for the carnage and property destruction would ultimately be laid at his own door.
Jarrat felt the twist of Stone’s belly as Stoney leaned over and touched the comm. “Flight deck, this is 7.1. Prep one of the Apogees. We’ll be there in ten.” He glanced down the ops room and beckoned Watch Officer Tony Mitchelmore, a dark, taciturn young man with thee years’ NARC experience and a solid Tactical career behind him. “Mitch, give the XO a buzz, crank up Operations for full surveillance. Put Blue Raven on standby — and one of the Kitakaze … just in case. Kevin?”
“Let’s just get it done,” Jarrat rasped, and shoved out the chair.
Their sidearms lay on the foot of Stone’s wide bunk, where they had last slept. The Colt AP-60 had seen a great deal of mileage; its body was scratched, scuffed, but it was an old friend which fit Jarrat’s hand with reassuring familiarity. For Stone, the Steyr .44, five assorted magazines with a variety of ammunition. On a whim, Jarrat had signed out two Chiyoda assault rifles and four palm guns, the tiny ‘sneak weapons’ he despised but which had their uses — plastex bodied, firing carbon fiber darts tipped in drug or toxin, propelled by compressed air. The weapon was invisible to any normal scan system. He could have walked through spaceport security with pockets full of them. Syndicate shooters often did.
Without comment they shrugged into the shoulder harnesses, settled the sidearms. Jarrat took the weight of the Colt against his left side with a sense of such intimacy, it might have been a caress. Stone mocked with a faint chuckle as he pulled on a light jacket to cover the weapon, swiped up one of the Chiyodas and pocketed his reloads.
“Don’t get jealous.” Jarrat gave him a wink. “This thing has its uses, but —”
“It doesn’t fix you coffee in the morning,” Stone finished. He dropped a biting kiss on Jarrat’s nape as Kevin reached for the lightest silk jacket in his closet.
“Or warm your sheets at night,” he added.
Situated astride the equator like every early colonial spaceport, Chell was too hot, too sultry to wear a jacket without sweating heavily, but any show of sidearms on the street must attract Tactical like wasps to a honey pot. In the awkward minutes while troopers verified the NARC ID, someone was bound to notice the disturbance. GlobalNet would delight in making sundry shrewd guesses and blowing their security before Stacy could issue a media suppression order.
“One more time.” Jarrat caught Stone’s head with a comprehensive kiss. “For luck.”
“Luck?” Stone echoed.
“You always said I was born lucky.” Jarrat shouldered the Chiyoda and stepped out, a pace ahead of him.
Parked in a harsh glare of floodlights in the far corner of the ‘small hull’ hangar, one of the silver-blue Apogees shimmered with heat. The others remained cold, dark, overshadowed by the blunt-nosed, hulking shapes of the matte black, unmarked Marshall skyhaulers.
The deck rang with footfalls as the duty Armory sergeant fell into step with them. Jarrat glanced through the ordnance load as Stone authorized it with his palm slapped on the sergeant’s handypad. As if they were terminally mistrustful anything to do with this colony, the techs had loaded everything the lighter would carry. Jarrat was sure this crew’s perceived failure still rankled: Chell was the place both captains had come within a whisker of death, and the measure of a NARC crew’s integrity was that every individual felt the burden of responsibility.
He settled a combug in his right ear and called quietly, “9.4 to Ops, we’re headed into Chell, on departure procedures at this time.”
Gable had already taken control of the ops room — still yawning over the loop. Shiptime was just past midnight. “You’re getting an early start. Something about early birds and worms … surveillance, comm and carrier close defense are online. Blue Raven reports standing by — you want the full squad, or partial? Bearing in mind the lift capacity of the Kitakaze. And the big boys are not happy about the gunships being grounded, by the way.”
They had slid in, run up harness. The canopy whined down as Stone lifted a brow at Jarrat. “It’s just a milk run, Curt. Partial squad. Give us six Ravens, full weapons load — best armor they can wrangle within Stacy’s ground rules … remember, the second we show a NARC hardsuit on the street, we’re blown.”
“And any hope of maintaining a covert op flies apart like a swarm of bugs,” Jarrat added. “Give us a field medic and comm specialist. Which pilot’s on the special ops duty roster?”
“Uh … at this hour it’ll be Eve Lang. Bobby Gianelli just hit the sack. Tina Chen comes on at 04:00, Jake Gibbs at 08:00. Good enough?”  
“We should be back inside Eve’s shift,” Stone judged as his eyes skimmed the instruments with the habits of a lifetime. In the shotgun seat, Jarrat was busy with weapons systems and scan platforms. “Athena Flight, this is Raven Leaders.” The switch in callsign was absolutely deliberate. “Ready to launch.”
And Athena Flight, crisp despite the hour: “Raven Leaders, depart any time.”
A clamor of spinners and sirens cleared the hangar in moments. Jarrat watched the external pressure values, and with a few millibars left the belly hatch rumbled open just far enough to let the Apogee drop out. Stone put the nose down, cruising on momentum while he picked up Chell ATC and the hellish white noise of the spaceport radars. Jarrat took a moment to gaze up at the blue-gray mass of the carrier, which seemed to rise away above.
The four gunship hangars remained sealed, even their signage dark. Not so much as a running light showed along the Athena’s kilometer length, and when he glanced at the Apogee’s scan display he saw nothing. ECM cloaking was so dense, instruments contradicted the evidence of his eyes. Knowing to the meter where she lay parked, they could home on her microburst, encrypted highband, ranged far above anything perceptible even to Tactical and Air Traffic Control. To the rest of this system, the carrier might not have been here at all.
Stone put a thousand eastward kilometers between them before he identified. “Chell ATC, this is inbound Apogee, registration Kilo-48753, headed into Chell. We do not require landing advice. Not headed for your spaceport.”
An androgynous AI responded with polite bonhomie, logged them into the system, and Jarrat’s screen blipped red. “Civil tracking’s got us.”
“As you’d expect.” Stone dropped the nose again and headed fast into the rising sun. The canopy darkened in compensation as he opened the throttles and slid into Rethan’s upper atmosphere. “We’re just a couple of good old boys coming in for a day on the town and a night on the tiles.” He gave Jarrat a crooked smile. “That’s all ATC needs to know.”
They passed over the ocean as the Apogee lost altitude, riding a silk-smooth repulsion cushion through reentry. Stone spiraled around over the big continent, where the spaceport generated a howling cacophony in every radio band. Two heavy lifters headed up to space as he described a wide curve around the port’s outbound air lanes, one of them a rimrunner, big, ugly, dirty. Rethan morphed from a sphere below to a cloud-veiled plane.
As Stone dropped through cloud base they saw the city. Nothing had changed. Skycranes still dominated Chell’s horizon in the sectors where NARC had fought, and where rebuilding was well along. The colony’s capital city sprawled over every horizon, vast, drab, gray in the morning light.
“Christ, I learned to hate this place,” Jarrat said quietly.
“Makes two of us,” Stone admitted. “The days when you were missing … you have no idea.”
“I can imagine,” Jarrat said darkly. “You pulled the same stunt yourself, Stoney, in case you’ve forgotten.”
A flare of complex emotion — dread, fear, revulsion, fury, sorrow — knifed through the careful empathic shields Jarrat had lifted as they went to work. Stone’s reaction scythed through, too powerful for Jarrat to hold it out. He took a quick breath, as if Stone had punched the air from his lungs.
“Not likely to forget,” Stone rasped, “not as long as I bloody live. Where are we going?”
“Public vidphone.” Jarrat caught his breath, waited for his pulse to slow. “Try the lot on the east side of Shivaji Park. I used the booths there a few times, and it’s close to uptown, so they shouldn’t be too vandalized.”
Stone scrolled through the GPS index, tapped what he needed and let the autofly take it. The chrono read 6:19, meaning Stacy should be on-shift by now. Tactical routine never changed much, no matter the city.
The sun crossed the line of the Schoenbrun Hills as the Apogee set down, casting long shadows beneath a purple overcast which, to Jarrat’s eyes, promised rain. It was difficult to be sure, since Chell’s noxious atmosphere turned the sky the color of clay. Somehow the trees of Shivaji Park hung on, but they did not thrive.
He stepped out of the Apogee into heavy humidity, felt the residual heat of the asphalt even so early in the morning, and wrinkled his nose on the unmistakable stink of the place. He would have known it anywhere. The taint from the spaceport carried on the wind — but there was more.
The fallout from Bram Sorenson’s campaign announced itself in the shelled-out remains of apartment houses opposite the park, the yellow ‘do not cross’ tapes of Tactical’s exclusion perimeter around a number of wrecked vehicles. Dozers had shoved them into an untidy pile, awaiting salvage in what had once been a children’s adventure playground on the corner at Jackson and Mukherjee.
By some good fortune, two of the public comm booths remained functional. Jarrat leaned in under the hood, tapped a cashcard on the corner of the cracked, murky screen and keyed the code for Chell Tactical. The AI answered with a six-point menu which he ignored and said tersely,
“Computer, recognize security override Sierra-Delta-7-3-5-Whiskey-Tango.”
Then he and Stone waited. A small local bird, one of a handful of indigenous creatures that had survived the terraforming process, flapped across the park. Stone would have called it extremely odd, since no bird Earthers knew possessed a lizard tail and sharp little teeth, but a kid from Sheckley who had never seen any kind of bird until he was nineteen would hardly have known what to call odd. Jarrat simply accepted the creature, admiring the purple-green, oily sheen of its plumage as it perched in the low branches by the comm booths and preened.
A crackle, the steady tick-over of the fee charged by the second to the cashcard — then Colonel Pete Stacy’s face appeared under the rime of graffiti and dust. Haggard, Jarrat thought. Thinner, tired, anxious; perhaps even frightened. He had never seen fear in Stacy’s face before. Some of the belligerence seemed to have been knocked out of him recently. Jarrat held back as Stone said,
“Morning, Colonel. We’re on time … where and when?”
“The trace puts you at comm node 2246, near Jackson,” Stacy said in a hoarse voice, as if he had scrambled through the night on smokes, bourbon and peps. “Go up to the junction, Stone. There’s a diner, serves the breakfast crowd — you’ll see it. Poco Loco. Gimme fifteen, I’ll be there.”
The screen darkened and Jarrat pocketed his wallet. “Something’s eating him alive.”
“You ever seen Stacy running scared?” Stone wondered.
But Jarrat shook his head. “You actually had more dealings with him than I did. I spent so long buried to the eyeballs inside Death’s Head, I didn’t have so much to do with him, but … no. I saw him furious, disgusted, aggravated — mad as a charging bull. Never freaked.”
“Scared of what?” Stone wondered. He slid the green aviator’s glasses onto his nose as the overcast parted grudgingly and the morning sun brightened. “You hungry? Poco Loco.”
At this hour road traffic was light, but a steady stream of Medevac lifters threaded into top-level ambulance bays in the upper floors of the Flagstaff Memorial Hospital, which reared over the nearer apartment houses. Jarrat’s nostrils flared as they walked. “You smell that?”
“The whole place always smells toxic,” Stone turned north and deliberately tested the breeze. “Smoke.”
“There was a major shindig last night. I eavesdropped on Stacy’s encrypted comm,” Jarrat mused, “long enough to get the general picture at street level.”
“Angel trouble again, so soon?” Stone could scarcely believe it. “Scimitar isn’t big enough to stir up something so big. Not yet, not here. Maybe in Eldorado.”
“Bram-bloody-Sorenson trouble,” Jarrat guessed. “This?” He glared at the shelled-out buildings. “When we busted Death’s Head and Stacy shut down the smuggling from out of system, we left a big, big population of licensed users.” No more illegal supply meant Angelheads registering at the clinics to get their next pop when they need it, neat, clean, tidy, legal. “They depend on their licensed crap, it’s all they’ve got,” Jarrat added darkly.
After a comprehensive syndicate bust, during two years at maximum the whole Angel situation should slowly defuse, evaporate to nothing as the victims expired gently in their own time, with the best medical care the community could provide.
“Riki Mitchell,” Stone said quietly. “That was the kid’s future, and he knew it.”
“Yeah.” Jarrat sighed. “Then along comes Sorenson. No more legal, medical pipeline. You go to the clinic, they just trank you out, leave you numb, comatose. How long do they last, if they can’t fix?”
“They … we,” Stone corrected in an odd tone, “can hold out as long as a month. Average is two weeks. Life expectancy depends on how long we’ve been using the garbage.”
Jarrat felt the marrow-deep shudder from him and stopped a few meters before the junction. He had seen the Poco Loco signage, a day-glo green saguaro cactus with a six-shooter in each ‘hand’ and a bright yellow sombrero perched rakishly on its ‘head.’ “You don’t count yourself among them, Stoney?”
“It’s difficult not to.” Stone looked away, trying to keep up the empathic shield and failing just enough for an acid draft of pain to escape. “You think I haven’t noticed how you’ve avoided Janine Cruz since she came aboard.”
“I’ve been busy,” Jarrat said defensively.
“Not that busy.” Stone thrust his hands into his jacket pockets, perhaps to conceal the clench of his fists. “I’ve had coffee with her a couple of times. I don’t blame you for avoiding her, Kevin. She reminds me, too. I’d started to forget — and it’s a mistake to. I’m Angel-immune through some T/87 hocus-pocus. Harry Del is the only reason I’m not dragging myself into a clinic nearly every damn’ day to get what I need before my body tears itself apart.”
“No.” Jarrat took a long deep breath. “You want the truth, Stoney, as ugly and hard as it gets?” Stone waited, face set, blue eyes shuttered. “You didn’t have so long to live. You’d have been gone four or five months by now — that was Harry’s best guess. I asked him to keep you at his place, get you the supply, make it as easy for you as he could. He doesn’t support euthanasia, but he did offer us cryogen as a time-getter. The same deal should be on the table for Jan Cruz, and she’s bloody lucky. She’s only getting the gold-plated treatment because she’s a NARC.”
“To quote Gil Cronin, shitshitshit,” Stone whispered, suppressing a shiver. “And you wonder why cities like Chell are up and fighting?”
“Me? I don’t wonder at all.” Jarrat took his arm to get him moving. “If I were a partner, parent, sibling, trying to buy time for somebody, I’d be out on the picket lines, mate, pushing as hard as I knew how.” His voice hardened. “Now, stow it, Stoney. Take your own advice and let it be. You’re Angel-immune — T/87 tricks? Good enough for me. Don’t you bloody dare count yourself with the users like Cruz, not after what Harry and I went through to drag you out!”
Quicksilver anger spent itself rapidly, leaving him hungry, restless, painfully aware of the turbulent millrace of Stone’s feelings. He had not realized having Cruz aboard would impact them both, but he should have. And this was neither the time nor place to wrestle those demons. Jarrat stopped again in the dim, cluttered doorway to the diner. He gave Stone an apologetic look, offered his hand.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to slap you.”
Stone’s smile was crooked, wry. “Yes, you did. And I deserved it. Cruz … bothers me. She’s exactly what I was. And you’re right, by now I’d have been dead. They’d have assigned you Scott Auel.”
“Or Petrov,” Jarrat said tartly. “Like Gene, I’d have appealed, asked for Scott.”
“He fancies you,” Stone said with rueful humor.
At last Jarrat found a ribald chuckle. “He fancies you as well — and Janine, before she destroyed herself. God knows, Scott’s probably lost count of the hours he’s spent humping her, trying to buy her time before the next dose. He’s a good guy.”
“You could have worked with him. You’d have made a strong partnership,” Stone guessed with a twist of acid-burn pain.
“Stoney, quit.” Jarrat’s hands clenched into his arms, bruising. “Walk away from this, for chrissakes. Don’t let Cruz get to you — or this goddamned city either. We’re just passing through. Finish the assignment and git. Now, put some food in your belly and drag your mind back on the job before Stacy gets in!”
Stone sketched an Army style salute. “Yessir.”
“Don’t ‘yessir’ me, either,” Jarrat snapped, and turned away to the menu boards by the counter. The flood of Stone’s feelings lapped redly over his mind. He forced himself to read through the odd assortment of Mexican, Chinese, Italian, Japanese, Indian, a mélange of cuisines from every corner of Earth. “What do you want?”
“Anything.” Stone said curtly and pushed on, to a tall-backed booth in the dim rear corner. Poco Loco was only sparsely populated. He sat, intent on the view of the street through grimy windows overcrowded with signs.
“Nachos, fried noodles, pakoras and samosa, dimsum, jalebi.” Jarrat slapped down a wad of the garish local dollars. “And a jug of cold green tea.”
He joined Stone, waited for him to speak, acutely aware of the pitch and yaw of his feelings as they settled from rebellion, resentment, into resignation and at last a surreal kind of calm. He was silent for some minutes until the food arrived, and when he spoke he surprised Jarrat.
“Kick me in the butt more often, Kevin. You always seem to know when I need it.”
“But … not often,” Jarrat said with unexpected humor and a compassion Stone appreciated. “Eat. Or did you want the ravioli and pork buns?”
“This is fine.” Stone attacked the food as if he were starving.
Stress always left Jarrat ravenous and Stone was far from wrong: he had been avoiding Cruz. And the whole city of Chell rubbed him the wrong way. He ate steadily, filling the void within and watching the time until Stone sat back and wiped his fingers.
“Stacy’s late.”
“Somebody waylaid him before he could get out of the office. Always happens.” As Jarrat poured a second glass of tea shadows from the door caught his attention. “Speak of the devil.”
Stone looked up. For a moment the blue eyes widened. “Well, now. This’ll be interesting.” He reached discreetly into his breast pocket and tripped the audio recorder.
Stacy was anonymous in civvies, nothing about him suggesting an officer from Tactical, much less the colonel in command; and he was not alone. Stumping along a pace ahead of him, awkward and ungainly on his biocyber legs, tight lipped with discomfort, was Damon Vaughan. Jarrat’s eyes narrowed as he saw the sunken cheeks, even more haggard than Stacy. And the left side of Vaughan’s face did not quite match the right. The left cheek, jaw and ear were reconstructions, Jarrat realized, mending burns that must have been horrific. The work was adequate and well healed, but something would always be different. The aeroball player physique on which Vaughan once traded had wasted away, leaving his torso whipcord thin inside baggy slacks and shirt. He buzzed his hair so short, his scalp shone through.
A murderous expression settled on the mismatched features as he recognized Jarrat and Stone. “Well, if it ain’t Maxie Tyler. And his good ol’ bud Johnny Crenna, is it? I need my brains examined. I bought you jokers, hook line and sinker.”
“Because we’re good,” Stone said darkly. “You know who we are?”
The man sat down with a grunt of relief, grateful to get his weight off the prosthetic legs. He laid both hands flat on the table. Jarrat frowned once at them and looked away. They were functional, efficient, good enough to pass inspection, so long as one did not look too closely. They were identical, not a pore or freckle, line or hair, which gave them a plastex look, as if Vaughan wore too-tight surgical gloves.
“I know who you are.” He glared at Stacy as the colonel took the last seat and helped himself to tea. “I know what you are.”
“Can the bullshit, Vaughan,” Stacy snarled. “You got the deal you traded for. Be glad you’re not in a fucking cell — I can still make that happen.” The informant lapsed into a surly quiet and Stacy licked his lips. “Thanks for being here, Jarrat, Stone. I wasn’t sure Dupre would authorize it. Or that you’d take the job.”
“How could we resist?” Stone said dryly. “What’s going on with your highband comm, Stacy? Hacked?”
“Smart boy.” Stacy made a sour face. “They picked up our surveillance in Eldorado, thirty, forty hours ago. I switched out my highband encryption codes fast enough, but — who knows?”
“Bugger.” Jarrat sat back, glaring at the ceiling. “How badly are you busted? You still got any tracking on them?”
“Limited tracking, sure. They’re tagged,” Stacy assured him, “but since they know we ID’d them, they’re probably hunting down the bugs right now, if they haven’t already found ’em. We throttled back to minimum, just enough coverage to keep tabs on ’em, and we transmit zilch. You listened to my highbands, you said —?”
“On the way in.” Stone took a swig of tea. “No whisper of Scimitar on the air. How long ago d’you reckon your own comm here in Chell was hacked?”
“Not sure,” Stacy said awkwardly. “Can’t be certain they’re not into us right now. So till we are — nothing on the air, Stone. You’re an old Tactical man yourself, you know how it works. They’ve also gone to ground.”
“Meaning?” Stone prompted.
Stacy gestured at Vaughan. “You’re on, sport. You and that motor-mouth clown, Carnaby, know more about Hawass and her people than I ever will.”
The biocyber hands clenched. Jarrat wondered how strong they were, how tough, how they would land a blow and absorb the punishment of impact into their own synthetic bones — how much sensation Vaughan felt as feedback from the fingertips, if he registered heat or cold.  
“Look, I told you a hundred times, Stacy,” Vaughan groaned, “I don’t know everything. I’m not intimate with the bastards. Carney’s the one who knows ’em that well, not me. But yeah, he told me everything he remembered.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “You recall Carney. Spencer Carnaby.”
“I remember a powerful desire to gag him and toss him through the nearest airlock,” Stone admitted. “We pulled him out, gave him to Tactical. I assume he sang like a bird.”
“Like a nightingale,” Stacy affirmed. “I’ve got him locked up. Can’t trust the bugger as far as you could throw him. I put him in a safehouse and the little shit went out a window, same night. We picked him up in the next town, trying to bum a ride to God knows where.” He slapped his own shoulder. “He’s chipped, though he doesn’t know it. Right now, he’s locked up three basement levels under the Tactical building where the sun don’t shine, with only himself to blame. You want info — talk to Vaughan. Him, I can trust, because he can’t scoot fast enough to get away from me before I put a bullet in him somewhere it’ll cause a satisfying shower of sparks and dump him right back into the hoverchair where he started.”
“You’re an A-grade asshole, Stacy,” Vaughan said absolute candor. “You just deliver my half of the deal, then get the fuck out of my face.”
“Gladly,” Stacy spat. “Get on with it.”
With commendable restraint Damon Vaughan leaned over the cluttered table and dropped his voice till Jarrat strained to hear. “Like he said, Hawass’s people have gone to ground. They got two, three safehouses Spencer knows about, places that’re more plate armor than house, no matter how ordinary they look from the outside, with secure satellite comm and bunkers down below that’d take a nuke. Stacy’s obbo squad in Eldorado screwed themselves, let Hawass’s goons see them. How smart is that? Chickenshit amateurs. Scimitar … they’re not fools. They gotta believe Tactical’s due to hit them again, like they been hit four times before. What they don’t know is, you guys are here.” He glanced at the ceiling. “I assume you didn’t get in on the clipper.”
“Locations,” Jarrat said sharply.
“He has them.” Vaughan nodded at Stacy. “Thing is, Spencer isn’t exactly clan, family, blood. He only knows so much. It’s impossible to know everything without being clan. Hawass might have safehouses we never heard of, and if she does, it ain’t my fault, Stacy. I told you, time and again, there’s only so much we know. What we can tell you is more about people than places and hardware.” He gave the NARC men a hard look.
“Understood,” Stone allowed. “Guesses and rumors are no good to us. So, who fronts for Hawass, does the business for her? We saw her in Bundaberg. She’s so old, so frail, I’d be impressed if she can stand up without help. No way could she wrangle a syndicate on her own.”
“She’s one helluva lot tougher than she looks,” Vaughan said shrewdly. “Half her organs are artificial, for a start; they won’t fail. And she’s got plans, you didn’t know?” He tapped his chest. “There’s biosensors embedded inside, monitoring heart and brain and stuff. Comes the day when it all starts to turn off, she’s got the best cryotank money can buy, and a team of medics standing by to slide her into it.”
“Pending what?” Stone wondered.
“Tech,” Jarrat guessed. “Maybe she could sleep through ten years on ice, till some new gene therapy comes along. But she’ll be at the mercy of her staff, which tells you she’s surrounded herself with people she trusts implicitly.”
“Family,” Vaughan corrected. “Everybody who works for her is blood kin. People say she’s the last of the Hawasses, but they’re wrong. She’s the last carrying the old original name, but there’s plenty of others, grand-nieces and nephews going right back to her brothers and cousins. They’re Mavviks and Sondheims and Targs and Groffes. There’s four you gotta nail. Get them, the rest’ll run like cockroaches with their heads lopped off. They don’t think for themselves. But if you can get Valda Hawass, Sanjay Targ, Azure Mavvik and Tomas Sondheim, you’ll watch Scimitar deflate like a balloon. Scimitar,” he muttered. “Jesus, the old woman’s got steel cables where ordinary people have nerves.” His eyes glittered at Jarrat and Stone. “You know what she wants?”
“Apart from living another century?” Stone drained his glass and upturned it on the table. “Vengeance, for the way we took down Death’s Head.”
“For Hal Mavvik,” Vaughan added in a harsh murmur. “Hal was always her favorite. The smart one, the smooth talker with the impeccable taste in wine and antiques and Companions … and he had the balls to give you bastards, NARC, a real run for your money.” His brows rose. “They told me he crammed some captain so full of pure Angel, it dribbled out of his ears, borderline overdose. The word at the time was, it was Stone they took down. But I guess some idiot got the name wrong … because here you are, Captain, in the flesh and looking healthy. So some other NARC went home in a bodybag. Not good enough to pay for Hal —”
“I told you to put a lid on it, Vaughan,” Stacy said too loudly. “You can still talk your way right into a cell — I’ve got so much trouble on my plate that’s got fuck all to do with Scimitar, I don’t have time or patience to screw around with you as well. Easier to dump you in maximum security and let your fellow fucking inmates do to you what Rethan colonial law won’t!”
The naked threat visibly chastened Vaughan, while Jarrat clamped down tight on the tide of Stone’s anger. “All right, Stacy, I hear you. My best guess is, they’ll have gone to ground at Jardín de los Dioses.”
“What’s that?” Jarrat’s eyes flickered to Stacy. “I didn’t see the name in the material you sent to Dupre.”
“You saw the property, but I didn’t know what to call it at the time,” Stacy rumbled. “This bastard has been holding back details.”
“Making freakin’ sure I get my half of the bargain,” Vaughan retorted. “If you were me, Stacy, would you trust you?”
Jarrat hunted for patience and nailed Vaughan with a glare. “If you hold back one detail that compromises our assignment, I’ll make damn’ sure you land in maximum security, Damon. And I’ll personally tell every syndicate slime serving life in there who you are and what you did. That’s the deal you’ll get from us. You want to live, you give us the lot. Understand?”
A visible shiver raced through Vaughan. He turned his eyes down to the table. “Shoot for Sanjay Targ and Azure Mavvik first. They’re the ones who make it all go. Hawass was always the brains, but these days she’s more interested in her medics and her cryogen tank. Tommy Sondheim — yeah, he’s got the smarts to steer Scimitar anywhere they wanted it to go, and he’s old enough, still young enough, to be a key player. But he’s too interested in VR games, fantasy-land Companions, speedballing chimera and vodka.
“Me? I’d put money on it. The bastards’ll be at Jardín de los Dioses. It’s where I’d be: a mansion on the side of Los Tres Dragones. That’s a high, dragon-back ridge with three peaks. Stacy knows it, or at least he can find it on a map.” Vaughan shook his head slowly. “You won’t get in there. Not with twenty gunships and five hundred riot troops. The mansion’s barely the tip of a bloody big iceberg. Everything important is buried down deep, right inside the mountain. And you can’t fight a mountain. You’d have to level it to reach them, get the picture?”
“All … right.” Jarrat and Stone sat back, sharing a taut, dark glance. “You got fresh data, Stacy? Everything you didn’t want to transmit, after your people in Eldorado were busted?”
A pair of datacubes rattled across the table like dice. “That’s the lot — that, plus what you winkled out of Vaughan. He might know more, or he might know jack-shit. I can’t be sure. I don’t have the stuff to take his brain apart.”
“If he knows more, and we need it, we’ll get it out of him soon enough,” Stone said with deceptive blandness.
“I’ll give you everything I can,” Stacy promised gruffly. “Every resource at Tactical’s disposal. Just do as I’m asking: this doesn’t spill over into another war. I told Dupre where I stand. I’ve tried to reach Scimitar, set up that sweet old fantasy: a clean arrest, a day in court … Christ, you ever walk into a wall of gundrones?”
“Yeah,” Jarrat said quietly. “But I was wearing full marines armor at the time.”
“Try it in a Tactical flak jacket,” Stacy said sourly. His eyes glittered with rage. “Finish this with NARC’s resources and authority. Everything, anything, but the gunships. Yes?”
“Yes.” Jarrat studied the man shrewdly. Stacy had lost a lot of flesh and looked unhealthy. His jaw sagged, his skin was papery. “We saw part of your trouble on the way in. Your people fought last night.”
“And died,” Stacy said sourly. “Call this Bram Sorenson’s war, if you like. If I could get my hands around that bastard’s throat, he’d turn a pale shade of blue. Chell and Eldorado are fighting, like Calleran, Elysium, everyplace else. What can you do? This legislation passes, there’ll be hell to pay like we’ve never seen here before and not one fucking thing Tactical can do to slow it down, much less stop it. The only thing comparable is a full-on corporate war, like Sheal and Kelso. I shove my people into the middle of that — shit, Jarrat, they’d go down on the first day.” He hesitated, as if weighing the wisdom of saying more. “Last night was a battle. We got rocketed. Military hardware — you guys have seen this crapola before. The city took a beating, but there’s worse. A message came in, 02:02, source unknown. Somebody bounced it off so many comm relays, we got zero idea where it came from.”
“The message?” Stone’s pulse sped; Jarrat felt it clearly in his own temples.
“‘The Sorenson Act may be passed in the homeworlds,’ says this synthetic voice, ‘but its enforcement in the colonies will be the evil of colonial governments.’ Quoting here, verbatim. It’s engraved on my brain. ‘Tactical and the Colonial Government of Rethan are being warned. Enforce the Sorenson Act, and the city of Chell 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.’ Un-fucking-quote.”
“Jesus,” Stone whispered.
“Tactical nuke?” Jarrat wondered if the sudden chill were his own or Stone’s. “Nerve agent?”
“Or just crash an old junk rimrunner into the heart of uptown and rig its reactors to melt down.” Stacy’s head shook slowly. “This is a spaceport city … and I got nothing I can throw against this, Jarrat.”
“Neither,” Jarrat said softly, “does NARC.” He rubbed his eyes, which were suddenly gritty, sore. “Look, Stacy, one thing at a time. There’s nothing we can do about the Sorenson Bill, unless you’re the praying type. But we can take Scimitar for you. Give us time to process your data and run our own surveillance. We have resources you don’t and a lot less red tape to shear through. I guarantee we’ll do it long range, no infiltration. Hawass and her people will suspect nothing. Be patient. You won’t get overnight results without barnstorming — and this is no time for a circus.”
“You got that right,” Stacy said tiredly. He dropped a hand on Vaughan’s shoulder. “All right, sport. We’re done.”
“We’ll be in touch,” Stone said quietly.
“Carefully,” Stacy rasped. “One mistake and it’s over … and what worries me is that message — if victims of Angel must die in agony, all will forfeit their lives in payment for the evil they have permitted — it’s got the same nasty ring as Scimitar, ‘the righteous sword of vengeance.’ You gotta wonder if Scimitar’s behind the threat to this city. And if they take one city, why not a dozen others, poison the atmosphere, kick up a nuclear winter? Sorenson,” he growled as he steered Damon Vaughan away, “could kill this whole colony. And why stop here? Old Valda Hawass might be batshit mad enough to do it. She wants vengeance? Christ, she could take us all.” He turned away without another word.
Vaughan limped off, mobile but lumbering, head low, and Stacy was never more than a pace from him, right hand close by the sidearm concealed in the curve of his back. In their wake they left a terrible silence. Jarrat felt merely numb, cold, as if the heat and life had been siphoned from his body leaving behind a husk.
Outside, the morning commuter rush had begun. People hurried through the four-way between Jackson Avenue and Mukherjee Boulevard, not one of them suspecting the threat suspended overhead like the Sword of Damocles. Stacy could say nothing of it, nor do anything about it. And Jarrat could not begin to imagine what NARC itself might do to avert the hazard, even if Earth Central considered it within their mandate. The Sorenson Bill would almost certainly become an Act in the homeworlds. Politicians like Sorenson and Steinberg were unlikely to believe such a threat could be genuine — or to care overmuch if a distant colony paid a terrible price.
“We’re the target,” Stone said hoarsely. “NARC. The whole thing is about the survivors of Aphelion ending NARC to safeguard themselves. You know that.”
“We know it.” Jarrat stood. “But we couldn’t get close enough to prove it in a million years. Best we can do is shut down Scimitar … because I’ve a feeling Stacy might be right. This is all about vengeance, exacting their price. The key is right there in the wording, and in the name Hawass chose. The righteous sword of vengeance.” He looked down into Stone’s face, noticing its sudden pallor, which made the blue eyes seem very dark. “Home, mate. Fast. Suddenly we have a hell of a lot of work to do.”




Chapter Eight

“Fire Control and Hazmat list it as … a house,” Curt Gable said slowly, reading off the specifications for Jardín de los Dioses, filed as per requirement with Eldorado’s emergency services. “A humongous house, but just a house. Twelve bedrooms, three master bathrooms, three shared bathrooms, everything else with en suite. Living room the size of a barn, dining room almost as big, plus two drawing rooms, whatever the hell a drawing room is — some kind of art studio? Two kitchens with a ten-meter deep freeze, three offices, music room, gym, indoor pool, indoor tennis and squash courts, solarium. Terraces on three sides, parking for twenty cars under the house adjacent to a wine cellar the size of a gunship hangar.” He shrugged. “That’s about it. The whole lot’s valued at twenty-odd million local dollars, or five million homeworlds credits. It all sits right back against a sculpted, terraced hillside that looks like a hanging garden. Ten hectares of landscaping, in the shadow of Los Tres Dragones.”
“Jardín de los Dioses,” Stone said acerbically, “means Garden of the Gods. And it’s an apt description.”
Five widescreens displayed the house plans and aerial images stored by Eldorado Fire Control. Jarrat whistled and gave Stone an amused look. “Makes your old family castle in Spain look like the weekend shack.”
“Not my castle,” Stone retorted. “If I showed my smiling face at the door when the parents were home, they’d chuck a genuine Ming vase at me and count it worth the cost if they could brain me with it.”
“That’s bloody rough,” Gable observed. “For godsakes, they’re not proud of the son and heir who commands a NARC carrier?”
“It’s not the career they’d planned for me.” Stone dismissed his family without concern. “My life was supposed to be about science and politics, not mud and guts. They had a communal hernia when I enlisted in Tactical, never got over themselves.” He was intent on the screens and beckoned Jarrat closer. “Nothing I’m seeing here bears out anything Carnaby claims.”
“Then again, it wouldn’t,” Jarrat reasoned. “Why would Hawass admit to having a fortress cut into the mountain?” He leaned on the back of a chair, mind racing, memories taking him back to Sheckley, the halfway station hewn out of a planetoid.
“Now, there’s a thoughtful look.” Stone was acutely aware of the crawl of Jarrat’s belly, a sensation he recognized. Kevin was in no way claustrophobic, but undergrounds made his hackles rise. “You’re thinking about home.”
“Not home. Just the place I came from.” Jarrat pointed out the garages and wine cellar, and the rear of the house’s lower floor, which was actually recessed into the hillside. “Hundred to one, there’s access tunnels, armordoors, straight into the body of the mountain. Curt, see if you can pull up some geosurvey work on the region. You’ll probably find it in the early colony records. It’ll date from before the founding of Eldorado. The terraformers would have been looking for the best place to locate a major city, say … ten or twenty years before the first sleeper ships arrived.”
“Geosurvey,” Gable said slowly, “performed either by the initial survey team, or a robot probe in the same time frame. Give me a few minutes, Kevin, this is going to take some finding. Half of it’s Rethan social history, the rest is colonial archaeology. The files’ll be archived so deep I’ll have to dig the buggers out with a spade.”
“Take your time,” Stone said easily. “Scimitar’s gone into full retreat. For the moment they’re not going anywhere.”
This job, he reflected as he followed Jarrat out of Ops and into the officers’ lounge opposite, was vastly different from any other they had done. Normally they would spend weeks, even months hunting for evidence. Stacy already had it all. He had Scimitar on a silver platter, for all the good it did him. Stone was about to say so when he saw Janine Cruz, lounging on one end of the couch with a glorious view of the globe of Rethan and a mug of chai latte forgotten in one hand, apparently about to fall as she zoned out, eyes vacant, face lax. She wore a loose, filmy blue-green kaftan, and if Stone was any judge, was naked beneath. A waft of sweet perfume rose from her skin — she was hot, running the low-level fever common to chronic users whose metabolism never settled properly before the next dose became critical.
He knew too well where her mind hung suspended at this moment: lost in terrible or wonderful recollections, either of the golden Angel dreams or the darkest nightmares her subconscious could conjure in the final hours before she could wait no longer for her next hit. He swallowed hard on his own memories and stopped short just inside the lounge.
It was Jarrat who took the mug from Cruz’s hand before it could spill and spoke quietly. “Janine? Jan?” She did not rouse. He shook her shoulder. “Captain Cruz!” She stirred in exaggerated slow motion. Jarrat forced a smile. “You okay?” He spoke clearly, slowly. “Come on, love, gotta get moving. Let’s get you to the Infirmary.”
“Not yet,” she whispered. “Please, not yet. I need …”
Jarrat knew exactly what she needed. So did Stone. Riki Mitchell haunted him. Food, booze, sex, and plenty of all three. But Cruz was alone here. Scott Auel would have gone aboard the Avenger by now, partnering Lindsay Karoda while Maggie Stride and Troy Franklin caught a downshuttle to the NARC complex for major medical work. Auel, Stone imagined, might have breathed a sigh of relief. To be sure, much of Cruz’s astonishing beauty endured even now, which would have sweetened the task of supporting her through early-stage Angel addiction; but she was already raddled and Auel had only ever been a workmate, a lover out of convenience, even necessity. Cruz’s desperate needs must soon have become a duty, not quite irksome but often aggravating.
“Try a little Buran,” Jarrat coaxed, “smoke a lot of kip grass and take a few shots of the Irish. Come on, Jan, we all know how this works.”
She made some sound, half moan, half self-mocking laugh. “God, what a fool I was … still, that’s Rethan. Harry Del’s down there. I called. Curt said it was safe to call, if he bounced it off ten or twelve comm and weather sats. Keep our position here cloaked.”
Jarrat looked up over her head, met Stone’s eyes. His own were stormy. “Harry took your call?” She had begun to drift again and he shook her arm. “Come on, love, get yourself moving or I’ll have to call the medics.”
She shrugged him off and forced her way to her feet. “Doctor Del took my call. I’m invited. Soon as I can get a downshuttle.”
Hungover, Stone thought. She was in the waterslide on the way down from an Angel flight — not yet in the painful zone, still possessed by whatever golden fantasies her own imagination had spun. The nightmares and agony began later. He took a breath, held it, let it out slowly and listened to the drum of his pulse as Jarrat told her,
“You’re in luck. We’re going down ourselves, soon as we’ve marked our targets and set up surveillance. Data gathering takes time, and you know the old saying.”
“Old saying?” Cruz stretched both arms over her head, visibly swaying.
“Watched kettles never boil.” Jarrat gave Stone a dark glance. “Call Kip, get a medic. She’s out of it. The sooner we can get her to Harry, the better.”
“And us,” Stone added, sotto voce, as he plucked a comset from his breast pocket. “Infirmary … Kip, send a medic to the officer’s lounge, asap.”
Reardon responded at once. “Accident?”
“No. It’s Cruz. She shouldn’t be out on her own.”
“She’s not supposed to be,” Reardon said sharply. “Bloody hell, Stoney, she’s supposed to be in her quarters, sound asleep!”
“Well, she’s in the lounge here, right outside Ops, waltzing with pixies,” Stone said acidly. “She needs something, Kip. It’ll be a while before we can take her groundside, hand her off to Harry — we’re still trying to set up proper surveillance on this job.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Reardon promised. “The medic’s already on the way. I don’t want to sedate her yet, but we won’t leave her alone again. Give me a buzz when you’re heading down.”
“Will do. Thanks.” Stone slipped off the comset and stood aside, listening for the medic. He watched Jarrat handle the woman with curious gentleness while a storm raged through him, churning emotions that lashed through the empathic bond and bruised Stone, exhausted him, though he wrestled up his own shields as best he could.
She followed Reardon’s orderly without protest, as if she were only half aware of where she was, who she was with. Cruz would be more lucid tomorrow, Stone knew, at the cost of depression and fear as she came fully back into her mind and realized the truth. The terrible slowness of Angeldeath was one of its greatest cruelties.
Jarrat stood at the armorglass, studying the planet blindly. Stone set a hand on his back, rubbing idly until Kevin forced himself back to the present and knuckled his eyes. “I need to take a dose of my own smart advice, don’t I?”
“You mean, let it go, don’t let it get to you?” Stone guessed. “Smart trick, if you can do it. Did you want coffee?” He gestured at the ’Chef, which had been their objective before he saw Cruz. The ops room ’Chef delivered black sludge with the flavor and consistency of tar, the way Gable liked it. Ops was his territory now.
“Cap —?” A crewboy looked in before Stone could reach the machine. “The XO dug up the data you wanted.”
“Thanks.” Stone snatched a bottle of water from the ’Chef and followed Jarrat back across to Ops.
With a quizzical expression, Gable ran what he had found. “What tipped you off?” he asked of Jarrat.
“Sheckley,” Jarrat told him without elaborating, already intent on the survey data. “And … there it is, Stoney. Jackpot.”
Caverns. The whole ridge, Los Tres Dragones, was a honeycomb revealed by geodynamic mapping when atmospheric, surface and oceanic terraforming was almost complete, two decades before the first city-builder machine would be tasked. Jardín de los Dioses was almost as old as Valda Hawass and positioned so perfectly, according to Gable’s swift research, barely forty meters of rock need be dug out to gain access to a cave structure with the volume of a cathedral, at a depth several times greater than the most secure bunker at Chell Spaceport.
“Still, that means at least two hundred cubic meters of solid rock to remove,” Gable mused. “It’d be tough to get rid of, and not have it show up somewhere in commercial records. I ran every search permutation I could think of. Nada.”
“Because they didn’t truck it out.” Stone scrolled back through rafts of aerial images and zoomed on the ‘beauty shot.’ “You’re looking at it. The terraces stepping the hillside like a cascade of hanging gardens. There’s your waste rock. Kevin?”
“Yep.” Jarrat was busy with threedee models of the cavern system. “When the pioneers hollowed out Sheckley, they pulverized the waste rock, used it as bedding for the reactor core and tank farms. This would have been simple by comparison.” He stepped back from the workstation and thrust both hands into his hip pockets. “I reckon Damon Vaughan’s right on the money, Stoney. You can’t fight a mountain. You could rocket the bejesus out of the palace, raze it to the ground. You’d be wasting your time.”
“How about cutting your way in,” Gable wondered, “like the engineers did when they installed all this?” Then he answered his own question. “Forget it. The whole place’ll be booby-trapped six ways to hell. Around the time you were collecting your halo and wings, Hawass’s whole tribe would be on the far side of Los Tres Dragones, at an exit we couldn’t pinpoint without duplicating the original geosurvey work — which would advertise our presence like staging a bloody grand national air race!”
“They’d be offworld like that, without going through any spaceport.” Jarrat snapped his fingers.
“So … hit the hillside,” Gable suggested, test-running every idea. “Non-nuclear tactical weapons, airborne assault. Shake it up, panic the buggers — flush them out, force them to take their escape hatch option.”
“The thought occurred — briefly,” Stone admitted with a glance at Jarrat.
But Kevin made slow, deliberate negative gestures: he had already crunched the numbers with that old Army nous. Heavy weapons, a comprehensive rocketing, was too often the Army’s first-choice solution, and rarely the best. He had seen it attempted, only to make a bad situation infinitely worse.
“The underground’s way too deep.” Stone pointed out the textual details ghosted over the geosurvey charts. “This is more secure than any spaceport impact shelter — and Chell’s bunkers were designed to withstand a rimrunner crash. To flush Hawass’s people that way, you’d have to drop a major nuke right on top of Los Tres Dragones, or an equivalent tonnage of Demolex.”
“You’d hear the bang in Eldorado,” Jarrat added. “The concussion wave would flatten buildings three or four kilometers from ground zero. Which means we’d need to have Tactical stage a wide-scale civilian evacuation ahead of the strike, get everybody and their thoroughbred breeding stock out to minimum safe distance … then compensate them for property destruction. Say, a half billion dollars’ worth of real estate. Any safe evacuation would take at least a day. Give Scimitar that much warning, we’d just be going through some extremely expensive motions.”
“Jardín de los Dioses would empty out in ten directions,” Stone said shrewdly. “We could expect Hawass and company to blend into the pandemonium of civvy traffic scrambling to get away. We’d be lucky to net a quarter of them on the road or in the air. Worst case scenario: taking them turns into a firefight in the middle of a pack of panicking civvies.”
“Which adds up to a heavy body count, mostly innocent bystanders,” Jarrat finished. “So we’d back off, let Scimitar run, hope to pick them up later — and we’d be right back on Rethan to do this job again in a year or two.”
“By which time we’ll get a replay of Death’s Head. Bill Dupre,” Stone said with caustic humor, “would string us up by the gonads and Stacy would supply the rusty wire to do it with.”
“Buggeration,” Gable said succinctly, and stepped back. “Okay, I guess this is why they pay you guys the big bucks.” 
It would not be like Equinox or White Lightning, Stone thought, where getting inside Randolph Dorne’s and Patrice Dalmau’s uptown building space without demolishing half a city was the challenge. Nor like Death’s Head and Scorpio, where moguls like Hal Mavvik, Pete Denehy and Leo Michiko literally dared NARC to stand up and fight in vulnerable city streets, or in the fragile labyrinth of Inquanoc.
For some minutes he and Jarrat studied the geosurvey scans from every angle and came up as blank as they had begun. “You can’t fight a mountain,” Stone repeated. “Give that bloody old woman her due.”
“She’s got us by the short and curlies.” Gable saluted the inset portrait of Valda Hawass in warehouse coffee. “I did some more digging, incidentally. It’s surprising what you can turn up, once you stop looking at official records and wade through the society archives.”
“Society?” Jarrat echoed. “As in, citynet?
“What we’d call citynet today.” Gable commandeered one of the displays and ran his fresh material. “This stuff’s close to a hundred years old. Back then, they called it ‘etherweb.’ Basically, a free-for-all: upload anything anywhere, go ballistic on the air, say what you like, do what you like. Nobody cared, nobody edited a word or an image. There’s oceans of unspeakable garbage in the deep archives, but if you trawl, get back toward the beginning of anything we’d recognize as contemporary Rethan …”
Another portrait appeared beside Valda Hawass’s ancient face. Jarrat and Stone leaned closer and Gable flipped pictures, back to the oldest file image Stacy had been able to identify, depicting the young Valda in the days when she worked as a Companion, gathering funding which would one day build an Angel empire.
The two faces were so much alike, Stone murmured in surprise. “Sisters? This is the other Hawass sister, the one who died young?”
“She died young, yes, but …” Gable pulled up the text accompanying the old image. “Stacy’s researchers missed the connection by a whisker. She wasn’t Valda Hawass’s kid sister. She was her daughter. This was Wanda Mavvik, born when Valda was fortyish, close to the end of her Companion days. When Wanda was born, Valda was already managing a stable of young beauties, every conceivable gender plus a few genetic experiments that were ass-backwards bizarre, but who am I to judge? Nothing was too good for her daughter. The family had gotten stinking rich on the skin trade, which was legal … plus gryphon, chimera, fizz, all of which were contraband listed at the time. The more illegal something is, the more people want it, right? Then suddenly Wanda’s all grown up, way too smart to do as Mama tells her. She’s out there, running with the citybottom brat pack. The rest is predictable.”
It was Kip Reardon’s niece on Stone’s mind now — the wildchild, already getting herself arrested on the Marsport spacers’ rink, slumming with the roughest trade in town when she was only fourteen, still months underage. He made himself read the few lines of the text, an old story, forgotten, buried so deep in the etherweb archives, only a complex smart search could have turned it up at all.
“She died of an overdose following force-addiction … old fashioned Buran,” Jarrat read. “In Chell citybottom, where else? Just over ninety years ago.”
“And the Hawasses went howling mad, right alongside the Mavviks and Targs,” Stone went on. “They took on a crew of contraband runners, a smuggling consortium, name of Ten Tigers, and … ah.”
The extended family of which Valda Hawass was the pivot ran face-first into Tactical and discovered a fight they had never anticipated. Ten Tigers already owned Tactical. Official corruption within the department was concealed by government, guilty officers were protected from prosecution and offered immunity, anonymity, in return for ‘undisclosed favors’. The result was a bloodbath as smugglers, Tactical and syndicate almost destroyed each other, while the colonial government of the day was powerless to stop it. Stone’s blood cooled by degrees as the ‘old Tactical man’ inside him felt the sting of the department’s shame.
“Stacy knows nothing about this,” Jarrat guessed. “If he did, it wouldn’t do him any good. But this tells you the kind of fertile soil Death’s Head grew in. Why that clan never hesitated to hammer Tactical, or bleed the city white as soon as Angel showed up in Chell, maybe fifty years ago. Fight a full-on war in its streets? Property damage in the billions, casualty lists in the thousands? Sweet joy.”
“Jardín de los Dioses,” Gable speculated, “was probably set up as a fortress six or seven decades ago. It’s no wonder Stacy’s surveillance goons were seen. If I were Hawass, I’d have my whole ridgetop property rigged with passive monitors, all the tech I could get my hands on, for five K’s in every direction.”
“That’s a damn’ good guesstimate,” Stone agreed. “And … though I hate to say it, this job’s looking close to impossible. Kevin?”
“This fortress would’ve been Hal Mavvik’s ultimate get-out,” Jarrat said quietly. “Safe bet, Stoney: the rest of the clan was in there, secure, cozy, watching drone vidfeeds when we fought in Chell that night. We never saw a hint of Valda Hawass or Azure Mavvik. Never even knew they existed.”
“Our intel, and Tactical’s, was only good enough to bust Hal Mavvik and the Chell operation. Death’s Head itself,” Stone sighed.
Gable finished his coffee and set aside the mug. “Stacy’s preliminary data quotes three other safehouses, possible strong points. Right at the get-go, this Spencer Carnaby character gave him the security codes, encryption keys, so Stacy’s been monitoring Hawass’s comm traffic for weeks … but I’d have to say, this is where I’d place my bet. Jardín de los Dioses.” Gable looked up with an odd expression, part satisfaction, part horror. “Whatever he said or did, Stacy frightened holy crap out of Damon Vaughan and Spencer Carnaby. They came up with the goods.”
“For what it’s worth,” Jarrat said acidly. “We know exactly where they are, but we can’t touch them. Not without getting inside a mountain. You couldn’t fight your way in with an army.”
“Seduce your way in?” Gable hazarded.
“Christ,” Stone groaned, “now, there’s a deathtrap — even if we could do it, which we can’t. You’re talking about a deep cover job. A neat idea, with a problem the size of the planet Zeus.”
With a rasp of something approximating bitter humor, Jarrat turned his back on the screens. “Either of us would be recognized on sight. Hawass knew me, way back in Bundaberg, and Stoney and I were thoroughly imaged at the hotel before we got out of there, just ahead of the fire. If we did put an operative into deep cover, it couldn’t be either of us. Whoever went in would have to infiltrate by seduction, as you said: be invited in. It’s got the makings of a kamikaze mission. I can’t see how the insurgent could make it out.”
“He or she wouldn’t,” Stone said quietly as Jarrat’s feelings of deep unease wormed through his own belly. “We might get someone in as a Companion, maybe. Nothing too difficult there, though it comes down to who and what Tomas Sondheim or Sanjay Targ fancy. The talent might have to come in from Sector Command to make the plan fly. A few months ago I’d have recommended Janine Cruz, but she’s no use now. So … put somebody in: mark key targets, at least the four individuals Vaughan identified. Drop them — easy. Then comes the tough part. Make an end run through a maze of solid rock, dead ends, heavy security coverage and a squad of exceedingly pissed off company shooters.”
For some time they were silent, chewing on the data, mulling over a predicament caused by Stacy’s own surveillance team, who allowed themselves to be seen. Not, Stone thought ruefully, that they could be blamed. Few people knew of the fortress, much less the networked security Hawass must have installed across Los Tres Dragones.
“Of course,” Jarrat said slowly, “every coin has two sides and an edge.”
“Huh?” Gable knew data wrangling as well as he knew flight systems, but he had yet to master the fine art of triple-think. Months or years of duty as the Ops Room Director, and he would learn by observation.
“We can’t get in,” Stone said succinctly. “But they can’t get out unless they have a backdoor, probably on the other side of Los Tres Dragones. Locate it, stake it out —”
“And if you could flush them, you’d have ’em,” Gable finished.
“Or we can draw them out,” Jarrat mused, exploring all options. “Bait a trap, make them want to come out and play.”
“What would make the bastards want to come out?” Gable demanded.
“Vengeance,” Stone suggested darkly. “Hunting. The right bait would do it.” He gave Jarrat a hard look, shared the wrench of his gut.
“Bait.” Jarrat’s brows arched in speculation. “Us.”
The suggestion was outrageous. “Without gunship backup and full-on descant squad escort?” Gable demanded. “It smells like suicide.”
“I’m not thrilled about it myself,” Stone agreed, “besides which, we’d only lure out the contract shooters, not the top people, much less Hawass, Targ, and this Azure Mavvik. We might thin the ranks, make the rest of it easier … no. If we want this job done right, we find an effective way. Surgical strike, one clean hit.”
“Well, there’s the ugly final option.” Jarrat was thinking aloud. “Stacy might not like it, but it’d be bloody effective, quick and simple. Find this hypothetical backdoor and blow it. Seal it. Raze the house, also seal the palace end of the labyrinth. They’re safe inside their fortress — in fact, they’re no more than prisoners in it, as surely as if Stacy locked the cage on them. What’s the difference? Unless …”
“Unless they have emergency escape exits,” Stone continued. “If Hawass is as smart as I’m guessing, she’d have thought this through to the bitter end decades ago. By now she and her people have to know their security smoke screen’s blown sky high. If we know about Jardín de los Dioses, do we also know about the underground?”
“She can’t take the risk of assuming we don’t,” Jarrat agreed. “So?”
“She should be expecting Tactical, if not us, to seal all known exits. She’d be content to let it happen. Then they sit tight for a month, six months, a year. In the end, Stacy gives them up as dead and sounds the all-clear. Inevitably, Tactical withdraws its surveillance or has to reduce it to a bare minimum. Remember, Tac operates on a tight budget in both bucks and manpower. Some things never change. In three months or six, an absolutely unproductive security exercise will be shut down by colonial government accountants.”
“Voice of experience?” Gable guessed.
“I saw it happen more than once — Mars. Don’t ask.” Stone frowned at the data, keenly aware of his own frustration and Jarrat’s. “NARC can’t park a carrier in orbit indefinitely either. Even running dark, our operation costs so much, Hawass knows for a fact we have to strike fairly fast or bug out, because we’re burning through funding that has limits. Three months, four, with no hint of a result, and Sector Command would recall us. Sure, we play with a lot more funding than Stacy does, but it’s not infinite.”
“Well, shoot,” Gable said disgustedly. “All Scimitar has to do is wait us out, let our own budget constraints defeat us. Then they just sneak out via some escape hatch we never found, and vanish. Neat.”
“Smart and nasty.” Stone emptied the water bottle and tossed it into the chute.
“I’d rather try and flush them,” Jarrat mused.
“Catch or kill,” Stone agreed. “I don’t care for leaving loose ends — they just ravel up into a job that needs to be redone in a year or two.”
“First, find this hypothetical backdoor,” Jarrat went on, “without a surveillance team being seen, the way Stacy’s people were spotted. This’ll be the real trick. If Hawass has Los Tres Dragones peppered with passive monitoring —”
“You know she will!” Stone zoomed the aerial view, the better to see surface detail at the two-meter resolution mark.
“Yeah. Nothing smacking even vaguely of Tactical or NARC dares show itself inside a five-klick perimeter. They see anything that looks like heavy weapons, kevlex armor, imaging systems, uniforms — unfriendly faces — they’ll pull up the drawbridge and this whole operation is shot.” Jarrat stirred restlessly.
“So … we must figure a way to flush them through their escape hatch,” Stone said thoughtfully. “They sure as hell won’t walk right out the front door. Since a bloody Army couldn’t fight its way in, they have to come out. The alternative is, we scrub the assignment right now. Stacy will be pissed as all hell, but the call’s ours to make.”
Jarrat tilted his head at the two-meter aerial images Stone had called up. “Curt, get the IntelScan specialist in here.”
“Cal Dalton’s a civilian.” Gable said doubtfully. “She doesn’t have enough security clearance.”
“She does now, our authorization.” The same thought had hit Jarrat and Stone almost simultaneously. Stone zoomed to half-meter resolution, but the image pixelized beyond the point of offering useful information. He zoomed back out to a meter and swore softly. “Bloody hell, these visuals are no good. Stacy’s people couldn’t get any closer with any hardware they have — we max out at about quarter-meter rez, from orbit. So how small’s a passive surveillance bug?”
“High-tech, with full-quality imaging, decent range, strong transmission potential, a powerful cell, probably self-charging?” Jarrat shrugged. “Maybe the size of your thumb. Hawass could have a thousand scattered across Los Tres Dragones. No way are we going to sneak up behind her.” He paused — Stone felt the kick of his pulse as he weighed the pros and cons of many ideas, discarding one after another. “Curt, call Dalton to Ops. She’s the specialist, we’re just reinventing the wheel.”
Stone’s mind had begun to race. They needed exquisitely sensitive long-range imaging hardware, plus micro-viddrones, as many as it took to cover a wide area of Los Tres Dragones, perhaps eighty square kilometers. Stone had only a cursory idea of what was in the carrier’s special inventory, but Gable could put his finger on exact stores in moments. The IntelScan analyst should know immediately. Gable had already called her, and Stone took the opportunity to go for coffee and food.
She hurried up from a lab several decks below, still in a lab whites over the familiar blue denims. Callie Dalton hesitated at the open armordoors, reluctant to step in when she knew she was not supposed to be there when the ops room was powered up for NARC business. Jarrat beckoned, and Stone listened while he outlined the whole problem in a few crisp sentences.
Her brow creased as she digested the problem. He watched her pick up the gauntlet eagerly. When Jarrat fell silent she nodded. “It’s a mother of a challenge, but there’s usually a way to slither around any problem. Long-range scan from orbit will give you the wide view — we can’t get enough resolution from here at geostationary, of course. You don’t want to take the carrier down — it would make us easily visible to global tracking — so you’ll need to drop a drone scan platform into a low, driving orbit, keep it right where you want it, over ground zero, 24/7. I can set it up, with your authorization.”
“Done,” Jarrat told her. “And …?”
“Well, you don’t want these Scimitar bastards even suspecting they’re under the lens,” she mused, “so whatever we deploy, it better be so small, it’s invisible. Undetectable on instruments. You might be lucky. I think we can do this. We have a good stock of viddrones no bigger than dragonflies. Understand, you won’t get thermal or chemical data out of these little things, just vids. Each one can cruise for weeks, generating it own power, and cover maybe a half square kilometer in a day, depending on weather conditions. Strong winds and heavy rain ground them. They have the brains to dive for cover. And they deliver very good pictures.
“Your real problem is, gadgets so tiny can’t transmit as far as the carrier. They can’t even reach a platform in low orbit. Even if they could, thousands of microburst transmissions must show up on local monitoring eventually, even if Scimitar’s techs weren’t specifically looking for them.”
“Solution?” Stone pressed. He could guess.
“Well, remember, the little buggers also have limited onboard memory, since they’re so tiny,” she added. “So we have them rendezvous with a base station, dump their cache, then swarm again. The base station’s about the size of a baseball, with an organic carapace that doesn’t register on normal hardware. Tends to look like a bat, maybe a flying fox, or those ‘titan beetles’ on Sheal that hit you so hard, they knock you down. Their base station can transmit as far as low orbit — but again, if your Scimitar people are listening, and they will be unless they’re dumber than mud, they’ll pick up every data squirt. They wouldn’t break military-grade signal encryption, but they’d have to be incredibly stupid not to guess what we’re up to.”
“So …?” Jarrat passed her a mug of coffee as she liked it, sweet and creamy.
“So,” Dalton said slowly, “we’ll need to make the base station itself mobile. Every day, twice a day — whatever you want, you guys set the routine — the drone base station skips out, rock-hopping, a few centimeters off the ground. It homes on the nearest comm relay tower. A standby drone replaces it on duty, on the back side of Los Tres Dragones, while the main drone jacks into the tower and calls home. Its data squirt would be lost in the petabytes sluicing through the tower every minute. Which gets us out of that particular wood. If we can deploy enough of these gadgets, you’ll get a datastream quite close to realtime. You’d be working on a datalag of maybe an hour or two. Would that do?”
“Good enough to record their movements, get their routine, know where and who and when.” Stone lifted a brow at Jarrat.
“If you can finagle the datalag down to an hour, that’d be fine,” Jarrat mused. “Question is, do we have enough hardware aboard?”
She hesitated, running swift calculations through her head. “I think so, by a narrow margin. We’ll wind up without a backup left on the shelf, but we can do it.”
“File a requisition list,” Stone invited. “A Starfleet courier can be out here in a few days — rendezvous with a gunship in the outer system, restock us.”
“Will do.” Dalton gestured at the workstation. “You, uh, want me to get on it right now? It’ll take maybe an hour or two to hammer out the details, then I’ll drop a scan platform into low orbit for your wide coverage. Bounce its feed off twenty comsats to disguise it, keep your position here secure. But the meat and potatoes of this job puts me in the lab — I’ll need to convert a few hundred base station drones for mobility.”
“Is it a problem?” Jarrat wondered.
Her blonde head shook. “It’s easy enough, just takes time. We’ll also need a transport to take the swarm groundside, of course. You just release them like locusts hatching, in the right spot on the blind side of Los Tres Dragones … get them close enough to your hotzone and we ought to be in business. An hour or so later, your datafeed kicks in. It should transmit continuously till you send the recall signal. Retrieve the hardware at your leisure.”
“The transport that delivers the swarm had better look like any old civvy bus,” Jarrat added. He leaned closer to the screen, one fingertip tracing a line following the hill contours on the opposite side of the ridge from Jardín de los Dioses. “What is this, an access track?”
Stone flicked on the locator tags. “Uh … O’Dell Road. An unsealed back road serving the properties on the east side of the ridge. There’s a bunch of farms, livestock, the usual. Something like a civvy delivery truck could get in.” He gave Gable a shrewd look. “What do we have aboard?”
A snort of humor surprised him. “How about Gil Cronin’s old beater? The red and white pickup truck, parked in the corner of the crew hangar — it used to stand right beside Doc McKinnen’s sportplane, she’d grumble about corrosion being contagious.”
For the first time in an hour Stone chuckled. “Load it up, ship it down on one the Kitakaze transports. Land at the local airfield and have Gil and Joe drive out there. They get into the lee side of the mountain, just outside the five-klick perimeter, and pull up the corner of a tarp. The drones can make their own way from there, yes?”
“So long as they’re properly configured, and you wait for the right weather conditions,” Dalton agreed. “Understand, Captain, these little bots are not smart. The whole swarm doesn’t have the brains between them to add up to an encrypted highband R/T. They just do as they told.” She nodded thoughtfully, relishing the challenge. “Leave this to me. Let me call Joe, get the deployment set up.”
“Excellent,” Jarrat approved. “How long before we can expect a reliable datastream? Best guesstimate.”
“Thirty-six hours, without looking at the meteorology.” She rummaged for an image of IntelScan’s baseball-sized base station drone. “I have to convert a lot of these for reliable mobility. It’s fiddly and I don’t dare rush it.”
“You could use a hand with that, Miss Dalton?” Jarrat offered.
“Call me Cal,” she invited. “If Bud lent me a couple of techs, it’d help.” She counted off on her fingers. “I’ll need to liaise with your XO — get the equipment together, launch the platform. Call Joe and Gil, organize the truck … load the Kitakaze. Assign a heavy pilot — please gods, we have someone who knows the area like the back of his hand.”
“Her hand,” Stone corrected. He felt a lick of genuine humor from Jarrat. “We just got lucky again. Eve Lang lived and traded in and around Ballyntyre for how many years? Los Tres Dragones is only, what, two hundred K’s south?”
“Less,” Jarrat judged. “This might just work. Anything else you need, Miss — Cal?”
“You have a regular imaging crew?” Dalton asked shrewdly.
“Of course.” Gable had been listening closely. “We normally work on long-range scan direct from the carrier or via popup orbital drones. This —” he gestured at the odd inventory list she had accessed from her own IntelScan files. “This is a new one on me.”
“Basically, you are just dead lucky, as Captain Stone said,” she admitted. “A lot of this hardware is still a tad experimental. I should warn you, it hasn’t really been field tested. Call this the test! Six months ago, you wouldn’t have been loaded with this gear. What would NARC want with it? Your intel hoses in by the terabyte via Tactical, or from robust platforms that make these critters look like fleas.”
“There’s been times we could’ve used this stuff,” Jarrat admitted.
Dalton rolled a chair in at the workstation. “I think you can expect to in future. This is the direction surveillance is taking at IntelScan — super-micro everything. Our motto is, ‘If it’s big enough to see it, it’s too big.’”
Jarrat dropped a hand on Gable’s shoulder. “Make sure the lady gets whatever she needs. Inform Pilot Lang she’s on standby, pending a milk run to the local port. Get Gil and Joe into the loop, keep them informed. One more thing, Curt. Dig. Get anything you can on Sanjay Targ, Tomas Sondheim and Azure Mavvik. Stacy’s information is way too routine. He just handed us a bundle of official documentation and GlobalNet vids. See what you can dredge out of citynet and local media — and keep us posted.”
“Will do.” Gable slid a combug into his ear. “Where will you be?”
“Groundside,” Stone told him. “We’re in no rush to make a move on Scimitar. We won’t be showing our hand before we have bulletproof intel, and one hell of a lot of it. We’re talking days, not hours. Take your time, let’s get this right.  Meanwhile … we need to go see a doctor. Kevin?”
“Yeah.” Jarrat slid in his own combug. “Kip, you got a moment?”
And Reardon, a little preoccupied, from the Infirmary: “Just about. Make it quick, Kevin — a tech just came in with a finger hanging on by a thread.”
“Have a medic prep Cruz to leave,” Jarrat said quickly. “We’ll be there in twenty.”
“She’s on her way to Harry’s place? Thank gods for small mercies.” Reardon was moving, already busy.
“Give her something, get her lucid, make sure she has her stuff. Leave the rest to us.” Jarrat clicked out of the loop and gave Stone a self-mocking glance. “Time.”
Stone tapped his temple with one index finger. “Long past time, I’d say.”




Chapter Nine

“She’s sleeping. Probably the first decent rest Captain Cruz has enjoyed in weeks, or months.” Harry Del stepped out onto the veranda, where Jarrat and Stone sat on the bamboo couch in the afternoon shade.
A light southerly wind blew, hot and moist off the rainforest, heavy with a hundred scents of flowers, herbs and wet earth. Early afternoon clouds boiled up over the mountains but Jarrat knew this place well enough to know rain would not fall before evening.
“For what it’s worth,” Harry said philosophically, “Captain Cruz apologized for her own gullibility, and for being here. She offered to pay for the treatment, as if she expected me to deliver a bill! It ought to be NARC R&D picking up the tab, but it seems they’ve quit harassing me at last — for which I’m grateful. Having them off my back’s more than enough compensation to cover any account. Their only interest in my work now appears to fall in the area of biochemistry, the Angel blocker —
“Speaking of which, you know they cut my funding by two thirds? True, since they’re no longer interested in me as the mutoid. Which tends to demonstrate how much faith they have in my ability to actually isolate the blocker! And,” Harry added cynically, “their sudden lack of interest in me as a T/87 gene carrier says things I’d rather not hear.”
Jarrat knew exactly what he meant and shared a frown with Stone. R&D had been hunting for another T/87 for months now. If they had ceased to harass Harry, it could only mean they had found one. Janine Cruz might expect to be contacted soon enough, for at least an attempt to work on her Angel-chaotic brain, but Jarrat was far from sure she would agree to it — or should. Or even that the work could be done.
“You have any idea who’s picked up the R&D contract?” Stone wondered.
“Half an idea.” Harry made a disgusted expression. “It has to be Westridge. She just bought a property she could never have afforded and now she’s flying a Volvo raceplane, when six months ago she was flat broke, living on credit. She’s tight-lipped, giving nothing away, but what’s it look like to you? Stephanie Westridge … not a scruple anywhere in her bleached blonde head.”
“But is she any good?” Jarrat leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
Harry only shrugged. “She’s another with the T/87 gene, sure enough. There’s no shortage of us on this continent. But she has no formal medical training I know of, unless you count first aid and CPR, ten years ago. She can heal. She saved a thoroughbred racehorse with a shattered cannon bone last year, took the skin cancers off a man’s nose. I know she reached inside a dog and dismantled a nasty tumor. But would I trust Stephanie to rummage inside a human brain, much less one that’s had the psychotic bloody anti-interrogation training you NARCs get —?” He paused, chewing on the question, and at last could only add, “It ain’t my decision to make. And I’m damned glad it’s not.”
“Keep your ears open,” Stone said quietly. “Let us know what you hear.”
The new house looked almost identical to the old. A major contractor from Eldorado had duplicated it so closely, the biggest differences Jarrat saw lay in the smallest details. Fittings and fixtures, the specific shade of the paint, the exact dimensions of the windows, the hexagonal design of the mesh screens on the outside doors. Harry and Tansy were delighted. Tansy seemed even more grateful to be home than Harry himself. If she noticed differences, she chose to ignore them.
Most of the kids had returned with her. Only two of the eldest had fallen under the spell of the city and chosen to remain. Malcolm — the boy who played the mandolin and had fallen in love with ‘John Citizen’ — had started premed at Nedwell-Davies Memorial, the best teaching hospital in Eldorado. His brother, Andrew, was soon to be married to a partner positioned so high in some marketing company, Drew could afford to play the house husband and raise his son, Harry’s first grandchild, due to enter the world in four months.
Nine assorted horses, alpacas and goats grazed the long paddock at the side of the house. Five dogs and at least twice as many cats roamed the property at whim, only kept out of the east wing where the clinic, a little four-bed medbay, and Harry’s bio labs were as sterile and secure as any facility anywhere.
And there, Jarrat thought, the magic was already happening: the Angel blocker that had been Harry’s ambition for so long. The work had come together many months ahead of the schedule he had originally set. Jarrat and Stone perceived Cassius Brand’s dollars at work in the banks of processors, a mainframe comparable to the carrier’s own, and its clone backup, buried in a shock-bunker under the lab. This time around Brand and Del were taking no risks, especially after NARC R&D had slashed Harry’s funding as if in punishment.
After four weeks on the Cygnus-Stardust on the cruise out from Earth, and ten weeks in the bosom of his family, Harry Del looked like a man reborn. He might have been fifteen years younger; the spring was back in his skin, the light in his eyes. A large part of Jarrat thrummed with something very like envy as he and Stone received the tour of a new house which was so familiar, Harry dismissed the differences.
The few weeks at the house in Fairview, where the Fraser River met the Neptune Gulf, had given Jarrat a taste for green earth, quiet nights, a predictable work schedule — though he mocked himself. He nursed a deep suspicion that in six months the gypsy at the core of him would be clamoring to move. Could a Sheckley kid ever put down roots? Jarrat did not know, but found himself eager to find out.
With a deeply self-satisfied look, Harry sat in the cane planter’s chair opposite the couch. “It’s good to see you guys. I didn’t expect you so soon, much less Captain Cruz. I didn’t think the clipper got in for another week.”
Security was not an issue here and Jarrat said easily, “It doesn’t. You don’t know it, but we’re parked at geostationary.”
For a moment Harry was blank. Then, “The carrier? Damnit, you’re working. I knew this couldn’t be a social call.” He regarded them shrewdly. “Jesus, it’s got to be this Scimitar thing we’re hearing about.”
So the citybottom whispers carried even this far. Stone leaned forward. “What do you know, Harry?”
He shrugged evasively. “Not much more than everyone does. Some new demon lurking in the shadows. Angel abuse is back on the rise, but according to GlobalNet nobody knows where it’s coming from.”
“We could make a few astute guesses,” Stone said. “If I were old Valda Hawass, I’d have a decade’s worth stockpiled in that fortress, or at least the raw materials for manufacture. Also a full-on biochemistry lab.”
The healer blinked suspiciously at them. “You mean Jardín de los Dioses?”
Surprise brought Jarrat up short. “You know it?”
“Only fleetingly,” Harry admitted. “I did a house call there last year, long before you arrived for the Death’s Head job. I’m the local witchdoctor, or at least the best respected in the region because I’m also a proper, licensed medical doctor. They were desperate, old lady Hawass and Mister Targ. One of the children had crashed a sailplane, smashed it headfirst into the treeline, cut himself up badly. The repulsion sled ruptured, the whole thing shorted out, fried the poor kid alive. The local hospital treated the gashes and broken bones, but you know the aftermath of massive electrical trauma.”
Internal burns, Jarrat knew, unspeakable short-term pain, possible long-term neural damage, perhaps brain damage which might never properly heal. “They’d heard of you, sent for you.”
“Shanghaied me,” Harry corrected tartly. “A starlight-black limousine lands in the courtyard right there by the paddock, I’m told to grab my gear, I’m going to Jardín de los Dioses.” He shrugged. “You don’t argue with twelve billion bucks — as Starfleet will soon discover, when they take on Cass Brand!”
“So you were inside the house?” Stone wondered.
“Of course.” Harry seemed unconcerned. “Palace is a better word. They don’t call it the ‘Garden of the Gods’ for nothing. Local rumor always swore it’s also a fortress, but I try not to listen to gossip. Mind you, I did see a half dozen very nasty looking security drones, as well as the bodyguards you come to expect around folks so rich, they stink of money. Military drones in the house? You gotta wonder.”
“Indulge yourself,” Jarrat said acerbically. “It’s
a fortress.” He lifted a brow at Harry. “You knew the name of Hawass, soon as Stoney said it.”
“Only because I treated her grand-nephew,” Harry warned, “and because I made the connection with the word fortress, on account of local gossip and the gundrones I saw for myself. It’s all true, then? You’re telling me the Hawass household is Scimitar?”
Stone nodded slowly, deliberately. “We’re here at Colonel Stacy’s request, but it’s a pig of a job. May or may not even be doable. We’ll make the call in a few days, after we’ve gathered our own intel.”
“And then there’s us.” Jarrat closed his eyes. “VR memories, Harry. Too much baggage to carry and hang onto sanity for long.”
“I told you those simulations weren’t healthy,” Harry said quietly. “You’ve carried the memories way too long already — I imagine you want them erased, or at least blunted. Dulled.” He frowned at his palms, considering the task. “How much time do you have?”
“Not too much,” Stone said carefully. “We’ve assigned a whale of a workload to our specialists, which buys us some, but … not long, Harry. Whether we can take Scimitar or not, we’ll be gone sooner than I’d like.”
The healer stood. “Then you’ll get one shot at this. There’s no time like the present, Stoney. Fretting about it will only make it harder when you start. You already know it won’t be easy.”
“We know.” Jarrat stood, aware of the prickle of Stone’s raw nerve endings. “You want to do it now? So soon?”
“Give me a reason to wait.” Harry looked levelly from him to Stone and back. “I know more about NARC business than most people ever will. A situation will erupt so fast, you can crash from a standing start to pure chaos in a half hour.”  
“Less,” Stone said with rueful humor. “Indulge us for a moment before you — do what you do. Tell us about Jardín de los Dioses.”
But Harry’s head shook slowly. “There’s not much to tell. A palace, as I said, built back into a hillside. Opulence that, to me, went far beyond good taste. Everything was classic art and real books, old music, antique tables, fancy carpets, white gold, diamonds. Remember, I’m not a telepath. All I got were feelings. The family was so fixated on Targ’s kid, most of what I felt from them was just anguish. You can be rich as Croesus, but when you lose a child you hurt like the poorest sod camped out in the gutter.”
“Sanjay Targ’s son?” Jarrat hazarded.
“I believe that’s his name. I didn’t realize it mattered.” Harry regarded them with a deep frown. “So, who is this Sanjay Targ?”
“Valda Hawass’s right hand, the one who makes it all happen,” Stone told him. “Scimitar. There’s also a young woman, a Mavvik, name of Azure.”
Now Harry made negative gestures. “The only folks I saw at the palace were an incredibly old woman, so tortured about her nephew, she was making herself ill — staff addressed her as Madame, but locals know the name of Hawass. Servants always know; you can’t keep secrets — plus, there was Targ himself, who paid me with a great wad of cash, far more than my fee would’ve been. Then …
“Two nurses and the family’s regular medic, a semi-retired general practitioner. I didn’t get the name, but he never took his eyes off me,” Harry said tersely, “as if he didn’t trust the witchdoctor. Plus three or four low-browed hulks, skulking just outside the door. I figured them for bodyguards — you got that much money, you keep a few gorillas on the payroll, so I thought nothing of it. They were in charge of the security drones — big, nasty machines, never far in the background.
“Hawass must like bots,” he mused. Her domestic servants all seemed to be luxury drones. Nothing human, just machines pretending to be. Not my style, guys … drones that look too human give me the willies because I see people, but don’t feel anything from them. They’re like animated cadavers.” He shuddered visibly. “I used to be the same with those realistic baby-doll toys when I was a kid. To me they seemed to be corpses, dead babies abandoned willy nilly by careless brats who had no respect for the deceased.” He shrugged, as if he felt he should apologize. “Madame
Hawass’s house staff gave me the same reaction. The walking dead, you know?”
Jarrat could imagine. He frowned at Stone, counting on his fingers. “Hawass, Sanjay Targ, Azure Mavvik, Tomas Sondheim. A couple of tame medics tending Hawass, probably a cryo specialist on hand just in case. Four, maybe six bodyguards salted around the property. The rest are drones, some domestic, probably a great many security machines, if Harry spotted six.”
“And children,” Stone said softly. “Bloody hell. It’s the one factor none of us considered. We don’t want to raze Jardín de los Dioses without warning, not with children in residence. The rest of them are legit collateral damage, but kids?”
“How many kids, Harry?” Jarrat asked thoughtfully.
“Two that I saw, a brother who was my patient, and a sister who looked so much like him. Both in their very early teens,” Harry said slowly as he plumbed his memory. “They belonged to Targ, so I was told. But there might be others. I just don’t know.”
“Damn.” Stone pulled both hands over his face. “This could get complicated.”
“It always does. Surveillance,” Jarrat decided. “We already opted to sit tight and collect out own intel, Harry. There’s plenty of time to figure a way around this — Hawass’s group went to ground the second they picked up Stacy’s squad. They don’t know we’re here — let’s keep it that way.”
“Flush them into the open,” Stone said grimly. “All of them. Get them out, put down the shooters, pick off the key players. Catch the kids in the sweep along with Hawass’s medics and any out of luck visitors. Christ, we’ll have civvies rabbiting in every direction.”
“So we better recognize them on sight, mark targets fast. And we don’t miss.” For the moment Jarrat set the job aside. “We can do zip without one hell of a lot more data. Patience, Stoney. It’ll happen when it happens.”
Every assignment soon reached this juncture, a point where no more could be done without resources that often seemed impossible. Stone seethed with some mix of disquiet, frustration and suppressed anger, and Jarrat cupped a hand at his nape to catch him, hold him.
“I’m okay,” Stone rasped. “It’s just too much like twenty other jobs. A dozen of the buggers went so haywire —”
“Not in reality,” Harry said sharply. “If you’d blown assignments so often, your brass-hats would’ve stood you down years ago.”
“VR crap designed to go haywire,” Jarrat said sourly.
“Ah. So.” Harry stood aside and pointed them along the veranda, toward the clinic and labs. “I recognize my cue when I hear it. Tansy’s busy with dental design work, we won’t be disturbed. Let me do my old family doctor routine. I can’t say you’ll enjoy the procedure … but afterward you’ll be glad you did it.”
Misgivings inspired an unpleasant prickle of perspiration as Jarrat followed them into a cool white treatment room. While Harry checked on Cruz, he took a moment to call the carrier — a signal bounced from the Apogee in the courtyard, off nine comm relays around Rethan, and at last to the carrier via an orbital array belonging to ChellCom itself.
Ops was idling; Gable had handed off to his understudy while Dalton retired to the lab with two assistants from Budweisser’s team. Gil Cronin was tinkering with his truck, performing a long overdue service before Eve Lang loaded it onto the cargo deck of a Marshall Kitakaze. With any reliable datastream a minimum of a day away, Jarrat dropped his comset back into a pocket and gave his attention to Stone. 
Shelves and cabinets flanked a vacant bed; vertical blinds muted the afternoon sun. Harry returned moments later with an extra chair and drew three up to the room’s small table. He palm-locked the door, deliberately shut off the comm and gestured for them to sit on opposite sides of the table.
He put himself between them. “I’m going to ask you to relax and I know it won’t be easy,” he began. “You’re both strung out, further than you realize — if not about Scimitar then about this. I can give you something to help, just a herbal concoction of my own. Mulunga, kava, valerian, rhodiola, with a touch of the devil’s claw almost too small to measure. It won’t knock you too far out. There’s also an effective blocker, if you do need to come around in a hurry.”
“All right. Stoney?” Jarrat frowned at his partner, and Stone nodded.
Eight large capsules filled with coarse, pale brown powder landed on the table between them. Harry set out a glass and pitcher. “Take four apiece and just … wait. In ten minutes or so we should begin. You can relax, I’m not about to hurt you. I won’t take you places you haven’t taken yourselves a thousand times, but this will be the last time you need ever go there.”
“All of them?” Stone asked huskily. “We have to dredge up every memory, to have it blurred, or masked, or whatever it is you do?”
“No. You just need to give me a steer.” Harry pulled up his chair, clasped his hands lightly on the table before him. “Concentrate on whichever was the absolute worst of the experiences. You’ll
have to focus with absolute precision, so it won’t be pleasant, but I’ll find my own way from there. I’ll also conjure some of my patented jiggery-pokery, place you into a light tranced state, which should make it easier for you to accept the intrusion into your private space.” He gave them a rueful look. “I am an intruder. Most patients would barely even notice my presence, much less react badly, but you’ve had the formal training, conditioning. You remember the last time.”
“Hardly likely to forget.” Jarrat’s thoughts had begun to wander already. “That’s potent stuff.”
“Harmless and mild, I assure you,” Harry promised, “but if you’re feeling the effects already, we can begin.” He palmed Stone’s left hand and Jarrat’s right. “Close your eyes. Relax! Let your minds drift. Zone out. You’ll have to drop your shields completely, of course. If you don’t share this, the procedure is just a pointless headache. I wish I could tell you to find your happy place, but I’m afraid we’re going in the opposite direction. Show me the darkness. And before you start to squirm — don’t. There’s nothing I haven’t seen. You can’t surprise me, much less shock me.”
His voice had begun to blur around the edges, but Jarrat knew what he needed. For months he and Stone had known which memories cut the deepest. He focused on them all too easily. As the empathic shields dropped to nothing he felt the flare of Stone’s pain, doubling the load of his own.
The simulation had been meticulously crafted. Yvette McKinnen designed all twelve on orders from NARC psyche evaluators, and Mac was notoriously thorough. The object was to test the emotional fallout of loss and suffering, measure an operative’s ability to carry the burden, which must affect his or her ability to finish an assignment under the load — and perhaps walk away sane at the end of it, amenable to repartnership, ready to be retasked. Jarrat had only to close his eyes and blunder back into the memories for the scene to be so real, he might have lived it no more than a week ago.
Alone. If one word contained and expressed the whole experience, he would have said alone. He stood on a hillside under a low spring sun, hugging what warmth he could find. Birch trees remained winter-bare while black spruce darkened the landscape. Europe’s summer remained quite short, though locals swore the climate had been moderating for most of a century. He knew Spain a little, just enough to recognize these hills from the morning he and Stone had taken out Rachel’s ultralite, before an emergency returned them fast to the carrier.
The glory days were over. The Athena was back on assignment but Jarrat could not know were; she flew with new captains. Rachel Rinaldi-Stone had recovered her aircraft from the garage at the family mansion where young Bradley still spent his semester breaks. The young man had Stoney’s looks, perpetuating something of him, carrying those genes into the future while the realty lay at Jarrat’s feet.
The plaque was more ostentatious than Stoney would have wanted. He would have preferred a tile in the Honor Wall at NARC Central in Venice, but his will — still on file with the department and largely unchanged since he transferred from Tactical — was specific. His ashes should be scattered over the hills where he had loved to fly when he was still a student, even before be went to Tac.
Honoring his wishes, Jarrat made the clipper journey in to the homeworlds; alone. Always alone. The Stone family was aloof, distant, disapproving, as if they blamed Jarrat for the loss of a son they had disowned much more than a decade before. Knowing he was unwelcome at the house, he did not linger. He fought the Stones only when the older generation tried to claim the ashes, deny him the right to scatter them with his own hands.
To his surprise, Brad stood up and argued for him, citing the terms of the will. The kid was intelligent. Stone had never told his parents he and Jarrat had officially handfasted, perhaps suspecting the knowledge would only inspire fury. But Bradley guessed, and Jarrat still had the certificate, just a palm-sized scrap of synthetic vellum with two names, a date, a location. Venice, Darwin’s World.
A simple urn, matte and steel blue, without ornamentation; no inscription, just a name. Captain R.J. Stone. Jarrat had carried it from Darwin’s, where he locked up the house for the last time, caught a cab to the spaceport with a clipper pass in his wallet and no sense of where he was going. The NARC building loomed on the skyline just south of the city, but he doubted he would return.
Three weeks in transit — alone. He drank too much, till cognac and tequila tasted the same, smoked too much, till kip grass was acrid on his tongue. Stoney would not have approved. Then, four days of fighting with the parents who demanded to inter the ashes in the family crypt though ‘Jerry’ had been absolutely specific about what he wanted, and had hated the name by which they insisted on calling him. The war of wills left Jarrat as exhausted as if he had fought a physical battle.
And at last it ended here: a hillside, chill in spring, the grass not yet green, trees still bare. The wind caught the ashes as he spilled them, took them up, spread them wide till nothing remained. Stoney’s second great love had always been flying. Jarrat credited himself with being the first. Fitting, that the wind should catch all that remained of him, bear him aloft and away, uniting him with the skies he had loved as a boy.
Jarrat reached out the way he always had, tried to find him through an empathic bond that had dwindled to nothing. He touched only a vast emptiness, within and without. No more rush of warmth like balm on bare nerves, no prickle of humor or quicksilver annoyance, or the rich, lush tide of desire, seducing him yet again.
The sense of emptiness might have been a punch. He caught his breath, blinked down at the plaque at his feet. Days before, he had placed a small tile, discreet, as blue as Stone’s eyes and as plain as Stoney would have wanted. When he walked up here today with the urn, he found it gone. In its place sat a huge pink marble thing with scrolled edges, flamboyant lettering, a florid inscription.
Anger burned through him till he heard Stone’s voice — a bass groan, mocking, resigned to falling in with the family’s wishes at least this far. If Jarrat closed his eyes he could hear Stone so clearly, he might have been standing in the shadows by the gnarled old tree, just behind Kevin’s left shoulder. It often happened. The impulse was to turn, look for him, but he resisted. Stone was never there.
Doesn’t matter, honey, who cares? Let it be.
So Jarrat knelt, lifted the memorial on its bronze hinges and set the empty urn carefully into the marble reliquary beneath. Someone had left a dozen scarlet roses there. Rachel? The small plaque Jarrat had placed lay among them. He retrieved it, slipped it into a cargo pocket and turned his face to the wind.
Time limped by like an old man, minutes blurring into an hour while he grew stiff and chill. So many old injuries ached, reminding him of days, places, triumphs and disasters they had shared. Those times lived on in Jarrat’s memory while Stoney became part of these hills.
Kevin, get out of here, Stone’s voice whispered in his mind’s ear. Go live the rest of your life. It’s hardly even begun. You’re so young.
“So were you,” Jarrat said soundlessly. So short a time, he thought, to share everything, to love enough to last lifelong. He could measure the time they had spent together in months. Emptiness consumed him with a terrible sense of being half alive, as if half of everything he had been was gone. Never again a thrill of excitement when Stoney made some discovery; no tingle of laughter, when something amused him; no sublime undercurrent of warmth as they settled to sleep, nor the tenuous sensations of his dreams.
Alone. He zipped his jacket against the chill, stooped to set his palm on the memory plaque for a moment, and took a pebble from the hillside. It warmed in his hand, part of the place Stone had loved as a boy, and into which he would blend when the wind let his ashes fall.
Empty, Jarrat walked down to the road, a few hundred meters east, where he had left the rental car. His mind lingered months in the past and light years distant. As he slid into the vehicle he realized he had no idea where he was going. This place, this day, had consumed him like a mission. When the wind caught Stone, carried him away, it was finished.
It’s a big universe, kiddo, Stone’s voice said with a touch of gentle mockery.
Jarrat started the car, listened to the growl of underpowered civilian engines. He swung a wide arc across the deserted road, back toward the north. The spaceport beckoned — the spacers’ rink where merchant astra ships headed out to no place and every place.
He caught a glimpse of the gnarled tree marking the hillside with its memory plaque and, beyond, a condor riding a thermal into the morning sky.
From Stone’s perspective it was Jarrat’s ashes carried aloft by a morning wind over the Neptune Gulf, where a man who had escaped Sheckley learned to love the feel of sand between his toes, the evening sun heavy on his back, the sea stretching blue-green to a cloud-hazed tropical horizon.
Stone stood on the beach beyond the battered picket fence marking the end of the garden, utterly alone, empty, knowing only that if he went back into the house they had shared, he would be insane in a week. In accordance with Jarrat’s wishes, he smashed the simple urn that had held Kevin’s ashes and the tide took out the shards, save for one he kept back for himself. He clenched it in his right hand until his palm was full of blood, and with an effort dragged himself out of the well of memory. Again he found himself reaching for Jarrat, desperate to find him in the silent, barren empathic link which now only seemed to mock him.
Neither of them had noticed Harry Del working quietly in the background, keying on neural pathways which flashed blood red with pain. Stone seemed to wander through a fog, lurching from memory to memory, hunting for a path to lead him out of the morass. He had lost the way and exhaustion broke over his head like a storm surge. Physically and emotionally too spent to fight, he let himself fall into an odd darkness punctuated by the flickers and flutters of half-formed dreams, snatches of thought, a voice, images dissolving before he could make them out.
He slept while time rambled at a glacial pace, until —
Light bled redly through his closed eyelids. His neck was stiff. His head rested on one forearm and his face was hot. Stone swore softly and sat up with an effort. His vision had blurred, his eyes were sore, his throat parched. Across the table, Jarrat had just begun to stir and reality filtered back as Stone watched him lift his head. Kevin dragged several breaths to the bottom of his lungs and blinked owlishly, as if trying to make sense of the room.
Harry was gone. The door remained closed and the sun had passed off the window, testimony to the hours the healer had worked. Stone forced himself awake, listening to the crackle of neck and spine as he peered at his chrono. “Damn, it’s late.”
“Gable knows where to find us, if they wanted us.” Jarrat was hoarse, his eyes slightly pink. Grief did that to a man.
But when Stone tried to recall the reason, he could find nothing specific to account for sorrow. Forgetfulness was a blessing. For some moments he pursued memories that wriggled away like eels, evading him. He knew he had lost something, someone, somewhere, but the scene refused to resolve. “I could use a beer.” He heard the rasp of his own throat.
“Two,” Jarrat corrected. “The first won’t even touch the sides.” He fumbled for the water glass, drained half the pitcher and passed the rest to Stone. “I … don’t quite remember.”
“Remember what?” Stone emptied the pitcher and got his feet under him.
“Can’t be sure. Something I shouldn’t have forgotten, but …” Jarrat shook his head. “I’m sure it was important, but it’s gone.”
Stone knew exactly what he meant. “Business? You want to call the carrier?” He set pitcher and glass into the room’s small basin.
“No. It was … personal. Something about family — which has to mean your folks, since clan is the one thing I never had to worry about.” Jarrat’s brow creased, and then he let it go with a soft curse. “If it was so vastly important, it’ll come back to me.” He stood, stretched. “Hungry.”
The house’s AI knew their prints on the palmlock. Stone followed the sound of voices and the smell of food to the east veranda, unsurprised to find Harry, Tansy, four assorted kids, several neighbors, most of the property’s dogs. Dinner was set out buffet fashion and Tansy beckoned them to join the throng.
Much of this food grew in the glasshouses beyond the clinic, and to Stone’s palate it tasted nothing at all like AutoChef fare. One could lose his appetite for the freeze-dried, flash-cooked stuff served up by the machines. He relished the offer of food that had been on the tree or in the ground a few hours before.
Twilight was brief at these latitudes. The sky blazed briefly; crimson and gold faded into turquoise and the stars had begun to glitter before they were done eating. Kids and neighbors drifted away, leaving Harry and Tansy to linger over a Shiraz while Jarrat raided the refrigerator for a decent local beer.
“A few months,” Harry announced, “at the longest.”
“Before —?” Stone had begun to unwind as he had not in years.
Tansy snorted. “The labs are chugging on a substance that’s maybe ten percent pure. Takes about a week to cycle through the whole thing, identify another round of toxins, impurities, rubbish, and rule them all out. The Angel blocker is in there, Stoney, and it’s running out of places to hide.”
“And then,” Jarrat said, sliding the screen door closed behind him to keep out the purple moths which fluttered insanely around the lamps, “the Marcus Brand Foundation is all about distributing the magic. Getting it out there.” He set a green glass bottle into Stone’s hand. “How far has Brand thought this through? You ought to be negotiating with pharma labs, Harry. You’ll need to manufacture tonnes of the stuff and ship it — everywhere.”  
But Harry’s head shook slowly, deliberately. “Not even going to bother. Cass and me, we hashed the whole thing out last month, when we realized how close we are now. I asked him, ‘How much money d’you want to make out of this thing?’ He looked at me like I’d gone mad. Cass doesn’t want money. Soon as I’m through the testing phase, we’re sending samples and documentation to the health and welfare departments in every colonial government. Cass already identified the individuals and offices, he’s got the names and contact codes —
“They can run the data, check it out … manufacture the blocker themselves and bloody give the stuff away by the two-liter carafe. We’re only making one stipulation. Cass is demanding it: nobody, nowhere, nohow, makes one skinny dime out of the Angel blocker. This is the magic that’ll stop the war Bram Sorenson’s trying to whip up in the colonies. So no government, no company, no entrepreneur, takes my work and sells it for a hundred bucks a pop. They can cover their manufacture and shipping expenses — and they’re accountable. They’ll answer to auditors. Cass already knows the companies that’ll be watchdogging the government labs. They justify their price to the Foundation.” He lifted his glass in salute. “I give you Cassius Brand.” He drank on the toast. “So much for Angel — and so much,” he added with rich, unashamed self-satisfaction, “for Senator Sorenson and his dickhead bill.”
“In fact,” Tansy added, “I give you Governor Cassius Brand.” She drank.
Jarrat shot Stone a look. “Aurora voted?”
“Two weeks ago.” Harry picked over a platter of nuts and candy. “Cass romped it, as you’d expect, given his campaign ticket.”
“The anti-Sorenson crusade.” Stone examined the beer’s unfamiliar label and took an experimental swig.
“What else?” Harry was mellow. “All this about my work is hush-hush, of course, so keep it to yourselves. Hardly a soul not sitting at this table knows what’s going on in that lab. Bill Dupre drilled this through my skull before he let me escape from NARC’s basement. ‘You keep it quiet as a tomb, Harry,’” he intoned in a fair approximation of a Barbadian accent, ‘or you’ll make yourself a target and I’ll surround you with so much security, you’ll need a pass to use the can.’”
“Even so,” Tansy said resignedly, “this place is lousy with security. You don’t see it, but Brand installed every kind of intrusion detection I never even heard of, all of it constantly chattering to some local security company. We’ve got an AI in the bunker under the lab. A flea jumps on a dog’s butt, the AI doesn’t like what it sees, it raises the alarm. Suddenly six gundrones pop up out of nowhere, bristling with cannons, and ten minutes later a skytruck arrives from the company — eight armed goons in full flak armor.” She shook her head. “This whole thing is psychotic.”
“Is it?” Stone was less certain. “Not with Scimitar based too close for comfort and pulling the strings of this colony’s new Angel trade.”
She made a face. “Harry told me, while you were sleeping off the procedure. Damn. We’ve never had anything to do with those people … they wouldn’t deign to breathe the same air as ordinary mortals.”
“Until they need us,” Harry said darkly. “They dragged me in there fast enough, when it suited them!”
“And you fixed their child,” Tansy said pointedly. “The family has to figure they owe you a favor. They’ve no reason to suspect you of anything.”
NARC had thrown an impenetrable security screen around all aspects of Harry’s association with Jarrat and Stone. No records remained, not a second of video, no hint of any business between them. Even Jarrat’s treatment at the Argyle Mercy Clinic was expunged from the archives. That particular John Citizen did not even exist. He persisted only in Medic Jeff Bolt’s memory — and Bolt had signed the official nondisclosure agreement. He knew Evelyn Lang had ‘gone over’ to NARC. For all Stone knew, Bolt might follow her. He was good; NARC would welcome him.
Harry’s months in Venice were officially documented as a research project, which was true enough, work performed at two major hospitals in Venice and Montpelier, which was not, though computers in both institutions would swear he had been there. Tactical reported the destruction of this property as simple collateral damage: Death’s Head shooters fought here. They had fought in many places, blood and property damage were commonplace.
No, Stone decided, there was no security threat to Harry Del. Hawass’s people were far more likely to make a connection back to Evelyn Lang’s property in Ballyntyre, but that link dead-ended with the death of Joel Assante. Hawass would certainly have known Assante hit the Lang property, and why; she would be aware of how the shooter died, also that Jarrat and Stone had departed alive. But she knew no more. The tenuous thread connecting the Lang household to NARC petered out there. Evelyn soon returned to Military Airlift and in weeks went offworld for retraining. Even if Hawass had been watching her — and it was highly probable, Stone allowed — she would lose track of Evelyn the moment Lang quit this system. Shortly after, Simon took the skybus up to Eldorado, to college. Art Pedley hired a few casual employees to keep the family business ticking over. The likes of Valda Hawass would have no further interest at this level of domestic drama.
“Can you guys stay over?” Tansy was asking.
Stone had been wondering the same thing. “Let me call home, see if anything’s cooking yet.”
“It’s way too early.” Jarrat took a draft of the local pale ale. “They won’t even be loading Gil’s truck till morning, earliest.”
“Still.” Stone hooked his comset over his left ear. “Give me a minute.” He strolled away, out of earshot, where lamplight swiftly dwindled and night became warm blue-black velvet, full of the buzz and chirp of insects. A night bird sang, far off across the paddock; a small animal rustled, closer at hand. He might have suspected a lizard but the big calico tomcat stalked out of the long grass by the fence moments later, wide eyes reflecting the veranda lights.
The left gullwing rose on the Apogee and he dropped into the seat. The AI was idling, most systems dormant, comm online. Any word he said here would echo from satellite to satellite, incurring a two-second lag in response but maintaining both Harry’s security and the Athena’s.
“7.1 to Ops. Routine check-in. Local time …” he glanced at his chrono. “21:43.”
Gable answered eight seconds later. “Nice of you to call home once in a while.”
“You’re on late, Curt. Anything we should know about?” Stone watched an outbound flight, a domestic shorthaul, arc among the stars.
“Nothing’s moving, groundside,” Gable reported after the time lag. “Dalton’s grabbing a few hours of downtime, but Bud’s people took over the job. They’re crating hardware, fast as they can — new estimate is noon, tomorrow, before they let the little buggers swarm. Gil and Joe are on standby, ready to go anytime. Pilot Lang already flight-prepped a Kitakaze. Oh — she’s requesting a day groundside, a chance to visit home, if you’ll authorize it.”
“Not a good idea right now,” Stone said regretfully. “We’re all too close to Scimitar — sitting not far enough from Hawass’s doorstep. We don’t want to draw attention … tell Eve she can have a few days when we’re done. Soon as Scimitar’s busted, Jarrat and I’ll be liaising with Eldorado and Chell Tactical till we talk ourselves hoarse. You know how it goes.”
“I do,” Gable agreed. “You coming back up?”
“Tomorrow,” Stone decided. “The Apogee’s fully armed. Since we’re already groundside, we can at least cover the area. One extra layer of security while Gil and Joe make the drop.”
“They need,” Gable said sourly, “a gunship.”
“They’ll get,” Stone retorted, “six fully armed riot troops on the Kitakaze and Raven Leaders in the air, in the Apogee.”
“Stacy’s commandment.” Gable muttered something under pickup range, but it sounded profane. “Carrier business is routine and as boring as all get out,” he reported. “And I’m off-shift in about three minutes.”
“Sleep while you can,” Stone advised. “7.1 out.”
With the Apogee locked down he strolled back to the veranda. Tansy had gone inside, leaving Harry half-dozing in a wicker chair. “No such luck,” he was saying as Stone ambled back into earshot. “I’ve warned Cass time and again not to expect Marcus to wake anytime soon. The old man isn’t surprised, but it’s safe to say he’s damned disappointed.”
“Marcus,” Jarrat informed Stone, “is still comatose.”
“And anything he could have told NARC regarding Aphelion,” Stone mused, “is virtually worthless now. That bust is history — if you discount a bunch of political figures who’re so far beyond our reach, it wouldn’t matter what Marcus said, if he ever woke up.”
“Which is why,” Harry said drowsily, “Cass is demanding the boy’s repatriation. He wants him shipped right back home to Aurora. NARC doesn’t need him now. The whole thing was a farce, if you want my opinion. Somebody in Chicago’s been stonewalling, so Cass got his lawyers on the job a few weeks ago. They’ll be negotiating with NARC’s legal arm soon enough, then …” He gestured vaguely. “Appropriate medical staff to accompany him, a first class clipper ticket for a comatose body that’ll sleep its way through the colonies. But if the boy’s going to cock his toes in the end without waking — which he probably will, God knows how many years from now — at least he’ll do it at home. That’s all Cass can ask for, really. Twenty-five years in cryogen?” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Christ, what a thought.”
His words slurred, he was asleep in moments. Jarrat gestured for quiet, beckoned, and Stone followed him along the side of the house to the sliding door into the big, darkened living room. Beyond were several bedrooms set aside for the house’s frequent guests. Jarrat obviously knew where he was going.
The door closed on a white-walled room with an economical en suite off one side. Two lamps shone, dim and amber. He gave Stone a rueful smile and gestured at the bed, which was just wide enough to sleep two if they cozied up. “Tansy said, make yourself at home. This was my … John Citizen’s room.”
“In the days when Johnny was Malcolm’s sweetie. Except Johnny never actually existed — and now genuinely doesn’t, since Argyle Mercy’s records were erased.” Stone pulled his shirt over his head, dropped it unceremoniously. He watched Jarrat hang his own silk shirt over the back of the room’s only chair and stretch every joint until it crackled. “You ever think of those days?” He offered an embrace.
Jarrat took it and Stone charted the planes, curves, hollows, of Kevin’s body. The long familiar territory never lost its allure. If he closed his eyes he could feel every caress through his own nerve endings; if he thumbed Jarrat’s nipples he felt his own ruck in response, and heard Kevin give a soft groan. With an effort he stilled his hands, waiting for an answer.
“I try not to think back,” Jarrat admitted. “The truth is, I did half-remember Malcolm a while ago. I get flashes of memory, like snapshots. A smile, a voice. Laughing. Lying in the grass, learning to feel like a man again. He was … very gentle when I was busted up enough to need it.”
“He did love you. For all I know, he still does.” Stone drew his lips across Jarrat’s cheek, aware of the prickle of fresh stubble and the swift twist of something like regret from Kevin.
“Do I apologize — to him, to both of you?” Jarrat looked up the small difference in height between them. “I didn’t even know you at the time, Stoney. Couldn’t have picked you out of a Tactical ID parade. I needed —”
“Exactly what Malcolm gave you,” Stone finished. “The bald truth is, I should be bloody grateful to the kid. I sometimes wonder what would’ve happened if I’d never found you, and you’d never remembered your own name and come looking for me. There was never any guarantee of your memory coming back, the damage was catastrophic. I read Medic Bolt’s report, right after that night in Chell. But there was somebody here for Johnny, who actually wanted him for his own sake.”
Jarrat sat on the side of the bed, held out his hand. “When’s the last time I told you, I love you?”
“I don’t know,” Stone said honestly. “Doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t think the words ever did.” He set both hands on Jarrat’s shoulders, let Kevin undress him in a few deft movements.
“It does matter. Yesterday in Chell, I was snarling at you.”
“Yesterday in Chell, I was being a moron. Blame that goddamn’ city. It still gets to me — I knew it would.” Stone silenced him first with his fingers, then with his tongue, taking the breath from his lungs. “I know what you feel, Kevin, everything you feel. That’s what matters.” He threaded his fingers through Jarrat’s hair. “Now, will you quit trying to keep the shields up on your empathy — shut up and fuck me, then get some sleep, in that order.”
“The poetry of romance fairly steals one’s breath away.” Jarrat observed philosophically as he stood to drop his jeans and kick them aside. Now, he let the shields dwindle to nothing and the full weight of his feelings hit Stone broadside. Stone was still trying to catch his breath when Kevin hooked a foot behind one bare ankle and dumped him onto the bed. “What was it you wanted me to do, again?”
“I believe I might have said ‘shut up and fuck me,’” Stone said lucidly.
“Try the top drawer there, beside you,” Jarrat suggested.
Stone reached over, rummaged until he produced a small blue plastex bottle, half full of something viscous and light. “Familiar?”
“Very.” Jarrat handled the bottle with a wry expression.
“Then why don’t you do something … stimulating with it,” Stone challenged. He caught Jarrat, shamelessly using his greater strength to manhandle him — then laughed as Kevin twisted, slithered, evading him so neatly, Stone landed on hands and knees without knowing how he got there. “You have to teach me how you do that.”
“Not on your life. Strength or tricks, loverboy, not both.” Then Jarrat’s hands dove under, lube-slick and infinitely knowing. Suddenly Stone could find neither breath nor thoughts coherent enough to argue. Not that he would have wanted to, when Jarrat gave him what he had asked for, with interest.




Chapter Ten

Jarrat never slept well in unfamiliar places, as if half his mind remained on alert. He woke before dawn when the comset in Stone’s abandoned shirt buzzed for attention, and slid out of a bed he half-remembered. With the Apogee’s AI handling signal routing it was safe to answer, though he was sure Harry could expect a call from his security provider, checking his awareness of the military-grade encryption shrouding various transmissions originating on the property.
“Jarrat.” He cracked open the vertical blinds, admitting a wash of blue-gray predawn twilight.
“Morning, 9.4,” Gable said with exaggerated cheer. “I woke you?”
“Safe bet, at 05:35, local.” Jarrat yawned. “What you got, Curt?”
“Hardware is loading now, well ahead of schedule. Full marks and a gold star to Budweisser’s tech gang. They pulled an all-nighter to finish up what Cal Dalton started. We got dead lucky with the weather: meteorology reports are right in the sweet spot for our purposes. Blue Ravens 6 and 7 will be in the ready room in thirty minutes and Pilot Lang is just about to warm up the transport. We can launch in an hour. Groundside destination is Patterson Levy Airfield, seventy klicks south of Los Tres Dragones. Turns out, Eve knows it well. The plan is, she’ll put the Kitakaze in the east parking pasture, then Gil and Joe head out and hang a right onto O’Dell Road. Staying under the speed limit to keep off traffic control’s radar, it’s less than an hour’s drive from there to ground zero. Lang waits for Cronin and Ramos to get back … job done, neat and tidy. You want to proceed?”
“Do it. Gil and Joe know the terrain?” Jarrat sorted jeans from boots.
“They ran the whole area in VR, backwards and sideways, till they could be local yokels,” Gable assured him. “This is the safest act: just a couple of farm lads, headed up the back road. O’Dell is the main access way to twenty-odd properties, people use it a hundred times a day. Shouldn’t be a problem.”
“And Dalton picked their spot to let go the swarm,” Jarrat concluded.
Gable was clearly satisfied. “A patch of woodland, canopy trees overhead, no chance of being imaged from the air, convenient access to two comm relay towers. Two guys pull over to take a leak. They lift a corner of the tarp on the truck bed, Dalton’s gadgets swarm — down around ground level, she says, rock-hopping, so far under the radar, if they were detected at all, they’ll show up as locusts or crickets.”
“It’ll do,” Jarrat decided. “We’ll check in closer to showtime. We can hold the Apogee well to the southeast, fly forward observation way beyond any hardware on the ridge.” In the event of trouble, the Blue Ravens would have substantial support only seconds out. Still Jarrat hesitated, frowning at Stone, who sat on the side of the bed, coaxing his waking mind into gear. “Stoney, you want to put an armed squad on the Kitakaze? Can’t hurt to have some extra backup.”
“Watertight plans are the ones that spring leaks the fastest.” Stone reached for the clothes he had dropped at random.
“I heard that,” Gable said with arid humor. “I’ll have Gil assign a squad from Blue Raven. No hardsuits, right?”
“Not yet,” Jarrat affirmed. “We’re still tying to figure out if this job’s doable. We’ll keep a low profile, Curt, as long as we can.”
“Stacy,” Stone mused, “doesn’t want to see riot armor anywhere on this planet.”
“Stacy,” Jarrat said sharply, “won’t be within three thousand K’s of us when push comes to shove. His whole concern is to guarantee no street war. We can do that. But if he thinks we’ll set our people up, naked, as targets in some shooting gallery —”
“He can think again. We’re invisible while we work this out, Curt,” Stone said loudly in the direction of the comset. “When boots hit the dirt at ground zero … we’ll see how it plays out on the fly.”
“Oh, joy,” Gable muttered. “Keep in touch, guys. Athena out.”
Jarrat frowned at his chrono. “I’d guess, two hours before we need to be in the zone. Grab a shower, eat … we might be out of here before the household wakes.”
But the Del house woke early. Both Harry and Tansy were yawning over coffee and croissants when Jarrat padded, barefoot, in search of food. And the empath already knew the NARC men were working. The shift in their emotional current spoke clearly to him, no matter how Jarrat tried to shield his feelings. Harry was far too sensitive.
Without comment Kevin flashed eggs and sausage, and Harry knew better than to ask for details. He made deliberate small talk as they ate, carefully avoiding business, NARC, Scimitar. At last, uncomfortably aware of their restlessness and rising adrenalin levels as ‘showtime’ approached, he made sketchy farewells. With a slap for Stone’s back, a nod in Jarrat’s direction, he headed for the lab.
He knew far more about NARC work than any civilian should, Jarrat thought — another critical reason Dupre had thrown a dense security screen around him and his project, though Harry himself might not realize it. He had worked inside NARC itself for long enough to know their methods and routines. What he knew made him invaluable to the criminal element. Utter secrecy was his best defense, just as complete secrecy presented the only firewall Jarrat could imagine for the appalling toxin he had developed in the process of isolating a viable Angel blocker. Harry was right: if the raw substance fell into the hands of government or military, his research could be filed among history’s atrocities. 
As her husband took a tall glass of green tea and disappeared in the direction of the lab, Tansy gave Jarrat and Stone a curious look. But she also had enough experience of them to admit, the less she knew, the better she would sleep.
One eye on the time, Stone finished the last croissant. “We have to go,” he told her. “Is Captain Cruz awake?”
But Tansy shook her head. “She should sleep around the clock. She needs it. I set up an IV loaded with everything we can give her. Did you want to leave a message? Be kind. She’s scared herself to death — we’re talking about a woman not much older than you, who thought she had a high-power career ahead of her, or at least a long, productive life. You know she’s beating the bejesus out of herself.”
“For being a fool,” Jarrat said bleakly.
“For letting bastards in your research department try to ‘weaponize’ her,” Tansy retorted. “It’s evil. Wicked. Janine’s perfectly aware of what she’s done, but I think she’s going to be the first of the lucky ones. Third cab off the rank, behind you, Stoney, and the Kwei boy.” She dropped her voice as if she thought she must guard every word even in the middle of her own home. “Harry’s close enough to the blocker for Janine to have the time left. So long,” she added, “as she doesn’t let Stephanie bloody Westridge start rummaging around inside her head!”
Jarrat and Stone shared a dark look. “Try to make Cruz understand,” Stone said quietly. “I’m not sure how much information she can process anymore — her brain’s a chaos. She doesn’t remember well, even when she does understand. I … know something of what she’s going through. You have no idea.”
“Yes I do. I haven’t forgotten you.” Tansy sighed. “Working with Harry in these last few years, I’ve seen too much of this. We don’t officially work in Angel therapy, but sufferers — notice, we don’t say ‘users’ anymore — often ask a general practitioner for help in the early days. Tranks, downers and peps, psychoactives. They can help delay the rot by a few months and, now more than ever, time’s so precious. Specialists have begun to call the later stages ‘Angel dementia.’ They’re not far from the truth.” Again she breathed a long sigh, and set the mug in the sink. “We’ll do the best we can for Janine, but when NARC officers come calling, if she agrees to go with them, you realize there’s zero we can do, legally or ethically, to stop her. It’s her decision.”
“We know.” From somewhere Jarrat produced a faint, crooked smile. “I waded through every argument before I decided to invite Harry into Stoney’s head. It came down to my decision in the end. My responsibility.”
“I haven’t forgotten that either.” She leaned on the sink, consumed by memory. “Evelyn plodded knee-deep through the same muck on account of you, Kevin, all the way from some rural hospital in Paddington, over on the big continent. You were still battered to smithereens when she got you here, despite Doctor Bolt’s best efforts … but the man did save your life, so we won’t criticize.”
Half-formed memories inspired a flinch, an ouch, which Stone felt clearly and answered with a deep frown. Jarrat held out his hand and Tansy took it, clasped it. “We’ll be back,” he promised, “before we pull the carrier out.”
“The truth is,” Stone added, taking her hand for a moment, “we might be back to stay. I like this place. It’s so far out, you can forget the city exists. Get Scimitar off your back doorstep, and I could enjoy this peace and quiet for months.”
“Years,” Jarrat corrected. He gave Tansy a nod of genuine gratitude. “Thanks, love. We owe you — again. Give Harry our best. Advise Jan Cruz, from us, to sit tight and tell R&D to bugger off. Ciao.”
The mission clock was running as he and Stone jogged out to the Apogee. The morning sun had already gathered some serious heat and the sultry air felt heavy. A dense overcast darkened the west while the east remained clear and bright. Rainbow parrots squabbled in the trees by the house and shot like missiles overhead toward the woodland.
Over the combug in his right ear, Carrier Operations chattered ceaselessly on a two-second delay incurred by multiple signal-bounces, all over Rethan’s civilian comm network. As the Yamazake lifted into the morning sky they knew precisely where Cronin, Ramos and Lang were. The Kitakaze transport had launched on time and landed at Patterson Levy without incident. Six Blue Ravens, including unit medic Jon Semler, were drinking coffee, watching GlobalNet while they tracked Gil Cronin’s pickup truck via images relayed from an IntelScan platform riding in low orbit, directly over Los Tres Dragones.
From Ballyntyre in the north to the Bartusiak industrial fields in the south, all remained quiet. Tactical’s routine comm bands reported nothing more than minor traffic snarls, a sexshop brawl here, a stolen sportplane there; sundry robberies, a domestic scene which ended in gunshot wounds, nothing fatal. Fourteen Angel deaths overnight, young-old bodies lifted out of alleyways where anonymous rough trade accounted for some of the toll and the drug itself caused the rest.
“Sounds like Tactical’s stock in trade, anywhere, anytime.” Stone took the Apogee on an intercept vector until at maximum camera range he could pick Cronin’s battered truck out of the background of post-and-wire fences, water tanks, sheds, hay bales, thickets of bamboo. “I’d say our profile is so low, we’re looking up at the ragweed.”
“Let’s keep it that way.” Still, Jarrat rotated every weapon he possessed in test, primed them all, circuit-tested both missiles and launchers, checked the ammunition load on the chain guns. “Hey, Gil, you out there, man?”
Transmitting ‘in clear’ seemed odd, but encrypted comm anywhere in the region of Los Tres Dragones would alert Scimitar eavesdroppers in an instant. Jarrat did not doubt that every accessible band would be monitored from Jardín de los Dioses.
Cronin returned at once. “Yep, ol’ buddy, on our way and enjoyin’ the scenery.”
“Kinda reminds me o’ home,” Ramos added. “Dang, I could retire here.”
“Tell me about it,” Jarrat said, amused. “How’s that beater of yours riding?”
“Rough as a duck’s guts, needs more work, but she’ll get us there,” Cronin told him. “Mind you, I gotta take a leak real soon, else there’s gonna be a problem!”
“Told you, you shouldn’t do that third coffee and the beer,” Ramos snorted.
“Don’t look now — trees,” Cronin said lucidly. “Now, how convenient is that? Talk to you later, dude.”
As the comm shut down Stone indulged in a chuckle. “There’s times where open transmission’s actually an advantage … dude.”
Framed in the small display, the pickup pulled off the road under a stand of acacias and eucalypts and effectively disappeared. Several thousand micro-drones would begin their swarm almost at once, and Jarrat began to monitor the higher band transmissions out of Jardín de los Dioses.
“Now we find out how good we are,” he said softly. “Dalton swears these buggers are too small, too close to the ground, to even show up.”
“And if she’s wrong?” Stone held the Apogee still.
“Expect some reaction — retaliation.” Jarrat cleared his triggers. “Gil, Joe?”
And Ramos, jokingly: “Hey, give a guy a chance.”  
Still, he would have a heavy rifle across his lap, primed to fire. Not a rotary — nothing Scimitar sensors might detect and interpret as military hardware. But a master marksman would inflict far more damage with the kind of old service rifle that was common in the outdistricts than an amateur could hope to do with a gatling. Jarrat waited, listened, watched.
With a moment’s forewarning Stone could throw the Apogee at Los Tres Dragones so fast, Cronin and Ramos were almost covered. Almost. The difference was the margin field agents lived with, and both Jarrat and Stone knew it too well. The comm gave a hiss of white noise before Evelyn Lang’s voice called, “Hey, guys, anyone fancy mochaccino? I got tiramisu, if anybody’s interested.”
“Lady, I could be tempted,” Cronin responded. “Where are you, my lovely?”
“Same place I always was,” she told him banteringly. “Come on back, now, I’ll show you a thing or two you won’t forget.”
The Blue Raven answered with a bass laugh. “Now, that’s just way too good to refuse. Besides, I gotta get this ol’ truck back up on the lifts and pull her apart before she quits on me. Shit, how’d you like to need a towtruck out here?”
Lang laughed out loud. “If you did, Gilly, I could recommend one. There’s a pretty girl workin’ outta Bally who’d come pick you up quick enough.”
“Pick me up, eh?” Cronin echoed. “Sounds like another offer a guy’d find damn’ hard to refuse. Hey, you wanna turn this bucket o’ rust around, Joe, while she hangs together?”
Jarrat’s screens remained quiet. “I … think we’re good,” he said slowly. “We can guess surveillance on the ridge is optimized around aircraft, cars, heavy weapons, encrypted comm, armor. They don’t see hardware the size of dragonflies, right on the deck. And if they’re listening in on local comm — which you know they are — this civvy chatter they’ve got going is pretty good. Here we go.”
The truck turned around, described a tight arc through an open farm gateway before Cronin set a leisurely pace back the way they had come. Again Jarrat watched, waited, covering weapons systems till the vehicle had put twenty kilometers between its tail-mounted jets and Los Tres Dragones. Then he flicked the safeguards back on the triggers and returned guns and missiles to standby.
“Job done,” Stone breathed. “Another hour, we’ll start getting useful data. You can see the nearest comm tower even from here.”
He spun the Apogee, sent it fast toward Patterson Levy, just a short hop over a range of lower hills, the meander of a river, a tract of old-growth woodland. The civvy airfield was little more than a cracked-plascrete apron serving the local agricultural community. A single-floor, pebble-dash shed served as its ATC office, with a rank of assorted aerials sprouting among shoulder-high thistles off the side of the plascrete. The unmarked Marshall Kitakaze had the look of a delivery truck. It could have come in hauling tractor parts or a load of super-phosphate.
Jarrat saw nothing to arouse suspicion, and relaxed as Stone dropped the Apogee in neatly behind it. “Somebody said something about mochaccino and tiramisu?”
“I set up the machine myself,” Evelyn told him.
The bass chuckle belonged to Jon Semler. “She’s got a sweet tooth that’d rot the molars out of a moose.”
From the Apogee’s front canopy Jarrat had a clear view into the open rear of the transport. Six Blue Ravens lounged around the top of the cargo ramp — armed, idle, just waiting for Cronin’s truck. Semler waved. “You got a fix on Gil?” Jarrat asked of Stone.
“They’re on O’Dell, twenty K’s out, making good speed now they’ve dropped the swarm and left Scimitar’s surveillance field.” Stone shut the Apogee’s engines back to idling and cracked the gullwing. It lifted over his head like a parasol, darkening in the sun as the overcast parted. “Why don’t we sit tight, just in case, head home together?”
“Home.” Jarrat slid shades onto his nose. “Interesting word. How long have we been on the Athena?”
“Me?” Stone’s brows rose. “Just short of seven years. Standby pilot, XO, Director of Carrier Operations, then I took command when Standish and Robson bought the ranch. It’s only forty-three months since they were killed, but it feels a lifetime longer. You walked aboard seven weeks after Bill Dupre validated my field promotion.”
“We better not start calling that ship home,” Jarrat warned. “Three or four months from now, it’ll be Scott Auel and Lindsay Karoda taking her to Tartarus when Montserrat Tactical sends up the balloon.”
Stone frowned sidelong at him. “You believe that?”
“Yeah,” Jarrat said slowly, soberly. “Matter of fact, I do. Earthside lawyers won’t cut Montserrat loose into freespace — the lode’s far too valuable. If the High Court ruled that Tartarus lies in freespace, Earth would forfeit Montserrat’s tax buck. Not going to happen, Stoney. I’m guessing the Huntress will probably still be one big bag full of trouble when this Colonel LeFevre invokes NARC. The Avenger, the Diana, everything else is on assignment. The Athena’s riding the top of the duty roster. But, you and me?”
“Grounded,” Stone finished.
Jarrat’s chuckle sounded cynical to his own ears. “Had to happen. Promoted to a desk in Venice, designing live simulations if we’re lucky. Post-mission analysis, if we’re not. I could handle sim design — all the toys to play with, out there running the hard stuff to set the benchmarks. But as for mission analysis? There’s a major yawn — and it’d put us right back in the responsibility seat, pulling the trigger on guys like Auel and Karoda if they take liberties, much less make mistakes in the field.” He made negative noises. “Not for me, Stoney.”
For some time Stone was quiet, watching a flock of long-necked waterfowl heading for the river, north of Patterson Levy. “So we look for something else.”
“We’ve been talking about it since we buried Death’s Head.”
“Full circle.” Stone gestured at the idling display. “Gil’s lead-footing it, coming back in fast.” He dropped the canopy and brought the Apogee’s flight systems alive.
The lighter bobbed up to treetop level and held there as the battered pickup paused briefly at Patterson’s north boom gate. Ramos swiped a pass and moments later Cronin took the truck up the Kitakaze’s rear loading ramp. The skyhauler sealed hatches while Stone lifted the Apogee to just below cloud base, and he waited there for Lang to raise the heavier, slower aircraft.
Halfway to space, the comm loop shifted up to level two encryption and Cronin reported, “No probs with the hardware, Caps. Too easy. Nice day to be groundside. Dalton’s bugs took care of themselves.”
“She’s good,” Ramos said with a touch of smugness.
“And you oughtta know,” Cronin observed dryly.
“Jealous?” Ramos demanded.
“Nah. For some totally weird-ass reason the lady’s quite partial to you,” Cronin said generously, “even if she is way out of our league. What is it — a property on the Hudson River, a stud stallion and a bunch o’ thoroughbred mares? The exact brand of shit you always wanted, if you’re not headin’ back to that clan o’ yours on Earth.”
“Back where?” Ramos echoed. “You have got to be shittin’ me. You got a close-up look at the whole ant heap last time.”
“I got to seventeen of ’em and lost count,” Cronin admitted.
“Try twenty-six, with four still in freakin’ diapers an’ two more still cookin’,” Ramos informed him. “Go back —?”
“Guys,” Evelyn interrupted loudly, “you know we’re on the air?”
“So? Real life’s a soap opera, let the analysts at Central live a little,” Cronin quipped, before both aircraft passed into the brief atmospheric signal blackout, just short of orbit.
Stone’s genuine amusement rippled through Jarrat, inspiring a smile. On-air comm chatter was hardly regulation, but nothing defused the stress of an assignment faster. Jarrat sat back for the ride, watched the sky darken and the stars begin to blaze before Stone threw the throttles wide open, homing on the carrier’s parking coordinates.
Fifteen minutes later the belly hatch growled shut and vents flooded the hangar with furnace temperature air. Jarrat clasped Evelyn Lang’s hand as she appeared from the Kitakaze’s side ramp. “Good flight,” he told her.
She answered with an expressive shrug. “It was nice to catch a glimpse of home from a distance. I actually saw Bally, The Barometer, the valley where Harry and Tan live — and yeah, I realize it’s too early to ask for a day or two groundside.”
“Too risky,” Jarrat amended. “You know how close you and Harry are to Jardín de los Dioses? You and Valda Hawass are practically neighbors.”
“Give or take five ridgebacks, a major clear-cut timber operation and the Machangara River gorge,” Evelyn said acidly. “Not quite next door. Art Pedley and me never popped over to borrow a cup of sugar.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” Jarrat watched Stone fall in with Cronin and Ramos to discuss the sensor deployment. “It’s just a matter of time, Eve. Let us get enough hard data to know what’s possible … we’ll either scrub the job altogether or get it done. Trust me: when it happens, it’ll be fast.” He tipped back his head, glaring at the hangar lights. “How in hell do you fight a mountain?”
“Valda Hawass must be asking herself the same question right about now,” Evelyn guessed. “I keep up with all the data a lowly pilot can access, and you’ve given me more clearance than usual on this one, since you can use me. Local knowledge.”
“Money can’t buy that kind of intel,” Jarrat admitted. “We’ll keep you as deep in the loop as we can, Eve, and I’ll promise you a few days at home … after.”
“After you shut down Scimitar,” she said darkly.
“Or tell Stacy it can’t be done,” Jarrat added with a twist of bitterness.
She cocked her head at him, shrewd, curious. “This would be a first for you, wouldn’t it? A job never beat you or Stoney before.”
He gave her a wry smile. “It hasn’t beaten us yet. Go on, stand down, let the duty pilot take it. We’ll be data-gathering for as long as it takes.”
He was aware of her eyes on him as he joined Stone on the way to the lifts. Gable was waiting for them as they stepped into the ops room, and the plot table had brightened with a tight angle on Los Tres Dragones showing the mansion on one side, O’Dell Road and the local agriculture on the other. Ops hummed, just above idling as the data began to stream. Jarrat watched the first marker tags appear on the plot table. He leaned closer, scrolled the display and zoomed it.
At his shoulder, Stone murmured a soft oath and looked up over the plot at the comm relay terminal opposite, where the drones’ pictures played in an endless show. They imaged everything, impartially, brainlessly. Less than one in three hundred frames had any strategic value. But that final picture —
“Well, take a look at that.” Stone froze the playback and zoomed.
And there, embedded in a tree at around the one meter height, was what looked like a matte black worm: a flexible lens stalk, capable of panning left-right and tilting to fifty-degrees of ‘up angle’ as it wriggled around like a live thing, guided by an AI in or under the palace. It would deliver vids and simple, limited range sensor data, Jarrat thought. Probably movement, metals detection, possibly even thermo.
“You’d have used this sort of gear in the Army?” Gable wondered.
“Yeah. Tactical uses similar stuff to set up surveillance on stakeout ops,” Jarrat mused. “Unless I miss my guess, Dalton’s bugs won’t trigger it. They’re way too low, too small, too slow, ambient temperature.”
“Eventually they’ll be spotted.” Callie Dalton’s voice surprised them and Jarrat turned toward the open armordoors. Joe Ramos strode a pace behind her, intent on the datastream as they approached. “The law of averages — sheer serendipity will let them see us,” she warned. “But unless we’re the unluckiest bastards this side of Tartarus, you’ll get enough data before we crap out.”
“Enough to make the call — fight this one, or leave it.” Stone beckoned her to see the one frame in hundreds that yielded up useful information. “You recognize this?”
She made sounds of acid humor. “Recognize it? We make the little buggers. And they’re not cheap … nor,” she added, “are they as powerful as you’re probably worrying about. When Scimitar picks my critters up at last — and they will, trust me — it’ll be movement that gives us away. Sooner or later one of my buzzbots will bob up high over a log right in front of one of these sensors, with the sun at just the right angle to allow a high-rez image. Someone back at base will know what they’re looking at. It’s inevitable. And then …?”
“Then,” Stone said with spurious blandness, “Valda Hawass will know Los Tres Dragones has been mapped. That’s all she’ll know. Kevin?”
“Knowing won’t do her any good,” Jarrat mused, “but our data-collect gives us the advantage. If there is an advantage,” he added ruefully.
“No guarantees,” Stone warned.
Gable gestured at the plot table. “We just located another one, twenty meters northwest of the first. Looks like the area’s well covered, Stoney. If these sensors are set twenty meters apart, right across the ridgeback, there’ll be no way to sneak between them.”
“EMP to blanket the area?” Ramos suggested. “Blind everything.”
“Sure — till they reset,” Dalton said regretfully. “These critters have full auto-reboot and self-recalibration function. Hit ’em hard with a massive EM pulse, they’ll go down for maybe a whole minute. Long enough for you to get in from the perimeter, do whatever job and get out?” From the look on her face, she knew better.
The Blue Raven groaned. “IntelScan ain’t makin’ our job no easier.”
She gave him an apologetic look. “NARC is one client. The other half million use these gadgets to safeguard anything from a family home to an armory to a medical quarantine facility. Sorry, guys. It’s not our job to make yours easy.”
“It’s our job,” Stone said, half amused, a touch annoyed, “to think our way around your hardware.”
“Or under, over or through,” Jarrat added. “And this is going to take time. Pete Stacy won’t be smiling.”
The remark jogged Gable’s memory. “He called while you were groundside.”
“You briefed him?” Jarrat wondered.
“There wasn’t much to tell.” Gable thrust hands into pockets and watched the display where the micro-drones delivered score after score of frames, perfect images of moss, rocks, fungi, flowers, tree bark, insects — and then another sensor, implanted at meter height in a tree or wedged between boulders. “I just told the man we’re gathering our own intel, it’s early days and he should work with us instead of making impossible demands. Stacy’s wrapped too tight. I told him, take a pill, find a little patience.” Gable assumed a pained expression.
“He cussed you out?” Stone guessed.
“Apparently I’m … descended from a daisy-chain of illegitimate conceptions back through my matrilineal genetics for eight or ten generations, and my forefathers were lizards or arthropods, possibly both.” Gable rolled his eyes. “Petrov used to cuss Stacy up and down. I always blamed the Russian for overreacting. Note to self: draft apology to said Ruski, dispatch Stolichnaya, next available courier.”
Jarrat shared Stone’s humor and clapped Gable’s shoulder in passing. “Thanks for catching that one in midfield.”
“For fielding the Tactical bullshit —?” Gable permitted a lopsided grin. “From what Petrov often told me, keeping assorted bastards off the captains’ backs is at least half of this job.”
And he would do well, Jarrat decided. “Any joy from the GlobalNet archives? You dig up the dirt on Sanjay Targ and the rest?”
In answer Gable beckoned them to an idling workstation, called up a data package and set it to run. Stone dropped into a chair, Jarrat leaned on his shoulders as society page drivel began to play. The sort of inane material Pete Stacy’s researchers did not have the time or patience to trawl out of bottomless, poorly indexed archives. Gable had set his dragnet to scour the depths, going back five decades. Even with NARC’s resources the process was slow.
But the results were thorough. Sanjay Targ first appeared as a bump in the belly of Melissa Ling Targ, who paraded on the arm of old Jardine Targ, a clan patriarch who was killed instantly in a midair collision when Sanjay was four years old. The child looked pale and shocked in vids captured outside the Eldorado funeral home hosting the memorial. Melissa Ling wore a black veil, concealing everything above her lush, scarlet-painted mouth. If she were grieving or celebrating was impossible to tell.
For fourteen years Sanjay dropped off GlobalNet’s radar, only to reappear in the company of the most outrageous Companions in Eldorado. He liked his women ‘ethereal,’ pale, with so much eye makeup they looked as if they had been worked over, and his boys rail-thin, with so many tattoos and body piercings they were little more than walking art. GlobalNet followed the young Targ through college, caught him being busted for flying stoned, creating an affray — more or less typical frat boy nonsense. Then, when Sanjay was in his mid-twenties his business partner, Liam Bronowski, died suddenly and Targ found himself answering awkward questions. This much appeared in Stacy’s dossier, which had set out the bald facts.
“Cause of death, massive Angel overdose,” Stone read off the coroner’s report. “Murder, certainly; but Tactical investigators could never dredge up enough evidence to haul a suspect into a courtroom.”
“And Targ’s and Bronowski’s business enterprise … surprise. An uptown sexshop, Youtopia.” Jarrat flicked through images in the sidebar, brochure shots of improbable Companions of any imaginable gender; a building with all the taste and style of a carnival sideshow. “Here we go … Eldorado Tactical records. They hit this place comprehensively, five, six times every year over four years, before and after Bronowski’s murder. Eventually Targ sells out to disassociate himself from the bad publicity it’s drawing. People were connecting Youtopia with Angel dealing — especially as a lot of the cheaper Companions went down the same road as Bronowski. Tactical could never demonstrate that Targ was dealing, but he sure as hell let the dealers do business under his roof. Bronowski took the hit, the issue was buried with him. Targ wriggled off the hook.”
With the closure of the sexshop, GlobalNet lost interest in Targ until he was seen in society circles with Elizabeth Montoya, the ‘Waterman heiress,’ a billionaire in anyone’s currency. Eighteen months later the twins were born, a boy and girl who by now would be close to fifteen years old.
Stone sat back to watch, let the package run. “Those twins … the boy would be the kid Harry worked on before we showed up to take on Death’s Head. Crash damage, electrical trauma — bags of panic at home. Rich or not, Targ and Hawass were looking at losing their boy. They freak, call in the best healer anyone knows, pay him off with wads of cash.”
Either the brush with Tactical at the time of Bronowski’s death or the condition of fatherhood seemed to sober Sanjay Targ. He dropped out of the social spotlight completely and for years was only imaged at gala events while his children grew to young adulthood. These were the years when Hal Mavvik stood at the helm of Death’s Head and billions of dollars flowed through the household. How much did Sanjay Targ have to do with syndicate business in Chell? The individuals who would have known, and might have traded information, were all long dead.
Jarrat pulled up a chair as Gable’s data turned to Azure Mavvik. “Damn, she’s young. She’s — Hal Mavvik’s daughter. How in hell did we miss this one in the data probe, last time we were here? Stacy’s research team didn’t find her either!” Anger flashed through the empathic link like a shower of magnesium sparks.
Stone made cynical noises. “At a guess, Hawass had some master hacker like Yvette McKinnen put a tapeworm into the database and erase her from existence. Mac could do it in ten minutes flat. We’re not the only ones who can hire the talent. Stacy was only keeping tabs on Death’s Head, not children or ghosts. Azure spent her entire life as a ghost — till GlobalNet got wind of her. Even then she only shows up in the society pages. Tactical doesn’t have time to monitor innocent people doing legal things. ‘Mavvik’ is just a name. Check the Eldorado phone index. There’ll be fifty with the same name, no relation, not a crimmo among them.”
Then, suddenly Azure showed her face in Eldorado high society and GlobalNet had her while Tactical ignored her. GlobalNet itself, Jarrat saw at once, made no connection between a young woman in Eldorado and an Angel syndicate mogul on another continent. He looked closer, examining her feature by feature.
The quick tide of Jarrat’s reaction made Stone catch his breath. “Sorry. It’s just that she looks a lot like her father, and I came to know Hal a little too well.”
“She did inherit his looks.” Stone had his own bitter memories. Jarrat felt him smother them fast, before they could bite.
By now Azure Mavvik had turned twenty-two. She was white-blonde, as tall as most men, not actually as beautiful as she was called: rich, very eligible bachelors of whatever gender were likely to be flattered. She never attended school or college, but took her education at home, at Jardín de los Dioses, and she seldom went anywhere without a small army of bodyguards.
Yet Azure must have been resourceful as well as precocious, because she fell pregnant at fifteen and carried the child over seven months. The boy was delivered surgically at Eldorado Memorial, six weeks premature, before the final phase of pregnancy could begin to damage the too-young host. Kristophe was six years old now: Hal Mavvik’s grandson. And the boy inherited the name, since Azure never disclosed the father, much less acknowledged or married him. Every GlobalNet portrait of her suggested a shrewd, hard-eyed, cynical and formidable intelligence. 
“That —” Jarrat froze the playback and stabbed a finger at the best available image “— is Valda Hawass’s intellect, coming through in a new generation. Remember, Hawass herself had a daughter, Wanda Mavvik, born over a hundred years ago when Valda was done working as a Companion and switched to managing them. Wanda died young — ninety years ago! — forced addiction, the usual story. But she wasn’t so young that she couldn’t leave a child behind to continue the line, the name. How much d’you want to bet those gene strands, the Hawasses, Mavviks, Targs, Sondheims, were raveled up like a knot back in the badlands, the shacks by the spaceport where they all started?”
In a place and time where people handfasted and divorced as it suited them, cremated their own dead, never bothered to register any birth, much less track their own lineage. They lived and died well under any official radar. Tactical knew nothing of this.
“They’ll be inbred as hillbillies,” Stone agreed. “Most of the time inbreeding weakens the genetics, but occasionally a strong trait breeds true by chance. So Hal Mavvik produced a child with — what, his second or third cousin? There’s actually no law against it that I know of, not even on Earth.”
“Which puts us right here,” Jarrat mused, studying Azure Mavvik closely. “She looks a lot like the late Hal, but that’s Valda Hawass’s intellect staring right out of those eyes.” He paused. “I have a hunch —”
“She’s the dangerous one,” Stone finished, nodding. “Sanjay Targ has the citybottom connections to make things go. Dealers, bagmen, moneymen, mules on the street, not one of them would be caught dead dancing to the tune of some scrawny little kid who looks like she isn’t out of her teens yet. So Sanjay cracks the whip, keeps the hard boys in line; but this one inherited the old woman’s brains.” He regarded Jarrat darkly. “We could bust Scimitar today — if Azure gets out, we’ll be busting another cartel in five or ten years, could be any city in the colonies. Damn.”
“So she doesn’t get out,” Jarrat said quietly. “There’s only one more of the buggers Damon Vaughan named: Tomas Sondheim.” He let the datastream resume.
GlobalNet followed Azure Mavvik from gala event to charity ball to society wedding, but the file was brief: she was too young to have amassed much history. One child, no visible romantic liaison … two Companions she apparently adored, a man, a woman, both of whom visited Jardín de los Dioses so often, they seemed to almost live there. The male could easily be Kristophe’s father, Jarrat speculated, but it was impossible to tell without DNA typing. He was listed as Marcel Lai, and was obviously so gene tweaked, his natural looks had been obliterated. Tactical had no file on Lai. He had never been arrested, so the official documentation petered out at an address, driver’s license, birth certificate, the phone code for his agency. No surgical records, no siblings; his parents died when he was nineteen, after he was home schooled with average grades. He kept an apartment in Eldorado like eleven million other citizens of Rethan, and seemed to service Azure Mavvik exclusively, in partnership with a woman called Sophia Reece. The Reece file was as thin as Lai’s. She was equally gene tweaked into a fantasy form, leaving behind no hint of her origins.
“So young Azure swings both ways, inherited the brains, sticks with two Companions she trusts, lives at home with Madame while she raises a son and learns the family business,” Stone said sourly. “Meanwhile, Sanjay Targ does the actual leg-work, fronting for the syndicate and … ah, here’s Sondheim, Tomas.”
Damon Vaughan had pegged the man right, Jarrat decided. This Sondheim looked spaced out even at his most lucid moment, as if he must be far more comfortable in some VR world, floating through drug-enhanced game scenarios when he was not playing ham-in-the-sandwich between Companions. He fancied them two at a time, tall, dark, stacked and ultra-female, with implausible superstructure clad in wisps of silk that must surely be glued in place.
“Sondheim’s managed to father two kids, both daughters,” Jarrat saw. “Different mothers; no marriage or handfasting arrangement with either. He took both the girls home to Madame — probably on Hawass’s orders. We know she’d pinned her hopes on Hal — always her favorite, with the brains and the impeccable taste, if you remember. Then suddenly we subtract Hal and the matriarch’s right back to trying to build a robust clan from what’s left, while she has time. Barring a miracle, she doesn’t have much, and here’s the raw material … the heirs to the old bloodline.”
“Five of them,” Stone said slowly. “Two girls of Sondheim’s, plus the twins Harry saw, belonging to Targ, plus the young Mavvik boy. Which makes getting into Jardín de los Dioses … complicated.”
How, Jarrat thought bleakly, did one rationalize razing a mansion to the ground with five children, three of them very young indeed, inside? Cynics and mercenaries might have deemed them simply collateral damage, expendable. Jarrat looked down into Stone’s dark, troubled eyes. Given the structure of any normal syndicate bust, this was so unusual, they had never before had to make such a call. Hal Mavvik’s palace on the mountain above Chell was a haven for shooters, disreputable celebrities and the most expensive Companions in the city. Jarrat never saw anyone younger than Lee — never heard a whisper of the clan’s next generation. 
“So,” he mused quietly. “I wouldn’t put it past Madame
to use children as a shield.”
“I wouldn’t put anything past her.” Stone stood and rolled the chair in under the workstation. “We gather data, think this out. It’s a puzzle — like Inquanoc. We beat Inquanoc.”
Jarrat summoned a smile, permitted himself a moment’s smugness. “We did.” He glanced over the plot table, where three more sensors had been located, tagged, while they ran Gable’s data package. “This is going to take a while, Stoney. You want to hit the gym?”
“Oh, yeah.” Stone flexed his shoulders. “Pump iron till my body screams quit, soak the aches out of me in the spa.”
Jarrat stepped aside. “After you. Curt — if you need us, we’ll be in the gym.”
“I’ll try not to need you,” Gable said dutifully.




Chapter Eleven

“What is that?” Stone leaned closer and zoomed the image to maximum. The object appeared perfectly circular, some indeterminate shade of gray-green, crusted in dirt, apparently the head of a twenty-centimeter cylinder protruding from a flat stretch of earth. It measured exactly fifty centimeters in diameter, with four curved, angled segments embedded in the otherwise plain disk surface.
“I wouldn’t know what to call it, but we’ve found five of them,” Gable told him, “set in a square pattern with the fifth dead-center. Nothing I recognize, boss. They’re too small to be tanks, the wrong shape to be hydrants or the fixtures for fueling hoses. Not enough of them to be part of some irrigation system, and even if they were water cannons, they’re too high on the ridge to serve any purpose. There’s nothing up there but secondary growth woodland, weeds and fungus.”
The objects looked eons old, Stone thought. He glanced over his shoulder at Gable. “Get Kevin in here.” Old tech always reminded Stone of Sheckley. And then on a whim he added, “Call Eve Lang as well.” She was local, bred and born. Between them, they might make sense of these objects, which studded a modest square of Los Tres Dragones, fifty meters on a side, to no obvious purpose.
“Cap Jarrat, come up to Ops, soon as you can,” Gable was calling as Stone went to the ’Chef for juice. “Pilot Lang, report to Ops.”
At that moment Jarrat was on the firing range, directly above the Green Raven hangar. The skills of the ‘king shooter’ needed constant practice, and he spent at least two hours on the range in any week, often working with Gil Cronin, who revalidated his Master Gunner’s certification every year. If Stone concentrated, he felt the repeated kicks through hands, wrists, arms, shoulders, as a variety of weapons discharged. Jarrat should be almost done, and Stone expected his voice over the comm —
“You got something, Stoney?”
“Maybe. You better come take a look,” Stone mused.
“Already on my way.”
The service lifts rose fast. Jarrat arrived less than a minute ahead of Lang, still wearing the Colt’s shoulder harness. Stone smelled the just-fired tang of a well maintained weapon as he beckoned his partner to the workstation. “Got one for a veteran of Sheckley. Beats hell out of me, but … what d’you make of that? It’s got to be fifty years old —”
“Closer to a century,” Jarrat corrected at a glance. “It’s the cap-end of a breather duct.”
“A what, now?” Gable cleaned closer as Lang appeared.
Jarrat called her to the screen. “Eve, you see a lot of old tech in these parts?”
“Tonnes of the stuff. This is a rural area — local folk usually operate on a tight budget.” She barely glanced at the image. “It’s just an old vent cover.” She gave Jarrat and Stone a shrewd look. “In my grandpop’s day they used to cap off air intakes and outlets with these, before the new smart ducts came on the market. A lot of farm people still use them … if it ain’t broke, why fix it?”
“If it ain’t broke,” Stone mused, “it’d be easy to forget all about it.”
She stood back. “So, what’s so important about some old fashioned vent cap?”
“Five breather ducts,” Stone corrected, “right on top of the underground behind Jardín de los Dioses.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat. “We speculated that Valda Hawass designed this as a fortress a long, long time ago. You’d build the house back into the hillside, tunnel into the bedrock till you hit the cavern located by the original geosurvey. Install armordoors, give yourself a choke-point that’d be so easy to defend from the inside, Tactical wouldn’t even consider assaulting it.”
“And that long ago,” Jarrat said pointedly, “NARC wasn’t even an idea in anyone’s head. Designing her fortress, Hawass looked forward as far as the Tactical Special Ops squads. She knew she had ’em licked on day one.”
Stone gestured at the screen. “Then time marches on, and here they remain: breather ducts for the underground. Obsolete air vents — old, forgotten.”
“Still viable?” Gable wondered.
“They should be — there’s no moving parts, nothing to go wrong.” Jarrat frowned at the image, then at Stone. “But Hawass’s people would have to be certifiable to rely on these vents for air. I’d have to guess, these days they have air filtering, carbon dioxide scrubbing, oxygen feeds, possibly even oxygen generation, the works, right there in the underground. If you’re hoping to force them out by stuffing up the breathers, we’re decades too late.”
“Besides which,” Stone added, “you’d have to expect any such vents to shut off immediately the security network flagged a threat. They’re a nasty Achilles’s heel, in any conflict — Hawass would have recognized the danger. When they were installed, they’d be designed to self-seal. So we can expect them to be well armored, even today … just rendered obsolete by all the systems you just mentioned. No, I’m not thinking about blocking them in some blind hope Scimitar doesn’t have a viable air supply to last indefinitely. But I am making an educated guess: the vents are so old, so obsolete, they were utterly forgotten decades ago.”
Jarrat’s brows rose. He was sharply aware of the rush of Stone’s inspiration, and bounced it back to him. “The only question is, how to get to them when there’s no way to wriggle in through the sensor network. Worry about that later. First, figure a way through the vents themselves —”
“Uh, again, in any language I speak?” Evelyn wore a blank look.
“Molecular acid.” Stone nodded at the breather duct. “Those vents will certainly be armored on the inside. Anything starts moving topside, they seal … but enough molecular acid will peel open starship armor in an hour. It’d go through the foil-thick seals on these old vents in seconds. Then —”
“Morpheus,” Jarrat suggested. “Proper Armory inventory listing: Substance LG-57. Delivered as a two-part liquid, combined and aerosolized by a small charge. Pure airborne anesthetic, colorless, odorless.”
“Saturate the whole underground,” Stone went on. “Morpheus is so fast acting, if you take a lungful, Eve, you go down before you have a chance to draw another. You stay out for hours. Inhale a lot, you don’t wake up without medical intervention.” He shot Lang a dark glance. “You probably carried LG-57 casualties when you were flying with Military Airlift on Sheal. Unless there’s a doctor on site, nobody in Hawass’s underground could possibly tell the difference between anesthetic gas and a full-on nerve agent. Even if there is a doctor in there, the overwhelming odds are, he or she would hit the deck before getting into a breathermask or helmet —”
“Leaving the rest of them to panic,” Jarrat finished. “It’s a fairly safe bet anyone who does grab a mask or helmet will rabbit. If they figure the underground’s probably been flooded with a nerve agent, the only chance left is escape, even if it means shooting their way out. Remember, these are civvies using heisted military gear. We’re seeing IntelScan’s top-range sensor tech; Harry reported gundrones in the palace. We should assume they have the best military hardware shipped through some arms bazaar, probably Oromon itself … but neither we nor Tac ever made a connection between Hawass’s group and any mercenary corps. Stacy’s had Scimitar on obbo for months. If Hawass had a staff of ex-Army pros, he’d know about it.” He paused in silent conference with Stone, who gave a nod of agreement.
“Still,” Stone added, “panic or not, mercenaries on payroll or not, I wouldn’t expect these characters to go down easily.” He gave Gable a shrewd look. “Have we seen any sign of their backdoor yet, on the other side of Los Tres Dragones?”
Strategic awareness inspired a glitter in Gable’s eyes. “Two possibles, and I’d be delighted to narrow it to one. Both lie on private land on the east side of the ridge, and one of them should be no more than a garage. I see no plausible connection with the mega-rich from Jardín de los Dioses. We’ve imaged people coming and going from both openings in the hillside fourteen times since surveillance began.” He ran a short loop of stills and vid clips in which very ordinary vehicles and farm machinery passed in and out of one of the hillside openings.
“So what makes the connection between your second site and Hawass’s mansion?” Stone prompted.
“Oh, this would do it for me.” Gable ran another image loop, documenting the alternative site. “It’s only been used twice while we’ve been watching, but …”
But who else along this particular ridge would be driving a blood-scarlet Rand Taipan with a double bank of jets in the tail, rated at four hundred horses each? Stone echoed Jarrat’s kick of adrenalin, and they both chuckled. “Follow the money,” Jarrat said with acerbic humor. “That’s got to be Tomas Sondheim. It’s just his style, goes right along with the la-la land Companions, the VR games and that nasty chimera habit of his. Did you get an ID on the vehicle, Curt?”
Text flashed up alongside the vid loop. “The Taipan is registered to a company in Eldorado, something called Golden Gate Investments … just a shell company with a blizzard of out-of-system names on the board of directors — which reeks. But Eldorado Tactical imaged the car in several moving violation incidents.” A murky shot into the car interior popped up, the driver’s face only barely recognizable. “Golden Gate settled the fines, no individual was indicted, but …” Gable juxtaposed Stacy’s file image of Tomas Sondheim beside the murky traffic control shot.
“I wouldn’t go into court with it, but I’m convinced,” Stone decided. “Did city hall respond, Curt — who owns the properties on the east side of the ridge?”
The Athena’s XO went for coffee. “Right now I’m not allowed the leverage of identifying as NARC, so Eldorado city hall didn’t want to play nice. I went through Stacy instead, had him use a size-ten Tactical boot to kick some official butt. He got the info soon enough, bumped it through to us a few hours ago. The back side of the ridge is all just small potatoes. Two horse properties, a dog and cat boarding kennels, a market garden specializing in organic culinary herbs. Nothing that’d put a Taipan in the garage. Not unless some Farmer George down there won the state lottery recently … and just to be sure, I had Stacy pull the neighbors’ recent taxation and banking files. Nada.”
“Damned good work, Curt … jackpot,” Jarrat said with rich satisfaction. He folded both arms on his blue-teeshirted chest and regarded Stone thoughtfully. “Gives us a few pieces of the puzzle, doesn’t it? Let’s create a ruckus at the front gate, enough to make them think they’re being seriously assaulted. They withdraw to the underground and slam the armordoors behind them.”
“Rabbits down a burrow,” Stone agreed. “Fifty to one, Kevin, they’ll have mounted cannons to guard the inside of those armordoors that’d cut our hardsuits to confetti. They know NARC was never stupid or suicidal: we wouldn’t put it to the test, meaning their armordoors are safe. So … they might bolt right out the backdoor, if they were dumb enough.”
Jarrat was doubtful. “They’d have to be pretty damn’ stupid to do a runner that way. What, Hawass doesn’t have enough brains to know we’ve imaged the whole ridge, pinpointed her backdoor? We might have a railgun parked right outside! Still, it’s an easy enough scenario to cover. Say, a bunch of Gold Ravens positioned along O’Dell in both directions — authorization to shoot to disable any vehicles that bust out of there: game over. But … no, Stoney, it’d be too easy. They’d never make it so simple.”
“Yeah. So you can bet your pension,” Stone said with infinite cynicism, “they have an escape hatch.”
“I’d have one,” Jarrat agreed. “So would you. It’ll be so camouflaged, we won’t find it … but the moment they use it, we’ve got the bastards. The real trick is how to flush them. Make ’em use it.” He nodded at the breather vents. “This is the system’s Achilles’s heel. Century-old air ducts, installed when the underground was opened up. Forgotten. If Hawass remembered them, she’d have had them removed years ago. The rest of her people are too young to even know they’re there — or recognize what they were looking at, if they cared to notice them. I only knew them from Sheckley garbage.”
Fascination drew Eve Lang’s face taut. Since the battle at Inquanoc she had taken a keen interest in planning, strategy. If she remained long with NARC, Stone guessed, she would find herself at the Academy, back in class. She could, he thought, transfer out to some carrier as Director of Operations. “The LG-57 would certainly freak them into running,” she was saying, “but you’ve got to get it into the breather vents … and I don’t see a way, Kevin. You have zero chance of getting in unseen. Not even close. The ridge is peppered with sensors, they’d see you coming while you were three hundred meters out.”
“And Joe’s suggestion of a massive EM pulse buys us a scant minute at most, according to Cal Dalton, before the sensor net reboots,” Stone mused. “Not long enough to get in, unseen, from the five-kilometer perimeter and cut through the armor seals before dropping in the Morpheus.” He shook his head. “If our people are seen on the ridge, I’ll give you short odds, Los Tres Dragones will turn into a flak barrage. It’s a suicide run for whoever hits the breather vents — and the poor bastard drawing the short straw would know it going in. I don’t much care for the idea of burying a couple of Ravens as the price of this. ” He frowned at Jarrat, and Kevin’s head shook deliberately: not a chance. “So,” Stone suggested, airing all options, “what have we got left? Drone delivery?”
Again, Jarrat’s head shook in that slow, deliberate negative. “Drones big enough to carry the load — Demolex charges, acid canisters, LG-57 capsules, handling arms to do the job — are too easily recognizable. There’d be no element of surprise. We know there’ll be auto-guns on that hill, whether we can see them yet or not — that flak barrage you mentioned. Drones make juicy targets. They’d go down fast. We might anesthetize a few horses and alpacas up top, depending on the wind direction, and our covert mission status would be history.”
“Yeah.” Stone rubbed his palms together, thinking. Gable wore a deep frown, as if waiting for the master magicians to pull a flock of white doves out of thin air. The combination of Jarrat and Stone had a reputation for doing it, Stone allowed, but at this specific moment he was blank. Judging by the caustic surge of frustration he felt from Jarrat, he knew Kevin was too. “Continue surveillance.” He stirred, glanced at his chrono and swore as he saw the time. “Widen the perimeter, Curt. Find out how far out the ridge is security rigged — that five-K radius was just a shrewd guess. And if you image anything that looks even remotely like an auto-gun emplacement, mark it with a big purple flag. We were on downtime twenty minutes ago. Kevin?”
“But what about —” Gable began.
Stone turned back for a moment, halfway to the wide open armordoors. He tapped his temple. “Gotta think. Shove everything you’ve got through computer analysis if you like, but I’ll tell you right now: machines come up short every time on one crucial component.”
“Inspiration,” Jarrat told him before Gable could ask. “This job? She’s a queen bitch. There’s a mountain, the security net from hell … five children standing between us and a syndicate bust. If it was just Scimitar, a rat-pack of shooters, bagmen and mercenaries in there, I’d say seal the whole thing up tight, call it a prison, leave them to serve their life sentence right where they are.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “But those kids bother me. Noncombatant innocents. They won’t know what the old folks are up to, much less what the family business is.”
“So we look for another way to do this,” Stone said quietly. “Stacy should be briefed, but we transmit nothing now. The law of averages says it can’t be long before one of Dalton’s ‘buzzbots’ is seen. It’ll report to Hawass’s people in realtime and the moment they get half an idea they’ve been sussed —”
“They’ll hack Tactical’s highbands again,” Jarrat glared at the datastream, “if they haven’t already done it. Stacy’s barely one jump ahead of them.”
“Lift our comm protocols to Level 5,” Stone said resignedly. He was tired, and realized it must be eighteen hours since he or Jarrat had slept. It would be midnight in Eldorado, with citybottom in fully cry while the suburbs settled to sleep. “We’re overdue downtime,” he said succinctly.
“And we need to think,” Jarrat added. “Remember what we said back at Inquanoc? I don’t care if the solution to this bitch of an assignment comes from some out-of-warranty drone that scrubs the latrines! You get an idea, Curt, Eve, don’t keep it to yourselves. Brief Callie Dalton, keep Gil and Joe in the loop.”
“Will do, boss.” Gable yawned. “I’m on downtime myself in a half hour.”
The tireder Stone was, the more elusive sleep tended to become. Still, his spine was grateful for the rest as he spooned against Jarrat’s back, immersed in companionable darkness while the deep layers of his mind continued to work. He knew from the tides and hues of Jarrat’s feelings, he was not asleep, nor even feigning it. The body demanded rest, and they took it, but an hour had passed when Jarrat said against the pillow, “We’re not getting onto that hill without being seen, Stoney. There just isn’t a way. Can’t hit the ridge with heavy weapons. Can’t bust through the gates or backdoor. Can’t hit the vents without them seeing everything.”
Which neatly packed the problem into a nutshell. “Whatever we do,” Stone reasoned, eyes closed, content to be still, warm, quiescent, while he let his mind go where it would, “we do it in plain view.”
The sheet rustled with Jarrat’s slow breathing. “In plain sight, like the civvy traffic on the road. Gil and Joe got damn’ close in some old beater of a pickup truck.”
Frustration flared hotly through the empathic link. Stone tightened his grip on Jarrat, lest he slide away. “But Gil and Joe never left the road.”
Jarrat settled again. “Makes sense. Whatever sticks to the road raises no alarms, being normal for the area.”
Normal, Stone thought. Routine, regular, normal, worthy only of being dismissed, like the skybuses arcing over at ten thousand meters’ altitude, or the neighbors’ cars dropping in on approach to nearby properties. “Anything normal, predictable, that drives by or flies over doesn’t run up any flags,” he mused.
A rumble of agreement thrummed through Jarrat’s chest. “Mm, but the Hawasses know their neighbors. Those neighbors don’t trespass on Jardín de los Dioses.”
The plot of the ridgeback had engraved itself into Stone’s memory by now. “True. But the airspace over Los Tres Dragones is a public right of way.”
He felt Jarrat grasp the idea, run its permutations. “They might not mind neighbors encroaching around the edges. But those vents are dead center, Stoney. I’ve looked at it backwards and sideways: you cannot access them from O’Dell or any property that butts up against the Hawass estate, not without being imaged.”
Stone laid his cheek on the cool skin of Jarrat’s shoulder. “Whatever we’re going to do, we’ll do it in plain sight … and the security system just won’t care.”
In the same instant they froze as intuition, inspiration, hit like a punch. Jarrat sat up and Stone’s cabin lights automatically rose a little. “Shit, Stoney, that’s it.” He twisted, looking down at Stone, outlined against the soft lights, his eyes deeply shadowed. “They see but they don’t care. The only question is —”
The sheet tangled as Stone kicked it off. “Which of us gets to do it?” He leaned over to touch the comm. “Ops, this is Stone. Call a briefing in ninety minutes. Bring in the XO, Blue Raven 6 and 7 — and get Jon Semler to come up. Also Pilot Reynolds and Colonel Archer.”
“Call Gold Raven 5, Doctor Reardon … and you better get Budweisser and Pilot Lang on deck,” Jarrat added.
The voice answering belonged to Tony Mitchelmore, the Watch Officer, Gable’s understudy. “Will do, Caps. Ninety minutes.”
Stone gave Jarrat a wry look as he swung his legs off the bed. “Which gives us just about enough time to figure out the how part of this.”
“Oh, the how is the simple part,” Jarrat retorted. “I’d toss you for it, but … I think it has to be me, kiddo. You can have the fun next time.”
The hour and a half flew by. When Jarrat stepped into the briefing room, eager for coffee and breakfast food while the others streamed in, he and Stone had already molded the plan, ripped it apart and hammered it back together twice. It would work. They took the seats at the top of the table while the displays brightened with plots of the ridgetop overlaid with the ghost images of the underground.
The expression on Gable’s face mirrored Lang’s. Cronin and Ramos were shrewd; Callie Dalton, who took the chair by Ramos and shared a tall coffee with him, appeared deeply skeptical. Gold Raven 5, the leader of that descant squad, was Luke Haynes — six years out from the island of Jamaica, the unit’s Master Armorer and anchor on their aeroball team. Kip Reardon yawned over tea, content to be a casual observer, but Helen Archer was taut. When she was called to a mission briefing it invariably meant the carrier would be required to maneuver. She and Budweisser arrived together, since flight and engine crews worked in concert. Blue Raven’s unit medic wore a hard, calculating face. Of them all, Jon Semler was the most likely to be up to his elbows in blood, and whose blood always weighed on his mind, since he knew every member of his squad and both captains personally.
“You worked it out,” Evelyn Lang said by way of greeting. “Didn’t you?”
“A while ago.” Jarrat was wide awake, every trace of sleep banished. His eyes flicked beyond her, to Gable. “Inspiration. Machines don’t have it.”
The XO sat back, between Dalton and Archer. “This is going to be good.”
Stone gave a rich chuckle. “It’s going to be bloody cheeky, which is all we’ve got to work with this time. But it will work.” He rotated the view framed in the display to show the ridge, north to south. “Before anyone asks, we already looked at hitting the area with heavy weapons, and threw the idea away. Look at the geosurvey data — the devil’s in the numbers. This one’s down to stealth, and here’s your problem: getting in unseen can’t be done. The only way to reach these … which are capped air vents, people —” calling up a series of images “— long forgotten but still providing access to the underground, is to go in with full visibility while AI and human monitors don’t twitch a whisker.”
“The Hawass family doesn’t, and can’t, control the airspace over Los Tres Dragones,” Jarrat added. “Neighbors have to use it, flying in and out. Commercial carriers headed to Patterson Levy routinely scoot over the ridge.”
“Yeah — at a minimum of three or four hundred meters,” Tanya Reynolds protested. “That kind of altitude puts you way too far off … sure, I get where you’re going with this. You’ll need hands-on access for — what, a nerve agent, is it?”
But Stone’s head shook. “It can only be Morpheus. We have innocents in there. Let’s try not to put them down, especially since they’re children.”
“Children?” Reardon echoed. “You’re kidding me.”
“I could wish it were a joke,” Jarrat admitted, “but five kids live in the palace. Which brings us back to stealth, and LG-57. Stoney or I can get to the breathers.” He looked around the table, face to face. “Nobody else is even one tenth as qualified as either of us.” He glanced at Stone. “I flew recon ultralites over the city of Bangor on Sheal, for the Army. Sixteen missions. Stoney’s been flying these birds since he was fourteen years old.”
Now Stone stood and pulled up an image of a blue and yellow Skyrider, the model he knew best. It was a twin in all but color to the craft belonging to Rachel Rinaldi-Stone, which he and Jarrat had borrowed in Spain just a few months before. “I can fly this thing and catch up on sleep at the same time. It’s a garish, flimsy, silly little civvy contraption. They’re a hell of a lot of fun, inexpensive, and common anywhere on any world where you get warm updrafts in the morning. Like the east side of Three Dragon Ridge. We already checked Civil Aviation records. Nine of these things are registered within a thirty kilometer radius of ground zero, which tells you these planes are crossing Los Tres Dragones every time the weather’s favorable.”
“Ultralites?” Cronin looked appalled, as Jarrat would have expected from a career infantryman who spent most of his working life in riot armor with gunship top cover. “That’s just a kevlex kite. They’re toys, Stoney. Shit, you can’t be serious.”
“Not just toys,” Jarrat argued. He tapped his own chest. “Sixteen missions over Bangor, remember, close to zero altitude, on the deck, because if you flew any higher you’d get yourself lidar-painted and knocked right out of the air.”
“Well, shit,” Cronin said eloquently.
“You want it in stronger language?” Ramos offered. Dark, liquid brown eyes shifted from Jarrat to Stone and back. “Which one of you certifiable crazies is gonna do this thing?”
Restless, on his feet, hands in hip pockets, Jarrat tilted his head as Stone. “It ought to be me.”
“I’ve logged more hours and flown these kites years longer than you,” Stone argued, pushing back the chair.
“But all your flying was over friendly terrain, almost within sight of home.” Jarrat felt a hot waft of resentment from him, immediately tempered by a cooler wash of reason as Stone acknowledged the logic. “Bangor was a stinking open sewer infested by rodents, half of them armed with hardware looted from Army wrecks. They’d take a shot at anything that moved. Yes, I was picked up several times, winged once.”
Kip Reardon followed Stone to his feet. “Whoa, before you slug it out for who’s going to play the target! Have you looked at the doability of this? I just bothered to read the mission notes. The plan is, one of you — and I don’t care which, since both of you have a bunch of bloody screws loose, if you want my professional opinion — will just go sailing nonchalantly along the ridgetop till you’re practically at ground zero, then —”
“Then Pilot Eve Lang slams the whole area with a monster EM pulse from the Kitakaze, a thousand meters downrange,” Stone affirmed. “It’ll shut down every sensor Scimitar owns, and according to IntelScan’s Callie Dalton, our specialist, this gets us about a minute before their datastream resumes.”
“One whole minute, huh?” Cronin demanded. “I’ll tell you what else that kind of EM pulse’ll do, Cap. It’ll knock the fuckin’ kite down, when your repulsion sled goes tits-up. And that, Stoney,” he added heatedly, “puts you flat on the ground with a toy airplane struck dead as mutton!”
“Which is exactly where I’ll want to be,” Jarrat said smoothly. “These ultralites are rated to carry two, Gil. Stoney and I flew one together, back in Spain. With just one pilot aboard there’s plenty of spare lift potential. A minute is long enough for me to reach two of those vents … then hit the deck hard and stay put.”
Both Cronin and Ramos turned to Stone for explanations, as if Jarrat had suffered spontaneous insanity. Stone called up a chart on which hand-drawn lines and appended notes set out the whole plan. “Molecular acid will eat through the seals in a matter of seconds. I’ll carry six canisters, which gives me four backups in the event of mishap. The canisters are only ten centimeters in diameter; the vents are fifty, an easy fit. Uncap a breather, drop in a nasty substance you Army bastards call ‘dragon puke,’ because you can spray it on a ship’s hull and leave it to wreak a full-on explosive decompression in a certain length of time, depending on the armor rating of your target ship.”
“Sounds horribly familiar,” Ramos muttered, “right down to the crewdeck jargon.” He gave Jarrat a knowing glare, which Jarrat answered with a brash, entirely humorless grin.
“I’ll count to ten to give the acid time,” Stone continued, “drop in three capsules of Morpheus — don’t wait. Run. Hit the vent on the opposite corner of their square layout … repeat process. Then, as Kevin said —”
“I’ll hit the deck fast,” Jarrat finished, stressing the pronoun. “I’ll be kevlex from skullcap to pelvis, hands tucked under me. Pull everything in tight, visor down, face in the dirt. Scimitar should have auto-guns on the ridge —”
“You bloody know they will,” Cronin growled. “This is batshit crazy — you can’t wear riot armor when two hundred vid lenses are watchin’ you comin’.”
“True, but standard Tactical kevlex body armor is thin enough to wear under baggy tourist rags. Big shirt and pants,” Jarrat reasoned. “The armor’ll soak up a lot of rounds, even if the guns can find me, flat on the ground — which I doubt,” he added sharply. “You hold the Gunnery ticket, Gil. You know as well as we all do, these guns are configured to fire up, not down: hazard always strikes from above, not from dirt-level on a patch you already own.
“The instant anything opens fire, Master Sergeant Cronin, you’ll see it. Evelyn is going to drop the transport in as close as feasible during our minute of sensor blackout.” He looked from face to face around the table. “Gil will be in the Kitakaze’s gunbay with a rotary cannon.” He fixed Cronin with a glare. “If you don’t shut off those damn’ auto-guns inside the second they open up, you’ll be explaining to me why not, Sergeant.”
Blue Raven 6 sat back, clearly thinking it through move by move. “It actually might work,” he said at last, and grudgingly.
“It will work,” Stone said tersely. “But this is where it all starts, people, not where it ends. The whole operation is intended to flush Scimitar out of their warren. I’ll already have the Skyrider in the air, maybe ten kilometers downrange of ground zero, when Blue Raven hits the front door at Jardín de los Dioses. And understand me, Gil, Joe: near misses. You’ll have morning sunlight, clear air. No casualties. Plow up the gardens … and let yourselves be seen.” He gave Ramos a crooked grin. “Pete Stacy might have kittens, but — yes, riot armor, Joe. Rotaries, stun projectors, snappers, floodlights, public address maxed out. Make the biggest noise and mess you can. But we don’t want casualties.”
“Or,” Jarrat allowed with a sigh, “make bloody damned sure your guys know who and what they’re shooting at. Don’t shoot a noncombatant. There’s at least five kids in the palace, that we know about. If we’re really unlucky they might have friends over to stay when we do this. It’s one headache we didn’t have with Mavvik or Dorne or Dalmau.”
“Oh, I got it,” Ramos said thoughtfully. “We been here before, Cap. Human shield. Kids, old folks … worst we ever saw was Inquanoc.”
“All right.” Jarrat turned back to the display. “Blue Raven will be groundside, coming in from the west, by road. We’re about to commandeer a heavy truck out of Eldorado. She’ll look like a commercial carrier serving the local farms. By Kitakaze, we can ferry down six Ravens at a time with full armor and weapons systems, and still keep our profile so low, we’re … looking up at the ragweed.” He gave Stone an amused glance. “We want all of Blue except Gil groundside, on the road out front of the house. Four shuttle runs, Tanya. Problem?”
Her fiery red head shook emphatically. “The Kitakaze’s a breeze to fly, Cap, compared with any gunship. Uh, no chance of launching the gunship?”
“None.” Stone was adamant. “The single advantage we own is surprise. The only people on this planet who know NARC is here are Pete Stacy, Harry and Tansy Del, maybe Janine Cruz if she’s lucid enough, which I doubt. We’re going to jump out of nowhere.” He frowned at Ramos. “With Gil on the skyhauler, you’ll be leading Blue Raven. Get into the house — palace, mansion, call it what you like. Shoot up the furniture, herd them in front of you.”
“Expect bodyguards,” Jarrat went on. “Could be six, eight, a dozen, all king shooters, maybe even mercenaries, armed with anything you can imagine. Could be humans or gundrones, most likely a combination of both. Our intel is, Hawass’s domestic staff are mostly drones, so it makes sense that the house’s security shooters will feature a lot of gundrones. Look first at what’s shooting at you. If it could be a kid, for chrissakes use minimum stun. In fact, blanket the whole house with a stun field before you head inside, and still be careful. Some stupid punk kid puts on a helmet and runs out to play soldier —”
“Hey, trust us,” Ramos said quietly.
Jarrat stretched his spine, which was so taut, Stone had been rubbing his own back as if it ached. “All right,” Stone allowed. “Stun everything you can, but I doubt you’ll get more than two or three that way, if you’re lucky.”
Ramos’s eyes narrowed. “Because the rabbits’ll run for the burrow while we’re still in the grounds. The place is big.”
Stone nodded. “They should lock up the underground before you get close enough to hurt them. Now, we can’t show you hard evidence to assume starship armor blastdoors closing the tunnel into the mountain, but it’s a safe bet.”
“We won’t cut through, Cap,” Cronin warned. “That’s the exact kinda shit that beat us in the bunker under Inquanoc.”
“We don’t want you to cut through.” Jarrat flicked a glance at Dalton, Lang, Gable, Budweisser, who were hanging on every syllable. “In fact, you’re going to fuse the motors that drive the armordoors. Melt them down. Make sure Scimitar couldn’t get back out that way if we just walked off and left them to do it.”
A terrible fascination glittered in Eve Lang’s eyes. She had seen where this was going. “I’ll be listening for the word from Joe and Stoney. Joe tells me the rabbits just bolted down the hole; Stoney tells me he’s coming up on ground zero —”
Jarrat chuckled. “It’ll be me flying the kite, and when you hear me say ‘go!’ — you hammer those Three Dragons with the kind of EM pulse that’ll scramble the whole works. Just buy me the one minute, it’s all I need.”
“You’ll go down hard,” she warned.
“Actually, not hard,” Jarrat argued. “Ultralites glide too well. The toughest part of my job will be getting her down fast enough to keep her near ground zero, close enough to the vents.” He gave Stone an almost apologetic look. “This is why it better be me doing this. I’ve done it before, under the gun. You’ve logged more hours in ultralites, over more years, but I’ve done this. And I did it with a chunk taken out of my right arm by a civilian sharpshooter I never even saw. He just got a lucky hit — I was blood from shoulder to hip. I still did the job and took my kite home.”
“Well … bugger,” Stone said quietly. The briefing room fell so silent, the gurgle from the water cooler, the faint hiss of pressurized steam from the AutoChef, sounded loud. “One minute, Kevin,” he said in the same soft tone. “Long enough?”
The screen displayed the square pattern of the breather vents. Intent on it, Jarrat’s mind took him through the operation step by step as if he were running it in realtime. “I only need to hit two vents, on opposite diagonals. They’re spaced fifty meters apart. Figure ten seconds for the ‘dragon puke’ to eat through, five to deploy the Morpheus capsules, then pick up and run. I can run fifty pretty damn’ fast … faster than you, Stoney. I’m built for it.” He glanced down at his lighter, more wiry physique. “Second breather, repeat process — hit the deck. Plenty of time.”
“Plenty?” Cronin echoed cynically. “So long as you can drop the kite dead on target. And don’t trip over a log or a root. And don’t fumble the payload. And you can get them vent caps off fast enough — you notice they’re freakin’ filthy, corroded? And so long as nobody topside sees you doin’ all this with a pair o’ naked eyeballs and just pulls a gun on you.”
The Blue Raven was very adept at playing the devil’s advocate. In fact Jarrat was grateful. He and Stone shared a grim look, and Stone said, “We thought of all that, Gil. We think we have it covered.”
“You think?” Kip Reardon echoed disapprovingly.
“Details,” Jarrat agreed. “If I can’t drop the plane dead on target, I hurry the pace. If I fall, I get up. If I fumble the payload, I catch it. If there’s a shooter up top, Gil picks him off, since he’ll be on the Kitakaze with a rotary primed … you can never micro-manage all the details, Kip. It’ll happen the way it happens. Always does.”
“Get it wrong, you’re in a body bag,” Reardon warned, bluff with concern.
“Same as every other op we ever took on,” Cronin said with professional pragmatism. “There’s always risks, Doc, every time. Fall on a tree root or walk right into a flak screen, in the end, it don’t make one damn’ shred of difference.” He was frowning at the vent caps. “It’s these buggers that worry me. They’re dinosaurs and they’re corroded in place. You ain’t likely to shift ’em, not without tools you can’t carry, not in the time you got.”
“We know.” Stone stood back from the table. “Demolex, Gil. Micro-charges. Configure them yourself, if it’ll make you feel better. Rig a dozen, designed to peel the caps open like cans. The rest is straightforward. They could have sealed those breather vents with plascrete, the ‘dragon puke’ will go through it even faster.”
Silence fell again as everyone around the table took the plan to pieces from his or her perspective, hunting for flaws. At last it was Helen Archer who spoke. “It’s good to be in the loop, but I don’t see a part for me in any of this.”
Jarrat was on his way for coffee. “We’re thinking forward, after we drive the rabbits into the burrow and hit the vents. Purely security. We want you and Bud to have flight systems on standby. Call it … a hunch.”
“What kind of hunch?” Budweisser wanted to know. He gestured at the display with one thick-fingered hand. “Seal their front door, hit ’em with Morpheus, flush the buggers. Understood. They run out this backdoor in the other side of the ridge?”
“It’ll be covered,” Stone assured him. “Elements of Gold Raven will control O’Dell Road. Scimitar’s key players won’t get out that way.” He looked along the table at Luke Haynes, who had been wondering where his unit fit into the puzzle. Gold earrings caught the lights as the squad leader gave a sharp nod: no problem.
“So, with the backdoor locked up …” The engineer weighed pros and cons, and muttered a curse. His brows rose sharply. “You’re betting on an escape hatch.”
Stone made sounds of cynical humor. “The man wins a cigar. Now, we’ll have six Gold Ravens and all of Blue Raven with us, groundside, plus both the Kitakaze transports. I guess it looks like it’ll be me in the Apogee. When the whole barrow-load hits the fan, I’ll dive in fast and pick 9.4 up off the ridge. If Hawass’s people are stupid enough to bolt through the backdoor, we’ll be done and home in time for lunch.” He glanced down at Bud and Archer. “You think Valda Hawass got where she is today by being dumb as mud?”
“No,” the Starfleet colonel said simply, “I don’t. All right, Stoney — carrier flight systems will be online, full crew. You want her in low orbit, ready to drive?”
Jarrat and Stone shared a glance, and Jarrat nodded. “Yeah. After Stoney’s snatched me off the ridge it won’t matter if we show our hand. If Scimitar bolts, gives us a chase, GlobalNet can aim a camera right at us, it won’t affect the op.”
“So,” Gable asked, framing the key question. “When do we go play?”
The ‘when’ remained one of the toughest questions. Jarrat and Stone had chewed on it for most of an hour. Showtime depended on two key factors: weather conditions over Los Tres Dragones — which had to favor the ultralite — and the presence at Jardín de los Dioses of enough of the key Scimitar players for the bust to be significant. Catching all of them at home at one time might never be possible, but Stacy knew where most of them were, most of the time.
“It’s a waiting game,” Stone finished. “Patience. We wait for Stacy, we wait for the weather … first thing is, we put an agent groundside to go buy a kite. Because you might not believe it, but there isn’t a single ultralite on the carrier. We checked.”
With a throaty chuckle, Evelyn Lang stood. “I know the dealership in Eldorado. I used to stand outside their showroom window and drool.”
“You’re in charge,” Jarrat said without hesitation. “I’ll let you know which model suits me best. As for the paint job — we need it loud, obnoxious, impossible to miss. I’m supposed to look like a tourist out for a joyride on a nice morning.”
“And that,” Stone hazarded, “covers everything. Thanks, people … and I regret to tell you, we’ll be on standby from the moment we have the hardware configured. It could take a while, so I’ll apologize now and promise you double-furlough when we’re through.”
The meeting broke up, the specialists drifting away until only Kip Reardon remained at the AutoChef. He leaned on the machine with a glass of juice, though he made no move to drink it. Jarrat waited for him to speak, guessing what he must say. “You two,” the surgeon said at last, “are nuts.”
“Goes with the job,” Stone observed, a small attempt at levity.
Rejecting the humor, Reardon drank a little. “Like pushing your luck till it breaks?”
“We’re done anyway, Kip.” Jarrat helped himself to water. “The day we shipped out of Venice, Dupre was still waiting for some decision from Earth Central. They’re taking a long, long time about it. Too long. You know what that means.”
“You’re grounded.” Reardon saluted them with the juice. “Well, hallelujah. You might live long enough to collect your retirement packages after all.”
“Promoted to a desk,” Jarrat scoffed. “You can see us flying a desk?”
“Onward and upward.” Reardon emptied and dumped the glass. “There’s more to life than putting your necks on the chopping block forty times in any year, till your luck’s worn threadbare.”
He left them with that and Stone made bass sounds of agreement. “The man makes a good point.” He slung one big arm over Jarrat’s shoulder. “I can’t talk you into letting me fly this one, can I?”
“Nope.” Jarrat snaked an arm loosely about his waist. “You know I’ve done this before, and it’s not as easy as it looks. You can overshoot, screw the whole thing at the git-go, Stoney. It can all fall apart right there.”
“So could you,” Stone said quietly. A flare of emotion — annoyance, anxiety, impatience, frustration — burned through the empathic link before he could shut it down.
“I could,” Jarrat admitted, riding the wave of Stone’s turbulent feelings. “But I won’t.”




Chapter Twelve

Twice, the morning weather seemed designed for ultralites but Stacy’s long-range surveillance hinted that Sanjay Targ might have been seen in Chell while Azure Mavvik was clearly identified on Rethan Prime, the largest of the planet’s three moons and the only one massive enough to bear cities, raise tides or cast shadows. The other moons were mere planetoids, scarcely large enough to appear as sparks in the night sky. A third time, Hawass, Targ and Mavvik were certainly in residence at Jardín de los Dioses, but morning thunderstorms dumped so much rain on the east side of Los Tres Dragones, every creek became a torrent. Air temperatures remained too cool to generate the updrafts favoring ultralites, not to mention that craft like the Skyrider performed poorly in driving rain.
High winds, equally unfriendly to ‘kites’ — as Cronin and Ramos scathingly referred to the red, white and blue Skyrider which Eve Lang ferried up from Eldorado — rode in on the coattails of the storm. Jarrat’s temper shortened as they waited, and waited again. Stone’s patience soon wore thin enough for him to bruise his hands on the heavy bag. Not even the release of sex relaxed him for long. Jarrat’s gray eyes followed him, dark, brooding, as he and Stone mulled over the job’s risk factors more with each passing day, until Jarrat was almost ready to recommend a complete abort.
The hazard Cronin, Ramos and Reardon had recognized was very real. The longer Jarrat waited, poised like a runner under the gun, the more untenable the risk seemed. One factor kept him focused. The words were engraved into his memory as deeply as into Pete Stacy’s.
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 Rethan are being warned. Enforce the Sorenson Act, and the city of Chell 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.
Scimitar, the righteous sword of justice.
Jarrat punished his body in the gym, soaked away the aches in water so hot, it almost stripped his skin — went to Reardon for nano to repair damaged muscles and tendons, and ignored the surgeon’s admonishment. While days blurred into a week, in bed he and Stone were increasingly inclined to wrestle for victor’s spoils, a rough game which left them nursing bruises until Stone — bigger, stronger, always less volatile — refused.
“Enough, Kevin.” He threw a pillow at Jarrat, who fielded it and slammed it back. “You want a challenge? Get Gil Cronin to show you a bunch of moves you never saw before. When he’s done bouncing you like a soccer ball, crawl your way back to bed and make love, if you’ve got a muscle left anywhere that doesn’t hurt.”
Jarrat subsided with an apologetic look. “Sorry, mate. I’m just wound up.”
“I know. Something about empathy, remember?” Deliberately, Stone caught him roughly by a handful of his hair, held his head to a kiss that began like a bite and softened gradually into a very gentle expression of affection. He hauled Jarrat into the sanctuary of the wide bunk. “Lights — off.” The cabin lamps dimmed obediently. “Get some sleep. You need a pill? I still have the stuff Kip gave us. Middle drawer.”
Without a word Jarrat swallowed two and settled. He was still awake a half hour later, but Stone slept, one leg thrown over him to hold him. Jarrat punched the pillow and courted rest. Soon. It had to be soon: random factors always flowed together, given enough time.
Two days later the weather patterns turned around and at 03:00, Eldorado time, they checked in with Stacy. Targ, Mavvik and Hawass were definitely at Jardín de los Dioses: some kind of family anniversary, according to Spencer Carnaby’s oddly erratic memory. Decades of gryphon and chimera made anyone’s brain a little chaotic. Tomas Sondheim remained the unknown, unknowable factor.
“He could be there — or not,” Stacy admitted, his voice distorted by signal encryption. “We’re never sure where the sonofabitch is because he’s freakin’ blitzed so much of the time, he rarely sticks his head up far enough to be recognized. We usually keep track of him through his Companions. There’s a couple of bimbos he uses, out of a big-time agency in El … now, one of ’em bounced her way into the palace late last night. I dunno, Jarrat. No promises. We might get lucky and score the whole lot of ’em. Shit, it’s about time we lucked out for a change.”
“Today or never,” Stone breathed.
“All right, Stacy — thanks,” Jarrat said to the comm. “Pull your people well out of the zone, keep them out till we’re done.”
“Break a leg,” Stacy said charitably, and shut down.
“This has to be it.” Jarrat scanned the meteorological charts for the tenth time. “Clear sky, wind and temperature are never going to get any more favorable — by nine the updrafts off the east side of the ridgeback will be strong enough to bring out the really big condors. It should be blue skies till afternoon, ahead of the rain.”
Eight days before, Budweisser’s tech crew had assembled the Skyrider, tested it thoroughly and loaded onto a Kitakaze. Jarrat had sweated through more than twenty hours in VR simulation, flying every impossible mission he and Stone could devise to bring his skills up to a peak he had not enjoyed since his Army days. The Apogee carried every round and missile the armorers could load; flight crews kept it prepped around the clock. Tanya Reynolds and Evelyn Lang had lived on standby as long as Jarrat and Stone, and both Blue and Gold Raven.
Any longer, Jarrat thought, and the whole company would go over the peak, grown stale with the increasing tedium of an endless standby. “Now or never,” he said to Stone.
They were in Stone’s cabin. Stone was still rubbing his hair, a towel wrapped sketchily about his hips. Clad in battered denims, barefoot, Jarrat had touched base with Stacy at this hour of Eldorado’s early morning as he always did: set-up time for the op was five hours, give or take.
“Go,” Stone said quietly. “Let’s just get this done, for chrissakes, and get out.”
With an odd flutter in his chest, Jarrat touched the comm. “Ops, this is Jarrat. We have a go. Buzz all personnel, right now.”
Watch Officer Mitchelmore responded with Starfleet crispness, career-long habits. “Copy that, Cap. Showtime. Carrier Operations is cranking up as we speak, I just called the XO … we’re on.”
Committed. Only the direst emergency would scram the action now. Jarrat looked at his chrono. As he marked the time a mission clock began to count in the back of his mind. Every move had been planned, every contingency covered. He gave Stone his hand, clasped his wrist and hunted for a smile. “Have a little faith.”
“Bugger faith — and luck,” Stone growled. “I’ll take skill and planning every time.”
“And we have a surplus of both.” Jarrat worked his neck and shoulders to release the tight muscles there. “Just hit the marks on time, Stoney, we’ve got this.”
A riptide of confused emotion scythed through the bond, but Stone forced a smile and stood back to watch Jarrat throw open the closet. He pulled out clothes that would not merely have been Harry Del’s style, but close to his size, big enough to cover the best kevlex body armor Tactical could supply. Clothes and armor gave Jarrat just a slightly bulky look, as if he should lose a few kilos, get back in shape, like so many civilians.
He kept on the soft, battered old denims, teeshirt, and hunted for the most familiar running shoes that fit like gloves. On the crest of Los Tres Dragones at around 09:50, give or take according to the caprice of the wind, speed would be his second-best ally. Surprise was his first. Until the moment of the EM pulse, both Kitakaze skyhaulers and the Apogee must remain far enough downrange to leave Jarrat functionally alone for critical seconds, perhaps half a minute. A lot could happen in half a minute, and he took nothing for granted.
A heavy freight truck, unmarked, empty, stood in a tree-lined field thirty kilometers northwest of the palace, where stock feed had recently been cut and the stubble was low. The field was easily large enough to also accommodate a Kitakaze skyhauler. Tanya Reynolds would nudge into it from the west, over virgin forest and plantations. The first of four shuttle flights had launched minutes before as Jarrat checked the ultralite and every piece of hardware in the munitions satchel clamped to the repulsion sled in the passenger space
Stone watched over his shoulder, neither commenting nor offering to help. This was something Jarrat must do with his own hands. In the field, a man trusted no one but himself: if the job turned sour, he knew where to lay blame. Each Demolex charge had the dimensions of a twelve-gauge cartridge. Gil Cronin had picked up the challenge and prepared them himself. Only one would be necessary to peel open a vent cover, but he had provided eight for redundant backup.
Directly below them in the open-fronted satchel were the canisters of molecular acid — so dangerous, they wore yellow-chevron hazmat stickers and the number ‘10’ in bold scarlet, the highest hazmat rating. And below these was the thick cushioning for twelve fragile capsules of LG-57.
Each twin-sphere assembly sat in a delicate wire-frame with a tiny lift fan providing just enough power to hold it airborne for ten seconds, before its embedded Demolex charge ruptured the cells, mixed the two-part gas and aerosolized it. The capsules also carried yellow hazmat stickers, coded at level 2. Enough Morpheus at extremely close quarters would plunge a man into coma, or simply anesthetize him while a gunman cut him down — or his vehicle plowed nose-first into an obstruction.
Satisfied with the equipment, Jarrat turned to the Colt AP-60, checked its action, power cell, compressed gas cartridge, magazine, reloads. He could not wear the harness over the body armor, but the weapon and its recharges rode clamped to the repulsion sled at his right hand. Lastly, he checked the thin kevlex flak armor, helmet, comset, R/T.
Stone just let him work. Hands off, he monitored the loop as Reynolds flew shuttle duty and, six by six, the Blue Ravens settled to wait in the long box truck, out of sight. Aboard the second Marshall Kitakaze, Lang and her copilot — Will Hatcher, a ten-year Army veteran — undertook the most meticulous preflight preparation, while Gil Cronin triple-checked his gatlings and stun projectors in the gunbay four meters below the cockpit.
At last Jarrat was satisfied. He fell into step with Stone to finish out the age-old ritual of the warrior before battle. Aboard Lang’s skyhauler were two hardsuits — Jarrat’s own and Stone’s, stored in a pair of equipment trunks just aft of the cockpit. With barely a word, sharing an acid-hot thread of connection through the bond, they checked each suit with minute attention to detail before Stone turned his attention to the Apogee.
The mission was calculated almost to the second: minutes after Luke Haynes’s Gold Ravens jumped, twenty kilometers south on O’Dell, the rear cargo bay of the skyhauler would take the Apogee aboard, with a meter to spare off each wingtip. Eve Lang and Will Hatcher would be armored before launch, and as far as Jarrat was concerned, the instant Joe Ramos led his Blue Ravens through the tall, classical gates of the ‘Garden of the Gods’ the game of subterfuge and concealment was over. He and Stone intended to be armored as soon as the skyhauler took them aboard.
“Sixty minutes,” Gable’s voice said into the busy loop. “Let’s call the roll, folks.”
From groundside, on a three second lag and heavily distorted by signal encryption, Tanya Reynolds reported, “NARC 301. Blue Ravens are in place. I put the skyhauler across the next ridgetop west, well out of sight. We’ll up-ship when the Blue Ravens deploy — waiting on Blue Raven 7’s call.”
Joe Ramos spoke quietly to his helmet mic. “The truck checks out fine. We’re good to go. No issues this end.”
And Eve Lang: “NARC 201, set to launch in fifteen. Sergeant Cronin is in the gunbay. We’re just waiting for our Gold Ravens to board. Cap Jarrat?”
“On time, checked out and good to go,” Jarrat said quietly. “Sergeant Haynes?”
“Suiting now, Cap.” Haynes’s soft Jamaican accent seemed at odds with the harsh realities of the job. “Gold Ravens will board in five.”
“NARC 101, Raven Leader?” Gable prompted.
“Standing by,” Stone responded. “The Apogee is armed and prepped, ready to launch right along with 201. Carrier pilot?”
In the dim, quiet cockpit from which the carrier itself was flown, Colonel Helen Archer would have assumed the pilot’s position personally, Jarrat knew. He loitered at the rear of the skyhauler, listening to the loop as she said calmly, “Fight systems are online. Set to maneuver on your command, Raven Leader.”
“Engineer,” Gable prompted in a smooth, even tone.
Karl Budweisser’s voice was equally level. “Three reactors and both drives are available, all systems in the green. No issues to report, XO. Good to go.”
Time. Jarrat gave both hands to Stone, took his wrists in the old warrior’s clasp, a pre-battle ritual in many Army units. They did not speak, but Stone dropped his empathic shields for as long as he dared, let raw feeling convey so much that words never could. Language was pitifully inadequate. Jarrat caught his breath, and as the hangar brightened he knew his eyes had dilated. He gave himself a faint, mocking smile.
“Hold that thought,” he told Stone, before he walked up the steep incline of the skyhauler’s back ramp and joined Evelyn Lang and Will Hatcher in the cockpit.
If he concentrated on Stone he could follow him every step, every breath. He knew when Stone slid into the pilot’s seat, felt the clench of the harness, the thrum through the airframe as the Apogee’s engines fired.
He resettled the combug in his ear and rested a hand on Lang’s shoulder. Behind him, the squad from Gold Raven formed up around the absurdly flimsy ultralite as the mission clock counted through one minute.
The hangar blew down, opened to space, and Lang lifted the Marshall Kitakaze with a quiet word to Athena Flight. Jarrat looked up to watch the carrier seem to fall away overhead when in fact it was the skyhauler dropping fast. The Apogee was out a moment later and the belly hatch closed. Stone’s voice spoke calmly over the loop with words that would always inspire a shiver.
“All Raven units, Raven Leader is in the air. NARC 201 — with me.”
They plunged away together and Stone threw the throttles wide, headed for a steep, turbulent reentry. Lang held the Apogee’s bright sternflare in sight, and the moment they were away Archer would monitor Blue Raven’s loop every moment, waiting to hear the word, first from Ramos, minutes later from Jarrat. Timing was the key to this enterprise.
The AI controllers of Chell and Eldorado ATC were expecting two marks coming in fast on a heading for the agricultural hinterland south of the mountains. Stacy had transmitted a classified Tactical briefing seven days before, as a blanket cover for the action, whenever it launched. Tracking systems ranged around the spaceports of both cities did not even flutter as the NARC aircraft dove into the upper atmosphere.
Repulsion ran up to cushion the skyhauler, smooth the ride as Lang held close to Stone. Still, the deck buffeted under Jarrat’s feet, the Kitakaze bucked and heaved as he made his way carefully back to the ultralite. Six Gold Ravens turned anonymous, mirror-black helmets toward him.
The skyhauler had smoothed out when Gil Cronin climbed up from the gunbay — big, in the hardsuit, but minus the helmet and wearing a thunderous expression. Cronin knew this could work, and would, but no law said he had to like it. Jarrat himself was not ecstatic, though he had personally designed more than half the moves.
Without comment Cronin held the meager kevlex body armor segments for him, snapped them into place like the mottled gray-green carapace of some marine reptile. They fit over the soft old denims and teeshirt, weighing just a few kilos combined. Jarrat barely noticed the burden, but the segments left him bulky from elbows to knees. He pulled on the baggy cargo pants, shrugged into a loud, tropical-print shirt of which Harry Del would have approved — caught sight of himself reflected, distorted, in Luke Haynes’s visor.
It would do. Even at second glance he looked like an uptown frat brat on vacation, he decided. Some post-grad dweeb out for a day’s flying to break up the monotony of second-semester astrophysics. The last thing on any world he looked like was a NARC, even as he settled the gaudy blue helmet with eagle decals, and dropped the kevlex hackle to shield the back of his neck above the shoulder guards.
He left the visor up for the moment. As Eve Lang maintained a cool, quiet countdown he slid into the body of the ultralite. Cronin ran up the harness, took Jarrat’s left hand and slapped it on the quick-release, so he knew exactly where it was. The Skyrider was a fraction different from the ‘kites’ the Army had flown so long ago on Sheal, Kelso, Brennan, a dozen other troubled worlds. A moment’s uncertainty in the field could cost him dearly, and he was grateful for the hours he had spent in VR simulation.
Transmitting on a band so high, even Tactical could not have received it, Lang said steadily, “Three minutes. 9.4, stand by to launch.”
Only NARC and Starfleet hardware could eavesdrop on this band. Jarrat gave Scimitar one chance in a hundred of possessing the equipment. “Any time,” he reported. “Raven Leader?”
He closed his eyes, opened the tiniest chink in the empathic shield. Stone was there, close enough to touch, taut as an acrobat on the tightrope as he and Eve Lang listened every second for comm traffic out of Jardín de los Dioses. And Stone was monitoring for the heat blooms of engines firing up, in the unlikely event Scimitar possessed the highest-tech military comm gear.
“Am scanning the ridgetop every which-way,” Stone told him. “Nothing stirring. Not a squeak out of their comm, zip on thermal imaging. Their garages are cold and staying cold. The weather’s holding. Nothing moving on O’Dell as far as I can see. No reason not to do this. Blue Raven 6?”
“In the gunbay,” Cronin reported. “Weapons hot, safeties off.”
“Gold Raven 5?” Stone called.
Not four meters from Jarrat’s position, Luke Haynes said softly, “On standby to jump, Raven Leader.”
“201 pilot,” Stone prompted.
And Lang: “Two minutes. Altitude one thousand, twenty kilometers downrange. 9.4, the wind is from your southeast at six knots, you have strong thermals rising up the face of the ridge. Clear air between Los Tres Dragones and Patterson Levy.”
“All good.” Jarrat kicked on the Skyrider’s repulsion, felt the fragile craft waft up off the deck, held in place now by two tie-downs which would release under pressure as repulsion increased. “Any time.”
He listened to his heart, the beat steady, still slow but beginning to quicken as the skyhauler dropped down low over O’Dell Road and the Gold Ravens gathered at the rear hatch. The combug in his right ear said with Stone’s voice, “One minute. We’ll be right with you, 9.4. You call it.”
Jarrat’s eyes skimmed the plane’s simple, rudimentary instruments. As he saw two hundred meters he said quietly, “Drop the ramp. Gold Ravens, stand by.”
The loading ramp growled down with infuriating slowness, but by the chrono they were on time, on target as he fed a trickle more power to the repulsion, which parted the tie-downs, and nudged the Skyrider out.
Behind him, six Gold Ravens, each fully armed and armored, went down like bricks. They hit the ground hard before keying their apparent mass to twenty kilos, and he watched them take off like so many startled deer. They cleared the post-and-wire fence along the side of the paddock on the east of O’Dell and, in the cover of a straggling line of acacias and eucalypts, swiftly strung themselves out along the road, covering the north and south escape avenue — a redundant safety net, in case Valda Hawass’s people were stupid enough to bolt through a backdoor they knew would have been identified. Jarrat could not bring himself to believe it.
Behind him, Lang’s skyhauler hugged the treetops now, never more than a hundred meters up, always maintaining line of sight on the gaudy ultralite as Jarrat caught an updraft and let the wind carry him north at a leisurely, dawdling pace.
Now he risked transmitting nothing, since any whisper of unexpected comm, much less high-level encryption, inside a twenty kilometer radius of Jardín de los Dioses would be the quickest way to tip off Scimitar. One chance in a hundred, he thought, that Hawass’s security AI would possess hardware equal to the task of picking up NARC comm. But silence was safer.
At twenty kilos apparent mass, the Gold Ravens sped far ahead of him, covering the distance to Jardín de los Dioses and beyond while he hung up on the wind, let himself spiral around, giving them time to hit their marks. From two hundred meters up he max-zoomed a visual on Haynes, framed in the palm-sized screen among his instruments. He saw the Jamaican’s hand sign: in position.
Jarrat took a breath and dropped his visor. By touch, he located the quick release for his harness, the Colt at his right hand and the equipment satchel, both clamped to the repulsion sled half a meter from his right side. Then he focused on the chrono and spiraled around again — waiting now as he gave away altitude a fraction at a time and listened for one word, a single syllable from Joe Ramos.
Behind him, on the very edge of visual range, he glimpsed both the Apogee and the Kitakaze, and ahead he recognized every contour, boulder and tree across the area of Los Tres Dragones that had been designated ground zero.
Moments later he heard Blue Raven’s ruckus with his own physical ears, and fed in a lick of repulsion power to send the Skyrider up, just high enough to steal a glance over the ridgetop. The palace’s enormous roof was white shingled, at this hour still mauve-blue in the shadow of the ridge. Stretching out into the west, the long, park-like garden formed a lake of emerald green, studded with magnificent river gums and redwoods, bisected by the meander of an artificial brook crossed in four places by decorative bridges.
The Blue Ravens were wreaking havoc — a mess that a major contractor would take three months and a five-figure sum to repair. Jarrat bobbed up just long enough to watch the squad storm in from the road, rotaries deliberately tearing up structures, shrubbery, topiary, statuary — safe targets, not a human in sight.
And, he saw grimly, their assault was immediately challenged. The moment riot armor appeared in the palace’s surveillance monitors, the real game was on. Comm silence became pointless, and Ramos bawled at his squad:
“Gundrones, counting six — coming out of bunkers along the wall there — watch yourselves!”
Jarrat never saw the drones, but he knew the kind Scimitar would be operating. The Army’s newest, liberated from manufacturers like Vincent Morello and Black Mountain Engineers, smuggled through Oromon and distributed as far afield as Aurora. But every NARC riot squad trained against them in lieu of live opponents. Nothing a gundrone could do would surprise the Blue Ravens. They had their work cut out for them, but Jarrat was unconcerned.
Like Stone, he merely monitored their loop while he let the Skyrider drift with the wind, slowly, steadily approaching the east side of the ridge while the Ravens provided every diversion he might have needed. If a company shooter — live or drone — had been stationed on the ridgetop, he, she or it would immediately have been retasked: out of nowhere, NARC was coming through the front door.
With the wind gusting more strongly behind him, Jarrat was already so close to his own groundside mark, he had to let the Skyrider side-slip, drift out over the paddock where Haynes’s Gold Ravens had staked out the backdoor for five hundred meters north and south along O’Dell. He glanced at his aft-scan and located the Apogee and Kitakaze visually only because he knew where to look for them. Stone and Lang were holding treetop height, with direct line of sight. Like himself, just waiting.
Inside the palace, hell itself would be breaking loose. Every nightmare Valda Hawass ever suffered was coming true at once. If she had an escape plan — and she would — she must slam it into action now. Let the household gundrones confront the riot troops barreling up to her front door. Let machines be destroyed as they bought time for clan and employees to make their run for safety.
“We’re into the building!” Ramos’s voice barked over Jarrat’s combug. “We’re through the drones … shit!”
The concussion of an explosion reached Jarrat moments after the Blue Ravens began to bellow, and Gil Cronin’s voice scythed over the top of them. “Joe! What?”
Ramos was breathless, furious, but unhurt. “They got the place rigged. We just tripped a charge, brought down a bunch o’ roof, no casualties. The whole fuckin’ place could be a bomb, and they’ve armed it!”
“Which means they’re not in it,” Stone said loudly. “We already got what we wanted, Joe. Rabbits are down the burrow. Scan the whole thing —”
“We’re on it, goddamn it,” Ramos snarled. “Lemme find them freakin’ armordoors —”
Find them and seal them, Jarrat thought hotly as he let the Skyrider drop back down close to treetop height and nudged the repulsion in short, tight bursts to approach his own target from almost due east. Fuse the motors which drove the blastdoors. With any escape from the underground via the palace shut off, his own assignment began. He side-slipped the ultralite, drifted slowly south down O’Dell against the wind, waiting, waiting.
“Found ’em — big-ass armordoors,” Ramos growled. “The whole house is booby-trapped six ways to hell, but we found ’em all. Safest thing is to trip the snares, boss, on the way out, before some poor bastard blunders in and blows his legs off.”
“Do it,” Stone agreed at once. “The armordoors —?”
“You guys picked it dead right,” Ramos snorted. “I’m lookin’ at some hard-ass starship armor, Christ only knows how thick. Couldn’t cut through in a month. It’d take a whole tank of dragon’s puke to get through.”
And molecular acid was so dangerous, NARC field units never carried it in battlefield situations. One armor-piercing round in the wrong place, Jarrat thought, half the squad could suffer terminal injuries and take a hapless bunch of civilian bystanders with them. Dry mouthed, he licked his lips and glanced to his right, at the gape-fronted munitions satchel clamped beside him.
Stone felt his cotton mouth, the flick of his tongue, the small jump of his heart. “Kevin?” Just a whisper over the windmilling fracas of the comm loop.
“No problem,” Jarrat murmured. “Joe! You fused those bloody doors yet?”
A moment, then Ramos was back, terse, crisp. “Done an’ dusted, 9.4. Go!”
It was the syllable Jarrat had been waiting for. He fed power to the fragile little aircraft. “NARC 201, stand by.”
“EM pulse on your mark,” Eve Lang assured him, calm and steady. “I see you … damnit, you’re too high, Kevin. You gotta lose maybe fifty meters.”
The same thought had occurred to Jarrat in the same moment. “I know what I’m doing,” he crooned as he cut power to the Arago unit under his chest and belly, let the Skyrider fall as heavily as a glider would while maintaining forward momentum. “Over the threshold … thee. Two. One. Do it!”
The EM pulse was so massive, everything across Los Tres Dragones must black out immediately. Every Blue Raven was expecting it — they would hit the ground under the colossal mass of their own armor and weapons, and initiate emergency reboot at once. The palace’s electrical system, comms, AI, every domestic drone, even the circuits controlling the house’s booby-traps — everything would go down in an instant and take precious seconds to come back up.
Beneath Jarrat’s belly, the gravity resist shut down so suddenly, the Skyrider dipped its nose without warning. He swore as he caught one wingtip on a tree branch and pivoted — his heart sped as he picked up an unpredictable gust. The wind lofted him, put enough altitude under the kite’s wings to cost him thirty meters. He dropped the nose quickly, threw his body weight forward to enter a gliding dive of no more than ten meters. Still, the impact was enough to rattle his teeth.
In his head, his personal mission clock was counting down. He swore lividly and felt the blaze of Stone’s anxiety. With comm blacked out until systems could reboot, even the Ravens were cut off from one another. Jarrat alone had a connection back to the support craft. He had opened a channel to Stone, let him feel the racing pulse, the breath rasping in his dry throat as he hit the quick release to get out of the harness. He grabbed the Colt in one hand, the satchel in the other, and rolled sideways out of the confines of the ultralite. With thirty meters to make up, he took off like a rabbit. Stone had a visual on him and knew exactly where his trouble lay.
Every meter of overshoot on the landing spelled time. In a perfect simulation sixty seconds would have been more than Jarrat needed, but live runs were never the same. He and Stone were masters in the art of designing the live sims rookies dreaded. His teeth bared behind the visor as he found himself running one in realtime, with the probability of auto-guns housed anywhere underfoot, firing live ammunition the moment their tiny brains rebooted.
Sixty seconds? Jarrat sucked in a breath and hustled. He had memorized every feature of the target zone, hundreds of images stitched together into one continuous threedee model. The nearest vent cap lay two meters north of the fallen log with the shape of a lizard’s back, with three small white boulders at the west end. He was on it in eight seconds: Demolex — slap to place and activate, turn, crouch, head down, let the helmet smother the rifle-crack report. Both hands securely on the canister with the red Hazmat 10 stickers: twist off the seal, pull the ring to prime the impact detonator in the nose of the barrel — invert, drop it through the gaping rent in the breather cap, count to ten.
Seconds seemed more like years, and he clearly felt Stone’s tension strumming like mandolin strings. While he counted down, he palmed three LG-57 capsules and brought the tiny fan blades alive. A sharp chemical reek wafted from the vent, smarting in his sinuses. Seven, eight, nine — drop the units one by one, listen as they fell, be sure they went through cleanly, no snick of contact as one snagged in the pipe or on the ragged edge of a grille eaten through by the acid.
He heard nothing while his narrowed eyes raked the middle distance, fifty meters away, looking for the stump of a tree recently felled. The gnarled mass was gaudy with a swatch of bubble-gum pink paint, marking it out for some local forestry service which would soon feed it through the mulcher. The next breather cap lay three meters due west of the stump, nested in a bed of star-shaped white flowers.
Already he had picked up the approaching thunder of heavy engines. The Kitakaze and Apogee were coming in as the clock in his head counted through thirty seconds. He was off the pace, far too slow, and he knew it. He could expect the sensor network to begin its reboot in twenty-five seconds. If gundrones should be bunkered up here in addition to the auto-guns he had come to expect, Blue Raven 6 was his best hope.
Careful! Gil Cronin’s gruff warning was in his mind’s ear as he ran. Don’t fall, don’t fumble the hardware, don’t —
“Stoney? Raven Leader!” Stone’s urgency blazed through Jarrat. His comset had not yet come back up and he was sure it should have. He took a vital moment to wrench off the helmet, give the earpiece a double-tap to reactivate it and heard a crackle of white noise. He fell to his knees by the second vent as he crammed the helmet back into place. “Raven Leader!”
Stone’s voice exploded in his head with less than a second’s grace. “Drop! Kevin, drop flat and stay down!”
His mind continued to count down, but he obeyed without question. As he sprawled into a bed of moss and humid earth he caught a bare glimpse of the skyhauler looming not thirty meters above O’Dell, away on his right. Then he squeezed shut his eyes, turned his head away, pressed the visor into the mass of dark green moss lest the muzzle flashes of the heavy rotary cannon in the gunbay sear his irises, set corneal after-images dancing in his vision, half blinding him. He dragged the munitions satchel under his body to protect Demolex charges and acid canisters alike, thrust both hands undercover, pressed his arms and legs in tight and kept his head down.
An explosion ripped across him, he felt sudden searing heat, enough to char bare skin to cinders if it had not gone by like a whirlwind. Shrapnel peppered his kevlex carapace, ripped away the gaudy shirt and punched the air from his lungs, but the body armor held. Nothing cut through, though he knew he would carry the bruises for days.
“Got the bugger,” Cronin growled. “Only one … gundrone, Cap — big bastard, Army shit, bobbed up out of a hatch. It rebooted damn’ fast — where in sweet fuck do they get this gear?”
Jarrat could make astute guesses. Oromon was on his mind as he hauled himself up and dove for the second of the vents. He knew he was out of time as he slapped on the Demolex charge, began the ritual afresh. Who knew what was bunkered on this ridgeback? Heavy chain guns would cut the Apogee and Kitakaze to scrap, and if they rebooted as fast, under the control of Scimitar shooters in the caverns below —
“Seven seconds,” Stone called urgently. “Kevin!”
But Stone knew as well as Jarrat, there was no way to rush the process. He primed and delivered the canister, panting heavily while sweat poured off him inside the body armor. Counting through interminable seconds, he dove for three Morpheus capsules and activated them.
He had poised over the vent to drop them when Cronin’s gatling opened up again, short bursts, tightly targeted. Stone roared at him to get down and stay down — numerous auto-guns had popped up like toadstools.
Three — two — one —
Jarrat dropped the LG-57 capsules and had stooped down close to the vent, trying to pick out sounds from within against the intermittent howl from the rotary cannon, when a dozen rounds slammed into the middle of his armored back, throwing him face down in the dirt. His left hand maintained a vise-grip on the Colt but he had lost the satchel with its surplus canisters and charges.
His heart beat a furious rhythm in his throat as Cronin systematically eliminated the guns. One stray round in the satchel, and it would go up in a blast of Demolex — shrapnel and a shower of molecular acid which would leave little evidence that a human body had ever sprawled in this spot. Jarrat held his breath, pressed his visor into the earth and focused on Stone, who could see what was happening.
“Done,” Cronin barked. “Got the last of the bastards, Stoney — no more guns up here. The whole ridge reads clear.”
And Stone, rasping as if his mouth were dry as sandpaper: “201, stand off, make space. Kevin! Grab the gear and move your ass!”
As if Jarrat needed to be told. He was on his feet even before Stone spoke, seized the satchel and flung himself at the Apogee while Stone barely feathered the ground. The right-side canopy lifted just enough for Jarrat to sling satchel and Colt inside and feed himself into the seat, bulky in the flak armor and cursing fluently. Stone threw the lighter up hard toward the skyhauler as Jarrat clasped his harness.
He dumped the helmet and caught his breath in deep gulps, ice-cold from the air vents. As his head cleared he began to differentiate Stone’s feelings from his own, the green from the blue, as Harry Del had taught them so long ago. They wrestled with the empathic shields, shutting off the torrent of confused emotion and reaction. Jarrat dragged both palms across his sweated face as Stone called,
“201, drop your ramp — we’re on our way in.”
“Coming about, nose to the wind.” Lang’s voice remained calm and even. Jarrat recognized the utter professional, the veteran Military Airlift pilot. How many incoming Medevac personnel would have keyed on that voice, clung to it like a lifeline. “Any time, Cap … does 9.4 require medical?”
“I’m fine,” Jarrat told her. “Just need to get out of this bloody kevlex crap and —”
“Into a hardsuit,” Stone finished. “Blue Raven 7!”
The cargo ramp lowered, exposing the cavernous inside of the skyhauler. Stone nudged the Apogee close before passing it to the autofly to make the critical insertion, with a scant meter off each wingtip. In moments they were in, down. As the canopies rose Jarrat tore off the tatters of the ridiculous shirt.
He had begun to feel for the hasps and straps cinching the body armor around his torso when Cronin roared from the gunbay. The Kitakaze gave a violent lurch. Lang tossed it hard enough into the east to test its repulsion to maximum. Three big Arago modules in the belly howled into overboost, and as the skyhauler righted Jarrat braced himself.
“What the Christ —?” Stone began.
“Bastards are on the move,” Cronin bellowed. “You figured on an escape hatch? Shit, boss — you guys better be fuckin’ careful what you wish for. Here we go: pyro charges blowin’, big mothers, just one could rip a hardsuit in halves — Lang, watch your ass!”
In one vault Stone was out of the Apogee. Encumbered by the body armor, Jarrat was slower, clumsy as he shed it piece by piece. The rotary cannons opened up in the gunbay as Cronin bawled for Blue Raven and Gold Raven, any units with a clear firing line on the ridgetop, but he himself was in the best position.
Armor segments and the rags of the cargo pants strewed behind Jarrat as he plunged forward. Lang had backed the Kitakaze off, over the golden hay fields which ran down the ridge’s precipitous eastern slopes. The downwash of her engines thrashed the acacias while six Gold Ravens sped back along O’Dell.
The loop flared into a chaos of callsigns. Tanya Reynolds cut across them like a chainsaw: “NARC 301, coming up from your due west. I can take Gold Raven aboard, but the Blue Ravens are on their own — can’t lift more than six in this scup bucket, and even that puts us on the edge of overload — Joe! You boys wanna stick together? You’ve gotta be better off covering each other.”
And Ramos: “You got that right, Tan. Give us what top cover you can.”
“You got it,” Reynolds assured him. “Raven Leader?”
But Jarrat and Stone were too intent on the ridgetop to respond. Cronin had seen the first of many massive pyro charges blowing in sequence, outlining a rectangular area no less than sixty meters long and thirty wide. The first blew almost directly under the skyhauler’s keel, and Lang’s response — to throw the aircraft out of harm’s way — was instinctual. Jarrat’s pulse jumped as he watched scores of heavy charges continuing to detonate like a cannonade, raising a storm of dirt and splintered wood.
He dropped a hand on Lang’s shoulder. “Back us well off, Eve — give ’em plenty of space. Reynolds — do not approach! Ramos, hold your people on the west side, stay the hell out till we know what’s down there. Acknowledge.”
“I hear you, Cap,” Ramos assured him.
“Copy that,” Reynolds called. “I don’t see nothing yet, but —”
“You will,” Stone said grimly. “Gil, hold your fire, save your ammo.”
With the last pyros blown, a monstrous charge threw off several hatches, spewing dirt and debris in a hundred meter plume and pelting the skyhauler with shrapnel. The biggest hatch spun westward, skittered like a quoit and scythed into the trees west of the ridgetop. Several Gold Ravens cursed furiously as they collected barrel-sized chunks of plascrete which bowled them over, dumped them into the storm ditch on the low side of O’Dell. They were back on their feet soon enough — Jarrat was unconcerned for them while he and Stone peered into the darkness within the bunker which had just opened.
A shape hulked there, gray-green, unmarked, snub-nosed and goblin-ugly — infinitely familiar. Cronin recognized it at a glance. He swore bitterly as the bunker erupted in a geyser of incandescent gases and blue-gray smoke, as toxic as any rimrunner exhaust in the bays on Chell spaceport’s notorious Dock Row.
Stone’s eyes were hard, storm dark as he looked sidelong at Jarrat. “We better extract the Ravens, fast … no gunship, says Stacy, and these skyhaulers won’t lift more than six in armor, even if we drop the Apogee out.”
“You’re thinking what I’m thinking,” Jarrat said with a peculiar, chill calm. “Our covert status went up in smoke awhile ago, so — engineer’s tractor, lift them out all of a piece.” He touched his comset. “9.4, looking for Budweisser.”
As they had expected, the Canadian had followed the action from his own territory on the carrier’s engine deck. He responded at once. “What you need, Cap?”
“Launch the tractor, right now,” Jarrat said tersely as the Kitakaze’s canopies darkened in response to the sun-bright flare bursting out of the bunker. “Pull the Ravens out, Bud — all of them, fast as you know how.”
“No gunship,” Budweisser grumbled. “Shit, what a lousy joke.”
“Bellyache all you like, Bud,” Stone told him, “just do it on your own dime — get our people back, and do it fast. Gable! You getting pictures?”
The Athena had dropped into an orbit so low, Callie Dalton’s priority was to recall the scan platform. Minutes ago, Gable would have brought the carrier’s own imaging systems online. “Am looking right at you, Raven Leader,” the XO responded. “What the sweet Christ is that?”
The shockwave as heavy lift engines rammed up caught the Kitakaze and swept it away like litter tossed on the wind. Lang overran every repulsion generator again to stabilize it. Jarrat listened to the howls of protest, felt the heavy vibration through the deck as the gravity resist struggled to compensate. Even the best civilian-rated Arago sled was barely equal to this punishment. Seconds elongated while Lang demonstrated a fluency in cursing as profound as any of the descant troops. She fought the skyhauler — steadied it with a scant two hundred meters between keel and hillside, before it bobbed up to five hundred and the nose swung back to the west.
The old Army troop transporter exploded out of its hangar: forty meters of dense plate armor and massive engines, riding a repulsion sled generations older than the Kitakaze’s, but many times more powerful. The skyhauler was a commercial freight mover, considered overpowered in civvy hands, while the Army transporter was designed to lift not only a full assault squad, but also a mass of hardsuits and ordnance, plus its own hull armor.
A human pilot must be flying, Jarrat knew. No autofly system would fire the main drive engines so close to the ground, where catastrophic thrust tore trees up by the roots, tossed the Gold Ravens like broken toys, picked up the Kitakaze a second time and threw it away amid a hurricane of airborne topsoil.
Again Lang caught it, but this time her instrument surfaces lit up, peppered with red warnings on every system. Stone swore, his voice hoarse. She had wrestled back a measure of stability when he asked, “Can you make orbit?”
“Just about,” Lang guessed. “But I’d armor-up, if I were you. We’re carrying some serious damage here.”
“Gold Raven 5,” Jarrat called. “Haynes!”
For some moments, while the troop transporter blazed upward in a firestorm of its own making, Luke Haynes merely coughed and cursed. Then, “Okay, Cap. We took a beating, but — no casualties. Couple of mangled hardsuits, but we’ve seen worse. Where d’you want us?”
“Get aboard,” Stone said without hesitation. He gave Jarrat a glance. “Suit up, Kevin. I’m going to send the Apogee home on auto. Eve — put us down in the road.”
“Will do,” she muttered, preoccupied with so many intermittent systems. The Marshall felt heavy, sluggish, as if it wallowed in the air. “We won’t break any speed records, but I can get us home. Tan, you there?”
Reynolds was close. “Holding up just over the ridge … watching Joe and the boys trip the booby-traps in the palace. Scimitar left us a bloody-damn’ deathtrap … dang, there won’t be one brick on top of another by the time our boys are done.”
“Stand by to extract, Blue Raven,” Jarrat said loudly into the chaos of the loop. “The engineer’s tractor is on reentry. Finish up fast, Joe, then get your people out.”
“Roger that, Cap,” Ramos responded. “This is just demolition work now, my job anyway. Hey, Gil.”
“Yo.” Cronin was still in the gunbay, four meters below the deck where Jarrat had begun to suit up.
“You recognize that hog of a thing?” Ramos demanded.
“It belongs in a museum,” Cronin said disgustedly. “Type 4 squad lifter, gotta be forty, maybe fifty years old.”
“Good enough to knock us flat on our asses,” Haynes said sourly from the road, where the Gold Ravens had gathered. Three of the six limped in crippled armor.
Moments before the skyhauler set down, Stone dropped the cargo ramp. He leaned into the cab, swiftly configured the Apogee’s autofly, and stood back to watch it maneuver itself out and away. He was back in the recess behind the cockpit in time to hold the shoulder section, the powerpack, for Jarrat to shrug into it. He turned his attention to his own armor as the battered Gold Ravens straggled aboard.
“Eve, you keeping a track on that — hog?” Jarrat slid hands into gauntlets and checked the helmet. Instruments flickered to life, but he set it aside for the moment.
The ramp was still grinding up as she lifted the Kitakaze. Jarrat felt the odd, worrisome roughness in the deck, telltale of thoroughly abused repulsion generators, but the engines sounded sweet as she powered up. As the skyhauler accelerated sluggishly in the wake of the old troop transporter Lang told him,
“Oh, I can see the bastard, but no way can I catch it. We’re too busted up — and this is a civvy crate, minimal armor and weapons. We couldn’t do one damn’ thing to that squad lifter even if we did catch it. I also see our tractor … she’s coming in like a missile, white hot. And as for the carrier, if Colonel Archer drops her any lower, Eldorado emergency services will be going on alert.”
All of which was fine by Jarrat. He held the shoulder pack for Stone, watched him stoop for gauntlets and helmet before they crowded into the rear of the cockpit. Jarrat read Lang’s instruments without comment while Stone frowned over the tracking display.
“Now, where in the hell is that thing going?” he mused.
“Don’t know yet, but notice the vector.” Jarrat leaned over for a better view angle. “They’re heading away from the carrier with all the speed they can make.”
“They know where she is … then again, you could see her from groundside with a decent pair of field glasses, she’s so low.” Stone glared at the tracking display, noting the squad transporter’s acceleration parameters and set course. “That pilot knows where he’s headed, Kevin.”
“So they have a plan,” Jarrat observed. “We knew they would. Two minutes, they’ll make orbit.” He paused. “Five more minutes at this delta-v and they’ll exit Rethan airspace altogether.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “No gunships in the air over his cities, Stacy said.”
A rueful smile touched one side of Stone’s mouth. “He didn’t mention a word about what happens outside his airspace, on the high side of the orbital docks.”
“Gunship,” Jarrat said with rich satisfaction.
“Gunship,” Stone agreed. “Raven Leader to Ops. XO … let’s standby Red Raven. Five minute launch alert.”
Curt Gable actually chuckled. “Now I’m starting to like this.” And, to the ship’s internal comm loop: “Red Raven, prep to deploy — stand by to launch in five and await further instructions.”
The sky had begun to darken through indigo to black. Jarrat still had a visual on the bright sternflares of the old Army transporter, but the pilot was driving it hard. It had made a lot of distance, headed in the opposite direction from the carrier. What was out there? Were Valda Hawass’s people, the core of Scimitar, running just for the sake of running? Jarrat frowned at tracking again. He saw the tractor, the Apogee, the carrier, Tanya Reynolds covering for Blue Raven. NARC was spread wide, thin, and Chell ATC had begun to demand information.
“Our covert status is one hundred percent blown,” Stone said with a certain wry humor. “Unless they’re dense as well as blind, they’ll recognize a carrier when they see one.”
“They were also briefed a week ago,” Jarrat added. He touched his comset to click down to the high civilian bands. “Chell ATC, my name is Jarrat, commanding NARC-Athena … you are advised to liaise with Tactical Colonel Stacy.”
The Air Traffic Controller sounded righteously indignant. “Did you say NARC? I demand to know what authority you people —”
Stone clicked down three channels and cut him off. “This is Captain R.J. Stone, also commanding NARC-Athena. Advise you call Stacy immediately … we’re a little busy. Be informed, this is a NARC action — and it’s still in progress.”
“Inbound emergency aircraft should observe a twenty kilometer exclusion zone around the ridge charted as Los Tres Dragones, South Atlantis,” Jarrat added. “NARC transports are on approach at this time. We’ll exit your airspace in a matter of minutes. Acknowledge.”
Surly, angry, the man grunted, “Copy that, Captain,” and shut down.
“Bloody civilians,” Cronin muttered from the gunbay. “Hey, boss, where are we goin’? You sendin’ Red Raven after ’em? Catch or kill?”
“Tailing them,” Jarrat said sharply. “There’s five kids on that ship, remember — and we need to know where the hell they’re headed. I got a nasty feeling most of Scimitar could be off the planet, Gil … remember Equinox.” Zeus, Hera. The names haunted Jarrat’s memory.
“Rendezvous,” Stone warned. “It has to be. Hawass is out of options, she needs to get right out of this system now. They’re busted here, permanently, and they know it. A geriatric squad lifter won’t get them far. They need something hyper-enabled. What is it, where is it?”
“Ops,” Jarrat called, “are you reading their comm?”
“Yeah, a single compressed squirt, right after they blasted out of there,” Gable told him. “After that, dead silence, not a squeak in or out. And no, we didn’t catch the entire squirt — too fast, too brief. We grabbed a fraction at the tag-end. Looks like some weird-ass kind of encryption, it’ll take a week to break it. Raven Leaders, you coming back to the carrier?”
Lang glanced grimly over her shoulder. “Got to, guys. We’re in bad shape here. You do not want to be taking this lame duck anywhere near a slugging match. And you might not have noticed, but we’re slow as a snail on tranks.”
“We noticed,” Stone assured her. Athena, we’re coming in, best speed … which isn’t saying much. Have the techs prep one of the Corsairs — full ordnance load.” He looked sidelong at Jarrat. “I’ll feel one hell of a lot better with a VM-104 under me.”
“You,” Jarrat said acerbically, “have an awe- inspiring gift for understatement.”




Chapter Thirteen

Critical overheat warnings on two out three repulsion generators flashed red as the Marshall skyhauler approached the carrier’s belly hatches. Evelyn Lang shut them down fast and flooded them with cryogen. Jarrat, Stone and Cronin stood behind her and copilot Will Hatcher, fully armored, helmets off, watching the chaotic displays as she invoked emergency redocking procedures with such calmness, they knew she had done this before, more than once.
“NARC 201, we’re comprehensively screwed … catch us in tractors, have a tech gang get to us asap. We’re coming in hot as hell, am shutting everything down.”
Karl Budweisser had not shipped out on the engineer’s tractor, since it was a shuttle run, not a job. “I’m watching you, kiddo. Me and my boys are in armor, in your hangar — just hand off to us and sit back.”
“Thanks, Bud. Glad to.” She powered-off everything short of life support. The bell chime of tractors taking hold rang through the airframe as she turned to look up at Jarrat, Stone and Cronin. “Hey, we’re home. Don’t knock it.”
“Who’s knockin’ it?” The Blue Raven tapped his earpiece. “The tractor’s maybe ten minutes behind us … you want the whole squad out there?” The diamond studs in his lobes glittered in the instrument lights as he glanced between the captains.
“Hustle,” Stone agreed. “Get after Red Raven —”
“Run ’em down, then stand off,” Cronin said acidly. “Remember the sprogs.” He hesitated, on the point of heading aft to the side hatch. “Push comes to shove … you put a bunch of sprogs ahead of a syndicate bust?” He passed one gauntleted palm over his smooth-shaven skull. “I, uh, gotta tell you, I never actually read the fine print. We just go where you guys send us, and trust you not to fuck it up.”
Old Tactical habits died hard. Stone had read the fine print, the day he was promoted to Executive Officer. “No, standing orders specify — and I quote — we nail the syndicate and ‘within all due reason deem minimal, unavoidable civilians casualties to be part of acceptable collateral damage.’ The only question being what the hell ‘within all due reason’ means.”
“Gray zone,” Jarrat said sourly. “Legal bullshine, fuzzy logic. Meaning, they leave it to us to make the hard calls in the field, then publicly crucify us if we get it wrong, get the department dragged through the muck.”
“Oh, nice.” Cronin cocked an ear to the sound of the ailing Marshall setting down. “So, we goin’ out there with a plan?”
Jarrat watched the external pressure values rise as the hangar blew back up. “We do everything possible to avoid civilian casualties, minimize them if they can’t be avoided. Then run with standing orders.”
“Take the syndicate, keep the numbers tidy, face the music,” Stone finished. “If Hawass, Targ and Mavvik push hard enough, they can self-destruct. This … is one of the weird ones, Gil. Pete Stacy moved so fast this time, you’ve got the whole core of a fledgling syndicate on one ship, and they’re family, and they’re crazy enough to take a delight in destroying Chell if the Sorenson Act were enforced in this colony.”
The Blue Raven’s eyes narrowed. “If they’ve got any more surprises tucked away like the ones they already pulled today … I’d have to guess they could do it.”
Similar thoughts bedeviled Jarrat. He stirred deliberately as the side hatch opened with a hiss of equalizing pressures, enough to make his ears protest. “They won’t get the chance — let’s take this for a spin, Gil. The only collateral damage we’ve racked up so far is a house. I imagine it was over-insured.”
“Hustle.” Stone hefted his helmet. “Get Blue Raven in the air fast.”
And chase down the old troop transporter before it could make its rendezvous, Jarrat thought, locking his helmet. He shouldered through Budweisser’s people as he and Stone headed out of the Kitakaze.
They were strapping into the heat-shimmering VM-104 when Gable announced the engineer’s tractor had docked. Ramos took his unit to their gunship at a flat run. As the Corsair dropped out under the Athena’s belly Tanya Reynolds called sharply,
“Blue Raven, ready to launch.”
“Go,” Stone barked into the loop. “We’re right ahead of you. Ops, you got any idea where our runaway’s going?”  
“Like you said,” Gable mused, “on its way to a rendezvous — has to be. But I don’t see one damn’ thing out there, Cap.”
“Yet,” Jarrat added as Stone rotated the 104 and opened the throttles.
The loop had settled down, with the divided elements of Gold Raven talking quietly, Red Raven’s pilot conferring with the carrier, the Blue Ravens rearming and reloading after the weight of ammunition they had burned off. Helen Archer spoke smoothly across the deeper, rougher voices.
“I’m lifting the carrier out. Back to parking orbit, Captains, or where do you want us?”
“Parking orbit is fine,” Stone mused. “Curt, you still got a firm fix on the runaway?”
“Via our own popups,” Gable assured him.
Since this was a covert operation, they had dropped their own surveillance satellites when the carrier arrived silently insystem. Normally, they would have tapped colonial resources, but Stacy’s requirements were absolutely specific: run dark. For once Jarrat was in complete agreement. Scimitar knew nothing about the NARC operation until Blue Raven arrived at their gate.
“They’re just running,” Gable was saying. “Heading out in one ass-burner of a hurry, but I’ve got our deep-scan maxed out, Stoney. The only ships I’m seeing are the usual civvy buses, zipping back and forth between Chell spaceport and Rethan Prime, which is in the opposite direction. Beats hell out of me where the runaway’s going, but Red Raven’s almost within firing range — and you guys are going out so fast, you’ll know more than I do in two minutes.”
The bolter was on Rethan’s sun-bright horizon, heading west and about to pass over into the night side. Jarrat frowned at the tracking CRT and deliberately pulled up the feed from the NARC satellite covering the next orbital quadrant. He was hunting for anything big, heavy, hiding over the horizon. Nothing.
“Heads up, folks. They’re breaking orbit,” Reynolds called from Blue Raven. “Going out damn’ fast, still accelerating.”
“I’m widening our scan field,” Gable said thoughtfully. “Seeing more civilian traffic, nothing much bigger than the Kitakaze. Just small stuff running between here and the big moon … the routine passenger flight, a downshuttle headed for Chell. Besides which, on this vector, our runner’s headed away from Rethan Prime.” 
Wary, thorough, Jarrat configured the navdeck to plot the entire inner system, though he knew from personal experience, the nearer planets were well beyond the reach of an aged squad transporter. Army ‘squaddies’ were designed to drop troops, armor and weapons direct from a carrier into a hotzone. He had ridden them far too often, first as a terrified young enlistee, later, in the pilot’s seat before he accepted the invitation to try for officer selection.
“Stoney, they don’t have the range to drive much further under power,” he mused. “Or the life support. They’re still pushing hard, like they’re chasing something.”
“Damn,” Stone muttered. “Red Raven, Blue Raven, are you in tractor range?”
“Sure,” Reynolds responded. “You want to try for a catch?”
“Go ahead — carefully,” Stone allowed.
The sheer age of the craft nagged at Jarrat as the two gunships flanked it. Shearing forces were immense when tractors grappled with an object determined to squirm away, and time could be cruel to neglected airframes. How long had this troop carrier been stashed in the bunker on Los Tres Dragones? Stacy knew nothing about it. His Scimitar dossier had seemed meticulous, complete to the last detail. He would have been shocked when the transporter blasted out of the hillside.
“Tractors have engaged,” Reynolds reported. “You got her, Jacko?”
In the Red Raven cockpit, pilot Jack Oguri spoke with a blend of the accents of Shanghai and Tokyo. “Too easy — got her … but she’s not liking it. Raven Leaders, how hard d’you want to pull on this little bird?”
“Goddamn,” Jarrat said bitterly, “that’s what worried me … tell me what you see.”
“She’s already starting to twist,” Reynolds reported.
“She’ll corkscrew,” Oguri warned.
“In which case she’ll spring every weld, peel open like a can — and the stupid bastards won’t quit.” Anger sharpened Stone’s voice. “Cut back power — let go, Red Raven. Reynolds, keep a delicate hold from dead astern, see if you can slow her up without twisting the chassis.” He switched to the civilian bands and called loudly, clearly, “Civilian outbound, be advised to cut engines and surrender your vessel.” He waited, watched. No response. “Unregistered Army troop transporter outbound from South Atlantis, cut your engines immediately and surrender your vessel. Be advised, you are under NARC guns.”
Nothing.
“Well, now,” Jarrat said slowly, “this is where it gets interesting. We catch it, we break it. We ask nicely, they don’t answer. They can’t leave the system without a hyper-enabled something and … damn, it has to be out there.”
“Must be,” Stone agreed as the runaway raced on into the night side, heading away from Rethan at full throttle while tracking displays remained empty of anything useful. Blue Raven had shaved a fraction off its speed and acceleration, but the Scimitar pilot simply redlined his engines, pushed into overdrive.
“These bastards are batshit insane,” Reynolds muttered.
“Or just plain desperate.” Jarrat searched the void ahead again. As Rethan and its big moon dropped away, space began to empty. Not much light civilian traffic headed to the outer worlds; commercial passenger and freight services kept strict schedules and Tactical craft readily identified themselves. He saw no ships ahead, no possible rendezvous, nothing save —
“Roshan.” Stone snapped as Jarrat took a breath to read off the same navigation data. “It’s dead ahead on this vector. That has to be it, Kevin — not a ship.”
Roshan, the second of Rethan’s three moons, named for another member of the survey team which charted every part of this system almost two decades before terraforming began. It was deemed a moon only because it orbited Rethan: with the shape of a potato, far more like Mars’s Phobos or Deimos, from groundside it appeared only as a spark of light on the darkest nights. Jarrat would have called it an asteroid, since it lacked even Sheckley’s size and mass.
But Roshan orbited much closer in than Rethan Prime, and in the very early years after the first sleeper ships arrived it was pressed into service as a convenient staging platform for cargo, including hundreds of thousands of cryotanks containing the new colony’s population.
“Bloody hell,” Jarrat breathed as he pulled up schematics of Roshan and sent them to Stone’s comm relay terminal in the fore cockpit. “It’s hollow, like a hive, one cavern after another, hangars big enough to unload a colony ship. Bet your last buck, Scimitar’s garbage is stashed in there — you want a connection? Tactical reported Azure Mavvik on Rethan Prime, inside the last week. It’d be dead easy to get here unseen. Take any upshuttle to the moon, switch to a private craft and vanish.” He paused to triple-check the runaway’s vector. “No doubt about where they’re going … and if we let that squaddie get inside, Stoney, they’ll lead us one hell of a chase.”
“This,” Stone growled, “could get dangerous.”
Too dangerous, Jarrat thought. “Time to pull the plug?”
“Oh, yeah,” Stone agreed. “They were offered every chance to stand down, and we got our locus in quo. Blue Raven, Red Raven — hit them with an EM pulse. Heaviest charge you can. Let’s see if we can’t disable the bastards, now we know where they’re headed.”
“Stand by,” Oguri said sharply. “Tan — on my mark. Two. One —”
The pulse was so massive, instruments aboard both gunships and the 104 fluttered momentarily, but the runaway’s engines did not even stutter. Reynolds made disgusted noises. “Bloody Army hardware, designed for ugly battlefields.”
“They’re EM shielded, as good as we are.” Gil Cronin paused. “Raven Leaders, I got a clear shot, if you want me to take it. I might be able to disable ’em.”
“Might?” Stone echoed. “How sure are you?”
“One chance in three a shot in the engines will stop them assholes,” Cronin admitted resignedly. “Two chances, you’ll get an engine blowback, and a big bang where that hunk of junk used to be. And before you say it — I know. Sprogs.”
“Sprogs or not,” Stone said softly, “we’ve let them run about as far as we dare. Kevin?”
“Further,” Jarrat judged. “They’re probably surprised to have gotten this far in one piece. We’re not usually known for our patience.”
Stone raised his voice. “Blue Raven, catch them.”
Ultra-cautious, Reynolds called, “Please repeat, Raven Leader: catch the runaway and damn the corkscrew?”
“You are authorized to seize the bolter in tractors,” Jarrat said succinctly. “Stop it short of the moon, Roshan. Repeat, do not let it reach Roshan.”
“Roger that,” Reynolds said grimly. “Okay, Jacko — let’s do this. We got maybe a minute spare. The potato’s coming up fast.”
In fact, they were not chasing Roshan, but rushing to meet it. Jarrat whistled as he saw the rate at which troop transporter and asteroid were closing. “This is going to be tight. Jesus, Stoney, we should’ve called it, soon as we sussed their destination. Too soft, that’s our trouble — I’d forgive Dupre’s for roasting us if this goes wrong.”
“It hasn’t gone balls-up yet,” Stone mused as they watched the old squaddie stagger under the double-load of two powerful tractors. Reynolds bawled repeatedly on the open civilian bands, ordering the pilot to power down, let his craft wallow in the grasp of the tractors, which would reduce the shearing forces to tolerable levels.
Every scan system the Corsair possessed probed the transporter. Jarrat groaned as data scrolled beside a threedee representation of the old craft, color-coded to indicate the escalating torsional stresses. “Shit, Stoney, she’s twisting. We won’t need to take a shot at her, she’ll to break up if —”
The sterntubes darkened as the pilot killed power, and Reynolds and Oguri began to crow. Reynolds was almost certainly about to advise hauling the troop carrier up flush with the gunship’s belly, where Cronin’s techs could force a docking through the squaddie’s emergency airlocks.
Before she could frame the suggestion, a huge, troll-like body shot out of the shadowed side of Roshan so fast, Jarrat caught his breath. He felt the sudden race of Stone’s heart as Stone kicked brake thrust to maximum. G-forces soared high enough for ‘shock diamonds’ to float brightly in their vision.
Jarrat — the veteran of Sheckley — might never have recognized the object, but Stone had it in moments and swore lividly. Far bigger than a gunship, much more powerful, it was a relic from a bygone age, parked on or in Roshan and forgotten by all save one of Valda Hawass’s great age and cunning. It belonged in the pages of a history book. What earthbound child did not relish tales of mankind’s glory days?
The machine carried no cab, no space for a human crew. Designed to operate independently, many light years from the nearest inhabited colony, the terraformer was semi-aware, semi-smart, completely reliant on its programming, which it would follow until or unless it was destroyed.
And this one, Jarrat realized, had been retasked as a weapon. When Death’s Head toppled and Hawass discovered herself rebuilding almost from nothing, she fell back on resources that would had lain dormant since long before Hal Mavvik was born. A large part of Jarrat bore a grudging respect for the woman; another part was not too proud to admit a thrill of fear as the terraformer drove between troop transporter and gunships, breaking the tractor connection with its own bulk.
Blue and Red Raven’s tractors reacquired automatically, seizing the terraformer instead, but the AI-piloted monster commanded the tremendous mass, the sheer power, to move them, like the tail wagging the dog.
“Let go!” Reynolds roared over the loop. “Shut down!”
The Red Raven pilot did not need to be told. Both gunships killed their tractors within a second of each other, and Reynolds flung Blue Raven away from the monster, which barreled toward the gunship like a battering ram. The terraformer might not be armed, but its bow armor was designed to smash nose-first into a rocky asteroid and pulverize it. Such machines were tasked to clear unwanted planetoids, or drive water asteroids in from the edge of the solar system, guide them into the atmosphere of a likely planet to set up a greenhouse effect or flood oceanic basins. Of necessity they were almost indestructible. And this behemoth had only one purpose.
“Reynolds!” Jarrat shouted as Stone sent the 104 up in a backbreaking loop. “It’s trying to ram —”
“I can bloody see what it’s doing, Cap,” she bawled. “Gil, can you get a shot at it?
And Blue Raven 6, from the unit’s forward gunbay: “Sure I can, but hurtin’ the fucker’s somethin’ else. I can put a dozen warheads square in the nose of this freak, I won’t even slow it down.”
Jarrat’s mind had kicked into overdrive and he felt the same intense rush of adrenalin blazing through Stone. “Engines,” he rasped. “A shot in the sterntubes is the only thing that’ll stop this. Stoney?”
Without hesitation, Stone primed every Phoenix III missile they had. “Red Raven — stay on the runaway. Do not lose it. If it gets inside Roshan, go with it. Blue Raven!”
“Yo,” Reynolds panted.
“Decoy it, Tan,” Jarrat told her. “Draw it, make it come hunting.”
“Oh, joy,” Reynolds groaned. “Lemme guess, you’re gonna try for a shot up its ass. Fair enough. Okay, Blue Ravens — all personnel lock helmets right now. We’re blowing down to zero pressure. Tether on and hang tight. This could get bloody rough.”
She must keep the gunship close enough to the terraformer for it to hold its single-minded target-lock. The AI was simple, Jarrat knew. It did not think; it did not reason. It followed its command set, and its single directive was to mark a target and ram. They only reason it had not plowed through the Scimitar transporter was some reprogrammed recognition code, an old-fashioned IFF signal.
So long as Reynolds stayed within striking range, the rudimentary AI would obsess, see no further than Blue Raven. The real trick was not to get hit. The gunship was among the toughest ships in space, but an impact amidships or in the engine deck from a monster the size of the terraformer would collapse it like a toy. If they lost an engine or a reactor, observers on the night side of Rethan would look up and wonder what the sudden bright flare in the sky might be. In the morning GlobalNet would broadcast the truth, perhaps with a posthumous tribute to NARC-Athena Blue Raven, the whole unit destroyed in a fruitless attempt to preserve civilian lives.
“Let’s make this good,” Stone whispered. “We’ll get one shot.”
“We only need one shot.” Jarrat was intent on instruments. The four Phoenix III missiles showed green on all indicators. Both he and Stone knew the specifications of the weapon down to the last decimal place. They knew how close they must be before firing to ensure an unbreakable target lock, and how generous their own minimum safe distance must be, before the terraformer entered its death throes.
Reynolds was good. She was ex-Army, like Jarrat, Cronin, Ramos, and the zones where she had flown were as tough as any. She led the monster in a high-speed, colossal-tonnage ballet, twisting, slithering, always within a distance it perceived as its strike range, never letting it get quite close enough. Gunships were not intended for such work, but a master pilot could squeeze out the last erg of performance, leading the terraformer away from Roshan while Stone powered the VM-104 through a forty-kilometer arc and came up dead astern.
“Stand by, Tan,” Jarrat warned. “Soon as we get a target-lock —”
“We’re outta here, full-bore,” she barked. “Hold tight, all of you!”
Gil Cronin roared from the gunbay: “Just take the fucker — do it!”
A surreal calm settled over Jarrat’s mind, echoed through the empathic link from Stone as they watched the numbers. The death-dance was only numbers, variables and values. Stone had placed the Corsair on a perfect vector and nudged closer, closer, weaving, arcing and diving behind the terraformer as it hunted Blue Raven. Jarrat’s eyes never left the display. His right hand rested lightly on the triggers. Auto-targeting was engaged, but he had initialized the override, giving himself the option of firing on human instinct if the computer stumbled or delayed.
And it did. Auto-targeting had a notorious reputation, since no machine had the ability to leap forward a split second through time, make predictions based on parameters no one yet understood — though some of the Rethan mutoids would have made shrewd guesses.
“Wait,” Stone crooned, “wait …”
The numbers came together in Jarrat’s mind a critical fraction of a second before the computer recognized its window. Four Phoenix IIIs were already off the racks and streaking away before the targeting computer blinked green. “Go!” Jarrat rasped. “Stoney — Tan — go!”
Gunship and fighter-interceptor peeled off in opposite directions, engines throttled to overboost, afterburners blazing. G-forces crammed Jarrat into the couch, he felt the air rush from Stone’s lungs under the body blow. They watched the displays, where digits ticked over, counting down to impact.
The terraformer dwindled with distance, and still the eruption of engines and reactors seized the 104 and hurled it. Red enunciators winked across the tech panels, but Jarrat had seen worse. For a moment every system scrammed in the overwhelming electromagnetic storm. Stone released the joystick, let the plane tumble until the blast had roared by. Jarrat’s armored fingers stroked the control surfaces, he held his breath until systems flickered back to life, and with power restored Stone gently, gently stabilized the aircraft.
Vincent Morello built them tough. She leveled out and red telltales winked back into green. Stone breathed a sigh of relief over the loop. “Blue Raven? Blue Raven?”
Jarrat already had them on tracking. The gunship was maneuvering. “They’re driving,” he reported, “but they’re either not transmitting or there’s too much interference off the wreckage. Get closer. They might have lost their aerials, but boosted suit broadcast will do, soon as we get through the junk.”
The terraformer’s position had become a zone of sizzling radiation and car-sized debris flung out by the detonation at appalling speed. Stone had no time to talk as he ducked and wove between chunks of white-hot trash, but they were through in seconds. In seconds more, comm began to clear.
Sure enough, the gunship was off the air. Stone whistled as he saw the damage to the dorsal surface. “Blue Raven, anyone receiving? Blue Raven … looks like you’ve got a tonne of shrapnel embedded where your transmitters used to be.”
It was Gil Cronin who answered via suit highband, badly broken up but understandable. “We’re in one piece, boss, but I wouldn’t wanna do that again any time soon. The hull looks sound, but we’ll keep her depressurized till we get home. Bud’ll need to check her out before we blow back up to pressure. No casualties, ’less you count some fried transmitters.” He paused. “Nice work, guys.”
“Thanks.” Jarrat had just completed a swift but thorough diagnostic. “We look good, Stoney, nothing’s too fried — she’ll do. Roshan.”
“Roshan,” Stone echoed. “Reynolds, you hearing me? Blue Raven!”
A blast of white nose, and Tanya Reynolds was back. “We took a few hits up on top, reckon we lost a bunch of aerials. The comm specialists just rigged up a super-boost on a basic hardsuit transmitter module. I can’t reach the carrier, but we’re on the air.”
“We’re not reaching the carrier either,” Jarrat told her. “Too much interference off the explosion. Let it settle down … Gable’s going to be having kittens, but we can’t wait. If we don’t get after the runaway, we’ll lose it.”
“We kept a track on Red Raven,” Reynolds mused, “and they were halfway up the squaddie’s tailpipes. We know where they went.”
“After you, ma’am,” Stone invited. “Gil — standby the entire squad. Full arms load. We know these bastards have a preference for drones.”
“Some real bad-ass hardware,” Joe Ramos said sourly. “You thinkin’ they came outta some smugglers’ warehouse on Oromon?”
“Yeah,” Jarrat agreed. “In which case, expect the same kind of opposition you saw in the palace, and up on Los Tres Dragones. Incidentally, Gil, bloody nice shooting back there. I owe you a case of beer. Joe, you satisfied with the palace? No unsprung traps?”
“What palace?” Ramos chuckled richly. “They rigged so many booby-traps, by the time we tripped ’em, all you got left’s a pile o’ rubble. Just call the dozers and start over.”
“Which is Tactical’s problem,” Stone judged. “Coming up on Roshan … Tan, you said we know where Red Raven went?”
And Reynolds: “Some pit or opening, maybe a hangar or tunnel. They ducked around the east side of that spud. I think they went right inside.”
“Stand off, take a good look.” Jarrat brought every scanner online. “No sign of them — no wreckage either. No radiation hotspots, no signs of a firefight on the surface. Damn, Stoney, looks like they did head in.”
Stone jinked the 104 down and around, flanking Blue Raven. “Hunting for heat blooms … hot engines, the squad carrier, the gunship — God knows, a hyper-enabled ship that’d get Hawass’s people out of this system. You know it has to be here.”
Yet the surface scan showed only a mass of rock at the ambient temperature of space, while deep-scan indicated massive chambers within. Hangars? Jarrat cranked sensor gain to maximum as he felt the licks of Stone’s frustrated impatience. “Only one way to go, Stoney. You see it?”
Like a crater on the rucked, pockmarked surface of Roshan, the pit opened up to a wide mouth, but as visual and instruments zoomed on it, they saw no floor to the crater. Stone cut speed and nosed toward the pit, which expanded to fill the canopy and took on the aspect of gaping hangar doors.
They crossed the threshold at little more than walking pace, covered by Blue Raven’s guns and bathed in the harsh illumination of the big ship’s floodlights. Reynolds kicked on everything she had, lighting up the stygian cavern with weird blue-white illumination, harsh on the irises. Cronin and Ramos sat in both forward gunbays, hunting for anything moving. Jarrat saw nothing as Stone began to call Red Raven.
Fifty meters inside, the raw rock walls smoothed out to the texture of dressed stone. In another fifty meters they became smooth plascrete while the cavern floor evened out to a machined surface, as serviceable as any hangar deck.
“Welcome to history,” Stone said quietly. “This is colonial engineering, the last phase of terraforming. Every immigrant to Rethan, from the First through the Tenth Fleet, was processed through this chamber like so much freight.”
“Live cargo.” Jarrat divided his attention between visuals of the cavernous space and complex instrument readings. “Damnit, looks like … hold up, Stoney. Blastdoors, ahead at your three o’clock. Could be hangar doors.”
The biggest armordoors he had ever imagined, vast enough to swallow two gunships abreast and leave space for several Apogees between. Roshan had been converted to a staging base for the new colony — any grade school student might have known this, but Rethan’s early years held no interest for Jarrat. Stone had shown little more. Every colony celebrated its own history. Stone knew far more about the early years of Darwin’s World, which he had adopted as a surrogate home, and Jarrat had spent years trying to purge Sheckley from his memory.
“Red Raven, respond,” Stone called. Nothing. “Safe bet, they followed the troop carrier right in there. Those blastdoors closed behind them, solid enough to block any transmission.”
“Brilliant,” Jarrat breathed. “Give me a second, let me find the control node.” He had already located an ancient fiber-optic webwork inside the plascrete wall, and followed it as sensors mapped it. “Got it. Blue Raven, you reading?”
“Eighty meters off your tail,” Cronin assured him, “with a full squad just itchin’ to go walkies. What you got there? Looks like … humongous bay doors.”
“Time,” Stone said dryly, “to go up and knock. Red Raven’s got to be inside … nowhere else they could be. Biggest damn’ hangar structure I ever saw. Comm won’t punch through — I don’t see any signs of a brawl out here. Notice the walls. If twenty-five rotaries got busy, they’d chew the place up. Much less missiles from the gunship itself, or returning fire from Scimitar systems. I don’t see any damage. In there is a different story. Where d’you want to set down, Kevin?”
“Come left, eight-zero degrees,” Jarrat mused. “Looks like — a parking bay?”
A truck bay, surely, with sixty slots, each more than wide and long enough to accommodate a Kitakaze. The area lay a convenient distance from the immense bay doors, yet would put the Corsair out of the direct line of potential fire from within.
“Good enough.” Stone nudged the VM-104 into a tiny corner of the truck park.
Roshan’s gravity read at around 0.01G. Whatever gravity compensators had made this rock workable for humans during the decades when it functioned as a staging platform were long shut down. Even with their apparent mass keyed to maximum, Jarrat and Stone landed like feathers beside the aircraft.
Careful with every movement lest he kick off and find himself adrift, Stone stooped to the belly lockers and lifted out the full weapons suite. Rotary cannons, stun projectors, snappers, all clamped into place. Jarrat’s Colt rode its customary mount on his right thigh plate, as it had since he suited up aboard the Kitakaze. 
They were done when the gunship nudged its blunt nose into the parking lot and settled with a maximum of caution. The jump bay opened between the landing struts in the eerie silence of vacuum, spilling brilliant white light. The mirror-black locusts dropped out between the ship’s pylons, casting grotesque, twenty-meter shadows.
Cronin and Ramos went ahead, adjusting to the almost nonexistent gravity with ease. How many simulations had they run in zero-G? Each stride was thirty meters long. Wrangling momentum offered the major challenge, until the squad’s techs could find the gravity generators — if the ancient machinery remained viable. 
First, Jarrat thought grimly, the hangar doors. He had pinpointed the recessed, covered control panel and maintenance hatches. Power was adequate, and the immense motors driving the doors were obviously in good order when Red Raven went through. Jack Oguri might not have expected those doors to close behind him, but Jarrat would have.
He gave Stone’s armored figure a glance as they joined the Blue Ravens by the recessed hatches, but Cronin said it for them: “Jacko screwed up, big time.”
“Should’ve disabled these damn’ doors on his way through,” Ramos agreed. “Earns himself a swift kick up the ass for that.”
Assuming, Jarrat thought grimly, Red Raven got out of there. He and Stone shared a frisson of acid concern as Jarrat physically pulled back the covers guarding the control and maintenance panels. If Red Raven was unable to handle their situation without backup, they might already be so much sizzling wreckage. 7.1 and 9.4 would carry the final burden of culpability. Not, Jarrat allowed, that Reynolds, Cronin and Ramos would have blundered into this predicament: they would face the inevitable NARC tribunal and say as much. Nor was this was the first time a unit had plowed into trouble. In the thirty-two months of Jarrat’s and Stone’s command tenure, swift action had always turned trouble into triumph.
The obvious was always worth trying first. Stone’s armored fingers delicately hit the control keys, but Jarrat felt no surprise when they failed to respond. “Locked,” Stone said tersely.
“Let me hotwire it.” Jarrat waved off the Blue Ravens. “Clear out of the firing line, all of you. We got zip idea what’s inside this door. If it was me, I’d have a railgun battery set up and primed.”
“The man’s right,” Jon Semler growled. “Out, guys, before I’m wading up to my armpits in your guts!”
“Hey, Cap,” Reynolds called from the gunship, “you wanna put some serious armor between you and whatever?”
“A gunship,” Cronin said with wry humor, “can give you a very nice … edge.”
“You’re invited, but don’t be too quick to get in the way.” Stone turned back toward the sun-bright glare of floodlights, and beckoned. “If it’s auto-railguns, let the buggers shoot up their own hangar first. See how much ammo they’re carrying, let ’em burn through it. Then come in and cover us.”
“Roger that,” Reynolds responded.
On one armored knee, Jarrat ripped the maintenance covers wider and took a moment to recognize the archaic wiring pattern. Little fundamental had changed in the years between the industrialization of Roshan and the construction of the behemoths he had driven — and disabled — for the Army. He pulled four cables and deliberately cross-wired them. No magnesium-bright sparks showered in the total vacuum, but his instruments registered a tiny heat bloom as the first cables cross-patched. Before connecting the second pair he turned to survey the Blue Ravens and issue a terse warning.
The gunship remained out of the doors’ firing line, but Reynolds had brought it so close, the snub bow overhung the rearmost members of Cronin’s unit. Under the nose, six heavy guns rotated in test as her copilot, Marty Lam, took them on remote.
“Go,” Cronin said without hesitation
“Go,” Reynolds echoed.
A pulse thudded in Jarrat’s throat — or was it Stone’s? — as he cross-patched the cables. Vacuum transmitted no sound, but they felt the deep vibration through the ground as colossal motors began to drive. They might have expected a hail of rounds from within, but — nothing. The hangar issued a muted red glow from above, blue from below: emergency lighting, standard for centuries in civilian facilities from Earth to the farthest vessel patrolling the frontier.
“I’m seeing a lot of residual heat, engine signatures,” Stone read as he and Jarrat skimmed the helmet displays. “Joe, toss a grenade in there, nice and easy.”
See if a dormant gun battery might be motion-triggered. Jarrat hung back to watch Ramos break out a modest Demolex charge in a case no bigger than his thumb. It arced into the red and blue dimness, still in mid-flight, in this insignificant gravity, when it detonated.
And still, nothing. Jarrat and Stone shared a full-visor glance before Jarrat beckoned the gunship. “Come on in, Blue Raven, angle your floods — give us all a vid relay.”
When Jack Oguri went through this door, he would have been close on the tail of the runaway squad transporter. The guns Jarrat had predicted would certainly have remained dormant while the craft their simple AI recognized passed though their firing arc, and then — 
“Score one for Jacko,” Stone growled as harsh, burned-out video from the gunship fed directly to the helmet displays.
Three heavy weapons had indeed commanded this door, but three heaps of fused refuse marked their places now. Walls and ceiling were pockmarked with overlapping craters, testimony to the ammunition load that had ‘cooked off’ when Oguri slammed a brace of short-range, air-to-air missiles into the cannons. The Red Raven gunship itself would have taken the full assault, its armor riding out the punishment while the bay doors closed swiftly, sealing in a storm of uncontrolled munitions.
“If he’d only blocked them freakin’ doors,” Ramos said caustically, “the boy’d be battin’ a thou. Speakin’ of which — gimme one second here.”
The Blue Raven demolition specialist made short work of the doors. Crouched by the internal maintenance hatch, he angled his helmet floods, reached in and pulled a fistful of cables.
“She stays open till she’s wired back up,” Cronin said with grim satisfaction.
Stone’s mind had already leaped ahead. Jarrat felt the prickle of his nerve endings, shared the flutter in the belly of heightened awareness. They panned both helmet floods across the body of the hangar, and Jarrat felt Stone’s astonishment at its vastness. Jarrat was less impressed, since images of Sheckley harassed the edges of his memory.
“Red Raven,” Stone called on open transmission, the lowest level encryption possible, permitting optimum reception. “Oguri, where the hell are you?”
A thick white nose of signal jamming filled their ears. “We’re not going to punch through,” Jarrat muttered. “Gotta get closer. See there, up ahead —? Five gets you ten, that glow’s the backwash off Red Raven’s floods.”
A kilometer before them, the hangar reached a colossal junction, teeing left and right. The walls here — over a hundred meters high, all uniform gray plascrete — were busy with age-old signage, directions to freight loaders, pilots, drivers, drone wranglers, tech gangs, medical and quarantine officers. This was the boot-end business of colony establishment, the raw side of the process, far from the glamour of exploration or the beauty of a pristine new world. The reality of colonization began here, in the bowels of hangars and warehouses where the filth of decades collected while fleets of sleeper ships shuttled out from the homeworlds.
From the right-side tee, a feeble spill of blue-white light brightened the plascrete corner into a hard edge. Engine wash had kicked up a dust storm which would take hours to settle in Roshan’s paltry gravity, so it seemed they peered through dense panes of smoked glass. The far wall of the hangar complex lay at least three kilometers ahead, imperceptible in the haze.
“Visibility’s like chicken soup,” Stone warned. “Worse than Chell citybottom on a bad night — watch yourselves.”
To a man, the Blue Ravens switched to instruments. Right behind them, the gunship crawled forward at a few meters per second, keeping pace with them as they covered the distance to the tee and stopped to sensor-probe the murk ahead.
Signal jamming was so intense now, comm began to break up even between the Ravens, spaced no more than twenty meters apart. “Tan,” Stone called, “how about we pop a couple of drones out there before we show ourselves?”
“Viddrone, and a gundrone to cover it,” Jarrat agreed. Very deliberately, he primed the rotary cannon on his right forearm, watched Stone do the same, and glanced back at the Ravens.
Every man in the squad was itching for a brawl. Eight days on standby, waiting for suitable weather and the vagaries of Scimitar schedules to coincide, had left them impatient, restless, eager to be done. Jarrat shared their annoyance, but unease tempered the feeling as he watched the pair of drones scud overhead, out into the dense particulate haze. Now, he held his breath.
The hail of fire exploded from above. He twisted to peer up at a rock ceiling five hundred meters away. In the murk he saw nothing, but instruments reported twenty hatches gaping to drop as many barrel-sized, spheroid and cylindrical drones, each bristling with guns. The NARC drones lasted no more than seconds, long enough for a little useful data to punch through the jamming, and for the gundrone to bring down three of the Scimitar units before both were gone in a blizzard of white-hot shrapnel.
Blue Raven surged by Jarrat and Stone and dove at the plascrete. Every gatling marked a target while the gunship’s cannons opened up overhead. Reynolds and Lam crowed as they reduced the swarm to windmilling confetti which spun away wildly in Roshan’s feeble gravity.
Nor were they the only gunners at work. Stone laid a gauntlet on Jarrat’s shoulder and pointed off to the right, around the junction. “Covering fire, coming from Red Raven — they’re in good enough shape to join the party.”
“Oguri, you receiving?” Jarrat kicked all the power he had into the transmission. “Red Raven, are you receiving?”
Cronin bounced to his feet with the ease of long practice, hundreds of hours in live sims in zero-G. “Gotta find where the jammin’s comin’ from, Cap. Tan, you got any direction on this crap?”
The gunship crept closer, its repulsion almost shut down in Roshan’s gravity; only forward thrust and brake thrust pulsed delicately to maneuver it. Jarrat and Stone rose with the Blue Ravens. Jarrat looked up, saw the open jump bay pass by right above as Reynolds stuck her nose out into the larger hangar. Armored figures looked out of the halo of the jump bay lights — medics, techs, armorers, as eager as any of the descant troops. 
Arrays of spines above the cockpit extended, rotated, as Reynolds hunted for the source of the jamming, no easy task in this sensor mess. Then, “Got it,” she reported. “Looks like a blanket transmission from the old colony comm gear — the hardware must date from the terraformer decades. It’s a genuine antique, Gil.”
“I don’t give a shit what it is,” Cronin said tartly. “Shut the bugger down!”
“If Rethan placed any value on it,” Stone reasoned, “it wouldn’t be abandoned under twenty layers of muck. Go ahead, Reynolds, shut off this goddamn’ jamming.”
Fifty rounds hosed out of a chain gun under Blue Raven’s starboard nose. At once the air cleared. “Oguri,” Jarrat called again. “Jacko!”
Still nothing, and Stone grunted in disgust. “They took some serious damage back there, when the cannons went up.”
“Makes sense.” Jarrat gestured in the direction of the colony transmitter Reynolds had just destroyed. “Oguri would’ve located the hardware himself and taken it apart, if he could. Chances are, the guns covering the main doors got off enough rounds to hurt, even before he trashed them — then their ammo bunkers cooked off in the broadside from hell.”
In the feeble gravity and vacuum, dust and wreckage made an impenetrable curtain through which sensors probed reluctantly. Helmet feeds offered a chaos little better than visual, and the Ravens were cursing as they made their way around the junction, into the greater hanger. Without prompting, Reynolds deployed a bevy of heavily armed and armored drones to take point as the gunship crept just behind and just above the squad.
With lidar hopelessly scrambled, Jarrat switched to old fashioned radar pulse. He waited while the computer cleaned up the signal return enough to offer useful data. “There she is — Red Raven, in one piece … holding position.”
“On the far side of three kilometers of this stew,” Stone read off disgustedly. “Christ, this place is big.”
“Like Sheckley,” Jarrat said unconcernedly, monitoring the feed from the gundrones on point. “Nothing nasty up ahead … I think they shot their bolt, Stoney. They had enough stashed in here to fight a small war, but we could be through it.”
“Besides which,” Stone added, “this whole setup was installed maybe four decades ago, about the time Angel became the red-hot property out here and Tactical started to get antsy. All this was designed to take on Tactical, back in the day. NARC,” he added, “wouldn’t even exist for another fifteen or twenty years.”
“And this setup would’ve taken Tactical,” Jarrat said darkly, “even today. Stacy’s kids — a service rifle and flak jacket, up against railguns and military drones? Hawass always had the winning hand. Till we showed up.”
They were covering the three thousand meters in ever-lengthening strides, close to gliding, as the point drones reported no further hazard ahead. “Hawass was also way too smart to even try to use this place when we hit Death’s Head.” Stone kicked off again, a meter ahead of Jarrat and to his left. “She knew we’d take Roshan apart, if she let us see it. She also knew Scimitar would rise right out of the ashes of Death’s Head, and if — when — Tactical made a move against them after we pulled out, here was the ultimate hammer to hit Stacy’s people.”
Her only miscalculation, or underestimation, Jarrat allowed as he kicked off hard after Stone, was that she could not predict Pete Stacy invoking NARC so soon — or that NARC Sector Command would agree to run a completely covert assignment which blindsided Scimitar utterly. When the moment came, flight was the last option, with Roshan merely a means to hold off NARC, give the core of Scimitar a fighting chance to get out.
Score one, Jarrat decided with reluctant appreciation, for Stacy.




Chapter Fourteen

Five hundred meters out Stone called through the ‘stew’ of drifting debris and dust, “Red Raven, Red Raven, respond.”
At last Jack Oguri’s voice answered, thready over suit broadcast, perforated by interference. “Right here — Cap Stone, is it? We’re not too bad, just a little fried, lost our comm arrays. Ran into some nasty, ugly shit down here, but we rode it out, stuck with the buggers all the way. Till this, goddamn it.”
Not before they approached within a hundred meters of the gunship did Stone catch a visual glimpse of Red Raven, and at once he saw both the damage to the gunship’s nose and forward section, and the smooth metal surface of an internal hangar door, recently refurbished and picked out in the harsh white of Oguri’s floodlights.
This door was much smaller — a private hangar, Stone guessed, but quite large enough to accommodate the hyper-enabled ship that was Hawass’s escape route … save that the hangar had become a trap. “So the foxes have gone to ground again,” he mused as Blue Raven braked to a dead stop in the drifting particulate haze beside Oguri’s gunship.
“Yup. They took the squaddie inside and slammed the armordoor before we could stop ’em,” Oguri growled. “Sorry about that, Cap. Like I said, we’d taken quite a beating, we were trying to lock it down, figure out what was busted, what might come back up, what we could work around. Imaging systems didn’t get any real chance to scan the hangar interior, but we did get one readable sensor ping. There is a ship in there. Looks like some kinda yacht, big, expensive, pure luxury with a lot of speed and range. Can’t give you make and model, but — if they get out, boss, they could go anywhere.”
“Except, there is no way out,” Jarrat mused. “They have to know it.”
“Oh, they know it.” Stone drifted to the hangar door and hunted for control and maintenance hatches. They peeled open under his armored fingers, revealing much newer electronics which would be no more difficult to hotwire than those on the main doors. He was about to do it when Jarrat registered a kick of adrenalin through every nerve — Stone deliberately took his hands away. “Damn. If I were Hawass, I’d have this rigged. A device wired to the control panel. Touch it, try to cross-patch it, she goes up. Enough of a blast to at least take a Tactical squad with it.”
“So would I.” Jarrat leaned closer, took the hatch covers in one armored fist and tore them open. “Blue Raven 7, get in here. Got one for you.”
“For me?” Ramos chortled. “Now, there’s thoughtful.”
They backed off to let him work. Stone’s memory returned to the city of Sequoia, one of the jewels of the Jupiter system — a hangar open to space, a device rigged to damage the whole pressurized habitat, set on a miserly timer. To the last, Aphelion was as meticulous as it was brutal. Scimitar was cast from the same mold.
This one was no lash-up, and Ramos worked with extreme caution. The device was also not on any timer, but Ramos’s preoccupied, sotto voce commentary informed them, the detonator was sensitive, complex. After five minutes he straightened and beckoned one of Blue Raven’s field techs. “Ed, hustle — get up to the gunship, haul some gear out here.” Ed Koch leaned closer, evaluating the job for himself, though demolition was not actually his expertise. All the descant troops were cross-trained, though they might not be formally certified.
Content to stand back and let the specialists do their job, Jarrat and Stone merely listened while Ramos sent for a high-pressure cryogen lance. He was not even going to attempt to dismantle the detonator. With time on his side — and the gunship not a hundred meters away through the morass of whirling debris — he had a degree of luxury he might have wished for at Sequoia.
He would freeze it out, Stone knew, surgically, to leave the lock mechanism viable after the device itself fell into dormancy, almost two hundred degrees below zero. At a word from Cronin the Blue Ravens established a perimeter. The Red Ravens had begun to drop out of their jump bay, and on a whim Stone called,
“Raven Leader to Athena. Ops, do you read?”
They expected no response, and received none. “Safe bet,” Jarrat said quietly, “Gable’s got Gold and Green in the air. They’ll be on long-range recce right now. You want to send a squad back to the crater, invite them in? We don’t actually need the backup.”
“It’s crowded in here already,” Stone judged. “I’d send a drone, just brief them — we’re all over this, just keep out of the way, give us space and stand by.”
“I heard that,” Cronin said into the quiet, pensive local comm loop. “Gimme a minute, I’ll task one of these gundrones.”
And Gold or Green could brief the carrier on relay, Stone mused, frowning at the armordoor. “Oguri, you say they have a hyper-enabled ship in there?”
“Sure looks like it,” Oguri affirmed. “From the one sensor ping we could get solid data out of, it looks pretty. Expensive.”
“They won’t risk a firefight anywhere near it,” Stone judged. “It’s their only way out.”
“Their way out,” Jarrat argued, “is through us … I got the proverbial bad feeling, Stoney. They won’t quit without a brawl. Oguri, did you get enough of a look at this spaceplane to know if it’s armed?”
“Not really. I’d say it doesn’t look armed,” the pilot said cautiously. “It ain’t easy to tack serious cannons on a hyperyacht. There’s no space on the inside, the hull’s too skinny. When you start adding pods on the outside you change the configuration. She could wallow like a warthog, be a bitch to fly, maybe even dangerous. Still … these bastards are full of surprises. Carefully does it, boss.”
“Now, why didn’t we think of that?” Jarrat muttered as he backed off further and visually measured the dimensions of the hangar doors. The interior was certainly wide enough to accommodate a spaceplane plus the Army troop transporter. He drifted sideways along the plascrete and by Stone, who was keenly aware of his unease, his restless curiosity.
“You’re thinking something,” Stone drifted with him, a few meters from the Blue Ravens.
“I’m just being the Sheckley kid,” Jarrat mused. He splayed one gauntlet on the off-gray wall, three meters to the right of the armordoor. “If this was the rink, back on that ‘gas can with lights,’ this wall would be maybe twenty centimeters of plascrete, then a ten centimeter empty gap for cable trunking, then another twenty centimeters of plascrete on the inside for blastproofing, maybe with a thin foil on the inside for a lick of rad insulation.”
“Sounds about right,” Stone agreed. “So?”
“So get behind me, brace me,” Jarrat suggested.
He waited till Stone wedged himself firmly, armor segments locked to counter the effects of Newton’s third law, fists pressed to Jarrat’s back. Then Kevin drove one kevlex-titanium gauntlet into the age-old, time-rotten plascrete, worked it around, burrowing, throwing out dust and fragments until he was through the outer layer. He withdrew the gauntlet, stooped and angled in his helmet floods.
“Now, this looks familiar. The cable conduits are up above, can’t even see them … no rad insulation, Stoney.”
“The installation’s too old,” Stone guessed. “When Scimitar came in recently, probably after we busted Death’s Head, they refurbished the door mechanism. Who even thinks about the walls?”
“Brace me again.” Jarrat fed his right gauntlet through into the trunking space. “I’m going through, get us a look at the inside before we open that door. Hey, Joe — how long?”
Ramos had just begun to work with the cryogen lance, and the job was delicate. “We in a rush? Ten minutes, if you want the velvet gloves treatment … five, if you don’t mind riskin’ a hellacious bang.”
“Take all the time you need,” Stone told him. “Gil, get over here, you better see this.”
“I been watchin’.” Cronin slithered to a zero-G stop, overshot and nudged back. “You goin’ through the wall?”
“Peephole,” Jarrat muttered as he worked his armored fingers into the plascrete. “This whole thing could get butt-ugly, so … here we go. I’m through. Kill your floods, switch to night vision. The inside shouldn’t be so murky. Key into my video.”
His feed shifted into a world of weird green without shadows or highlights, everything picked out in a sickly monochrome in which small details were lost. But no haze thickened the vacuum within, and they saw why at once. The fragments Jarrat had worked loose when he pushed through the plascrete had already fallen.
“They’ve got gravity on inside,” he said quietly.
“And we,” Cronin added, “might be about to get lucky. About freakin’ time.”
A slender, elegant hyperyacht sat nose-on to the doors, ready to leave, engines already bright in the infrared, which told them clearly, those engines had been test-fired. Hawass and her people were aboard. The troop transporter sat hard against the left-side hangar wall, stern-on to the doors, leaving just enough space for the yacht to maneuver through and out. Jarrat used every instrument he had, hunting for weapons systems mounted into or onto the yacht, but they saw nothing.
At last he stood back from the aperture, blocking it with his own armor to hold out the glare of Red Raven’s floods, which would spill through like a searchlight. “They’ve got one shot left,” he said levelly to Stone and Cronin. “You notice where they parked the troop transporter?”
“Soon as that door opens, we’re lookin’ it right in the ass,” Cronin growled. “Me? I’d rig them engines to light up. Barbecue time. Now, we can walk into that, in riot armor … but I wouldn’t care to, if you gave me a choice.”
“We do have a choice,” Stone said grimly. He knew from the kick of Jarrat’s pulse, the prickle of his skin, Kevin had seen the same possibilities. Their thinking had been honed in the same simulations; their shared experiences had been mirrored for more than thirty months at command rank. “It’ll be tight,” Stone said tersely, “but it’s doable.” His visored head turned toward Jarrat.
“Gil, grab some of this debris, block the hole — keep our lights out of it. There’s no need to tell them what we know.” Jarrat lifted his helmet toward the Red Raven gunship, which sat four hundred meters from the hangar, its wide, blunt nose barely visible through the murk. “Time, Joe?”
Ramos did not look away from his work. “Four, maybe five more minutes to do this right, okay?”
“Fine.” Stone watched Cronin block the hole in the wall. “Blue Ravens, Red Ravens,” he said into the open loop, “return to your jump bays, close up and go to standby — purely safety protocols.”
“What about you guys?” Cronin hazarded.
“We’ll be safe enough,” Jarrat assured him. “Get your guys out. Reynolds?”
“Here, Cap.” She could see nothing on visual, but had followed every word.
“Take the squad aboard, move the gunship back half a klick and set her down. Repeat, set her down.” Stone panned his helmet about, scanning the whole area with every instrument he possessed. “There could be a shockwave, and in this gravity we don’t want to take liberties.”
“Red Raven,” Jarrat added, “Jacko, you’re going to bring the gunship up here.”
“How close you want us?” Oguri wondered.
Jarrat and Stone shared a moment’s silent conference. “Say, twenty meters off the hangar doors?” Jarrat hazarded.
“Ten,” Stone guesstimated. “Gunship armor’ll take it.
“That’s damnably close.” Oguri’s voice cut like a razor.
“It’ll need to be. Give a jackrabbit space to run, and he’ll grab the opportunity.” Stone felt the thrum under his feet, a vibration through the rock as Red Raven began to drive with infinite care, no more than a few meters per second. “Now, listen, Jacko … we have to get this right first time.”
In minutes all units were in place. Five hundred meters left of the hangar door, Stone flattened against the wall and glanced sidelong at Jarrat. Kevin’s helmet nodded once. The Blue Raven gunship stood right before them, grounded-out and immobile, two hundred meters away through the murk. Red Raven sat on her landing struts, retaining tractors locking her in place, nose-on to that locked armordoor, just ten meters off the metal. High above the nose, kevlex-titanium shields sealed over the cockpit canopy; even the jump bay had locked hatches.
Red Raven’s transmission arrays were gone, but the single projector not linked to the comm network remained perfectly viable, since it was housed in a nacelle amidships, just ahead of the jump bay. The EM pulse cannon had powered up now, extruding its two-meter waveguide. Red Raven’s chain guns were also online, and the unit’s own Master Gunner, Kit Colvino, had taken them on remote. Moments before, three barrels tracked right with loose targeting calculated from Jarrat’s surveillance video through the peephole. Colvino was locked onto the yacht. And drifting gently between Red Raven’s nose and the door’s control panel, a retasked gundrone awaited Stone’s command.
He gave it with an eye blink on the visual menu in the lower left of his visor display. The drone jetted forward, extended a finger-fine barrel and depressed the green ‘open hangar’ bar. With the detonator frozen out, Ramos had bypassed the code-lock keypad. The hangar door opened readily.
It seemed to gape onto the pit of hell. The troop transporter’s engines ignited the instant it began to slide. A tongue of blazing exhaust licked out, engulfing Red Raven’s nose before Jack Oguri triggered an EM pulse almost as powerful as the one with which Evelyn Lang blanketed the shoulder of Los Tres Dragones.
The engines shut off instantly and power went out completely on the riot armor. Blind, deaf, Stone opened an empathic channel to his partner and waited. In Roshan’s insignificant gravity, the mass of the hardsuits was no imposition. He and Jarrat stood easily under their own strength, counting seconds until systems rebooted.
The helmet displays remained dark for an infuriating eternity while they felt the temperature rise dramatically. Cooling systems had shut down, but the helmets gave them two minutes of emergency oxygen, and in fact the suits rebooted in under twelve seconds. It might have been twelve years.
Instruments flickered on and a waft of cool air caressed Stone’s face. Skin temperature sensors reported rapid cooling, since he and Jarrat were far from the blast direction. Gunship armor would shrug off such temperatures, and Roshan’s super-cold environment rapidly bled away the furnace heat. For a blind moment Stone felt for Jarrat through the empathic bond, registered the adrenalin rush, the undeniable thrill. Then comm crackled back online.
“Go,” Jarrat’s voice whispered over helmet audio.
They kicked off hard, covered the distance to the charred, blackened hangar in ten enormous strides — angled in at the last moment and fell heavily to the plascrete as they passed back into a full gravity field. Stone grunted in reaction, keyed his apparent mass to thirty kilos and rolled to his feet.
Around them was a scene of such devastation, even Jarrat was appalled. In the blaze of the troop transporter’s overboosted drive engines, the hangar had become a crematorium. Every surface was blackened; many fixtures had evaporated, or deformed into grotesque shapes. Stone felt his rush of revulsion as they approached a Yamazake Gavilan from which every fleck of paint had been stripped, leaving a silver-gray skin that, even now, radiated high temperatures.
“The pilot’s trying to restart,” Jarrat said quietly. “Reading fluttering energy signatures … the hardware’s giving them a fight. I’m not seeing anything that looks vaguely suspicious … she’s not rigged, no traps, no power spikes or internal heat blooms. Just life support, running on cells. They can’t even get the generators to come back up, and the AI didn’t reboot. We might have fried it. She’s safe as a dead duck, Stoney.”
“Civvy plane — almost as fast as a Starfleet courier, but not exactly armor-plated or shielded,” Stone observed. “It’ll take a crew of Yamazake specialists to get her back online.” He primed the stun projector on his left forearm as he and Jarrat paced toward the side hatch. His comm clicked down to the civilian bands. “All right, people — enough. The game’s over. You want to walk away? Open up and play nice.”
How long must the fugitives have anticipated this moment? If they had surveillance in the outer hangars, they would have watched Red Raven nudge into place, effectively blocking their bay. With their own eyes, now, they would see the chain guns targeting the Yamazake.
Still, seconds dragged as they hesitated and Jarrat called on the same bands. “Come on, you’re done. You’ve got kids in there — make this easy, for their sake. You’re not going to fight your way out, but the kids can walk away.”
“They have their whole lives,” Stone added. “Christ, isn’t that worth something to you?” It was the right thing to say. He watched the side hatch open, revealing a generous airlock. The boarding ramp extended and he and Jarrat stepped toward it. “Fair warning,” Stone offered. “Look out a window. NARC riot armor and battlefield stun projectors … don’t make us use them, not where you’ve got kids.”
Adults suffered for days after a major stun discharge, and the smaller the body mass, the worse the effects became. As Stone strode up into the airlock, eight Blue Ravens dove into the charred mess of the hangar, hit the ground and bounced up on repulsion. Jarrat turned sideways to fit a second fully-armed hardsuit into the airlock, and his gloved hand hit the ‘cycle’ control.
The ’lock pressurized in moments, and then they were inside, every direction covered by the projectors. Cabin lighting was muted, since the only operable systems had fallen back on power cells. The yacht was plush, outfitted in burgundy and dull chrome, faultlessly elegant, severely disabled. Stone’s eyes skimmed sensor data, and he swore softly. “Kevin —”
“Yeah.” Jarrat had seen the same data.
Only two people were aboard the Gavilan. Two live people. They knew Sanjay Targ and Azure Mavvik from numerous file images; they recognized Valda Hawass from a tavern in Bundaberg, far to the south of Eldorado. The ancient lay at Targ’s and Mavvik’s feet, and Stone judged she had been dead for some time. Long enough for her heirs and successors to lay the tiny, frail body straight, fold her arms on her chest, close her eyes, arrange the scarlet kaftan decently about her legs, set the big gold and emerald necklace decorously on her throat.
Azure Mavvik — the youngest, the most brilliant of this generation — glared at the NARC intruders, both anonymous in the full-face visors. She knew them only by the names on their breastplates. “No, we didn’t kill her. Nor did you. Valda died before we could break orbit. She died,” the woman rasped venomously, “believing Roshan was our fortress, we were sure to defeat you here and escape to begin again elsewhere.”
“Then she died content,” Jarrat said quietly over the suit’s public address, the volume keyed to no more than a normal speaking pitch. “So, Miss Mavvik … according to our information, five of you appear to be missing.”
“I’m seeing three domestic drones back there,” Stone added. “They look human enough, but they read as machine. The only reason we didn’t blow you out of the sky, Mavvik, was five young children. What the hell have you done with them?” A lick of dread wormed through him as he imagined the worst — some clan pact, a blood oath, not to be taken alive. The Mavviks, Targs and Sondheims were likely to be insane enough.
But Hal Mavvik’s daughter actually laughed, and Sanjay Targ said in a light, oddly pleasant tenor voice, “My gods, this is the reason you didn’t fire on us? We expected you to, you had a hundred chances.”
“The only reason,” Jarrat affirmed. “We’re not quite the fiends some of you like to believe. So —?”
“They were never aboard,” Mavvik told him as if it were a great joke. “And no, Captain, I will not tell you where they were, or where they are. You won’t have them. Those children are Valda Hawass’s legacy, my own son among them. And yes, I don’t expect to see him again for many years, if ever … but I’ll know my son is free, and I’ll know you don’t have him.”
For a long moment Stone searched her angular, striking face, looking for the telltale signs of deception, empty bravado. Aside from very real hate, he saw only truth in her eyes. At last he asked, “And Tomas Sondheim?”
“Extremely deceased,” Targ said with no visible regret, “in the house. The fool was too far out of his mind on some ridiculous self-indulgence to pick up and run when the moment arrived. I will confess that we … didn’t expect you. Every drone was tasked elsewhere and our three human house guards — king shooters all, positioned high on Colonel Stacy’s personal shitlist — went down fast, courtesy of your bastard riot squad. You may be assured, I wasn’t about to jeopardize my own life by picking up my fool of a cousin and carrying him.” He smiled, thin and snakelike “One less for Colonel Stacy to worry about. He’ll find the body when his forensics crew searches the ruins. Tomas, you managed to kill. Not a very high body count for you, Captains … alas, I fear you’ll go home disappointed.” He gave the NARC men a look of contempt. “And now?”
“Now,” Stone said levelly, refusing to rise to the bait, “you’re Tactical’s problem. Scimitar is history. We’re done. Kevin?”
“Stun the bastards, lock them in the aft cargo compartment, disable both drives,” Jarrat said without hesitation. “They’re going nowhere, but they’re safe enough. Stacy can send a pickup squad.” He leveled the stun projector. “Any last words?”
“Just the predictable remark about fucking yourselves.” Azure Mavvik’s mouth twisted into what might have been smile or grimace, or both. “But I’m sure you’ll have heard it all so often before, you hardly need to hear it again. If you don’t mind, I’ll take a seat before you shoot me. Wouldn’t want to fall down and get any ugly bruises, you understand.”
“Oh, for the love of —” Jarrat loosed the mildest stun discharge the projector would issue. He turned his back on Mavvik and Targ as one slumped in her seat and the other folded at the knees. Targ went down in an untidy sprawl beside his venerable ancestor. “Four key targets, according to Damon Vaughan.”
“Four accounted for,” Stone said with grim finality. “Two dead, two heading for life sentences in this colony … five kids out there somewhere. There must have been a separate bunker under the house, or attached to the garage, something quarantined off, with its own power and air supply. Damn, that old woman was smart. We took off like the proverbial bats out of hell when the squad lifter shot out of there —”
“Twenty minutes later, some obedient little domestic drone packed the kids and their lunches into an innocent, second-hand bus, left quietly by the backdoor and took O’Dell north, headed for the city at speeds that wouldn’t attract attention.” Jarrat spared the three bodies a glance and turned his back on them. He touched his com. “Blue Raven 6, bring Jon Semler and a couple of the lads inside. Tidy up the details, then we’re out of here.”
Cronin was at the foot of the ramp, right outside. “Tactical’s callin’. There’s hell to pay, groundside, but the XO just told Stacy we scored a nice, clean bust. The colonel sounds like he’s in hog heaven.”
“Stacy’s anywhere close?” Stone wondered as the airlock began to cycle.
“Coming up on Roshan right now,” Cronin told him. “We dropped a comm relay chain back through the caverns. He’s on Channel 22.”
“Well, now.” Stone clicked down into the Tactical bands and gave Jarrat’s armored shape a glance. He could not see Kevin’s face, but felt the rich satisfaction settling into him, deep as his bone barrow. “Raven Leader, looking for Stacy,” he called.
The Tactical commander might have been waiting to hear his voice. “You got the bastards? Stone, tell me you took them!”
“Two prisoners — Mavvik and Targ,” Stone informed him. “One dead body here … Valda Hawass didn’t handle the excitement. She died before the old squad lifter broke orbit. And Targ swears you’ll find a body in the ruins: Tomas Sondheim, full of some kind of crap, high as a kite when we hit the place.”
“Already found him,” Stacy said in smug tones. “The body was battered but quite recognizable. I ID’d him myself, on sight. Shit, you bastards made one hell of a mess at Jardín de los Dioses. The house is gone.”
“Not us,” Jarrat snapped. “They left the whole place rigged. All we did was trip the booby-traps before some brainless civvy wandered in and got hurt. It’s the safest way — the rest is just plascrete and glass. Build something new.” He paused. “The house isn’t the only thing that’s gone.”
“The kids,” Stone added, “were never on the squad transporter. Any chance you might pick them up in Eldorado?”
Stacy skipped a beat. “We can try, but those brats could be anywhere by now. I’m not so fussed. I ran your data, Stone. They’re children. They won’t come back to haunt me for ten or twenty years — or never, if they’ve got the sense they were born with. Their parents are dead or doing life in the cage. Maybe the next generation on inherited enough brains to wise up.”
Wise up, Stone thought, and not try to play NARC at its own game. He looked down on Valda Hawass’s still, waxen face as the inner airlock opened, admitting Semler and Ramos. Stone cut Stacy out of the loop and said to the Blue Ravens, “Jon, take a quick look at these three … one dead of sheer old age and excitement, two stunned to shut their smart mouths before they said something that’d only benefit their dentists. Joe, get up front — pull the plug on the flight computer, both drives.”
It was the fastest, simplest way to disable any craft, from an ultralite to the Athena herself. Stacy could decide what to do with the billion-credit spaceplane. Stone had no interest in it.
“Tactical’s comin’ in,” Cronin called. “The pilot says he wants to dock on, make it easy to transfer prisoners, it being bloody cold and a tad hard to breathe out here.”
“Tell him, go for it,” Jarrat said indifferently. “You got anything from home?”
“Comm’s scrambled all to hell,” the Blue Raven reported. “Gold Raven’s been runnin’ relay service — Gable’s not a happy camper. Ten more minutes, he was about to pull the carrier out, come lookin’ for us.”
“Not quite the XO’s usual call, but — nice thought. Full marks for initiative.” Stone cracked his helmet, lifted it off, took a breath of the ship’s dry ‘canned’ air. He watched Jarrat lift off his helmet, unmount his weapons and stack them by the airlock. Space was at a premium in the narrow-bodied Gavilan, and it was about to become a crush: the Tactical squad locked on with a deep, resonant chime as he unmounted his own weapons. The emergency docking port slid open on the dorsal surface and he looked up, waiting to see Stacy’s face at the hatch.
The man appeared as satisfied as Stone could ever remember. He leaned down through the circular hatch, peered around while his face suffused red and growled, “Jesus freakin’ Christ, will somebody shut the goddamn’ gravity back to twenty-five before my skull explodes!”
Stone half expected Ramos to suffer a mishap and double it for a moment, but Blue Raven 7 merely snorted with derision and adjusted the grav compensation. Stacy’s boots replaced his beet-red face. He dropped through the hatch with a grunt.
“I got a medic aboard,” he announced. “You can hand off to me, if you want to bug out.” He gave the NARC men a glare. “You got all four gunships deployed.”
“On Roshan,” Jarrat retorted. “Never a shadow of one, groundside.”
For a moment it seemed Stacy would argue, then he conceded with a shrug and turned his attention to Targ and Mavvik, and the waxen-pale figure on the deck. “So this is Madame Valda Hawass. I never caught a glimpse of her, alive. Never even knew she existed till Vaughan and Carnaby let the family skeletons come rattling out of the closet.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “I’ll see what I can do about tracing the kids, but don’t hold your breath. This clan has resources I’m still guessing at.”
“Understatement.” Jarrat stepped aside as Jon Semler returned to the airlock. “Done, Jon?”
“Done,” the medic affirmed. “The prisoners are fine, only mildly stunned. The old lady suffered a massive cerebral aneurysm, simple as that. Excessive stress on a body that was way too far past its warranty. She could just as easily have gone out in a fury over an umpire’s decision at an aeroball game. Unless you need me here, I’m going to go get out of the hardsuit, take a shower.”
“Sounds,” Stone said succinctly, “like a plan.”
Ramos was on his way back from the cockpit, helmet under his arm, gauntlets in the equipment clamps on his left thigh plate. He slapped a rainbow octopus of thick cabling and a black-box control node into Stacy’s hand. “The plane’s disabled, Colonel. She ain’t goin’ nowhere without these, but she’s in good shape … ’less you’re worried about the paintwork.”
“Not my problem.” Stacy lowered his bulk into a seat to watch his people lift the ancient into a gray plastex body bag and zip it closed. “All their shit goes to probate. Takes a year or three, then the colonial government probably seizes the whole pile because the kids have vanished, there’s no legal heirs. Five years on hold — the entire estate gets dissolved. Me? I’m as through with Scimitar as you are. And good riddance.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “You bastards did good. If you’re wondering, I don’t give the proverbial flying fuck about a heap of rubble at Jardín de los Dioses. They can turn it into a paddock, graze goats on it for all I care. File closed.”
The airlock had begun to cycle as Ramos and Semler left, and Stone lifted his helmet. “In that case, we’ll assemble our own report. We’ll sit in high orbit, continue surveillance for a few days, in case something jumps up and bites you.”
Without comment Stacy watched them lock down the helmets, retrieve their weapons and step into the airlock. The last Stone saw of the man, he was shouting up through the hatch at his own people, wanting to transfer Mavvik and Targ before they began to wake. Stone could have told him, he had a half hour at least.
Five minutes later they were in Blue Raven’s suiting room and Stone discovered his clothes sweat-sodden under the armor. He helped himself to a spare dark blue jumpsuit from the crew’s communal locker, stripped to the skin and stepped under the hot water in the wide, open shower. Semler was finished, rubbing his hair while the armorers loaded the segments of his suit, Jarrat’s and Stone’s, onto a heavy cargo sled.
Jarrat dumped denims and teeshirt, heeled off the old running shoes and let the water pummel his back. “File closed,” he said with rueful humor Stone appreciated. “You know, it’s the first thing Stacy ever said I like the sound of.”
“I want to get the report done —” Stone turned to face the water. “We’re due some downtime. You want to go back to Harry’s place? We’re invited.”
“Yeah. We also promised Eve a few days’ furlough, since we’re in the area.” Jarrat drenched his hair before he stepped out and grabbed a towel from the hot rail. “Dupre should have heard something from Earth by the time we get into Venice.” He sketched at his chest and belly, absently admiring Stone’s broad physique — abstract, muted feelings which fluttered through Stone’s own nerve endings, inspiring a smile. “If this was our last field assignment,” Jarrat said slowly, “like Stacy said, we did good. Dupre’s got nothing to complain about. General Gaunt himself couldn’t fault the action, or the result.”
“And us?” Stone wondered as he stepped out and caught the towel Jarrat lobbed in his general direction.
“You and me?” Jarrat sat on the bench to sort his clothes. Nothing in the Ravens’ communal locker would fit. He counted off deliberately on his fingers. “Food, file the report, a couple of beers, a lot of sex, and all the sleep I can get, in that order.” He gave Stone a solicitous look.
“The original offer too good to refuse,” Stone decided, and zipped the jumpsuit to half-chest. He slipped the comset on among his wet hair and called, “Reynolds, Oguri, we’re headed back to the carrier. Tanya, get me a patch to Ops, soon as you can. Tell Gable we just handed off to Tactical: stand down to routine surveillance and liaise with Stacy’s office.”
He glanced at Jarrat, one brow raised in question, but Kevin shook his head. He had no more to add. Stone watched him dress for the simple pleasure of watching. Food, the report, tequila on ice, then — cool sheets, warm Jarrat, he thought, for as long as they could wrangle their downtime.
Soon enough they would be back in Venice. The house in Fairview … the verdict from Earth Central. Just then, Stone was too self-satisfied, subsiding into pleasant tiredness, to care much for any opinion General Sebastian Gaunt might hold.




Chapter Fifteen

Morning sunlight streamed under the half-drawn blind on the east side of the house, but Jarrat had been awake for some time. A familiar engine woke him in the gray predawn twilight, when a Marshall Skyvan dropped into the courtyard. Stone heard it too, but only turned over, pulled up the sheet and plunged back into sleep. Jarrat drifted out of a chaotic, half-remembered dream — rain forest had colonized Sheckley, Bill Dupre lived on an impossible hillside where deer grazed and parrots chattered in the trees — and lay still, content to listen to voices on the veranda. Harry and Tansy were up early, as always, and with a few hours left at home, Eve Lang seemed determined to take every minute she could get.
They were eating breakfast on the south side, talking over old times. Jarrat heard laughter, soft music, the rattle of crockery, but felt no impulse to move. The moment the sun showed over the hills, humidity began to rise. By afternoon those same forested hills would be rain-misted. The usual swift, heavy downpour would leave the air cool, clean. A Del family friend was expected in the evening, with the makings of a feast on a grill; the three from NARC were invited, but their time had expired.
With a sigh Jarrat glanced at his chrono, already aware of counting down, relishing their last hours of freedom. He could think of no better way to spend them than sprawled on cool white linen, listening to a songbird up on the roof, while Stone wreaked an irresistible mayhem among his nerve endings. They had made love in the early hours, when white moonlight outlined Stone’s body and the night wind from the open window raised a prickle along Jarrat’s sweated limbs.
Memory coiled through his belly, a gathering warmth, sure to insinuate through the empathic bond, which was wide open while they slept, and invade Stone’s dreams. “I know you’re awake.” Jarrat drew one palm from shoulder to hip, teasing a little, hoping to arouse and not disappointed. He felt Stone’s body take an interest, phantom sensations coursing in his own flesh, long familiar, infinitely welcome. 
Stone’s eyes were very dark, very blue as he rolled onto his back, yawned, stretched. He kicked off the sheet and pointed at his half-risen shaft. “You’ve given his lordship a few ideas.”
“Inspiration,” Jarrat allowed.
“So inspire him some more.” Stone’s large hand traced Jarrat’s face, throat, shoulder, breast. “What happened to the old NARC training? First semester rookies get it drilled into them: always finish what you start.” He gave Jarrat’s nipple a tweak in emphasis.
“You want it — drilled into you?” Jarrat indulged in a laugh.
“Or you,” Stone said easily. “What is it you say in the Army? Jump to it, soldier.”
“Or get jumped,” Jarrat finished. The old crewdeck witticism, only half a joke. He shuffled over, matched him hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, and took Stone in his right hand. Stone growled, letting him do it all until Jarrat leaned over and left a sharp bite on his flank. “You got any bizarre plan to help, a little team work here?”
“No actual plans,” Stone drawled, “but since you’re —” he regarded Jarrat’s belly, sultry, approving “— looking a tad desperate now ….” His right hand closed around Jarrat’s cock, gave it a languid, companionable tug. “Team work, you said?”
The empathic feedback began to overwhelm. Jarrat dove into it, wanting Stone’s feelings as well as his own. Not for the first time, he wondered how ordinary people lived without this. He had begun to forget there had been a time before, when Kevin Jarrat was a separate entity, isolated even from Stone, taking refuge behind the rampart of that isolation, even needing it. Now it was the tidal wave of sensation he needed, the dual perception, two bodies so close, he could no longer tell where one ended and the other began.
A long time later they crowded into the modest shower stall to share a cascade of cool water as the morning’s heat began to gather, and finished the pitcher of juice Stone had left at the bedside in the early hours, when they were spent, hungry, thirsty. He had brought in a tray from the kitchen. Only crumbs remained of the pumpkin bread and the juice was warm by now.
They traded off Jarrat’s buzz-box razor and, smooth as boys, indulged in kisses tasting of mango and pineapple. “This is the life,” Stone said lazily as he pulled fresh jeans and shirt from the closet, the last items there. All else was repacked; his bag stood at the foot of the bed, ready to go. “We’re always leaving.”
“Fifteen years ago, I couldn’t wait to git,” Jarrat confessed, “never cared to stay in one place long enough for anyone or anything to get too familiar. I thought I’d be a gypsy till the end. And most of the time, I was pretty sure ‘the end’ wouldn’t be too far in the future. Damn, Stoney, some of the crazy stuff I’ve done across the years —”
“Makes two of us.” Stone took a long breath, not quite a sigh, but Jarrat felt the deep coil of some emotion Stone himself could not quite identify. “I never cared to belong anywhere,” he said at last. “The truth is, the only thing I ever had to lose was the relationship I walked away from on Mars, years before you and I met. It blew away like a handful of dust when I applied for carrier service, and after that …” He shrugged eloquently.
“And now?” Jarrat asked the question of himself as much as Stone. They had been asking it more often in these last months.
The blue eyes gave him a reproachful look. “I’ll assume that was entirely rhetorical.”
“I love it when you use the big words.” Jarrat lifted his bag onto the bed, packed his razor, discarded underwear, a few cubes filled with vids haphazardly documenting this furlough, sunglasses, a crushed tube of lube, sunblock, his wallet. He snapped the bag shut and dumped it by the door before offering Stone both hands. Stone took them. “We have a few hours yet.”
“Breakfast,” Stone decided. “Sex gives me an appetite.”
“Everything gives you an appetite,” Jarrat retorted, easy banter into which they slipped like a refuge.
Long before the mountains buttressing the Del property passed into Rethan’s night side, the Athena would be gone. Stacy was more than satisfied: the paperwork was spotless. Azure Mavvik and Sanjay Targ were currently in close custody with a team of expensive lawyers bargaining for the best treatment they could get, since the sentence here was life. In any other colony, Mavvik and Targ would have found themselves installed on death row with no plausible defense strategy. On Rethan they could expect to live long. Jarrat wondered how long he himself would care to live as a prisoner.
Darwin’s World beckoned — NARC work, the remote possibility of reassignment. More than likely, he thought as he led Stone out onto the veranda, following the sound of voices, when they walked off the Athena this time they would not return.
A large part of him mourned. Stone knew, and angled a frown at him, but Jarrat shook his head and summoned a smile as they joined the breakfast party. The others had finished but half a pot of coffee, a basket of croissants, several dishes of tropical preserves, fruit and nuts remained. Jarrat pulled out a chair with a view of the paddocks and hills.
“You look rested,” Harry approved.
“You’re sure you can’t stay?” Tansy knew already, but local etiquette compelled her to ask.
“Kevin and I might,” Stone admitted, “but the carrier’s on a schedule.”
“And the only way for you to stay on,” Harry said thoughtfully, “would be the transmission of your resignation.” He reached over to pour coffee. “Feel free to do it. You need work? The Marcus Brand Foundation is hiring, and I can offer you twice any salary NARC is paying, for zero risk.”
The suggestion caught Jarrat so completely unawares, he blinked first at Harry, then at Stone. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
The healer sat back. “Absolutely. We’re opening Foundation offices in the major cities of every colony, and we can’t find enough of the right people to fill the vacancies. We’re taking on bureaucrats, accountants, retired Tactical officers who seem to have spent most of their careers ticketing drivers and busting petty thieves. I’d far rather take on ex-NARC personnel. So would Cassius. In fact, it was his suggestion to see if we could — shall we say, lure the two of you. The gentle art of financial seduction.”
“Damn,” Stone breathed. “That’s … damned interesting. Kevin?”
For an awkwardly long moment Jarrat felt himself vacillate, torn in two directions by forces so powerful, he felt the first threads of pain. The same acute discomfort thrummed through Stone, and he met the remarkable blue eyes soberly. “Harry, is there time — can we get back to you?”
“Of course.” Harry paused. “I’d hoped you’d accept the offer now, today. You told me yourself, Kevin, the Scimitar bust was ‘clean as a whistle.’ Every shred of documentation is already filed. No part of it was questionable, so there’ll be no comebacks. The carrier will take herself back to Darwin’s World.”
Evelyn Lang leaned forward over the table. “Think about it. I can’t see one damn thing to take you back there.”
“Except some unfinished business.” Stone broke a croissant into pieces and dunked it in his coffee. “I’m just curious.”
“About …?” Tansy wondered.
A cynical chuckle escaped Jarrat. “There’s a nasty character called Sebastian Gaunt in an office in Chicago, way back on Earth. General Gaunt. I actually want to know what the old bugger decided about Stoney and me.”
“After Aphelion.” Evelyn shrugged. “You mean, has Gaunt busted you right back to the ranks, or ‘promoted you to civilian’ for having the nerve to deploy in the homeworlds? What’s it matter? You busted them, right there on Mars and Jupiter.”
“Which is the very thing the old fogies can’t forgive,” Stone added. “And you know this crusade of Bram Sorenson’s is about dismantling NARC. It has zero to do with the Angel trade. It’s all about finishing NARC before Sorenson and Charles Steinberg — and God knows who else in the morass of Terran politics — can come under our lens.”
Harry’s dark head nodded slowly. “The tradition was, NARC didn’t deploy on Earth, Mars, the Jovian cities. Now they know you can. You did. They know they’re not safe. Thirty year old sins can come home to roost like pigeons and —”
“Poop all over them,” Tansy finished acidly. She set down her mug and gave Jarrat and Stone a frustrated look. “Oh, for heaven’s sake! You’ve played your part. You could walk away now, today, without regret or remorse. And without owing NARC so much as a word of explanation.” She lifted both hands in apology. “All right, I’m sorry. I just keep remembering the pair of you as patients here. So much human wreckage, scraped off the ground.”
“And pasted back together,” Jarrat admitted, “by the grace of the three people sitting around this table.” He reached over, took Stone’s hand. “We know. We’re grateful. I’ll give you nine chances in ten, Harry, General Gaunt pulled the plug on us weeks ago. The truth is, we shouldn’t even be here. Scimitar was just one more assignment on Bill Dupre’s authority in the absence of anything vaguely coherent from Earth Central.”
“So I expect you’ll be back.” Tansy smiled widely.
“It’s … highly likely.” Stone looked out across the jungled mountains. “If we’re going to be flying a couple of desks, we might as well work for the Foundation.” He gave Harry a shrewd look. “If you’re hiring staff, opening offices, it means you’re getting close to a viable blocker.”
“Closer than close.” Harry rubbed his palms together, an expression almost of glee. “I already destroyed every particle of the original toxin I started with. It’s gone, vaporized, along with all the data. The only thing left is longhand notes, nothing in any computer. The prep-work exists in a few old-fashioned notebooks, but only I know where they are. And I could feed the whole lot to the fire basket in five minutes. I will, if I’m given any hint of a reason to.”
Leaving nothing to be recreated at a later date, Jarrat thought, so that the name of Harry Del might be recorded by historians alongside those of history’s most heinous. “Since Brand isn’t looking to turn the Angel blocker into a cash cow,” he said thoughtfully, “all you need to concentrate on is the VR modeling, to test it for human application.”
“Then we hand the recipe to every colonial government,” Tansy said with deep satisfaction, “with a single proviso. It’s made available at no profit. Nobody earns a buck out of this.”
“Damn. It’s perfect.” Stone finished his croissant and went back for another. “Speaking of Brand and his kid, have you had any news?”
Harry gestured vaguely, perhaps even in the direction of Aurora. “Governor Brand is still demanding the repatriation of his son, and I don’t see how NARC can legally refuse, since Aphelion is history. Cass’s lawyers should be on Earth by now, and they’ll use Earth’s own legalities to fight for the rights of the individual. Comatose or not, Marcus remains a citizen of Aurora. Earth’s authorities have no right to hold him against his wishes, or the wishes of his family. He’s not a prisoner, he’s committed no crime. If NARC Legal argues that he was shipped to Earth for medical treatment — well, that’s now null and void. None of their therapies aimed at bringing him out of coma was any more successful than mine.”
“Ah.” Jarrat took a little coffee, found it too strong and added sugar. “I was going to ask about that.”
“I could have told them, they were wasting their time,” Harry said philosophically. “In fact, I did tell them. The boy will wake on his own, if he ever wakes at all. There’s no way to make it happen until or unless Marcus himself is ready. If he never wakes, Cass will have to accept this. He’s slowly coming to accept the idea. For years, his life pivoted around the boy. Marc was the only reason he hung on in the teeth of his illness. Now he has his health back, he’s strong — and he has a nasty fight on his hands. He’s champing to get the bit between his teeth and run.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone with a cynical smile. “Governor Brand versus Starfleet.”
“The Mostov incident,” Stone said darkly. “We’ll be subpoenaed to appear, Kevin and myself and a lot of Blue Ravens, Gene Cantrell, Petrov, even Kip Reardon, who picked up the pieces that time.” He shook his head slowly. “We told you, Harry — unfinished business.”
Tansy began to stack plates. “So you’re leaving. Soon?”
“A couple of hours. Sorry, love,” Jarrat told her. “And, Lieutenant Lang, Gold Raven’s expecting you back.”
Evelyn gazed around at the Del property and the mountains, beyond which lay Ballyntyre and her own home. “It’s been nice spending a few days here, but I have friends aboard now. The Athena’s as much home to me as Bally. I’ll see out my tour with NARC. Then … well, if Harry’s right —”
“And he is,” Tansy said sharply.
“— everything’s changing,” Lang said easily. “We’ll all be glad to see it change. I’d say Steven Allen Lang has been well avenged. Death’s Head, Scimitar … and I had a hand in taking down both. Good enough for me.” She pushed back her chair. “If you’ll forgive me, Tansy, I still have to pack. If you want a hand with dishes, just pile them in the kitchen.”
But Tansy waved her off and followed her inside with the crockery. Harry watched them go, but his mind was far away. Jarrat waited, and at last the healer said, “When Cass is through with the Mostov issue, he’s going after Bram Sorenson. Not head to head, on the field of homeworlds politics — now, there’s a battle he couldn’t possibly hope to win! — but at colonial government level. Sure, Earth and Mars can pass the Sorenson Act, but the enforcement of it comes down to colonial governance. The name of Cassius Brand,” he added thoughtfully, “carries a lot of weight. He can influence governors from Darwin’s World to the frontier. Create an argument, a furor, get them talking, delay the inevitable. A matter of months is all we need. Cass’s funding made the difference. I just did three years’ work in twelve weeks. The colonies will come up owing Cassius and his kid more than they’ll ever know.”
“If Brand can play delaying tactics long enough,” Stone observed, “you’ll have finished the VR modeling. The Angel blocker will be out there.”
“NARC,” Jarrat added, “will be restructured — it’s inevitable, but it’ll be a natural process. Render Angel as harmless as chimera and NARC has no more reason to do what we do. No more Angel empires. No more Hal Mavviks and Randolph Dornes and Pete Denehys.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Stone saluted the sentiment in coffee.
A waft of sky blue from the south corner of the veranda caught Jarrat’s eye. He was not surprised to see Janine Cruz there but she hesitated, reluctant to join them. Suffering pangs of shame, Jarrat thought, for the gullibility that had dumped her into a situation he would have wished on very few enemies. The shame was unnecessary. No one knew better than himself, Stone and Harry Del, how persuasive and persistent NARC’s weapons research and development department could be. R&D was the province of technology specialists without a shred of compassion, and with precious few scruples. They saw no further than an individual’s potential to be weaponized. Janine Cruz had presented an irresistible resource.
Enough of her striking looks endured even now for him to remember the woman she had been when he and Stone met her at the Mars training facility. The flesh was falling from her bones now, leaving her face long and angular, with hollow cheeks. Lines about her eyes and mouth betrayed suffering. She had spent much of the time they had visited here far from consciousness, deliberately avoiding company when she woke — needing the chance to recover her wits and composure, Jarrat knew.
But she was sober at the moment, trembling slightly, a little unsteady on her feet as she stood apart from the group, hugging the corner of the house until Jarrat beckoned. Through the bond, he felt a rush of pity from Stone, shot through with the quicksilver darts of remembered fear, even panic, that had seized Stone himself in the days before the healer worked his odd brand of magic. Still, Stone said nothing and when Jarrat glanced into his face he saw a smile. Only Kevin would have known it for a mask — and Harry, who was far too sensitive to not know everything they, and Janine Cruz, felt.
She joined them with a murmur of apology. “If I’m intruding —”
“You’re not.” Jarrat offered her coffee. “How’re you doing?”
She shrugged one shoulder in the loose blue silk robe which helped to disguise the loss of muscle and flesh. “Taking life a day at a time. Losing a lot of physical strength. While you’re in the middle of the business, you don’t realize the sheer amount of time you spend torturing yourself in the gym to get, and hold onto, the strength this job … your job … takes.”
“The job,” Stone corrected gently. “Matter of fact, we were just talking about this. Kevin and I figure we’re grounded. I’d be shocked if we fly again at command rank. But there’s other work, even if we stay with NARC — and we might, Harry. Not sure yet.”
“Take your time, you’ve got plenty of it,” Del assured him. “For the two of you, Cass and I would make opportunities with the Foundation, even if we’d put bums on all our vacant seats.” He was frowning deeply at Cruz. “You, Janine, have the same bitter experience. We’ve all advised you to tell R&D to vanish. If you need work, there’s plenty of it with the Foundation. As I told Kevin and Stoney a few minutes ago, I’d far rather have NARC veterans working with us than a staff of accountants, retired Tactical traffic officers and middle management chair-polishers.”
She drank a little coffee, holding the cup deliberately between both hands. “If you can … fix me.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.
“The blocker,” Jarrat began. “It’s very close. Just — dream your way there.”
“I’ve offered to be the first.” She lifted her head with a touch of pride. “Be the guinea pig, lab rat, whatever. Somebody has to be the first human to test it. I put my hand up.”
“And I agreed,” Harry said gravely. “By that point, we’ll have run every test in VR modeling a hundred times. It’ll be safe.”
“If I have the time left.” She held out her right hand to demonstrate its trembling. Hard to believe, Jarrat thought, that hand once belonged to a Class-1 Marksman with the same certification as himself. Her face glistened with fever heat; her eyes were glassy.
“Worst comes to worst, I have a tank.” Harry gestured at the labs, beyond the clinic. “It’s old but completely serviceable. Ask Kevin. It saved his life.”
Storms of unease battered through the empathic link until Jarrat slammed up the shields to protect himself from the fracas of Stone’s feelings, all of which were contained behind a mask so calm, Cruz knew nothing of them. He reached over for Stone’s left hand, clasped it tightly. Though he looked at Cruz he spoke to Harry. “The addiction’s racing?”
The healer’s dark head nodded deeply, though for some time Harry was silent. At last he sighed. “Everyone responds differently to Angel. Individuals who’re exceptionally frail, or suffer an existing medical condition which remained undiagnosed prior to Angel exposure, can decline very fast. Stoney was enormously strong — with every reason to live.” He gestured at Jarrat. “Janine agreed to the full range of lab work. She has a genetic predisposition, a susceptibility to the drug. Like the so-called ‘alcoholic gene’ which translates to a certain tendency in a modest percentage of human brains to go haywire when they’re exposed to old fashioned C 2H 5OH … ethanol. Janine is having a harder time than many Angel sufferers, but she’s in the right place.” He gave her a smile, grim but determined. “We’ll get you there, kiddo.”
At last Cruz permitted herself to visibly relax. “I’m trying to convince myself, Doctor … Harry.”
“Try to forgive yourself,” he suggested. “None of this was your fault. Ask them. R&D have harassed the three of us for eight or nine months, and they put Kevin and Stoney through hell as the price of keeping their command rank.”
“Not anymore.” Stone stood and slid the chair back in. “We’ll take the carrier back to Venice, then … we don’t know, Harry. We have a contract with NARC which we can work out, or we can resign and walk. We don’t know how it’ll play out.”
“Keep me informed,” Harry said thoughtfully.
“We will,” Jarrat promised, looking across the property to the hills, the ridges in the general direction of the mound of rubble once known as Garden of the Gods. “If I tell you the truth, I’m envious of all this.”
“What, ready to settle down — you?” Cruz scoffed. “I don’t believe it. You know the reputation you and Stone have, within the department?”
Jarrat discovered a chuckle. “I can imagine. But eventually —”
“It dawns on you,” Stone said lucidly, “that you’d rather like to stay alive. See what the future brings. Or maybe what’s over the next horizon. With the Angel blocker so close, there’s ‘reasonable cause for caution,’ as they say in Tactical.” He dropped a hand on Jarrat’s shoulder. “You know we’re out of time here.”
“I know.” Jarrat leaned over the table and gave Harry his hand. “We’ll be in touch. However it plays out, it won’t take long. Not now.”
They lingered far longer than they should, reluctant to load the Apogee, which stood in the paddock behind the plantation house. As clouds gathered on the hills, fetching the afternoon’s rain, Curt Gable called, ostensibly with carrier business though Jarrat heard an edge in his voice: Where the hell are you? Eve Lang’s bags were already in the cargo compartment while she stood with Tansy at the long white timber fence, hand-feeding the tall chestnut mare, the most sociable of the horses. Heavy, fat raindrops began to fall, sending them back into the shelter of the veranda.
The Apogee lifted ten minutes later. As she lofted through the heavy overcast Jarrat identified with Eldorado ACT and cut a vector for the carrier’s position at geostationary. Sebastian Gaunt preoccupied him as Stone and Lang made desultory conversation. NARC’s thirty-year history cast a shadow across the colonies almost as long as Angel itself. All Jarrat’s life, he had been aware of the department. Even now he could scarcely imagine a future in which the Angel war, Narcotics and Riot Control, would be the province of documentary historians — and veterans like Stone and himself mere curiosities.
As they left the ‘small hull’ hangar they found the Athena already busy with preparations to break orbit. The status boards listed only fourteen personnel still groundside, and all were booked on the upshuttle, due to dock in fifty minutes. Jarrat and Stone dumped their bags and headed for Ops, where Gable gave them a curious look, as if he had actually begun to wonder if they were returning at all.
The plot table and half the screens were dark but a few displayed routine carrier data. At an isolated workstation the IntelScan specialist, Callie Dalton, was intent on the task of closing her own files, tying off loose ends. Joe Ramos sat in the nearby comm officer’s seat, taking what time he could get — Jarrat did not deliberately eavesdrop, but could hardly fail to overhear as she said,
“Last chance, Joe. You know what I want! You’re welcome to be part of it, but you also know I can’t spend years waiting for you.” Her voice was quiet, tinged with genuine regret.
“Yeah, I know,” Ramos said slowly. “A property south of the Hudson, breedin’ horses. Damn, don’t think I ain’t tempted, Cal, but …” He sighed. “I belong right where I am. I told you about a kid called Becka. My cousin, still only fifteen when Angel took her — and the shit got into her at a school party, all a big joke, nobody ever found out who put the crap in the fizz the kids were playin’ with. Tykes that age are dumb — they’re just young. Leave ’em be, they grow out of it. Becka didn’t even know what was wrong till the local medic took blood, ran tests. Think about it. She was the best of all the kids. I watched her grow up, taught her how to stay on a pony when she was six.” He shook his head sadly. “I can’t change who I am.”
“Or what,” Dalton added. “Blue Raven is what you are.” She closed the last file and shut off the screen. Hands in pockets, she regarded him curiously, head tilted. “You’re still riding that vocation of yours.”
“Still.” He stood, towering over her. “Like a lot of us. Like them.” He nodded at Jarrat and Stone. “They get shit beat out of ’em every time, but they keep on comin’ back.”
“And I,” she said resignedly, “gotta go. I just got reassigned. They’re sending me to Calleran. I’m out of here, Joe, on the last downshuttle. Chell to Calleran direct, on the Cygnus-Stardust, then …” She shrugged. “Don’t know. I go where they send me — like you, I guess.” She forced a smile. “Hey, you be sure and call me. It’s been grand.”
As Ramos set his hands on her shoulders, Jarrat deliberately gave them a little privacy and joined Stone at the AutoChef, where Gable was delivering the routine briefing on carrier business. Jarrat took a beaker of water, listened to the predictable roundup of minor issues, problems solved, others pending. He looked at the time.
The XO saw his glance. “Long story short, Bud got the drive ignition issues squared away. Unless you know a reason to break schedule, we’re gone in thirty minutes, soon as the downshuttle shoves off.” He paused, frowned. “You guys got any idea where we’re headed after Darwin’s? Your clearance level usually gets the scuttlebutt months ahead of mine.”
“Basilisk is the only major syndicate on Dupre’s agenda,” Stone said carefully. “But I wouldn’t be wishing for that one, Curt. It’s a nightmare assignment.”
“Don’t know if we’d take it, even if it was offered,” Jarrat added. “You know anything about a system they call Tartarus?”
“Only what you see on GlobalNet,” Gable admitted. “The Montserrat Lode, Incorporated, isn’t it?”
Stone made cynical noises. “That’d be the polite name.” He clapped Gable’s shoulder. “Besides, even if this ship is assigned to Montserrat, I doubt you’ll be flying with us.”
“You’re waiting for the ax to fall,” Gable observed. 
“Interesting choice of words.” Jarrat finished the water. “I can’t find an excuse to break schedule … Stoney?”
But Stone’s dark head shook. “Inform Colonel Archer: Darwin’s, best speed. And update Chell Tactical — we’re shipping out.”
“Done.” Gable studied Jarrat and Stone with an almost brooding speculation. “I never worked under a complete change of command. You?”
“A couple of times.” Jarrat was watching the carrier’s internal datastream, which never paused. Budweisser had just requisitioned comm arrays for Blue and Red Raven; Kip Reardon was in the OR for emergency surgery following a machine shop accident; the upshuttle had docked and was on immediate turnaround. Callie Dalton would be aboard when it left, bound for her next job in the city of Calleran, on green-skied Brennan. Jarrat mirrored Gable’s almost brooding expression. “You get used to new commanders soon enough. Some are better than others. Some last awhile, a few blow through so fast, you’ll wonder if they were ever there at all. You’ve gotten spoiled with Stoney and me. We’ve lasted a lot longer than most.”
“We have the scars to prove it,” Stone said with rueful humor. “Anything else, Curt? We want to unpack and settle in.”
“Just one priority message tagged for your attention — Colonel Stacy,” he pointed them to a workstation opposite the dormant plot table, “tying off his own loose ends.”
Interested, Jarrat ran it while Stone fetched green tea. Stacy looked profoundly smug. “We just finished the full sweep of the Hawass property, from the palace rubble to the underground. It’s wide open now, you can walk right in through the hangar they blew open on their way out. You’ll be fascinated to know, Stone, Jarrat, we found enough Angel down there to rot this colony twice over, plus a full-on lab and the raw materials to manufacture a shitload more.
“Your riot squad took down a good chunk of the military hardware they’d bunkered, but forty-odd more gundrones are still crated. They didn’t have the time to break them out. Hazmat and Forensics turned over the rubble, looking for bodies … just five. Three company shooters, all with arrest warrants posted from here back to Earth. One very expensive Companion from an uptown Eldorado agency, and Mister Tomas Sondheim himself — the autopsy reported enough booze and chimera in his bloodstream to drop a charging rhino. I doubt he knew anything about it when your goons hit the palace. The bimbo was just as blitzed, according to pathology.
“No joy with the kids. They’re well away, probably not even in this system by now … which is fine by me. In a few years they’ll grow up into somebody else’s problem. I got plenty of my own — but Scimitar’s not one of them. We did find a smaller, shock-proofed bunker concealed under the floor of the executive garage. Best guess is, domestic drones hustled the kids down there, then got them away while the rest of us were busy. We tracked one vehicle leaving the east side of the Three Dragon Ridge, from a position matching Hawass’s backdoor. Eldorado Tactical lost it in the heavy traffic crush, forty K’s south of the city. Big surprise.
“Madame
Valda Hawass was cremated yesterday. Azure Mavvik may be sitting on her ass in a cell — with a million-dollar attorney bargaining her way to medium security accommodations with VR entertainment and gourmet food, goddamn her — but she’s still the legal next of kin. She wants the old woman’s ashes scattered someplace out west. We can do that. Hawass ain’t going to get any deader.
“Which looks like the bottom line to me, so I’m calling it case closed, and good riddance.” Stacy’s face assumed an approximation of a smile, perhaps the first Jarrat had ever seen on his craggy features. “Now, if we can unload this Sorenson bullshit before it rips us a new one big enough to drive a bus through, we can all live happily ever after. Don’t take it personally, Jarrat, Stone: I hope I don’t see you bastards ever again. But,” he added almost as an afterthought, “on behalf of Rethan Colonial Tactical, thanks for Scimitar.”
The screen darkened and Jarrat raised his tea glass to it. “You’re welcome.”
“That’s all you had for us, Curt?” Stone prompted.
The XO waved them away. “I’m standing down Ops. We’re done and I —” he yawned animatedly “— was offshift ten minutes ago. I’ll buzz you when we ship out.”
In fact, Jarrat and Stone would know the moment the carrier drove out of Rethan high orbit. The subtle shift in the faint vibration through the deck spoke clearly. Jarrat paused at the wide, open armordoors of Carrier Operations, watching the final displays darken as the assignment officially closed down.
A surge of odd emotion caught him unawares and he struggled to tell if it were his own or Stone’s, or both. Stone was watching him, dark eyed, a little wary, and Jarrat answered the unspoken question with a shrug.
“Last time blues,” he guessed.
“Who says it’s the last time?” Stone demanded. “That’s a question for a bunch of geriatrics on a world so far away, most people on Darwin’s never even visited there.” He set one hand on the warmth of Jarrat’s back and followed out as the ops room fell dim and eerily silent.
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Chapter Sixteen

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 Seventeen

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 Eighteen

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 Nineteen

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 Twenty

“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 Twenty-one

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 Twenty-two

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 Twenty-three

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 Twenty-four

“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 Twenty-five

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 Twenty-six

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 Twenty-seven

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 Twenty-eight

“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 Twenty-nine

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 Thirty

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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Chapter Thirty-one

Floodlights blazed across a hundred meters of raw hull plating, bright enough to dim the helmet visor. Jerry Stone counted forty arc lamps ranged on either side of the construction dock and three times as many drones. Squat machines, ugly with pure functionality, they worked under the command of a handful of human specialists who rode the mobile gantry overhead. Brilliant flashes marked the position of laser welding, casting grotesque shadows across the cranes and confusing his vision until he looked away.
A double comm loop whispered in his ears. Brusque, sporadic talk from Feldberg and Company, Shipwrights, overlaid the terse exchanges of the four Blue Ravens stationed about the yard. Beyond them, one channel higher into the NARC bands, an occasional transmission from the gunship cut across the Feldberg crew, but he had not yet heard a murmur of the comm he was monitoring for. Stone had been waiting for thirty minutes and his patience had worn thin.
The dark side of Sabrina seemed to blur into infinity around the shipyard. Shrunken by distance, Darwin’s Star lay two hours under his horizon. The hard vacuum of Sabrina’s surface plunged the small world into pure blackness punctuated only by the intermittent lights of industry. This was a harsh, unforgiving environment, Stone thought, and he wondered if the venerable Daniel Feldberg had named it after his third wife with good reason.
The shipyards were over a century old now, constantly upgraded with new tech, but the current generation of Feldbergs seemed determined to squander the fortune. They retained the services of Venice’s most costly attorneys and lived in court, but Tactical’s information suggested their cash flow was meager.
It was no surprise, Stone decided, that Sabrina should be identified as the channel. He perched halfway up a crane, hunkered against one vast yellow chevron with a view across the yard as far as the control buildings, drone sheds and, beyond, several square kilometers of warehousing. The Feldberg compound stretched to Sabrina’s too-close horizon, a vast tangle of heavy industry, perfect for the purpose.
“7.1,” he said quietly into the loop. “Anything?”
The Blue Raven gunship lay just under the horizon, bouncing comm from a popup in low orbit. Kevin Jarrat was there at once — in the cockpit with Tanya Reynolds and her copilot, Marty Lam. He had spent the last hour monitoring long-range sensors with a growing annoyance Stone felt so clearly, Jarrat could have been on the gantry beside him. In fact, Kevin was still assigned to light duties though, if Stone was any judge, he was as strong and flexible as ever. Kip Reardon would clear him soon enough.
“Nothing on long-range,” Jarrat told him. “Give it a while. This isn’t a merchant astra run, Stoney, they’re not going to keep tight schedules.”
“The whole point is to be unpredictable,” Gil Cronin added from the other side of the shipyard, where he had taken position in the lee of the generator housing. “Hell, if I was a smuggler, you wouldn’t even know what day I was comin’ in.”
But the incoming crew must arrive on a specific shift, to rendezvous with the assistant manager who would take the bribe, certify the load as scanned and authorized, send them on to Darwin’s World with their documents in order. It was so neat, so efficient, Tactical had spent over ten weeks tracking down the channel through which unregistered arms were slithering into the city.
Streetwar had become an appalling reality in the months after the Sorenson Act passed into formal legislation in the homeworlds. Elements among the crowd in any city always arrived on the protest scene armed better than Tactical, with enough ammunition to make Tac’s job a nightmare and enough demolition resources to level a city block. Ordnance was sluicing into Darwin’s at fire-sale prices. Though the source was certainly some arms bazaar like Oromon, how it found its way to street level in Venice had confounded Tactical.
Colonial security had tripled at the marshalling yards on the edge of the system, quadrupled on every dock serving Darwin’s, from Venice SkyHarbor to Calabria Spaceport itself. Nothing moved through those ports. Every incoming ship was searched and cleared, yet the flood of military grade weapons into the city continued. Too often smoke darkened the sky.
Sheer luck played a regrettably large part in Tactical’s breakthrough. Stone would have felt more confidence if they had followed a data trail, interrogated key prisoners, broken a code. But betrayal led NARC to Sabrina tonight. Although Tactical and NARC would make capital out of it, the score was unearned. Too lucky, Stone thought as he stood, easing his spine as the armor joints relocked.
He had suited with the Ravens an hour before, when the gunship dropped them fifteen kilometers out, low on the gray surface of Sabrina. They made their way in on foot from the west, lost in the sun glare. If night shift boss Bern Sinclair knew he had five NARCs in full riot armor salted around his compound, he gave no indication of it.
Sinclair had been with the company for eight years. He worked his way into the position of assistant manager just twelve months before, when his predecessor quit following a noisy, angry confrontation with the owners. Stone did not know the fine details, but if the outgoing night manager had stumbled over irregularities in company dealings — bribes, lax safety standards, shoddy workmanship — she was smart to quit. She got out ahead of the streetwar which opened up the market for arms in the city, presenting someone at Feldberg with a priceless opportunity. 
Laser flashes darkened Stone’s visor as the gantry crawled across the upper surface of the half-constructed freighter at a meter per minute, drones welding as it came steadily toward him. Then it would crawl back and begin again as row after row of plate armor fused into place, forming the outer hull over the ravel of conduit and cable below. From Stone’s vantage point he glimpsed into the cavity, where a human and ten drones were weaving together the guts of the ship.
It was business as usual at Feldberg, with the night shift rapidly spending, and Stone’s patience had expired. He glanced at the chrono and swore softly. “Looks like we got a bad steer. Right time, wrong place, or wrong time, right place.”
As he spoke, a sharp twist of curiosity fed through the empathic bond, echoing in Jarrat’s tone as he said, “Maybe, maybe not … stay put.”
“You guys trackin’ somethin’?” Cronin sounded bored.
“Can’t be sure yet,” Jarrat admitted. “One mark, inbound on a heading for at least six places, coming in from who knows where — and I’m not about to alert her by asking. Stand by.”
Stone settled against the crane, eyes instinctively flicking over the headup display, reading power levels and weapons load. He waited several minutes, then, “Blue Raven, what’s she looking like?”
And Jarrat: “A solid maybe. We’re still right in the zone ahead of her. She’s starting to scan like a light freighter, the sort of hull they build here.”
“Is she identifying?” Stone wondered.
She should begin to broadcast continuously as she crossed the orbit of the gas giant, Heimdall, into the inner system. Tiny, rocky and airless Sabrina sat far enough from Darwin’s Star for the sun to be diminished by enormous distance, but industry began to clutter the system little short of the ringed giant named for the Norse god. Among ATC’s most fundamental civil regulations was the ID transponder.  
“We’ve got a signal,” Jarrat mused, “but what it’s worth is another question. Give me a moment, I’ll run it.”
Stone waited while the ID processed and Jarrat was back soon enough. “Echo-Bravo-4613-Delta, registered on Avalon. She’s a trash hauler; licenses and certificates are current, but she’s a tramp, Stoney, not keeping any particular schedule. Owner is listed as one Joyce Palmer, with a business address in Calleran.”
“Owner-skipper?” Stone wondered.
“Could be. The file isn’t too comprehensive and an ID transponder can lie.” Jarrat paused. “But she’s still coming right at us. She fits the profile, Stoney.”
“Time?” Stone asked.
“Unless she swings on right on by Sabrina, ten minutes,” Jarrat told him.
“Blue Raven, stand by,” Stone said sharply. “This could be it.”
Joe Ramos snorted from the drone shed opposite Cronin’s generator housing. “If it ain’t, the beer’s on you guys.”
They were on their toes — four armored figures plus Stone himself, staking out the construction yard while the gunship hung in concealment over the horizon. “Switch up to Channel 94. And let’s keep it quiet,” Stone said softly. Their comm would be so far above the civilian bands, even an illegal receiver could register little more than a squeal of encrypted signal, suggesting more in common with a drone command frequency than R/T.
Still, silence was safest. Stone settled to wait, focusing instead on the subtle feed from Jarrat. Even at its most confused, the empathic bond was clearer than any comm. Five minutes, and he felt a rush of anticipation that told him clearly, the freight hauler was now almost certainly headed to Sabrina. Eight minutes, and a flare of absolute certainty prickled Stone’s nerve endings.
He sent a compressed signal to the four Ravens, too brief and too high for EB-4613-D to register it, a single green blip in the headup display. Cronin’s team would go weapons hot. Like them, Stone began to scan the sky over the shipyard.
He had her less than a minute later, a star moving through the familiar constellations, growing rapidly from a pinprick to a dazzle of floods as the pilot braked down. As she crossed the Feldberg threshold, comm opened with a woman’s voice, thick with the Elysium accent. “On time, on target. You there, Bern?” A few seconds of silence, then, “Bern, where the hell are you, man? Confirm, or we’re gone.” The freighter came about to fit a vacant bay on the far side of the drone sheds, but it held up on blustering repulsion, a hundred meters above the rooftops.
Five such bays yawned empty around the Feldberg compound — elongated craters lined with ferro-plascrete, studded with drone bunkers and power couplings, between forty meters in length and five times that size. Any of them could have been the target zone.
The cargo hauler looked to Stone like a middle-aged Marshall, sound enough for the run to the Zeus system, perhaps even Aurora, which put Oromon itself well within her range. He flicked a glance at his own tracking, assuring himself that the gunship remained out of sight below the horizon. The mention of Bern Sinclair’s name confirmed half of Tactical’s intel. It would be enough for Blue Raven to snatch the freighter on its way out, even if Sinclair defaulted. But the rot in the Feldberg ranks ran deep. Tactical wanted specific suspects for interrogation, not the shoddy work of simply arresting the whole complement, guilty and innocent alike.
For some moments Stone held his breath, before Sinclair bawled across the comm. “What’s your rush, Joyce? Same old, same old, darlin’.”
Owner-skipper, then, Stone thought, watching the freighter drop in toward a bay Palmer and Sinclair had decided ahead of time. Without a word spoken, he and the four Blue Ravens waited for the ship to vanish below the jagged line of rooftops. As sensors indicated the energy drop of engine shutdown, they moved out.
Careful, hugging the cover of buildings, gantries, cranes, drones, among which the hardsuits were indistinguishable from industrial armor and working machines, they came up around the freighter dock from five directions. Stone paused by three towering coolant tanks at the rear of the foundry and watched the Marshall’s rear loading ramp extend out and down between the landing struts. Palmer could not take off so easily now, and he spoke softly into the comm.
“Blue Raven, she’s down. Am seeing two on the ship, two in the dock … figure, Sinclair and Palmer, a copilot, plus some associate of Sinclair’s. Hold up, there could be more.” But even as he spoke a squadron of light handling drones, little more than semi-smart repulsion sleds, bobbed into sight in Sinclair’s wake.
“Same old, same old, the man says.” A lifetime of spirits and smokes had dropped Joyce Palmer’s voice half an octave and roughened it. “You got any idea, Bern, what’s goin’ on out there? There’s a security screen so dense on every entry road into this system, a bloody gnat couldn’t get in.”
“But you’re here.” Anonymous in cumbersome industrial armor, back and sides garish with yellow chevrons, Sinclair came to rest at the foot of the loading ramp.
“Yeah,” she grumbled, “and it’s gonna cost the bastards. We came in from the far side of the system, surfed the damn’ coronasphere to keep off tracking. That’s trick flyin’, Bern — I don’t do it for freakin’ fun.”
“So bill the bastards,” Sinclair said tersely. “I got nothing to do with system security or ATC. You think I can work magic and get you a clean shot into Venice?”
Palmer grunted eloquently. “If only. So, what you got this time?”
All four figures stepped back to give the handling drones access to the ramp. Stone’s cameras had been rolling since he approached the coolant tanks. He angled the helmet for a good, steady angle on the ramp as the drones headed up. “Blue Raven?”
“Ten K’s to your southeast at one thousand,” Jarrat said quietly. “If they’re scanning for us, they’ll pick us, soon as we approach. You call it, 7.1.”
“Hold up,” he cautioned, listening to local comm as Sinclair said,
“A load of parts for the Rand dealership, three crates for Robodyne, all kosher, the paperwork’s clean. You got the bill of lading there, Chaz?”
His associate, in the armor with blue chevrons and red trim, offered a handypad. Palmer scanned several screens before agreeing to the freight transfer. “Looks all right,” she allowed. “We got a load of winter orchids on ice in here, plus a lot of opal jewelry, just as kosher. She’ll do — good enough to get us past Tactical groundside.” She transferred the manifest to the ship’s computer and passed back the handypad. “Get aboard, Gordo, get it locked down — quick.”
Gordo’s voice sounded young and angry, with the same Elysium accent. “Hey, Skip, how many times is this? And every time you say the same damn’ thing, ‘Get aboard, Gordo, make it quick, Gordo.’”
“Just get it done,” Palmer snapped.
“Blue Raven — they’re shuffling files. Come on in,” Stone invited.
“Two minutes,” Jarrat said sharply. “If they’re tracking, they’ll see us.”
“Lock and load,” Cronin said acidly.
“The crew’s busy. Autotracking might pick us up.” Stone was already moving and helmet sensors showed him the four marks of Cronin’s team, converging swiftly on the dock.
Sitting in the deep well of a dock much too big for it, the Marshall was fully depressurized. Palmer loitered outside to gossip with Feldberg’s night foreman while Chaz wrangled drones and Gordo supervised the cargo and load management, balancing the mass across the freighter’s breadth.
Somewhere aboard, secured under sensor-screened hatches, was the next load of munitions to fuel the streetwar, and both Joyce Palmer and Bern Sinclair knew where it was going.  Sinclair suspected nothing, but someone within Feldberg knew what he was doing. A workmate, an employee with an ax to grind, a spurned lover or two-timed spouse — Stone neither knew nor cared about the reason. It might be an individual who had suffered in the streetwar, perhaps with friends or family in Tactical. If they had learned at firsthand the pain of loss, grief, the streetwar would become a very personal issue. The informant might never be identified, but the steer was excellent. Tactical would be satisfied with the night’s work.
“One minute,” Jarrat whispered in Stone’s ear.
From the stained plascrete floor of the bay Stone could not see the high, ridged spine of the freighter, but he glimpsed the triple-muzzles of a rotating gun in the same instant that Gordo yelled, high and panicked, “Skip — there’s a ship comin’ in, big and nasty!”
Stone did not raise his voice. “We’re made — heads up.”
“What the fuck are you sellin’ me, Sinclair?” Palmer snarled.
“You’re asking me?” Sinclair seemed to jolt awake, peering up over the high rim of the dock, five meters above his head.
The gunship still lay four thousand meters southwest, approaching fast, and instead Sinclair saw NARC riot armor, a raised rotary cannon. Like an idiot, he scrambled for the sidearm which rode the clamps at his right thigh, while Palmer hurried up the ramp, out of the line of fire.
“Drop it!” Stone barked over the open comm. He keyed his apparent mass to fifty kilos and sprinted the last hundred meters down the steep incline of the ramp leading into the rear of the dock. He and Gil Cronin met under the freighter’s high tail.
Sinclair spun, saw them both, saw also the absurdity of challenging NARC armor with a handgun. The Austin pistol dropped from his gauntleted fingers and he held his arms out wide. “All right, okay — NARC, is it? Well, shit. Nobody’s sayin’ one syllable till I get a freakin’ lawyer!”
But Palmer was inside now and Stone watched the ramp beginning to retract. “Gil!” They fired together, two rotary cannons hosing enough rounds into the hydraulics to rupture the cylinders. Fluid spattered the plascrete like blood, viscous and red. The ramp froze, halfway up. Now the Marshall could not be fully repressurized. Palmer must override the most basic flight systems to get ignition on the lift engines.
She was fast — almost too fast, as if she often made slick escapes. Stone swore lividly as the lift engines began to hammer. “Blue Raven — get in here, right now!”
The Feldberg handling drones were still aboard with both Chaz and Gordo and a considerable mass of unsecured freight, when the Marshall lifted. She was unwieldy as a brick, out of trim, since the rear landing struts could not retract with the ramp partially lowered. Given the complete override on the flight systems, Palmer had it on manual. In this configuration, the ship could not enter the dense atmosphere of Darwin’s World without incurring major damage, and Palmer must secure all hatches before she could even attempt hyperflight. The freighter would handle like a pig wallowing in its favorite mudhole, but the smuggler knew where she was going, as if she knew this system as well as any local.
“Blue Raven!” Stone bawled.
Jarrat did not respond, did not have to. The Marshall had risen halfway out of the dock, the stern brightening as drive engines came online, when the gunship loomed in out of the southwest. The fierce down-hammer of its lifters battered the freighter back onto the plascrete. The Marshall staggered, rolling drunkenly while Sinclair and the Blue Ravens scrambled away.
Cronin caught up with Sinclair before he could clamber up the sharp incline where the dock opened onto the industrial wasteland of the shipyard, slammed him to the ground and held the rotary on him. On the far side, Joe Ramos pulled up short and dropped flat on the plascrete as the freighter skittered, clipping the edge of the crater-like dock. Stone dove into the cover of a fueling boom encased in starship armor and rolled flat to watch the great slab of the gunship ride up over the dock.
“Get down, stay down,” Tanya Reynolds bawled across the loop. “Lemme catch this thing before —”
Before Joyce Palmer opened up with the freighter’s cannons? Stone’s visor darkened against the muzzle flash as the smuggler ripped twenty rounds into the gunship’s belly. Blue Raven shuddered, but the ventral plates were fifty centimeter kevlex-titanium. The explosive shock battered the Ravens, pelted them with a hail of whirling debris. Reynolds muttered a blistering curse as she caught the Marshall in multiple tractors, stilled it, stabilized it.
A razor’s edge of anger sharpened Jarrat’s voice. “Echo-Bravo, shut down your engines before you sustain further damage.” Still the freighter thrashed and his voice crackled like a whip. “Echo-Bravo-4613-Delta — shut it all down, goddamn it!”
Did Palmer read the size and mass of the gunship which moved up to completely occlude the dock? Stone wondered if she had already sustained serious damage, as the freighter became docile in the grip of Blue Raven’s tractors and set down in the cauldron of its dock.
“Thank you, Blue Raven,” Stone said wryly as he picked himself up. “Stay right where you are till we round up these bozos.”
“Will do,” Jarrat assured him. “The Tactical squad’s about thirty minutes out.”
They would lock down the area, take off prisoners and subject Feldberg’s entire management body to a thorough interrogation, but Stone was aggravated enough to want to look Joyce Palmer in the face, see the gunrunner who was crazy enough to lay twenty rounds, point-blank, into the belly of a gunship. He joined Cronin on the lip of the dock as Blue Raven 6 cuffed Sinclair’s armored forearm to the foot of a crane gantry. They strode out to join Ramos, who had made the eight meter drop into the dock.
The freighter sat quietly now, engines shut down, ramp jammed in place by its ruptured hydraulics. “Captain Palmer,” Stone called with what patience he could muster, “be advised to open your midships ’lock and stand back.”
“You can go right to hell and rot there,” Palmer’s voice snapped.
“Lady, there’s no way out of here,” Stone reasoned. “Make nice, like Sinclair, and demand a lawyer.”
“A lawyer — and sweat out one life term in a stinking cage, instead of four?” Palmer actually laughed
And the hair on Stone’s nape rose. Jarrat felt the sudden scamper of icy fingers down his spine and before Stone could speak he was on the air. “Power spike, Stoney — out, all of you, right now.”
With its mass keyed to ten kilos NARC armor could move far faster than any unaugmented human body. They needed every lick of speed. Stone, Cronin and Ramos jumped high, caught the crater’s lip, rolled over and out while the other Blue Ravens vaulted the opposite side of the dock. Mig Casado was still airborne when the Marshall seemed to erupt. The blast picked him up, tossed him into a tangle of cables and hawsers. Stone keyed his own mass high to hold himself down while he turned his visor away. Every instrument stuttered in the massive EM pulse.
Blue Raven’s engines hammered as Reynolds held the gunship in place, riding the blast on the belly armor, effectively containing the explosion. Incandescent dragon-tongues spat out of the spaces between gunship and dock; fist-sized chunks of wreckage shattered outward. Stone had only one prayer: please gods, not the drive engine.
But Marshall built its hulls to high specifications, with every override and failsafe demanded by civil aviation inspectors before a ship was permitted to land at metropolitan spaceports. Palmer had certainly cooked off her armory load, but the generators and drives were quarantined, sheathed in meter-thick starship armor, with every redundant shutoff system.
As the blast spent itself Blue Raven settled down over the docking bay, sealing it while Reynolds scanned the wreckage and bellowed for Hazmat support. Stone’s helmet instruments fluttered, intermittent for several seconds while diagnostics ran. At last the HUD stabilized. He adjusted his mass to sixty kilos and rolled to his feet.
“Gil, find your boys — Reynolds, I’m reading some serious toxicity off that thing. Something ruptured in the blast. What is it, coolant?”
“Probably,” Reynolds told him. “I’ll smother it, best I can. Not much point calling for Medevac, but you better get aboard. Make sure the AI survived and this corrosive spill can’t reach it — or this is a bust.”
“Not quite. We got Sinclair and a lot of audio,” Stone allowed. He poised five meters back from the lip of the crater, watching as Blue Raven doused the whole dock in the filthy gray foam that would smother corrosives, acids, most radiotoxicity.
Under professional dissection the AI would give up its secrets — flight plan, home port, source of the weapons load, manifest, channels of payment — and an AI core was always armored as securely as a ship’s engines. He was about to call Jarrat, ask for the schematics of this specific Marshall, when Cronin bellowed sharply,
“Medic — Jon, get down here. Joe’s taken one, square in the powerpack. He’s out cold and Christ knows what he’s breathing. Make it fast.”
A swift headcount showed Stone three Ravens up and moving, one down. Ramos’s armor was blistered, and the blast had thrown him across the dock’s main winch housing. He was wedged between the winch and the crane, almost inverted. A hunk of wreckage the size of an aeroball had lodged in the left side of the shoulder-mounted powerpack.
On one knee beside him, Cronin was cracking open his own service ports, running a meter-long filament from his own pack. Ramos did not stir even when power began to feed to his suit. Cronin called his name and swore as he received no datafeed from the damaged armor. He opened the port on his left breastplate, ran out a finer filament and jockeyed it carefully into the socket. “Semler!”
“On my way, hold your water,” Jon Semler shouted. “The jump bay’s sealed, remember?” Even then he was jumping from the side hatch, just aft of the cockpit. Stone watched him land hard and run, with an equipment case in one hand and a repulsion pack in the other. “Okay, Gil, shift your ass — give me space.”
Blue-gray sludge carpeted the dock, cloaked the wrecked ship. As Blue Raven lifted twenty meters, Stone was surprised to see how little damage the hull itself had sustained. The armory load had detonated up on the ship’s back; coolant reservoirs had burst, every life support system had vented, but the cockpit and high-mounted engine deck remained sound. Marshall built them robust, to last.
“Careful, Stoney.” Jarrat’s voice was as dark as the misgivings coursing through the empathic bond. “It’s hot as hell in there.”
“And I’m in armor,” Stone said baldly. “Stand by decontamination.”
“Already cranking up,” Jarrat told him. “What’s the story, Jon?”
And Semler: “Well, he’s out cold, but he’s breathing and the suit didn’t breach. He’ll have to go through decon, like the rest of us, but I’m not reading anything broken. I think the blast threw him headfirst into the winch. I’ll run some scans, soon as I get him aboard, but it looks like an old fashioned thump on the skull.”
“And that’s only plascrete.” Cronin crowded close to see Semler’s screens. “Am I clear to rig the repulsion pack on him?”
Semler stood back. “Carefully. He’s on external juice — the powerpack’s dead.”
Stone kicked on his helmet floods and panned them about the dock before he hopped down into the disgusting spume of hazmat retardant. It bubbled about his knees as he strode toward the freighter, but his instruments issued only radiation warnings, well within the tolerable range. “I’m going aboard.”
“Cameras,” Jarrat called. “Let’s capture the lot.”
“Recording.” Stone panned the helmet around again. “You getting my feed?”
“Nope. Too much interference — the wreck’s sizzling.” Jarrat’s voice broke up. “Boost your signal, 7.1, you’re intermittent.”
But Stone was already at maximum. “I got nothing more to put into it. Give me two minutes, I’ll be in and out.” He knew he was breaking up as badly as Jarrat, and repeated the message twice as he caught the lip of the jammed cargo ramp. He hauled himself up and in. Thick darkness choked the interior, but his floods revealed a chaos of destruction.
The explosion might not have breached the hull itself or the engine deck, but it had gutted the freighter, blown every hatch, both escape pods, the external drone bunker, the ammunition cache and the high-pressure tanks serving life support, torn off the high band array and cannons, and reduced most of the interior to a swamp of still-gooey plastex. Stone saw shapes that might have been hardsuits or drones, but they were tangled, confused, lost in a morass of semi-molten sludge which had recently been bulkheads and fixtures. How many suits, he could not tell without delving into the mess, pulling them apart.
He waded in the slurry as he made his way forward to the cockpit. And there, he swore softly. Jarrat was with him, every step, feeling the sense of revulsion as he picked his way through toxic sludge that had been molten just minutes before. “What? 7.1!”
“The cockpit blastdoor sealed,” Stone told him, repeating everything to punch through the storm of interference. “Power’s one hundred percent fried, even the emergency cell. I’ll have to crank this manually. Stand by.”
“Do you require an assist?” Cronin’s transmission was as broken up as Jarrat’s. He repeated it several times, each time getting clearer with proximity.
Blue Raven 6’s floodlights stabbed down the body of the freighter and Stone turned to watch him push through the disgusting mix of debris and foam. “Jammed?” Cronin guessed.
“Locked, power-out.” Stone stood aside, angling his lights, looking for the manual mechanism. “There.” A hatch at knee level, just above the slime. One armored fingertip popped it open and he reached in with a gauntlet. “Cover it.”
As Cronin leveled the gatling, he cranked the lever over, back and forth. The door shifted grudgingly — jammed, as Cronin had guessed, beveled by the force of the blast. Still, it had shielded the cockpit. Stone cared most about the AI core, which should be installed in a kevlex-titanium shell in the under-deck cavity.
Forty centimeters open, the door jammed completely; the crank crushed in his grasp and Stone straightened. Cronin kept a loose angle into the cockpit, the rotary canon never wavering as Stone wedged his shoulder on the bulkhead, took the door in both gauntlets and threw the power of the hardsuit against it. He felt the stanchion warp behind him before the door budged, then the mechanism gave, he felt it break away and the panel slid far enough into the opposite bulkhead to allow him to edge through sideways.
An armored figure slumped in the corner of the cockpit. From the heroic winged ‘G’ hand-painted on the side of the helmet, it had to be the angry young Gordo. The suit was viable; green lights still showed on the breastplate, though the figure did not move as Stone leaned closer to angle his lights.
“Got another one for Jon,” he said to Cronin. “Blue Raven, do you read?” He heard nothing from the gunship, but did not expect to. Radiation levels were high. “I’ll salvage the AI core. Gil, go topside, get Jon in here. This kid could be alive, and if he’s been crewing for Palmer, he’ll know it all.”
“Will do.” Cronin powered down his weapons and stepped back. “Christ, what a mess. Still, the woman made a point. Gunrunnin’ into Venice —? That’s gotta be four consecutive life sentences, if some flash lawyer could talk down the death penalty. Me? Gimme the firin’ squad, nice and clean.”
In Palmer’s place, Stone would have agreed. He peered into Gordo’s helmet, saw a face half ashen-pale, half bloodied by a gash in the scalp, and wondered what would become of the boy. If he was old enough to crew on a freighter, he was old enough to be tried as an adult in the Venice High Court.
“Not my affair, kid,” Stone told the unconscious body as he tore out the pilot’s seat to make space for the armor, tossed it into the rear of the Marshall and stooped to tackle the deck hatch.
The half-meter cube of the computer core came up cleanly, not a mark on the casing, a lick of power still in its emergency cells. He cradled it carefully as he made his away back through the tangle of wreckage and slurry. Semler had just hoisted his equipment over the jammed ramp and Stone took the opportunity of proximity and clearer audio to ask, “How’s Joe?”
“Sent him up to decon,” Semler told him. “I want a few scans, to be sure. He’s conscious, but groggy as all get out. Like I said — headfirst into the winch. I can’t believe somebody actually survived inside here.”
“The cockpit armordoor sealed. The kid got tossed about, but he might make it.” Stone dropped a hand on Semler’s shoulder plate. “See what you can do. Tactical will be grateful for a few straight answers.”
In fact, he thought as he clambered out into the dock, Tactical’s Colonel Robyn Finney would be fuming. She had wanted subjects for interrogation even more than she wanted to keep another load of arms off the street; four would have been better than two. If Gordo came around with a functional brain, Stone thought cynically.
Directly overhead, the decontamination bay yawned open to vacuum, white light glaring from it, illuminating the wreckage and slurry. Stone adjusted his repulsion into negative numbers and went up like a feather in a winter’s breeze
.




Chapter Thirty-two

Darwin’s World expanded rapidly in the forward canopy as the gunship fell in toward the star. Blue-white, beautiful, the naked face of the world gave no hint of the furor among its people, though their comm traffic blazed with discord. Seated in the copilot’s position beside Reynolds, Jarrat listened without expression to Tactical Lieutenant Jim Duval’s incessant whining and bitching. When the man paused for breath at last he said for the second time,
“You have one secure interrogation suspect, one possible, two fatalities onsite, both bloody culpable; and I got one man in the Infirmary. Your people took Bernard Sinclair into custody a half hour ago, Duval, and he was already spilling everything he knew at the same time as demanding an attorney. The smuggler’s mate, one Gordon Delano Kwok — nineteen years old, of no fixed address, last known port of association, Elysium — is also in our Infirmary. Surgeon Captain Reardon will tell you when you can have him. He’s not doing so well, as you’d expect. You saw the data from Feldberg: we smothered the blast, provided immediate decontamination measures. Hazmat and Medevac are on their way in right now.”
They would clean up, separate the bodies and ship them to Tactical for identification. Jarrat was satisfied. No more could have been done, short of letting the freighter depart Sabrina and fighting the same battle in an infinitely more dangerous location. Palmer would have self-destructed, no matter when or where she was cornered. Jarrat could not blame her. Sentencing was justifiably brutal, and according to the file Tactical had produced, Palmer was not the kind to play nice. She was three times Jarrat’s age, with a long criminal record in several colonies, a career smuggler who turned to gunrunning in the months after the Sorenson Act opened up vistas of opportunity for one unfettered by scruples.
“I heard you the first time, Captain,” Duval said curtly, as if his failure to provoke Jarrat to anger only infuriated him further. “I suppose I’ll work with two, then. I’ll take this Kwok off your hands —”
“When the surgeon releases him,” Jarrat said for the fourth time, feeling his patience fray to rags around the edges. “Refer to NARC Central,” he added as he swiveled out the seat and stood. The gunship had begun to buck on the upper atmosphere, and the undercurrents of Stone’s feelings were distracting. He teased up the empathic shield and concentrated on the Tactical man. Duval bellyached a minute more and then closed out.
“Prick,” Reynolds observed. “If the suspect self-destructs, what in any freakin’ hell does he expect us to do about it?”
“Haven’t you heard?” Jarrat quipped acidly, “there’s voodoo circuits built into the NARC armor — we show up, magic just happens.”
She gave him a wide-eyed look, as if buying into every word. “Well golly, you gotta show me what buttons to push, I missed that part.”
At last Jarrat relented with a quiet laugh. “If I find ’em, I’ll let you know.”
He was making his way aft when she called, “Fifteen minutes to Central. Time in Venice is 10:22 … you’ll just make your rendezvous, if you hustle.”
Rendezvous? Not quite the term Jarrat would have used. He felt as ambivalent as Stone, but being there was more than a duty. Jarrat harbored a deep sense of obligation and knew Stone felt the same. They had never been Mikhail Petrov’s friends — the Russian was not the kind to be sociable out of working hours, much less pleasant on the job. But the Huntress had been his first and last command; his family had a right to be prideful, and the men with whom he served would certainly not forget him.
In the suiting room, Stone had already changed. Elegant in gray slacks, pearl silk shirt, blue-black jacket, he gave Jarrat a rueful look while he stacked the last segments of his scoured-clean armor into the locker and slammed the door. “That fiasco took an hour longer than it should have.”
“You couldn’t predict they’d pull the plug,” Jarrat said easily, shrugging out of windbreaker and shirt and opening the duffel he had dropped with Stone’s, by the lockers. The mission alert had come unexpectedly, inconveniently close to a time and date that had been set for weeks. “We got out cheaply. Ramos is nursing a headache but the rest of you are fine. Two dead, including Joyce Palmer — who was looking at spending the last decades of her life in the Anant Rewal Maximum Security Facility.”
“If you’re not ready to pay the price, don’t run guns,” Stone said sourly as he settled his collar.
“She was ready to pay her price,” Jarrat said thoughtfully. “Young Gordo Kwok? I’m not so sure. When you’re his age, everything’s a big, dumb game. ‘Catch me if you can.’ Then the buggers start squealing when they do get caught.” He pulled on a pale gray shirt, shook out a marine blue jacket which looked somber against the formal black slacks. “The one who’s squealing loudest is Jim Duval.”
“I heard.” Stone tapped his ear, where he still wore a comset. “Let Central handle it. We’ll put the report together this afternoon, after …”
“Yeah. After.” Jarrat appropriated Stone’s comb, pulled it through his hair and handed it back. “Damn, this is going to be —”
“Painful?” Stone guessed.
“That too. I was going to say weird.” Jarrat sighed as the vibration through the deck shifted pitch and tone, telling him clearly, Reynolds was braking down toward the NARC airpark.
Voices called from the onboard Infirmary, where Semler had transferred Kwok to a gurney and prepared to ship him down to the building’s facilities. Joe Ramos had been scanned on the way in from Sabrina and was free to go, with a shot of painkillers and a lump like a pigeon’s egg on the side of his skull. He was rubbing his neck, as if it hurt worse than the head, while Cronin joked about the advantages of having a block of plascrete where his brain should be. Ramos showed him his middle finger and zipped the dark blue fatigues to mid-chest. He stood, fists on hips, watching the captains change into formal dress, and frowned.
“You, uh, want us along?” Cronin wondered.
“There’s no need.” Stone tugged down his cuffs. “You didn’t work closely with the man. I don’t think anyone aboard was friendly. Petrov wouldn’t allow it.”
Cronin thrust hands into pockets. “Like he was always just passin’ through on his way to someplace better.”
“The grass is always greener.” Ramos braced himself as the gunship wallowed into a heavy, sluggish repulsion hover. “You wanna beer, Gil?”
“You ain’t supposed to drink on top of them shots,” Cronin reminded.
“Okay, lite,” Ramos allowed.
“Later, guys.” Cronin gave the captains a nod and vanished aft, to the Ravens’ ready room, leaving Jarrat and Stone to contemplate the gray-skied, humid morning.
They rode a buggy down the hundred meters between Blue Raven’s belly and the thrashing trees skirting the airpark. Stone sent the aeroshell back up to the jump bay and Jarrat had already seen the starlight black limousine waited for them. Colonel William Dupre tapped his chrono, indicating the need to hurry. Scott Auel was elegant in dark, subdued tones, Dupre and Cantrell impeccable in the NARC dress uniform. Like Jarrat and Stone, Auel chose plain clothes, the officer’s privilege, but the older men liked to wear the official face, almost as if it were a mask they might hide behind, Jarrat thought.
“Five more minutes, we’d have left without you,” Cantrell informed them as they jogged across the acre of sun-hot parking pasture.
“We could’ve made our own way.” Stone waited while Auel and Jarrat slid into the car, and fed his long limbs in after them.
The rear bench was wide enough for four. Even now, Jarrat half expected his left side to give a pang of discomfort as he bent to slide in, but the healing was complete. The heart in his chest felt like his own — an argument could be made that it was his own, since the organ had grown from the cells he deposited into cryostorage when he was assigned to field work. The networks of surgical scars had faded into the background brown and his muscles seemed as strong as they had ever been, his back almost as flexible. In another month of deliberate stretching, he would recover everything. Reardon had promised to release him to full duty in three days, pending final testing.
It was over, Jarrat decided. Tartarus had become a memory which would always make him catch his breath, cause his skin to come up in gooseflesh, but it was over, like Death’s Head before it. Time to drive on, as Cantrell said. Jarrat watched the airpark drop away fast beneath them as the limousine lifted and angled into the northeast, toward Atherton Memorial Gardens.
Twenty acres of lawns, flowering trees, roses and camellias flanked a white marble cenotaph at the sides of which were the Memory Walls. The cenotaph brooded under rain-heavy skies, but for the moment the sun shone, thickening the air with humidity after Venice’s usual dawn rains.
Tactical, Starfleet and the Army each had their own wall, so old that moss grew among names inscribed there almost two centuries before. NARC’s was a much more recent addition, smaller, more modest, still only two thirds filled and unlikely to bear the names of many more casualties. NARC’s conflict was the thirty-year Angel war, and it was almost over.
The visitors had gathered already, twenty or more Petrovs, Isayevs, Pulvers and McEwens, five generations of a merchant astra family. Two were retired starclipper captains, one currently the executive officer on the Cygnus-Indiana. Mikhail was the only one to serve in Starfleet; the only one who lost a companion to Angel and felt the zealot fire begin to burn. The crusade brought him to NARC.
And it killed him, Jarrat thought bleakly as the limousine landed neatly in the reserved parking space alongside the vehicles that had ferried in the visitors. These relatives had come from as far away as Earth. They were proud, and would carry their pride lifelong. The rank of Captain within NARC carried more significance than in any other service. Even Starfleet, the ‘senior service,’ acknowledged it.
The family likeness was marked. Jarrat saw Mischa Petrov in several of the cousins and uncles, but the elder brother was startlingly alike. Stone swore softly as he watched Nikolai coming out to meet them, the moment Dupre shook his hand and pointed out the officers with whom Petrov had served longest.
Jarrat had gone over the security file, when the memorial was scheduled — given the volatile situation on the street, not even this could be conducted without a security cordon so tight, it impinged on the freedom of family to grieve in private. Another of Bram Sorenson’s many offenses, Jarrat decided. The Petrovs might be unaware, but Atherton Memorial Gardens had been surrounded by viddrones. Gundrones lay concealed in the shrubs twenty meters around the Memory Walls and half of Gold Raven were walking the perimeter, in plain clothes and looking like executive bodyguards.
“Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone.” Nikolai Petrov spoke with the familiar accent. “Is a pleasure to meet you, though I wish it could have been under different circumstances.”
“Mister Petrov.” Jarrat shook the offered hand. “This is a sad day. It was a great honor to serve with your brother. Allow us to extend our condolences to your family.”
The old, tired phrases rolled too easily off the tongue. Not that Jarrat himself had spoken them more than once, in the years he and Stone had stood at command rank, but he had attended more memorials than he cared to remember. He stood aside, let Stone shake the hand, purr similar, soothing pleasantries. Nikolai Petrov seemed satisfied. He introduced the uncles, the retired clipper captains, Yuri and Magda Isayev, who were Mikhail’s grandparents. Gene Cantrell displayed an easy graciousness Jarrat envied, though he guessed it came from long experience, not all of it pleasant.
The ceremony was brief. The retired Captain Dimitri Isayev read the eulogy — in Russian, of which Jarrat did not speak more than a few words. A short piece of music played from discreet speakers below the wall; he had never heard it before. The youngest cousins, two children in black formal dress, laid a pair of enormous wreaths of red and yellow roses below the newest section of the wall, which had been covered by a red velvet curtain.
As the music finished, the velvet dropped away and Jarrat read the name, still gleaming at the foot of a painfully long list of NARC’s recent dead. Captain Mikhail A. Petrov, NARC-Huntress. Silver-haired Yuri Isayev stood facing the family to recite what sounded to Jarrat’s ears as if it might have been a prayer, though the only interest Mischa himself ever expressed in religion was through the means of fluent profanity. Prayers were for the survivors, Jarrat thought: those who lived on, bore the loss, hoped something, somewhere, existed for those who were gone.
Memory stirred like a deep current far below the level of conscious thought, like the fleeting recollection of a dream. He thought he remembered coolness, stillness, tranquility beyond pain or pleasure or ambition, just being. Cryosleep. Stone had looked for him in the empathic bond and found him — a fragile, tenuous thread of something that was still Kevin Jarrat while the flesh would have slept on forever at the temperature of liquid nitrogen.
He suppressed a shiver, deep as his bone marrow, as Dupre and Cantrell went forward to present the grandfather — the oldest living family member — with the NARC Distinguished Service Shield. Solid gold, with a blue and gray ribbon, it lay nested on blue silk in a white leather presentation case. Over three hundred such medals had been awarded in the department’s thirty-year history; one for each man or woman who lost his or her life in exceptional circumstances.
“Mister Isayev, you may be very proud of your grandson,” Dupre told the old man. “He gave his life to ensure that comrades and crew from the Huntress, and also those aboard the rescue ship, would not face insurmountable peril. The rescue ship was the Athena, commanded by Captains Stone and Jarrat, whom you have met. It may very well be that they, Captain Cantrell and numerous members of the crews of both ships are alive today through the selfless courage and sacrifice of Captain Mikhail Petrov. NARC is in your debt, sir.”
He stepped back two measured paces and bent his head in the deep formal nod before he and Cantrell withdrew and allowed the family their privacy. Few of them seemed overburdened by grief, but the grandparents, an uncle, a cousin, wept openly. Nikolai Petrov seemed merely stoic, resigned, reserved. He returned to Jarrat and Stone as the ceremony ended and studied them shrewdly.
“No easy man to like, my brother,” he admitted.
“But damned good at his job. Absolutely dependable,” Stone amended. “He was our XO for over two years.”
“You knew him well?” Nikolai wondered.
“Not as well as we would have, if he’d allowed it,” Jarrat admitted. “He wasn’t the sociable kind.”
“Then you knew him as well as anyone did.” Nikolai sighed heavily. “Mischa had big ambition. First, he wanted to command Starfleet carrier. Then — was NARC, had to be NARC, nothing else would do.”
Stone watched the family group breaking up by twos and threes, on their way back to the hotel. “Many of us feel the same way when we come over from the other services. Captain Jarrat and I were the same.”
“But you’re luckier,” Nikolai Petrov observed. “Mischa was never lucky, not in anything. What he achieved came from hard work, study, determination. He couldn’t even be engaged for marrying, without losing out to Angel.”
Jarrat’s throat clenched. Petrov had never mentioned the one he had buried, the one for whom the zealot fire burned. “I’m sorry, Mister Petrov, we never knew. He didn’t mention anyone from his days before NARC.”
“He wouldn’t, not my brother.” Nikolai smiled sadly. “She was Lieutenant Leslie Shore, also Starfleet … also unlucky. At wrong party, at wrong time, maybe little drunk and silly on someone’s birthday, and their fizz was not quite innocent fun, like intended. Angel takes no account of what uniform one happens to be wearing, you understand.” He frowned at the Memory Wall. “I’d almost talked Mischa into accompanying Sergei and Anna and me when we ship out. Quite soon now, you know?” He nodded up into the morning sky, and away. “On Jagreth Pioneer. I wanted Mischa to come with us. Pioneer was on GlobalNet yesterday, with Weimann Drive engine tests. You might have seen her. They’re selling berths now. Our family bought four, before we knew Mischa …” He gave Jarrat and Stone on odd smile, filled with regret. “C’est la vie.”
“We saw the ship on GlobalNet.” Jarrat sighed. “The company reports they’ve got the citybuilders working now. The first city will be habitable in a few months.”
“New city of Westminster, named for major financial investor.” Speculation brightened Nikolai’s face. “JPC will be hiring staff in few months, then ship will swing through colonies, picking up her passengers. Half a million of us — new beginning. How my brother would have loved this.” He smiled sadly. “Good day, Captains.”
He drifted back to the family, leaving Jarrat riding the tide of Stone’s unruly feelings as if he had been punched. “That bloody Russian,” Stone muttered, “if he hadn’t fought, he might have listened to his brother and been on that damned colony ship when it shoves off.” Gene Cantrell stepped out of the thinning gathering in time to catch most of what he had said.
It was Cantrell who put into words what Jarrat was thinking. “There but for the grace of some soldier’s god goes any one of us. Or all of us.”
He was looking much better, Jarrat decided. The therapies were beginning to show visible results in the smoothness and texture of his skin, the thickness and color of his hair, the brightness of his eyes. Weeks before, he had begun to move better, spine and joints rediscovering a limberness Cantrell had lost in Tartarus. Months of short rations, poor nutrition, too-often recycled water and the crippling burden of a command gone hideously wrong had exacted a brutal toll. 
He lifted a brow at them and dropped his voice. “You’ll have heard the news.”
“Not since we took off for Sabrina to wrangle an assignment with a whole whopping three hours’ warning,” Stone said dryly. “What news?”
“A courier from Earth came in this morning — after you’d taken Blue Raven to Sabrina.” Cantrell thrust his hands into the pockets of the uniform slacks. “A couple of key senators are congratulating themselves for solving the Angel problem in the colonies. The new legislation gets posted from Chicago and boom, the war’s all over, we’re as good as obsolete, aren’t we? NARC can be dismantled, effective almost immediately, since we’re superfluous to requirement. At the very least, we can be scaled down since we’ve no significant part to play …” He watched the breeze in the oleanders, beyond which the afternoon’s rain had begun to gather. “We’ve been expecting this, it comes as no surprise. What did surprise us was how those senators are patting each other on the back.”
“Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg.” Jarrat heard the cynical rasp of his own voice. “They’re voting themselves a pay rise?” 
“They already did that.” Cantrell dropped his voice as several of the Petrovs and their extended family passed by on their way to the cars. “The self-righteous bastards are scheduling a colonial tour. Yes, you heard. They’re touring the colonies to accept the laurels, make the speeches.”
“Christ.” Stone’s blue eyes closed. “They’re coming here?”
“Their first colony out from Earth, then on to Rethan, Brennan, Avalon, Aurora, on into the Cygnus Colonies.” Cantrell’s shoulders lifted in a resigned shrug. “They’re calling it a grand colonial tour. A century ago it was a tradition, every time a new president was elected on Earth. Now, I’d call it a battlefield tour. Most of what they’ll see out here is a lot of smoking wreckage and angry crowds screaming abuse. Not that they’ll hear much of the latter when they’re insulated by the kind of security cordon that used to surround traveling royalty.”
Anger seethed through Jarrat, fed by uncharacteristic fury from Stone. “They’ll be prime targets,” he said baldly. “You recall the security alert at the aeroball game over in Toscana — the Hudson Arena. NARC-Athena Blue Ravens versus the Starfleet-Marquesas 402 Squadron Tropic Lighting. Our boys pasted them, but we couldn’t get out of the stadium without a bomb scare … that day the device wasn’t primed, but the protest group left a picture, remember?”
“An image of Bram Sorenson in the crosshairs — and a word,” Stone growled.
“The word bang,” Cantrell recalled, “in large red letters. And if the man actually shows his face in this city, someone’s going to make it happen.”
“It’ll be the security exercise from hell.” Jarrat watched the cars pull out. Dupre had returned to the limousine with Scott Auel. “Tactical can’t handle something like this, but you know Sorenson and Steinberg will expect them to — and blame them when the inevitable happens.”
“Be tough for them to point fingers,” Stone observed, “when they’re dead. And they will be.” He lifted a brow at Cantrell. “I assume Colonel Finney’s been briefed?”
“Robyn Finney received the same diplomatic briefing we did.” Cantrell gestured toward the cars. “Are you coming back with us? You should. Bill has other news you need to hear.”
And some note in his voice warned Jarrat, they would not like it. “News?”
“Let him tell it,” Cantrell said evasively.
“That bad?” Stone whistled.
“Depends on your perspective.” Cantrell turned away. “Colonel Finney has already called Bill to a conference later today. The least we can offer is professional advice, when the senators are on their way in.”
“Advice,” Jarrat echoed sourly. “It won’t end there. If Robyn Finney asks NARC to orchestrate security around Sorenson and Steinberg —”
“Proper security would be the easiest way to prevent bloodshed,” Cantrell said thoughtfully. “Let the situation get away from Tactical, they’ll be blanketing the crowd with heavy stun discharges. They’ll have little choice, though they know the results as well as we do.”
Stunning the innocent along with the guilty in the interests of riot control was always a last resort, but Jarrat and Stone had seen it happen too often. Not everyone could withstand a full stun discharge. The very young and elderly, individuals with heart or brain defects, especially undiagnosed problems, people of small stature and those who were seriously obese, suffered badly.
Some died. Chell Tactical rode out weeks of censure from media and public bodies when an elderly man and a fashionably scrawny teenage girl perished while trying to escape from the fringes of an Angel riot, just a month before NARC was assigned to Death’s Head. The fatalities might have been the final straw that decided Colonel Pete Stacy to invoke NARC. Cantrell made a strong point.
If Venice Tactical’s Robyn Finney asked Dupre to coordinate security around Sorenson and Steinberg to prevent violence, Dupre could hardly refuse. Jarrat shared a shrewd look with Stone as they stepped back into the car. The gullwings had locked down when Dupre engaged autofly and glanced back at them.
“That was damned good work on Sabrina. Doctor Reardon tells me the young man, Gordon Kwok, will certainly live. He sustained some brain damage, but he’ll recover the power of speech in a week or so, given considerable medical nano. Much of his memory should remain intact, and Tactical will have a great many questions for him.” He paused, frowning at the cityscape that unfurled below. “Gene told you the news —?”
“The senatorial tour,” Stone said in disgusted tones.
“Rather, the cuts to our fiscal appropriation.” Dupre glanced back again. “Captain Auel took a look through the files while we waited. Captain?”
Scott Auel’s face might have been hewn from granite. “Apparently, our budget is being halved in the short term; further cuts will follow in the next financial year. The first consequence is, there’ll be no new carriers. The Huntress won’t be replaced. In fact, they’re refurbishing Gene’s old Virago. She hasn’t been broken yet — she’s still parked in high orbit at Mars, waiting for the salvage crews to get around to her. They’ll strip her to airframe and armor, replace everything from the AutoChefs to the AI, and recommission her.”
“She’ll cover for the rest of the fleet, when some hull’s drydocked for work,” Dupre said gravely. “In two months she’ll relaunch. Fifty percent off our fiscal allocation will impact the whole department heavily … still, we know a great deal that even Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg don’t yet know. With Doctor Del’s work already well through human trials in four colonies, most of us can expect to be out to pasture quite soon.”
Something odd in his tone made Jarrat’s ears prick. He felt a frisson of unease from Stone as he picked up on it also, but Dupre said nothing until the car touched down close by the elevators. His face was a careful blank as he stepped out and faced them across the limousine’s roof. “Would you come to my office, gentlemen?”
Foreboding tightened Jarrat’s gut as they rode the lift down. The feeling did not lessen when Dupre deliberately sealed the office. The lights came up as daylight faded rapidly ahead of the incoming storm. Every day now, the sun shone less, rain-laden clouds shrouded the hills, showers developed into deluges and continued for hours: the full monsoon was about to break.
Loosening the dress uniform jacket, Dupre gestured for them to sit while Auel went to the ’Chef for green tea. Jarrat and Stone took the leather couch under the antique clock, opposite Dupre’s wide teak desk. The rainstorm that had been threatening since dawn broke over Venice with impressive ferocity, and Dupre watched the torrent lash his window, drawing a veil across the city. Jarrat waited, sharply aware of Stone’s misgivings, until the colonel said quietly,
“The same courier brought priority dispatches from General Gaunt’s office. The Surgeon General has reviewed your latest test results, Jarrat, and made certain recommendations. General Gaunt’s orders reached me just as Blue Raven headed out to Sabrina.”
“I’m fit,” Jarrat said cautiously. “The surgery was well done, Kip Reardon’s clearing me for duty, pending one last scan series.” He knew from the taut line of Dupre’s back, there was more.
“You’re physically fit,” the Barbadian agreed, “and yes, Reardon is clearing you. But based on the recommendation of the Surgeon General … well, Sebastian Gaunt has issued reassignment orders.”
For an instant Jarrat felt nothing, ahead of a white-hot flash that might have been anger or rebellion. He clenched his teeth before he could speak too quickly, rash words he might regret. Stone’s own response was powerful enough to punch through him like a physical blow, though he maintained a deceptively quiet tone as he demanded,
“Whose reassignment?”
Dupre sighed, passed a hand before his eyes. “Elements in your Psyche profile were off, Jarrat. We all saw the incongruities. I wasn’t blind to them myself. Both Reardon and I submitted the recommendation for a return to active service in the firm belief that work is the best medicine.” Fists on hips, he studied Jarrat with a deep frown. “Or, to put it another way, the more you sit on your duff and think, the less sure of anything you’re going to be. Every one of us has been in the place you find yourself. Gene, myself — only drones are immune. Reardon and I have made this recommendation before, in the cases of countless officers. Hard work is what you need, physical and mental. You and Stone have both served at command rank so long, nothing could possibly be the same as it was when you took the promotion. The work changes us, Jarrat. In the past NARC has always been flexible enough to accommodate change.”
“And now?” Stone stood, while Jarrat himself remained on the couch, face deliberately neutral, hands relaxed, merely waiting while Stone began to churn.
“Valid doubts were raised regarding various key elements in his Psyche profile, Stone. Don’t blame me — I didn’t skew the results, and I did advise a prompt return to duty. The Surgeon General felt differently, and Sebastian Gaunt is well known for conservative decision making.” Dupre hesitated, spread his hands and gave Jarrat an apologetic look. “You’ve already been stood down from command status. Not the rank; that, you’ll keep, along with the salary and benefits. There’s always more places for officers with your experience than we can ever fill. But Earth Central — and I’m quoting! — is no longer confident of your resolve to function at command rank in the field.”
“My resolve?” Jarrat echoed. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”  
But he knew. So did Stone. The crusade had been fought. It had been won, with the product of Harry Del’s project already in human trials, only months away from public distribution across the colonies. The fire that had roared inside Jarrat so long, the unbearable hunger for vengeance, had burned down to embers while the greater part of him counted the cost, began to chafe at the risks to himself and Stone. Harry had easily unraveled the knots of PTSD, but Psyche evaluators were shrewd, quick, and Earth Central had never been forgiving.
It was Gene Cantrell who said quietly, “The bald truth is, you were lucky to hang onto command this long, Kevin. We thought you’d both be sidelined after Death’s Head — for the empathy, if not the after-effects of massive physical trauma, not to mention the personal relationship. Any one of those factors would have been reason enough to pull your warrants. Only R&D’s bloody-minded fascination kept you in the field, and then, only as long as you played some damned nasty games.”
“They’re standing us both down?” Stone demanded.
“No.” Dupre looked uncomfortable. “You own Psyche analysis, Stone, was fair to middling; your command status is confirmed. I can —” he cleared his throat “— I’m authorized to offer you the Athena, with Captain Auel. The crew complement will remain the same, save for a few minor rotations.”
Sheer astonishment bounced back and forth, echoing through the empathic bond until Jarrat was light headed. He fought up the shield, took a deep breath, another. “So I’m being sidelined — temporarily, pending testing, reevaluation?” 
But Dupre’s dark head shook slowly. “Your partnership was officially dissolved twenty days ago, according to General Gaunt’s reassignment order.” He gave Stone a sober look, filled with speculation. “If you want to fly at command rank, you’ll accept a new partner. For what it’s worth, I believe you and Scott Auel would work well together. Your empathy is no longer an issue.”
“And Kevin?” Stone wondered. He gave the grim, silent Auel an apologetic look. “No offence, Scott, but this is a little sudden.”
Auel had clearly known about this for some hours, Jarrat thought, though he had held the official silence, either out of deference to Dupre or because he simply could not find a way to say it. “Don’t apologize, Stoney, it hit me like a brick. None of this was my idea, man. Sure, we’d work well together, but if you think I’m trying to jump in and replace Kevin — it’s the last thing in my mind.”
“All right.” Stone took a breath, studiously not looking at Jarrat. He turned back to Dupre. “What do you have in mind for Kevin?”
“A senior position on the base here, if he’ll have it.” Dupre made his way to the ’Chef, where the pungent aroma of coffee wafted from the machine. “Jarrat, will you take a cup?” But Jarrat’s belly had clenched into fist-like knots and he shook his head. “Of course,” Dupre went on, covering the painfully obvious, “it means you two will be separated for the duration of whatever assignment. Forgive me if I’m uncertain how this will affect you, given the empathic, uh, connection. Your first assignment, Stone, if you accept this repartnership, will be Sunrise, in the near Cygnus Colonies. A syndicate is making its presence felt, calling itself Typhoon —”
“We’re going to go through the motions?” Stone made no attempt to disguise his exasperation. “Inside of three months the Marcus Brand Foundation will flood Sunrise with the Angel blocker. If we’re running on a halved budget, why in any hell would we throw a billion credits at some penny ante syndicate?”
“Why indeed?” Dupre breathed the vapors rising from his coffee. “You’d have to take that one up with General Gaunt. I’ve received no directives to refuse our support to Tactical, when and if they call upon NARC in appropriate circumstances. My understanding is, the government of Earth wants the syndicates broken to shut off the illegal Angel flow, while the Sorenson Act shuts down the licensed supply. It’s the fastest, surest way to be rid of the Angel victims, short of actual euthanasia. I’m sure Bram Sorenson would authorize that, if he could. And of course, NARC ultimately answers to civilian, political oversight.
“My orders to proceed as normal could come from Gaunt himself. I can’t say for sure. I can tell you, Tactical Colonel Dalton Cameron, from the spaceport city of Javier, on Sunrise, invoked NARC two days ago. The Athena will ship out four days from now to begun routine data gathering. She’ll be there for several weeks at least, Stone, before you take a Starfleet courier. Catch up with the Typhoon dossier en route —
“You’ve a pressing matter to attend to, before you can tackle Typhoon. You and Jarrat are subpoenaed to appear in the Thule High Court, on Aurora. Clipper bookings have already been made, you’re on the Cygnus-Pacifica in forty-eight hours — she got in today, from Earth. You’ve time to step back and think rationally about this, before you let blind anger make your decisions for you.”
Frustration, fury and resentment tangled into a red-hot ball under Stone’s breastbone. Jarrat felt it painfully, while most of what he felt himself was surprise. “Stoney, let it be. Sleep on it.” He stood, one hand on his partner’s back.
“Sleeping on it won’t change one goddamn’ thing,” Stone said in caustic tones.
“Still … it’ll keep.” Jarrat gave Dupre a nod. “All right, Colonel. That must have been bloody damned hard to say. I appreciate the velvet gloves. Will you give us time to think it over?”
“Of course.” Dupre gestured at the displays in the rear of the office. “Starfleet versus Governor Cassius Brand is a delicate matter that won’t wait. You two and Gene, Gable, Cronin, Ramos, Reynolds, are all on the Pacifica. You were all there at ground zero when it happened. Mostov. You saw everything. Governor Brand will be counting on your testimony.” He sighed. “Captain Petrov should have been with you. He was Director of Carrier Operations during the whole incident.”
Time, Jarrat thought with surreal clarity as he stepped away to the door with Stone on his heels. Time to think it through. Not that examining the offer calmly would change it. The door unlocked to his palm, and he turned back to Dupre and Cantrell. “If there’s nothing else, we’re on downtime.”
“Just one matter.” Dupre settled behind the desk and sorted files. “Doctor McKinnen came in on the courier. I’d like you to liaise with her until your flight leaves. I won’t have the opportunity — I’m expected at Governor Rocher’s office in an hour and I’ll be in conference with Colonel Finney till late. This business with Sorenson and Steinberg is bad, like pouring alcohol on a fire.” He gave them a hard look. “I’ll keep us out of it, if I can. If I can’t, I’ll minimize NARC involvement, but none of us can deny that Angeliberty is our business. And unless I miss my guess, Angeliberty will grasp the chance to stir up a hornets’ nest, with the senators coming in to gloat.”
“McKinnen’s here?” Stone sounded surprised.
“I asked her to come out and work with Mister Michiko’s — excuse me, Mister Santini’s information,” Dupre mused, “plus the intelligence we were able to extract from the arrests you made at the Venice Convention Center, before you went to Tartarus. If she wants to enter the Data Access Corporation archives a third time, Doctor McKinnen will do so with my complete authority. If General Gaunt protests, he can have my resignation by return courier. You’ll find her in Data Processing 4, gentlemen, if you’d join her there.”
The office resealed as they stepped out and Jarrat whistled. “Mac came out for this job? We always said, lock her and Michiko in a lab for long enough and they’d give us Aphelion.”
“This time they could give us Angeliberty.” Stone thumbed for the lift. “It could get … interesting, if we had the time to get involved. Thanks to a bloody imbecile named Jack Brogan — we don’t.”
Down three levels, eastward by eighty meters, Data Processing 4 was one of the smaller labs, discreet, almost cozy, with comfortable furniture, a small AutoChef, indirect lighting, no windows onto the incoming storm. Its security had been set at Level 5, but Stone’s palm released the double armordoors.
Soft, bluesy music whispered from within; the ’Chef exuded the aroma of French and Italian food, and Yvette McKinnen looked up over a desk littered with datacubes, hardcopies and lunch. She was a redhead now, with blood-scarlet talons and gold contact lenses. Dusky forest green skinthins contrasted her eyes and hair; a filmy kaftan the color of buttermilk wafted in the breeze from the air vents.
She looked good, Jarrat thought — she looked fascinated, which for McKinnen was almost the same thing. On the screen at her left elbow as she finished eating, Leo Michiko’s handsome face had paused in mid-sentence. McKinnen sat back, reached for a champagne flute and gave Jarrat and Stone a surprised look.
“I confess, I hadn’t expected to see you,” she said by way of greeting. “Mission to Sabrina, Captain Petrov’s memorial … General Gaunt’s bombshells. Our funding is comprehensively flushed. Then, there’s you.” Her brows arched. “I believe I just lost a bet with Gene. I said you’d fling down your resignations, march right out the door and keep going.”
From somewhere, Jarrat produced a husky chuckle. “We still might. There’s just a few loose ends before we call it. You’ve been briefed about Harry Del’s work?”
She gestured at the second of four monitors, which by now was idling. “It was the first thing I looked at, before I ran through the Tartarus report. I have the security clearance and I need to know the state of play on our side of the fence before I stick my nose into the other side and run the risks. If something is going to blow up in our faces, what resources do we have to cope? With the loss of the Huntress, the dubious reliability of the Diana’s descant troops, the Avenger positioned on the other side of the quadrant at Brennan, and command of the Athena in question thanks to Sebastian Gaunt’s dementia episode, we’re hardly equipped to take on any major conflict.”
Jarrat examined the ’Chef, chose pastries and coffee. He slapped half the food into Stone’s hand as his partner’s hunger began to gnaw through his own belly. “You think it’ll come to that? Angeliberty would stand up and fight?”
“They certainly won’t roll over.” McKinnen stood, with a gesture at the machine. “Give me a coffee, Jarrat … thank you. And yes, if Angeliberty gets the slightest hint of someone poking around too close to where they live you can expect repercussions.”
The word chilled Jarrat. “You know we’ve reason to believe there’s a device concealed somewhere in Venice.”
“Of course. Our secondary objective is to find it.” She took the coffee, perched on the edge of the desk among the litter of hardcopies. “I would imagine it was in place long before Angeliberty made their statement to Tactical and government. That statement was made to every Tactical colonel and colonial governor simultaneously, incidentally. The disagreeable Peter R. Stacy need not flatter himself that his department was close to Angeliberty, or that the city of Chell is in any way singled out for special treatment.”
“Venice,” Stone said around a mouthful of food. “If it happens, it’ll be here.”
“There’s no syndicate milking a fortune out of the population in our backyard,” Jarrat reasoned, “so they don’t stand to lose bucks from making the example with us. Big population in the shadow of NARC Sector Command. If we go up, it’s also one in the eye for NARC. Every government in the colonies will get the message like that.” He snapped his fingers.”
“Gene,” McKinnen said dryly, “told me you live in Montpelier.”
“It’s getting nasty around here.” Stone dropped the plate into the chute and turned his attention to coffee. “Off the base, NARCs make attractive targets. How stupid would it be, to get shot dead minding your own business, in your own backyard?”
“You could live on the base,” she mused.
“You could also live in Montpelier,” Jarrat added. “White beach, sun shining there while the monsoon broadsides Venice like a train crash. Don’t knock it.”
Fine lines crinkled around her eyes. “Why would I? I may work in Paris but I live on the Cote D’Azure. Summer there is ten weeks long these days; they’re actually starting to sell sunblock in July and August. It’s winter now, which means sea ice on the shore — I’d rather be here, since Bill called. Also, my project at the Paris labs is complete. I’m … currently unassigned.” She regarded Michiko’s face thoughtfully. “Leo is just full of surprises, isn’t he?”
Stone gestured at the cubes and printout. “Anything useful?”
“Enough to get us into a lot of trouble if I’m not exceptionally careful.” Scarlet fingernails drummed on the desk beside McKinnen. “The testimony extracted under duress from your arrestees after the operation at the Convention Center provided a blizzard of names, locations, connections, not all of them productive. Many are just noise, probably inspired guesses made by people with a desperate need to say something, anything, to satisfy their captors. Not everything prisoners babble is sensible or useful. In fact, I’d guess seventy percent to be dross, and dangerous dross. But the last thirty percent — accurate and vastly more risky because of it.” She hesitated. “Of course, we’re already in a lot of trouble, though I’m not sure Bill Dupre fully appreciates it.”
“Meaning?” Jarrat invited.
She chose her words with obvious caution. “Think about this, Jarrat, Stone. Leo gives me a line into Angeliberty, I identify key players, the power pieces in this nasty game. Knowing them, we can make a move on Angeliberty, gut it like a fish, yes?” Her mouth thinned. “Technically, our research should be passed on up the chain, it’s supposed to be on desks in Chicago in a few weeks. But NARC Command, on Earth, answers to civilian oversight, like any service. Sebastian Gaunt’s direct superiors are governmental. Politicians like Sorenson and Steinberg, whom we implicitly believe to be connected with Aphelion, though we’d never get close enough to prove it.” McKinnen’s brows arched at them. “If we report through normal channels, as we’ve always done —”
“We’re handing them what we have on the characters we know are driving Angeliberty,” Stone finished, “and it’s safe money, Aphelion and Angeliberty are either the same animal or so connected, data one possesses today, the other will have next week.” He gave Jarrat a bleak look.
“Christ,” Jarrat breathed, “you can expect Angeliberty to pull the trigger on the Venice device — maybe all of them, Chell, Elysium, the lot — as soon as they realize we’re on top of them.”
McKinnen nodded slowly. “I’ll be conferencing with Dupre later today. I’ll make very sure he grasps the ramifications of standing by normal reporting protocols. The responsibility is going to ride his shoulders like a goblin, but Colonel Finney, even Governor Rocher, are already privy to this project. It’s … getting dangerous.”
Jarrat frowned at Hiro Santini’s face, framed in the screen behind McKinnen. “Whatever we learn has to stop with us, Finney, Rocher. It can go no further.”
“This will be my recommendation,” she affirmed. “Of course, I can’t compel Dupre, much less Finney and Rocher, but … if they chose to stand by normal protocols and pass what we learn to the political body on Earth — well, that’s how Leo Michiko was assassinated on the Athena, in what should have been the safest place in the homeworlds. There was only one way that information could get out of a top-level conference room in the NARC building and into syndicate hands, and come back to bite us.” McKinnen sat back, frowning deeply at them. “The next time we get bitten, it’ll be Angeliberty taking a bloody chunk out of us. This city will be a smoking crater.”
Or all of them. Jarrat thought back over Dupre’s remarks — if General Gaunt protests, he can have my resignation by return courier — and suppressed a shiver. “It’s our careers,” he said acidly, “if this goes belly-up and it comes to light we withheld data.”
“Bill’s career,” McKinnen said shrewdly. “He’ll take the ultimate responsibility for how much gets passed along to Tactical and the colonial government. We’ll certainly have to brief Tactical, but we can trust Robyn Finney. It’s Rocher I’m not so sure about. I’d keep her as far out of the loop as possible and still get this job done.”
“And if it goes tits-up?” Stone knuckled his eyes. “They can have my resignation, for what it’s worth. And it won’t be worth much if Angeliberty’s already taken us down.”
“Nor will Dupre’s career be worth a dime,” McKinnen added, “and he knows it — or, if he doesn’t, he will by the time I’m through explaining all this in nauseating detail.” She wore a disgusted expression. “If we get this wrong, it’ll all be academic. We’ll more than likely go up with Venice. History might use us as scapegoats, but we’ll be beyond caring. However, if we get this right we’ll be the colonies’ next unsung heroes. Nobody can ever know how it actually happened … and that secrecy is Dupre’s responsibility, too. We can only trust him to orchestrate this with Colonel Finney.”
Stone’s blue eyes were shrewd. “How far do you trust Robyn Finney?”
Now McKinnen could only shrug. “I don’t know her well enough to make the call, but Bill does. She’s been in this game a long, long time, Stone. If she doesn’t have the brains and experience to know the rules by now, we might as well walk away today and let this steaming pile hit the fan in its own good time. It won’t need us to make the big stink. It’s going to happen all on its own.”
“Pick Dupre’s brains,” Jarrat suggested gravely. “Let him call it.”
“There’s no more we can do.” She sighed heavily. “You were wise to make the move to Montpelier. How ironic, don’t you think: Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg will soon be touring the very city where the first Angeliberty device will be scheduled to make an example of NARC.”
“But being here when it detonates,” Jarrat said sourly, “won’t be part of their plans.” He gave Stone a frown. “You think Sorenson’s close enough to Angeliberty to know about the devices?”
“Doubtful,” Stone judged. “Sorenson reeks of Aphelion, and it’s still a homeworlds cartel. Angeliberty is colonial, they’re coming from opposite directions. Sure, they’re almost certainly connected, but not at the level where Sorenson operates. He’s the public face, the mouthpiece.”
“Unless I miss my guess, he’s a puppet,” McKinnen mused. “They’re using him to take NARC to pieces — we’ve known this since the Sorenson Bill was proposed. With NARC consigned to history, the players at the heart of the old Aphelion will be safe. We’re the only department that ever cared to investigate them.” She shrugged. “When we’re gone, the playing field will be left wide open for something new, the next illicit public fascination, worth another trillion credits in coming decades.”
“Cynical,” Stone accused.
“Realistic,” McKinnen argued. “Nature does indeed abhor a vacuum and the wretched colonial public has already shown how much it’s willing to pay to destroy itself. That’s a vast, lucrative marketplace. Sorenson and Steinberg will be through and gone, victorious, with NARC decommissioned behind them, when Angeliberty makes its play ... the final moves in the Angel war.”  
Finished the coffee, Stone set his mug into the disposal. “In the meantime, Dupre asked us to liaise with you. What do you need?”
Her lips compressed in thought. “Right now, just time and quiet while I sift the wheat from the chaff. Later, I might have to go into DAC to investigate some of the more prominent names on this list. You realize there are politicians, lawyers, corporate executives, a judge, a number of celebrities from the sports arena, others from some holoshows that’re popular out here. Whatever I do, it must be done with perfect transparency: leave no footprint. If I do go into DAC Venice, I’ll need to insert my AI spy from Node One. I’ll trouble NARC for a covert ride out to the freight yards on the edge of the system.” She looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “Of course, before I reach that point you’ll be on your way to Aurora. Give Governor Brand my congratulations on his election to office … and when you get back, if I’m still in this lab, I’m wagering you’ll be handing Dupre your resignations.”
She was so sure, Jarrat felt a lick of anger from Stone. “We haven’t made any decision yet.” An acid overtone sharpened Jarrat’s voice.
“You will.” She waved them off. “I worked with you for weeks, remember, ran those simulations with you. I know you better than Sebastian Gaunt ever will. The old man is an idiot, and the Surgeon General must be equally witless. R&D lost interest in you when they found another T/87 on Rethan. Some unscrupulous practitioner by the name of Westridge, I believe. Did you know Weapons Development is offering Janine Cruz another contract, another partner? An ambitious young fool, some Gary Kono, volunteered to be addicted.” She turned her eyes to the ceiling, or the gods.
“Jan Cruz quit,” Stone said acerbically. “She works with the Marcus Brand Foundation now. NARC is wasting its time.”
“It’s theirs to waste,” McKinnen said disinterestedly. “Not my problem, Stone. Nor yours.” She angled a hard glance and him, and at Jarrat. “As soon as R&D had no further interest in you, your case passed right back to the brass hats — Gene told me Jarrat’s already been reassigned. It’s a convenient way to divide you, split you up, make you toe their line. You’re both rebels. Misfits. They never liked your personal relationship: the non-fraternization rules are there for a reason. Some fiddling human irregularity inherent to Jarrat’s Psyche profile after he returned from the dead gave them all the leverage they needed. Suddenly you’re on your way to Sunrise, Stone, he’s assigned to a position at base, a hundred light years apart. Exactly as Psyche always wanted, since the news of your relationship broke.”
“Buggeration,” Stone breathed.
“I could put it in stronger language.” Jarrat turned away, glaring at the painting of a China clipper under full sail in mountainous seas, which took the place of the window a human mind expected, even here. “We broke every rule, Stoney. The pigeons had to come home to roost sooner or later.”
“So now you’ll dance to their tune — or not,” McKinnen said thoughtfully. “I bet Gene you’d resign. He’s convinced Stone will take the Athena. Gene,” she added, “didn’t sweat through countless brutal simulations with you, to have half an idea of what’s going on inside your minds. I did.”
Too restless to be still, Jarrat shoved hands into pockets. “If there’s nothing we can do for you, we’re supposed to be on downtime. If we’re here when you need a ride, let us … let him know.” He nodded at Stone. “He can still organize it, but suddenly I have no authority to tell the Ravens where to be. And yes, it feels bloody damned weird.”
She had already returned to work and Jarrat walked away, not trusting himself to say more. Stone’s anger continued to sizzle as they headed up to the airpark, while Jarrat nursed a void inside himself, in which sheer astonishment had the force to drive out fury. He slid under the wheel, still silent as Stone’s anger peaked, spent itself. At last Stone subsided.
The Yamazake Eclipse leveled out high above the traffic lanes. Rain sluiced over the canopy and Jarrat examined the weather tracking, hunting for the fastest way to get around the deluge. Monsoon in Venice was not pretty. Heat and humidity conspired to make the city uncomfortable, though only the areas around the Fraser River were likely to flood. Fairview could be inundated when the moons aligned for an emperor tide at this time of year. Harry had not lived there long enough to find out, and the property in Fairview was someone else’s trouble now.
He sent the Eclipse fast over the Neptune Gulf, swinging wide around the massive weather front to approach Esperance from the west. The deviation made the journey twice as long, but the canopy soon darkened against full sun and the island-studded ocean became a blue-green carpet, deceptively calm from altitude.
“You’re not angry,” Stone said at last.
“A year ago I’d have been mad enough to spit, but now? No reason to be,” Jarrat passed the car to the autofly and twisted in the seat toward Stone. “Psyche evaluators aren’t stupid. They only saw what’s there. Not the PTSD — Harry took care of that. But, the rest? The truth is, I do count the cost now. Am I a bad risk for field work because surviving the job started to matter as much as doing it? Christ, Stoney, the stunts we’ve pulled, we should’ve been dead twenty times over. When there’s nothing outside of the work, no one you care for, and the job means everything, insane risks look perfectly acceptable. But Dupre got it right: we change, the work changes us. To be the same man you were three years ago, you’d be a machine. Besides which … Harry.”
“Harry.” Stone set his head back on the rest, eyes closed. “The blocker.”
“No more Angel, no more NARC,” Jarrat said with a calm that surprised even himself. “Left alone to stew, Typhoon would disintegrate before the year’s out, though I doubt Sebastian Gaunt’s analysts will believe the blocker’s the real deal before it jumps up and chews a hunk off their collective ass.”
“Soon,” Stone breathed. His head turned on the rest; his eyes were very blue, very dark as he frowned at Jarrat. “So?”
“You’re asking me?” Jarrat rummaged for his shades as the Eclipse executed a course correction, swinging them into the sun. Green lenses cooled the sky and ocean to tones of mint-gray. He felt the swift currents of Stone’s ambivalence, riffs of anger. “I don’t know, Stoney. What do you want? You want command status? You have it. They didn’t ground you.” He searched inside himself for the bitter anger he would once have felt and discovered the root of it, deep buried, quite ready to grow if he nurtured it. “You want to put a value on your command status? What’s it worth to you?”
“It’s not worth leaving you high and dry for months at a time,” Stone retorted, “if that’s what you’re thinking. You want to stand on some dock and wave, like the families the career Army and Starfleet officers leave behind? NARCs don’t have anybody back home. It’s who we are. What we are. The only one I know with close family, partner and kids waiting for him, is Kip. And he never does field work.” He stirred, restless, ill at ease.
“Careful,” Jarrat warned. “This is your career, Stoney. You warrant to fly at command rank is your life’s work. Let it go, it’ll never come again.”
“I know.” Stone took a long deep breath. “Kevin, if Typhoon turns out to be another Death’s Head — gangland, a disorganized, vicious rabble spread halfway across the whole colony — it could be months before I make it back from Sunrise. The empathy won’t stretch over such distance. It’d be worse than having one of us in bloody cryogen! And that,” he added darkly, “was so weird, I thought I was losing my mind. Not to mention the small fact there’s only one person I trust to watch my ass.”
“You don’t trust Scott?” Jarrat asked shrewdly.
“I’d have to learn to trust him in the field … and I’d need a powerful reason to learn.”
Jarrat found a crooked smile. “You probably said the same about me, a few years ago.”
“Except for one thing you’re forgetting.” Stone slapped one hand on Jarrat’s knee. “I fell in lust with you even before you walked aboard. I ran the personnel files, watched a bunch of videos. Loving you came later, long after the wanting. Old fashioned, healthy lust gave me a pretty good reason to want to trust you.” He hesitated, then, “I guess we worked together too long. Psyche’s always warning against extended partnerships. Now, I’d have to want to put myself at risk with a new partner. The truth is, I don’t.”
The candor cut surgically to the heart of the question and Jarrat nodded slowly. “Command status at the cost of being separated for months and trusting your back to a guy you don’t know so well. I’d be surprised if you wanted to take it for a spin, but at least they gave you the option.” His own misgivings writhed and churned, he knew Stone could hardly be unaware of them.
“So, you call it.” Stone looked away.
“It … wouldn’t be my first choice,” Jarrat admitted. “Look, it’ll keep. Two days, we’re on a clipper; in two weeks we’ll be up to our eyeballs in snow and ice. How much trouble can we get into, watching High Court sessions play out in Thule? Settle with Jack Brogan and Starfleet. By then, you should know what you want — and don’t you bloody dare throw away everything you worked for on account of some bullshit decision from Sebastian Gaunt! Cool down, get your head straightened out. Then, maybe you tell Dupre to assign Scott another partner. Or maybe we handfast, you take the Athena to Sunrise … and be damned careful. Wrap Typhoon fast. By the time you get back the human trials will be done, the Angel blocker will entering distribution. No Angel, no NARC: we’re all grounded, Stoney, for the best reason I know.”
For some time Stone was silent, thoughtful. Jarrat dropped the empathic shield far enough to feel the hot jumble of his feelings, until at last Stone physically forced them away. “There’s an alternative that looks better every time I come back to it. I can abdicate my command status, get rotated to Central. I’ll give you short odds, Kevin, Dupre’s expecting me to do it. Be a pity to disappoint him.”
“Whoa, not so fast.” Jarrat felt the roots of anger beginning to put out tendrils, but they were directed at Gaunt, the hierarchy that regarded individuals as pawns, and no pawns were more expendable than captains. Stone was right. They had probably worked together too long, while R&D researched them like lab rats. With a surreal, icy shrewdness he weighed the risk to Stone. He had not gone into deep cover alone since Equinox, but four times they had seen action together. The law of averages indicated it would be Scott Auel, groundside in the city of Javier, worming his way into Typhoon —
“Don’t,” Stone said sharply, as if he could pick the thoughts out of Jarrat’s mind, or read them on his face. “I know that look. You’re reducing the job to numbers, probabilities.”
“Mission analysis,” Jarrat growled. “It’s half of Dupre’s job — it’s where I’ll be, when you ship out.”
“It’s all a pail of horseshit,” Stone retorted. “How many times have we seen the one in a hundred chance come up? Statistically it shouldn’t, ever, but it does. Regularly. You can’t reduce this job to numbers, because you can never get enough data to plug into the variables.” He caught Jarrat’s hands. “Enough. The assignment will play out just as it wants to. Analyze mission reports after the fact, sure, but trying to make predictions is a waste of brain cells. Chaining you to a desk is a crass waste of talent. Gaunt must be turning senile. God knows, he’s old enough!”
Anger flared again, hot enough to scorch, and Jarrat felt those tendrils of fury laying down taproots, somewhere between breast and belly. He took a deep, calming breath. “All right — forget it. Typhoon will still be there when we get back from Thule. Gene will probably ship out direct from Aurora to join the Diana. He knows Jason Cobb from years ago, they’ve worked together before. Scott can take the Athena to Sunrise, run dark and gather data while we get through with this subpoena. We can give the decision some time; Dupre can always promote the next likely captain and give him his chance — or her.” He gave Stone a wry look. “I’ve never been good at waiting.”
“Maybe,” Stone allowed, “you never had a good enough reason. You want a reason to do like McKinnen’s betting, hand Dupre a matching pair of resignations? I’ll give you one.” He leaned over to kiss, hard and deep, held Jarrat’s head to it, lest Jarrat remain in any doubts.
“That’s a pretty good reason,” Jarrat admitted huskily against Stone’s open mouth. “Just wait, be sure, don’t make decisions you’ll regret in six months.”
“The only decision I’d regret is the one that dumps me in an empty bed, trying to feed a relationship through highband comm and praying what we had is still the same when I get back — if I get back.” Stone leaned back, tracing the shape of Jarrat’s lips. “Something goes belly-up, it’ll be my name on the memorial wall right under Petrov’s, while Dupre hands you some posthumous decoration and the old rhetoric about you being proud and NARC being in your debt.”
“We’ve always been lucky,” Jarrat mused.
“We always made our own luck,” Stone countered, “and we made it together. The only reason we both survived Death’s Head is, it was the pair of us, willing to do anything to fix the mess. Change the equation, the whole dynamic shifts. And don’t tell me you don’t know what I mean. Leave it now — enough.” On a whim he pulled up local data into the navdeck and said lucidly, “Pentecost. Eighty K’s west of this position: Tangawarima National Forest and the best seafood restaurant this side of Montpelier, which is still ninety minutes ahead. I’m starving. I want to eat, hike in the woods … find a quiet glade and give you one damned good reason to win McKinnen’s bet for her.”
“You got yourself a deal,” Jarrat decided.
Fretting always made Stone hungry, Jarrat knew, and hunger was contagious. He punched in the new destination and the Yamazake began to lose altitude at once. Below, chains of islands straggled away through the Neptune Gulf like beads on a bracelet. Pentecost reared above the ocean, jagged, mountainous, its slopes clad in dense rainforest, with just a few outposts of human habitation sprawling along the shores of Yeboah Bay.




Chapter Thirty-three

They were leaving again. Stone stood in the middle of the living room, bags at his feet, even then listening for the noise of incoming jets. Tina Chen, the new standby pilot, was on routine shuttle service. She had rounded up Cronin and Ramos on the Hudson River two hours before, picked Curt Gable up from Central and met Cantrell on the airpark of the Freeman Carlisle building. Tanya Reynolds had taken a port shuttle direct from the NARC docks — where most of Blue Raven remained on the carrier — to the Cygnus docks, the civilian platform in a lower orbit, directly above Venice. Jarrat and Stone were Chen’s last pickup.
The house lay dormant, a lick of power feeding through the alarm system, motion sensors cued to turn on as the backdoor closed behind Stone. Montpelier drowsed through a warm, sultry afternoon with sunset just two hours away. Stoic, drawing a mask over his annoyance, Jarrat had dumped the contents of the fridge into the bin and stacked everything he owned into the closet.
His belongings had been taken off the Athena, down to the last datacube. If he went aboard again, he would do so as a guest, perhaps a specialist consultant. Stone had stripped his own cabin, but even now, with the Cygnus-Pacifica on countdown to launch and the High Court in Thule looming ahead of them, Jarrat deliberately left the door open for Stone. ‘She’s your ship,’ he had said in the early hours of the morning. ‘She was your home for years before I showed up. Don’t throw it away, not yet —’ Not till you’re certain. The words hung, unspoken, but Stone heard them.
Oddly, it was Jarrat who refused to admit the certainty, while Stone had been ready to abdicate his command status since he walked out of Dupre’s office. Jarrat possessed a mulishly stubborn streak, but without it, he would not have been Jarrat. 
Shock continued to reverberate through the Athena. Dupre must be waiting for the inevitable resignations, if the new command appeared doubtful — the Diana haunted them all as surely as the Huntress. Stone would have been happier if Cantrell had stayed aboard with Scott Auel, but his assignment to the Diana had been processed days before the courier arrived from Earth. Gene was committed, leaving the Athena an unhappy ship.
Blinds auto-closed on the west widows as the sun dropped; the irrigation system turned on across the garden. Drones would toil across the lawns in the hour before dawn, but the Pacifica would be many light years away. Everything Jarrat owned was packed into four bags, stacked in the closet and tagged for pickup by NARC Personnel, against the remote possibility he would not return. This time the lease had already been extended, though the house must stand empty for at least six weeks. Jarrat would be staying here, Stone thought, but by the time the Thule High Court made its decision, the Athena might have completed gathering data, dark over the city of Javier, on Sunrise. Stone’s decision might be made on Aurora: a Starfleet courier could take him direct to Sunrise, while Cantrell shipped out to Brennan to join the Diana, and Jarrat returned to Venice with the Blue Ravens and Gable.
The same word haunted Stone as had haunted him on the way in from Tartarus. Alone. No empathic bond remained coherent over interstellar distances — Harry had measured its gradual failure between Rethan and the system’s outer worlds. Even at interplanetary distances the connection was lost as inevitably as highband broke down. Stone would eventually grow accustomed to being alone, the way one lived with bereavement, but from bitter experience he knew the process was painful.
Did the empathic bond wither, if it was severed by distance, for months? The suspicion that it did gnawed at him. The press of Jarrat’s lips, the troubled darkness in the gray eyes told Stone, the same had occurred to Kevin. Did Harry know the answer to this puzzle? They had never asked, never imagined being in a position where such separation would be an issue.
He listened to the drum of his pulse. It was too easy to picture bringing the Athena back to Venice after a syndicate bust, so close on the heels of the Angel blocker that it was difficult to justify the expenditure, only to find an aching void where this should have been: even now, Stone was feeling through Jarrat’s nerve endings, aware of the sun on his back as he stood on the path above the beach, the mélange of resentment, anger, regret, as his thoughts turned to the Athena, friends he must leave behind, and the very real dread that this would end. He sent Stone a sun-bright flare of longing, swiftly smothered, before he jogged in from the path. Stone felt the slow heavy beat of his heart, the rhythm of his legs.
Jets screamed in the northwest. With a blistering oath Stone shouldered their bags and stepped out. The house auto-locked; power shut down behind him as the Apogee in smart NARC livery dropped onto the driveway. The Yamazake Eclipse had returned itself to the NARC compound and he had only to walk away. Always in the back of his mind as he joined his ship for active service was the knowledge that return was uncertain, survival a calculated risk. Typhoon loomed like the thunderheads of its namesake, inspiring Stone’s heart to a peculiar twist in his chest.
He dumped the bags into the cargo locker while Jarrat slid in. The engines shimmered with heat, still whining, idling as Chen negotiated with an AI at Venice ATC, which logged their short flightplan to the clipper docks. In less than a minute the Apogee was off, heading up and out, and Stone spared a downward glance for Montpelier. He said nothing and Jarrat was equally silent till Chen ventured,
“A lot of the guys are asking for a straight answer, Cap.”
“Learning to work with a new command goes with the job,” Jarrat said in a deliberately detached tone. “Most of the crew is ex-Army or ex-Fleet. We’ve all been through it. It’s even harder to hang onto familiar command structure in NARC, where captains routinely get shot to hell. The job burns us out, Tina, even if some syndicate shooter doesn’t cut us to pieces.” He paused, glanced sideling at Stone. “Psyche decided I’m burned out, that’s all there is to it. God knows, they could be right.”
Rebellion erupted, just as swiftly smothered without a hint of emotion manifesting on his face, but Stone knew. “It’s often easier for a crew,” he offered, “if Central sweeps the whole slate clean. It’s two fresh faces you want, with the passion burning hot and bright. If Psyche decided Jarrat’s burned out, how far behind can I be?”
“Yeah, but …” Chen gestured vaguely.
“We know what you’re saying,” Stone told her. “It stinks. But these are the rules NARCs play by. You can always rotate back to Starfleet.”
She muttered the kind of language she had probably learned only recently in the company of the descant troops. Stone settled back, watching the sky turn deep blue with altitude, then velvet black and filled with stars which slid aside as the Apogee turned onto a heading for the clipper dock. The NARC dock rode in a much higher orbit. If Stone had hoped for a last glimpse of the Athena, he was disappointed. Chen took them fast for the Cygnus facility, scooted up under the long, elegant shape of the starclipper and nudged into the queue waiting for hangar access.
Sunlight glared blindingly off the high-tailed, swept-nosed liner. The flying swan of the company logo curved right around the body of the ship, stretched from the hyperdrive module to the fairings enclosing the comm and sensor arrays. Chen said no more, save to confer with Cygnus Flight for landing permission. Minutes later Stone watched the red ‘do not open hatch’ lights flash over into green.
The rear canopy lifted on the Apogee and he took a breath of harsh ‘canned’ air, sharp with the familiar chemical taints of any hangar. Jarrat came around the nose, clear of the hot jets, and gave his hand to Chen. “Goodbye, kid. It was a pleasure. If we run into each other at Central sometime, I’ll buy you a coffee.”
“Captain.” She took his hand. “I wish —”
“So do I,” Jarrat said with a faint, crooked smile. “Take care — watch yourself on Sunrise. It can get hairy out there. I caught a glimpse of a dossier I wasn’t supposed to see … Typhoon is trigger happy. Ciao.”
He took his bags from Stone and stalked away toward the inner ’locks, where passengers killed time in the bars and restaurants until the clipper boarded. Stone felt a sudden cold as reality broadsided him. Or was it the chill that raced the length of Jarrat’s spine as he made another farewell? Stone slammed up the empathic shield to protect them both and caught him up before the ’lock opened.
The Athena party had already gathered in the Mercury Lounge. Images and scale replicas of hardware from the dawn of the space age decorated the walls and high ceiling. Ancient video looped endlessly on screens no one was watching. Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos looked bored and resigned; Curt Gable and Tanya Reynolds had gone to the bar to fetch another round. Gene Cantrell was intent on a large palmtop while a figure Stone recognized pointed out key elements of some datastream. Janine Cruz was looking sleek and healthy now, dressed for traveling in black denim and burgundy silk shirt. And she exuded the unmistakable aura of money.
“The poster child for the Marcus Brand Foundation is getting well paid,” Stone observed before he and Jarrat were within earshot. “What are you drinking?”
“Scotch, hold the ice, make it a big one,” Jarrat decided without even glancing at the bar. “Next one’s on me.” He took their bags from Stone and angled off to the long table where the Athena crew had gathered. 
Stone tucked in behind Gable and Reynolds. “Imagine meeting you here.”
The Blue Raven pilot snorted. “Howdy, handsome. You come here often?”
“Only when I have to go testify to make sure an idiot gets raked over the coals.” Stone gave the young barkeeper a wave. “Tequila rocks and a double scotch, just as she comes.” He gave Gable a curious glance. “Cruz is traveling with us?”
But Gable’s dark head shook. “Only as far as Rethan. She’s headed home, the Pacifica has a day and a half layover there.”
“Home?” Stone echoed.
“That’s what the lady said.” Gable collected a tray of assorted drinks. “I thought she was an Earther.”
“She is — was,” Stone mused, taking two glasses from the barkeeper.
Following Gable and Reynolds, he slid into the last seat at the table. Over the bar, a wide display showed ‘glam shots’ of the clipper and a clock, counting down to launch. Passengers could expect to be called in twenty minutes. Jarrat took his glass and swallowed half the contents without tasting it. Stone felt the warmth uncurl through his belly, the slow spread of relaxation. Kevin had stashed the bags under the table, and Stone stretched his long legs out into the aisle, where he could be sure to trip some passerby.
“Hey, Cap,” Ramos was saying to Jarrat. “We heard.”
“Good news travels fast,” Jarrat said caustically.
“Not quite the word I’da used,” Cronin muttered. He regarded Stone grimly. “The boys ain’t happy.”
“They weren’t any happier when Robson and Standish were killed and I took over,” Stone said quietly. “It happens, Gil. Change of command. You saying you don’t like Scott Auel? Why not?”
“We don’t know Scott Auel from a hole in the ground,” Ramos said with characteristic bluntness. “You stayin’ on, Cap, or what?”
“I … don’t know,” Stone admitted. “You guys’d be better breaking in new commanders. Divided loyalties are too dangerous. You trust me, you don’t trust him — sooner or later you’ll need to decide which way to jump and you’re carrying the past on your shoulders like an anvil. Damnit, Scott could be dead right but you’d side with me because of what we did last year, the year before. I could dump you into a world of trouble.”
“Working with Scott Auel,” Jarrat added, “you’d have to find common ground, get on the same frequency. Sometimes it happens fast. Sometimes it never happens at all. Not every partnership works out.”
“Jarrat and I were good, Gil,” Stone said darkly. “But you can’t count on the professional chemistry happening automatically.” He looked from Cronin to Ramos and back. “If a change of command’s inevitable, do it right. Clean sweep.”
“Well, shit,” Cronin said, an expression of utter disgust. “And who’s the rat-ass bastard who decided this?”
Cantrell chuckled richly. “That would be Sebastian Gaunt, based on the astute recommendation of the newly-promoted Colonel Adam Lo-Tolliver, the Surgeon General himself. And you’re right: he’s a rat-ass bastard, one of the born mega-rich from Greater Shanghai. And Stoney’s absolutely correct, Gil. In my experience — and there’s a lot of it! — you’re better off with a clean sweep.”
“But you’re goin’ to the Diana,” Cronin said sharply, “with Jason Cobb, since Rick Moreno quit. That ain’t no clean sweep.”
“Yes. Against my better judgment.” Cantrell sat back with a tall glass of some chilled white wine. “If this were a year ago, or five years ago, I wouldn’t do it. But everyone at this table is aware, the Angel war is winding down — we’re not much more than caretakers.” He nodded at Janine Cruz. “Miss Cruz … no longer Captain Cruz, you notice … just gave me the current info, subject to the highest level of classification, from the human trials of — what are they calling it, Janine?”
She made cynical noises. “Here on Darwin’s, it’s being termed a ’radical new experimental therapy for the continuous, symptomatic relief of Angel Withdrawal Syndrome.’ Christ, what a mouthful. You know what we call it back home? The Angel blocker.”
“Cuz that’s what the freakin’ thing is,” Cronin growled. He lifted his glass of dark ale in toast.
“I give you — the Angel blocker.” Cantrell lifted his wine glass. “Everyone around this table also knows the broad facts by now. Half the journalists on the GlobalNet payroll know, they just can’t broadcast until Governor Rocher lifts the classification. The big secret’s almost out, whether our Surgeon General, one of the aforementioned rat-ass bastards, wants to give c’loney yokels any credit or not!”
“So, here’s to the end of the whole shitty war,” Cronin toasted, “packaged in a shiny green box with a pretty, smilin’ face on the front and a three dollar price tag.”
“Two bucks,” Cruz corrected. “Anything else is unrealistically pricey, which means somebody’s making a profit, which the Foundation won’t tolerate. We’re watching them, every lab, every test, every everything. Chell already figured out what the stuff costs to make and market. Two bucks a pop, max — and you might sometimes need three pops a week, if you’re as far gone as I was.” She looked down at herself and shrugged. She seemed to be over the shame, as if admitting her dependence in public had purged the humiliation of disgrace.
“Thank you, Harry,” Jarrat breathed quietly.
Stone laid his right hand on Jarrat’s thigh, under the table. “As Gene said, we’re just caretakers during the wind-down. Earth already halved our fiscal appropriation — their government likes to think the war is winding down because of the Sorenson Act, but the truth will hit the street soon enough. The Typhoon assignment … bothers me.”
“Cuz you know it’s one honkin’ great risk that ain’t necessary,” Ramos snorted. “You know what they wanna be doin’ on Sunrise? They need to bomb the whole bloody place with the blocker, an’ invite every mom an’ pop garage lab to make Angel to their hearts’ content. Slap a two buck tax on the shit an’ give the freakin’ blocker away for free, in the same pop-bag — then watch the syndicate run away yelpin’ with its tail between its legs!”
He had said it all. Stone saluted him in tequila and rapidly melting ice. “But some poor bastard at command rank is about to get shoved into a deep cover op, maybe the last shindig NARC ever fights.”
“Not you,” Cronin rumbled. “Not again. Death’s Head, Equinox, Aphelion, Basilisk. You were bloody lucky to make it out alive. And as for your other half —” He gave Jarrat a curious look. “Y’know, after what happened in Tartarus, gettin’ stood down’s probably the best thing ever happened to you. Cheers, Cap.” He drank on the words.
“Call me Kevin, for godsakes,” Jarrat said dryly. “The way things are coming apart, they’ll be calling me Mister in a few months. Now, that sounds weird. I’ve been every rank from cadet to captain in fifteen years. ‘Mister’ sounds just odd.”
“I dunno,” Ramos said slowly, “reckon I could live with it.” He was frowning away at the screens over the bar, where slick, visually arresting commercials had replaced the glamour shots of the Pacifica. Right on cue the predictable JPC commercial began, and Ramos’s dark eyes brooded on it.
By now Stone knew every JPC commercial by heart, as did everyone else. The company bought time during the high points of GlobalNet broadcasts, deliberately juxtaposing their imagery and message with the ugliest stories to come out of the streetwar. Every city seemed to be fighting itself while, over it all, the Jagreth Pioneer Company rode like a knight on a white charger, with the not-so-subtle subtext message of escape, freedom, opportunity, peace, choice, chance.
“You interested, Joe?” Cantrell wondered.
“Hell, everybody’s interested,” Ramos said easily. “Like the Cap — Kevin — said, the whole house o’ cards is comin’ down. Half the Ravens are talkin’ about quittin’, ’fore they put our boots on their street, to fight Sorenson’s war — an’ with Doc Del’s work in human trials, it’s one hundred percent bullshit. Me?” His brows rose as he gave Jarrat and Stone a speculative look. “You know Gil an’ me just got back in from the Hudson River country?”
“Your lady has a property there,” Stone remembered. “Callie Dalton, the IntelScan specialist.”
“Had a place,” Ramos amended. “The company’s sendin’ her out to Calleran for a while, then on back to Earth.”
Cronin toyed with his empty glass. “She asked him to go with.”
“Damn,” Reynolds said softly. “What d’you say to that?”
“Me, back on Earth?” Ramos demanded. “Army was the only way Gil an’ me got out the first time. Goin’ back … it better work out for life, cuz if it don’t, if just one thing gets cocked up, I’m back on some fuckin’ Army carrier, takin’ orders from officers half my age with all the brains of guacamole.” He shook his head slowly.
“We thought about it,” Cronin admitted, “while we helped the lady pack her gear. The property’s on the market, horses and all. Then there’s that.”
He gestured at the display, where JPC’s commercial streamed images of pristine riverlands, five million square kilometers of virgin forest, panoramas of veldt broken only by lazy herds of indigenous animals, sparkling alpine ranges where no human foot had yet trodden.
“Like Joe said, everybody’s interested,” Gable observed.
“Petrov’s brother and cousins are doing it,” Stone added. Cronin and Ramos turned odd looks on him, and he nodded. “They booked four berths before they knew what happened in Tartarus.” He felt a riff of deep, turbulent restlessness from Jarrat, but before he could define it, or ask, a chime called across the Mercury Lounge.
The public address spoke with a light, androgynous voice. “Will passengers for the Cygnus-Pacifica, for Rethan, Aurora and Faraway, please board now. Cygnus Lines would like to remind passengers to deposit all food items in the Quarantine bins provided prior to boarding, due to import restrictions imposed at Chell SkyHarbor. Please present identification and valid boarding permits —”
Stone stopped listening and shouldered his bags. The routine was old. The last time he and Jarrat traveled on the Pacifica, she was tugged to Sheckley for unscheduled work on the Auriga-4 drive engine. The next they knew, they were on Rethan, barely a step ahead of the fledgling Scimitar, even before they had heard the syndicate’s name. Scimitar, Death’s Head. Stone did not care to differentiate. Both were poison; both were gone, and he and Jarrat could claim both busts —
Good enough, he thought. Good enough to call it done, before Lady Luck suffered a fit of pique and turned spiteful. Was Tartarus the warning? He almost felt like a kid caught double-dipping into the cookie jar. The thought could raise gooseflesh along his arms.
All the Cygnus clippers were less sister ships than clones. The details might have changed between one liner and the next, but he had never bothered to notice. Captain G.L. Sylvestri remained in command; the man would doubtlessly be aware he had Jarrat and Stone aboard — the officers who had briefly commandeered his Operations Room for an impromptu NARC action — but Stone did not expect to see him, or any Cygnus officer above the rank of steward.
The NARC party had been booked on Deck 2, forward, where security was tightest. The passenger list was routinely scanned: no one aboard would recognize them. The old protocols endured while the Angel war angled off unpredictably. The word Angeliberty had not yet been uttered on GlobalNet, but every security service knew it.
Cygnus’s own internal security was on high alert. Stone saw more far guards than usual, many more drones. For the first time in his memory, the gate attendants wore small, discreet sidearms. Jarrat had seen them at a glance. He raised one speculative brow at Stone. “Did Dupre brief you?”
“Not a word — and he’d have briefed you before me, Captain,” Stone said quietly as he ran his ID over the scanner, slapped his palm on the glass. “I might be still on the Athena crew roster, but if you’re assigned to the base, NARC business here, now, is your job, not mine. Something blows sky high, you’ll know before I do. You’ll brief me, if and when you think I should know.”
“Christ,” Jarrat breathed. “This isn’t happening. It feels —”
“Off,” Stone agreed. “Wrong.” He stood aside to let Jarrat scan his palm. Cantrell and the others had gone ahead to the adjoining cabins on the starboard side. Cronin and Ramos were bunked together, Cantrell and Gable were doubled, while Reynolds had elected to share a cabin with Cruz. “Two weeks,” Stone breathed. “What season is it on Aurora?”
“Spring?” Jarrat guessed. “Whatever it is, it’ll be cold.” He shifted his bags into his right hand, slid away his ID and headed for a cabin that seemed too familiar.
They were all the same. Stone spared the compartment a single glance before he threw his bags into the closet and stretched out sideways across the bed. “Hand it to Cygnus,” he admitted. “They know a good mattress. As for what to do on a good mattress …” He held out his hand.
Jarrat took it, let himself be pulled closer, dumped down onto an oyster gray bedspread identical to a thousand others on this ship. He took his weight on his palms, either side of Stone’s chest, and Stone looked up into wary, preoccupied eyes. As the empathic shield eroded with safety and intimacy he felt the deep currents of something dark, troubled. “What bothers you?”
“Mostov,” Jarrat said honestly. “It’s an old can of worms, Stoney. My memories aren’t as sharp as they could be … some of the work Harry’s done inside my head has dulled them. Since Tartarus I’m a tad hazy in patches. I guess there’s a price to be paid for being dead for too long! I actually ran the Scorpio dossier, to liven up my memory. You were asleep.”
“You’re well inside your entitlement to reexamine the documentation,” Stone said slowly. “If the details are foggy, be grateful. It wasn’t fun. It’s also a matter of record that you’ve been clinically dead for some time. Slight memory loss, somewhere, would be anticipated.”
“Which is probably the main reason Adam Lo-Tolliver nixed my warrant to fly at command rank — even though I don’t have memory loss. Just a little blurring around a few old edges.” Jarrat leaned down to kiss before Stone could protest.
Protest would have been pointless, Stone thought as he opened his mouth to Jarrat’s tongue. Kevin had actually lost nothing, but recent painful memories seemed to have receded. He recalled Mostov and Death’s Head as if he had sweated through them five or ten years before. Stone envied the detachment that came with just a little forgetfulness. 
“I don’t care about it, unless some smart-ass Starfleet attorney uses me to buttress Brogan’s case.” Jarrat sat up, peeled out of his shirt and tossed it aside.
He was nut brown, lean, supple. Stone deliberately looked for the surgical scars and saw nothing. “Cass Brand’s team won’t let them, so long as you brief them.” He palmed Jarrat’s breast, thumbed the brown pebbles of his nipples.
“I messaged Harry, weeks ago,” Jarrat told him, as if it were a confession.
Stone’s hands stopped. “When you realized you’re hazy?”
“With the High Court date coming up,” Jarrat unzipped him, delved inside, traced the shape of him through soft, warm cotton as Stone hardened with every heartbeat.
Thinking was rapidly becoming difficult. Stone caught Jarrat’s hands in the interests of coherence. “You get anything back from Harry?”
But Jarrat’s head shook. “Not yet. But the clipper makes a layover on Rethan — a lot of tourists wanting to see the sights, such as they are. Cruz is going home, settling there. Maybe she met someone in Harry’s area. I’m thinking I ought to go groundside, see if Harry can help me reach the memories of Mostov before some bastard from Starfleet Legal cross examines me. Suddenly Jack bloody Brogan’s walking away the public hero, Brand’s case is in tatters and it’s down to me.”
“Damn.” Stone reached up, caught his head, pulled him down to kiss again. “It’s a witchdoctor you want … but those memories might be gone, honey. You know that. Even Harry couldn’t help you reach what isn’t there.”
Jarrat heeled off his boots and settled beside him, let Stone undress him without helping. “I read about this. Old memories are stored in lots of places in the brain — we also record memories of memories. The more often you recall something, the more often you stash it, like backing up data. It stands to reason, I’ve probably stored Mostov five or ten times. If Harry can find any path to reach a backup —”
“We’ll go groundside,” Stone said without hesitation as he sat up to tug the black denims off him. 
“And if sharper memories aren’t there?” The gray eyes were wide, troubled.
“Then we’ll run the Scorpio dossier backwards and sideways,” Stone said with steely practicality. “Remember Mostov the way you’d recall a movie, or someone else’s mission report. You were there, Kevin. It doesn’t matter how you recover those memories, they’re yours — and no Starfleet Legal bastard is going to use you.”
Naked, tousled, rueful, Jarrat sprawled like a cat and summoned a smile. “Good enough for me.” He looked Stone up and down mock-critically. “Maybe my memory’s jacking around worse than I thought. I could’ve sworn I was about to get laid.”
“That was the plan.” Stone palmed him deftly, dealt him a firm tug where it would do the most good.
“You still have your clothes on.”
“Such powers of observation.” Stone reached for the bag he had tossed into the closet and rummaged for a tub of cool, mint-green gel. This, he deposited on Jarrat’s flat belly and dropped his clothes with what grace he could manage.
Two minutes later, he found himself on his knees. The gel was cool enough to inspire a yelp, the deep press of hard, hot flesh inspired a resonant groan, and every sensation echoed through Jarrat and back to him. For a few moments Kevin paused to catch his breath, let his heart slow. His hands tightened possessively around Stone’s hips, holding him there. Stone settled in for what promised to be a long, slow ride.




Chapter Thirty-four

“You didn’t need to shuttle down, I’d have been aboard tomorrow in any case.” Harry Del gestured at the baggage stacked by the front door. “I’m going through to Aurora to work with the government in Thule. They’ve asked me to set up the manufacturing labs personally. Cassius negotiated the human trials down to two months — even that much is utterly pointless, but by now final testing is three weeks out from complete. It’s past time to start manufacture and the mills of government,” the healer added exasperatedly, “are grinding exceeding slow. So slow, at least some people who could have lived are going to perish. I’m supposed to go and crack the whip. Me, they’ll listen to.”
Quiet pervaded the Del property. He had muted the audio on the big screen in the living room, where scenes of the streetwar in cities across the colonies — often referred to as ‘the Sorenson Act riots’ — played unwatched. Stone turned his back on them. Chell and Eldorado had already subsided. Local GlobalNet journalists were simply smug as they reported the smooth supply of the Angel blocker through clinics and the offices of general practitioners. In six months it would be available in pharmacies. In a year the blocker would be so common, patients could expect price cutting, bulk deals and discount vouchers on citynet pages.
The cities had already begun to rebuild. Angeliberty should have no further interest in Rethan and, according to GlobalNet, the few underworld Angel dealers who had survived the Scimitar bust were leaving. The difficulties of smuggling the drug, the penalties imposed by law for smuggling and dealing, the collapse of the syndicates here and the ready supply of the blocker — which rendered the next lungful of poison needless, pointless, expensive — conspired to do what Tactical and NARC had never managed achieve. The Angel trade whimpered into oblivion.
Future historians, Jarrat thought, would look back on the thirty years of the Angel war with a measure of disbelief. It was as if a kind of communal madness had settled over whole populations, almost contagious. Empires grew out of the ruins of millions of human lives —
“It’s almost over,” Harry promised as he set out fermented red tea, fresh chicken dumplings, a box of wagashi. “Cassius messaged me. He’s had some advance warning — we poor colonials are about to be honored by the presence of Senators Sorenson and Steinberg. By the time the buggers get to Rethan, they’ll find they’re a little late!” He pulled a chair up to the redwood dining table and poured for three. “You’ll have been subpoenaed, no doubt. Cass has been asking me if I’d go over there for the court case, but I couldn’t find a plausible excuse. I’m sure he finagled this business about me setting up the lab work for mass production! Obviously I’ll go, though I’ve plenty to do here.”
“Administrating the Foundation.” Stone sampled a dumpling, found it bland, dunked it in soy sauce and added wasabi.
“And picking up after Stephanie Westridge makes a mess — the mutie who signed a NARC R&D contract, if you remember. My gods, the woman has all the scruples of a great white shark! Janine Cruz had the good sense to quit, but the idiots at Earth Central are determined to weaponize somebody. With the result,” Harry sighed, “that I get a lot of work, picking up the pieces. Still, it’s what I do, being the neighborhood witchdoctor.” He sat back, comfortable, relaxed, unapologetically self-satisfied, in the familiar baggy slacks and outrageous print shirt. He looked better than Jarrat could ever remember, since the beginning. The last fifteen months had been rough on them all, but Harry was driving forward now. “I expect to be semi-retired in a year,” he said with the old crooked smile. “And I could say the same for you.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a curious look. “With the Angel war almost done, NARC must start to restructure quite soon.”
“Already begun. Fifty percent budget cuts will knock any service flat on its ass,” Jarrat said acidly. “No new carriers or recruitment. They’re starting to cut back staff, stand down officers. Me, for one.”
He waited several seconds for the sense of what he had said to impact, then Harry clattered his cup into the saucer and blinked disbelievingly at him. “You’re kidding me. You?”
A rush of annoyance raced through Stone, though his tone was studiedly mild. “A year ago it would have mattered, Harry. Right now? It’s only Starfleet versus Governor Brand that matters and —”
“I have a small problem.” Jarrat outlined it in a few terse sentences and watched Harry’s expression set into grim lines.
“I was worried about something like this,” the healer admitted. “You were clinically dead for a significant amount of time, Kevin. Long enough for there to be some slight damage to various sectors of your brain — I’d call the loss infinitesimal, if you were anything in this galaxy but a NARC, subpoenaed to give testimony.” He spread his hands. “We can try.”
“Now?” Jarrat wondered.
“We’ll do it tonight. Why not stay over, take the upshuttle with me in the morning. If we don’t get it right tonight, we can try again. We’re a full week from Aurora, there’s plenty of time to do what we can, on the Pacifica.” Harry pushed the wagashi box toward him. “Enjoy the peace and quiet here. Tansy’s up in Eldorado with Malcolm, the rest of the tribe took an airbus to Chell to do the kid thing. I have the place to myself. It’s not often this house is peaceful.”
Afternoon shadows were already long. When Harry wandered over to the clinic, beyond the house’s labs, to attend to the afternoon’s few patients, Jarrat strode out to the paddocks. Stone followed as the tall chestnut mare came to the fence. For a brief moment Jarrat wondered if an escapee from Sheckley who had never actually seen a horse before he was thirty might find enough rapport with a half-tonne animal to swing a leg over a saddle and ride. Joe Ramos would not have hesitated, but Jarrat knew little about horses, all of it learned on this property.
Apprehensive, preoccupied, he sat on the veranda while afternoon dwindled into evening. He had no appetite for the ragout Harry flashed for dinner, though the vegetables had been in the ground not fifty meters from the house when Rethan’s yellow sun rose. The spices were grown just the other side of Los Tres Dragones. Stone watched him push the food around until at last Harry abandoned the meal and beckoned them into the house.
“You’ll fret and fuss until you know for sure,” he said wryly. “I know you, Jarrat, like a dog with a bone. NARC,” he added, as if unsure whether it was a compliment or not. “Janine was the same — she still is, in many ways. I guess it’s the training.”
“She lives on Rethan now?” Jarrat shared an apprehensive glance with Stone as they settled on the leather couch in the living room, and Harry dimmed the lights, turned off the screen.
“She bought an apartment in Eldorado,” the healer said absently as he drew a chair closer to the end of the couch, where he would place his hands directly on Jarrat’s skull. “The Foundation pays her handsomely — they’d pay you equally as well, if you’re leaving NARC. That is, being stood down from command and all.”
“But there’s not much future in it, is there?” Stone wondered. “If NARC is being dismantled, in two years, max, the Foundation will also be scaled down when the Angel problem fades out. And it’s going to, when the rich market collapses.”
“All very true.” Harry leaned closer, feeling for specific contact points among Jarrat’s hair. “But an attractive salary for those years would take you far, if you didn’t spend it as fast as you get it. Try to relax, Kevin. Worrying about it won’t bring the memories back, if they’re gone. Close your eyes. Stoney, take his hands and … talk. I want you to describe what you remember of Mostov. Not the facts and figures: describe what you saw and did together, the sights, sounds, smells, the cold outside, the lights in citybottom, the music, the people on the street — anything, everything. Take him there in words. Just ignore me.”
Jarrat breathed deeply, feeling the slow, heavy beat of his own heart and Stone’s, focusing on the words as Stone spoke softly close by his ear. Mostov was as much a time as a place and it was gone now. Even if it were rebuilt, nothing could be the same. Stone spoke of the knifing cold of the parking lot above the elevators, where it was ten below zero and icy as a skating rink, on a summer’s night … the graffiti and grunge, the acid taint of Angel on the humid air in citybottom, where the very poor lived and the rich came to play at slumming … blaring danceshops, VR dens and the smoky sexshops where Angel and abuse went in tandem.
Since Tartarus, it had seemed to Jarrat that many years had passed since the night he and Stone went into Mostov. They were certainly his own memories, it was not like recalling a movie or mission report he had reviewed. But for him, the details Stone remembered so clearly had vastly eroded. He grasped the words tightly as Stone described the transit station, with posted schedules for the routes into Kansai and Rasmussen and Argyll … five layers of obsolete show posters pasted to the walls where a dreamhead had crawled to live or die as he might … rich colors, odd smells, clotted shadows … a steep flight of blue-tiled steps leading up to a mall far beneath the planet’s frozen surface.
The Cockpit … the informant, Raoul Petrakis, who smelled of fear. Thrashing bodies, the bass thunder of steelrock … a terrified little man who knew enough to open a window into Scorpio. Jarrat remembered only the broad swathes. Stone had every raw detail, but Jarrat felt as though he were hunting, searching, digging down through sedimentary layers of time, a lifetime’s memories laid in stratae, newer events crushing the old almost out of existence.
He sank deeper into the light trance Harry had inspired, following Stone’s words through a labyrinth: Raoul Petrakis took to his heels, running deeper into the maze of citybottom when he should have been heading out —
Gil Cronin’s bass voice. Wildcard, this is Blackjack. You got maybe three minutes to get back to the Apogee. Trouble, Cap, headed your way damn fast.
And then Jarrat had it.
Like throwing a switch, Mostov became so real, he could feel the heat parching his skin and mouth, feel the tremors through the structure of the old city, smell the smoke and fumes, toxic, choking them as they hunted for any way out with an inferno raging above.
Then, Curt Gable: The Rand plant just went up. It took a Fire Control flyer with it, Jarrat, and you’re in trouble.
Memory hit him like a punch in every nerve. He rode with it, inviting back the reek of the burning old city, the stygian darkness as mains power went out, his own animal instinct as he followed some feral sense to an emergency station. He clawed for a breather mask, desperate for a lungful of clean air while Gable bawled —
One minute. Hold on, Jarrat. Blue Ravens are at two thousand, fifteen in the jump bay.
He had it all now, while Harry Del began to struggle with the ferocity of the memories. The healer might have believed he had seen and heard it all, Jarrat thought. When it came to old fashioned human vice and foible, one with Harry’s enormous experience probably had. But he had never walked a battlefield, urban or corporate, and Jarrat hoped he never would.
“All right, Harry.” His tongue felt thick, uncooperative, glued to his palate. He was not quite sure if he had spoken aloud or merely thought the words. But then, Harry was not a telepath. He would feel everything, glimpse fleeting images, but words, coherent thoughts, would always elude him. “I’ve got it now, Harry, you don’t need to —”
The empath broke contact, wrenched away from him with a livid curse. “Jesus, what in any hell are you trying to remember, Jarrat?” He pressed his face hard into both hands.
It was Stone who found his voice. “Mostov. Thule citybottom. We were down there among it.”
Harry blinked groggily at them. “I knew you were there, but I assumed you’d be airborne.”
“Curt Gable was still flying the shuttle, forward observation,” Jarrat rasped. “Petrov had Ops. Stoney and I went into citybottom to meet an informant, a guy who offered us a way into Scorpio. A streetwar had been rolling, topside, for some time when we went in. The Starfleet-Olympic launched top cover for their ‘peacepolice,’ and Colonel Jack Brogan let a couple of missiles fall in the industrial sector right on top of Mostov.”
“I know the rest.” Harry massaged his temples. “You should’ve been killed.”
“We almost were. Blue Raven pulled us out maybe a minute before the whole underground collapsed. It was a bad business. A lot of people died that night … most of them didn’t have to.” Stone stood, stretched, gave Jarrat his hand and pulled him up into an embrace. “The memories are still there.”
“Oh, yeah.” Jarrat held him tightly for a moment, then fended him off. “The ax I’ve got to grind with Brogan is as sharp as it ever was.”
“Leave it to Cass’s legal team.” Harry stood, swaying a little. “I need a drink. You?”
“I don’t need it, but I’ll take one,” Jarrat decided. “Scotch, if you have it.”
“I can lay my hands on gin or brandy.” Harry opened the fancy, mock-antique cabinet by the widescreen, passed across bottles and glasses and let them help themselves. “The death toll in Mostov was appalling. I don’t think they ever published the true figures, but I’m sure it’ll all come out in court. Colonel Jack Brogan, you say?”
“We knew each other in college.” Stone took a large gin and swallowed too much of it too fast. The spirit roughened his voice. “He was a bastard then, he’s still a bastard. Eldest son of an ambitious family, with connections right back to Earth. He was fast tracked for a political career before this debacle. You know Starfleet will do everything they can within the law to shift the blame onto Cass Brand’s shoulders. They don’t want one of their own smeared, it tarnishes the senior service.”
“If they’d been allowed to convene the court on Earth,” Jarrat said tartly, “they’d have done it. But Governor Brand got in first, and fast.”
“With a team of lawyers whose credentials are recognized in the homeworlds as well as in any colonial court.” Harry swirled the amber spirit in the bottom of a tall glass. “Cass sent me a lot of background information.” He frowned deeply at Stone. “What do you know about this Brogan?”
Stone could only shrug. “As I said, I knew him when were both at Floyd Webber Polytechnic — Chicago, back in ’54. He’s half a year younger than me, a hand’s span taller … a reasonable pilot with a lot of ambition. Good looking, not unintelligent, but he has a big mouth and he was always far too likely to fall back on his social connections to advance his career. Sure, my family has money, but after they disowned me, my connections didn’t count for squat. Everything I did, I built with my own hands. Even when we were kids, Jack always liked to play the old rivalry game.” He gave a humorless chuckle. “He found a dozen ways to rub Kevin the wrong way from day one.”
“We spent a couple of weeks with his squadron, getting up to speed on the 104,” Jarrat mused. “He was a sonofabitch. Earther.” He took a little brandy. “You realize, there’s not a lot he wouldn’t do to dump Brand in the hot seat and get himself back into the fast lane with a future in homeworlds politics. The night Mostov went up, Brogan had maybe six months to serve before he retired as a full colonel with battle honors. Take those credentials into civilian life, they make a powerful launch pad for a political career. And somehow he’s got Eric Holder on his side —”
“Eric Holder?” Harry wondered.
“The colonel commanding the Starfleet-Olympic,” Stone told him. “Holder’s also an Earther, but he’s closely related to at least one of the First Fleet families on Aurora. He and Tactical Colonel Kris Janssen know each other well — in fact, she pulled strings to put the Olympic in orbit when Thule was tearing itself apart politically. Brogan had been Holder’s CAT — that’s Carrier Air Taskforce commander — for three years or so.”
Harry’s brows rose. “And he has his sights set on homeworlds government.”
“So there’s not much he wouldn’t do to dump culpability on Brand.” Jarrat heard the sour tone in his own voice, unsurprised by Stone’s fierce reaction. “He’ll lie through his teeth under oath, if he has to.”
“Not with me in the courtroom, he won’t.” Harry whistled. “So that’s why Cass wants me there for the case! Damnit, he could have come right out and told me.”
But Jarrat was far from sure. “That he wants to use you as a lie detector? The Thule High Court wouldn’t recognize what you do, Harry. T/87 parlor tricks — it’s all just witchdoctor mumbo jumbo, isn’t it? A lot of people don’t like empaths, even here on Rethan. The bigotry doesn’t get any better in other colonies, so you’d be up against bloody-minded prejudice as well as the fact the testimony of a mutoid won’t hold up in court.”
“He’s right.” Stone finished the gin, set aside the glass. “Brand is probably fancy dancing his way around wanting you to be there, knowing it has to be in an informal capacity — too smart to go on record asking plainly for your special services, no matter how he needs them.”
“Well, bugger.” Harry took the window seat, leaned into the cushions and extended his long legs, crossed at the ankles. “Cass fixes it so I’m in town to set up the manufacturing labs, then makes sure to invite me to the sessions where Brogan’s on the stand. I whisper in his ear, ‘the bastard’s lying’ — he and his team know where to attack. Leave it to the specialists to expose the lies. Devious. Then again, that’s Cassius Brand for you. First Fleet, colonial sovereignty, Angel rights activism. He has the bit between his teeth, and he’s running.”
Since his Bergman Syndrome was cured, Jarrat thought, through the mutoid’s ‘mumbo jumbo,’ Brand had been running hard. He shook himself as the flashfire of Stone’s feelings eclipsed his own for a moment. Stone’s anger blazed for Holder as much as Brogan. Without the colonel’s involvement, Starfleet would not have had a case. Mostov was the greatest disaster in Aurora’s long and checkered history, yet Eric Holder, with his First Fleet connections, was happy to back his man. Jarrat could only wonder what story Brogan had fed him, what spin he had put on his datafeed.
“It’ll all come out in court,” Harry said resignedly. “How are you feeling, Kevin? Memory recovery can be quite a traumatic process.”
“I’m fine,” Jarrat began.
“He’s shaky,” Stone argued. “Mostov’d give anybody the willies. Thinking about it always scares the crap out of me.”
Visibly switching gears, Harry leaned forward. “You want something, Kevin? Take a pill, sleep well. We need to be in Eldorado by ten, to catch the upshuttle.”
For a moment Jarrat was about to decline, before Stone’s hand fell heavily on his shoulder. “All right, why not? Sorry to put you through that, Harry.”
But the healer waved off any apology. “You’ll need your wits about you in Thule. Give a Starfleet attorney anything to use against you, he’d be delighted to discredit NARC as well as the colonial government.”
The pills were big, brown, bitter with the taste of medicinal herbs, and powerful. Jarrat swallowed two, sprawled naked on cool, crisp sheets and was asleep before Stone joined him. He woke briefly in the early hours when night birds called in the trees by the open window, but the feedback from Stone’s dreams was a smooth, even calm. Jarrat immersed himself in the deep river of half-formed feelings and let himself sleep again.




Chapter Thirty-five

From space Aurora appeared pure, blue-white, clinically clean and profoundly cold. Proximity changed everything save the cold. The planet’s orbit took it close to the regions where Mars or Sabrina would have been found; its year was longer than that of Earth, Darwin’s or Rethan, but it’s day was shorter. Given a twenty hour day, at 10:00 the small sun rode at its zenith while a wind howled out of the northeast, freezing the streets to black ice even in Kansai, Rasmussen, Argyle, the uptown burbs where the descendents of the First Fleet pioneers often made their homes.
A NARC transport stood at the clipper docks when the Pacifica berthed. Stone gave Jarrat a wry look as they saw the great stash of thermal jackets in the back, each hooded, with a detachable facemask. Stone might have made some quip about it being a tad chilly outside, but the Pacifica’s internal edutainment channel had repeatedly given the forecast, warned against frostnip, outlined what to do to avoid it, how to treat it if you suffered it.
In mid-spring, the daytime temperature in Thule was fourteen below. The locals did not even seem to notice the ‘cool,’ as they called it. They were cross-country skiing, tobogganing down the chutes on the south side of the Appalachians, remarking on the searing blue skies and the brilliance of the aurora, from which the planet took its name.
By week’s end fresh snow would curtain Thule, but as the NARC transport dropped in to the airpark on the Olsen building, which the department had leased for the duration, no cloud dared sully the sky. The Olsen tower stood in Kansai, just a kilometer from Tactical’s command building. Its roof had been designed to land heavy transports; discrete generators filled one of its basements and highband arrays comparable to those on the back of the Pacifica perched on the north parapet. It would serve NARC well — and they needed the space.
The brief dossier Dupre had supplied detailed the cordon they had thrown around the area, from the Olsen tower to Tactical in one direction and the High Court building on the third apex of the triangle. Security had been tight as a drum for ten days before the Pacifica docked. Thule was boiling with anger, no safe place for Starfleet personnel.
Undercurrents of rage seethed just below the surface. Every newsvid simmered with images of protest groups, crackled with the furious arguments of civil activists who took Starfleet’s defense as a deliberate insult to this world, this city. Jarrat and Stone watched a compilation of recent events, and Stone whistled.
“They’d like to lynch Jack Brogan.” He glanced up from the screen to watch the Thule skyline resolve out of the ice-blue haze of distance.
They were seated in the front of the transport, just aft of the hatches. Up front, two NARC pilots had begun negotiating with the building’s ATC before they entered final approach. Even a NARC aircraft found itself holding off a thousand meters out while it was scanned so comprehensively, Stone felt the tingle in his nerve endings, the faint, transient headache throbbing in his frontal lobes.
“This crowd’s ready to lynch anything in a Starfleet uniform,” Jarrat said darkly. “Right about now, Eric Holder must be wondering if they should just throw old Jack to the wolves and get out.”
“Justice must be seen to be done,” Stone mused. “This can’t be a trial by public opinion. If it is, they’ll still make Brogan a hero in the homeworlds, he’ll ride right into office on the strength of it. The next time you see him, he’ll be rubbing shoulders with Sorenson and Steinberg, with a mansion in Greater Shanghai.”
The grav resist rammed up for landing; the transport shuddered slightly as it set down on the big pad, directly on the ‘Heavies Land Here’ target, thirty meters from the elevators. Behind Jarrat and Stone, the Blue Ravens had delved into the stash of thermal jackets and thrown an assortment over the vacant rear seats. Gable, Cantrell and Reynolds had shrugged into them before Stone fed himself out of the window seat. Jarrat caught a pair of mid-size jackets, tossed the length of the transport as Cronin and Ramos hunted for something in their own outsize.
“You know they’ve put the Starfleet contingent in this building?” Gable spoke cynically. “Apparently, Thule Tac handed the whole security assignment to us.”
“They’re safest here.” Cantrell sealed the Velcro strips down the jacket’s left side. “Put Holder’s people outside the cordon, they’ll only need to duplicate our work — you’d have a Starfleet security detail making a big, fat target of itself while it tried to guard its own officers. It’s a mess.”
“It’s a joke,” Cronin argued. “Shouldn’t even be a case, much less seven of us dragged halfway to the Cygnus Colonies for this circus.”
Ramos gave a snort of cynical humor. “I can live with four weeks on a luxury clipper, on the department’s buck. They want me to take the stand and call Brogan a dickhead, on the record? I can do that.”
The pilots cracked hatches as he spoke and Stone felt the first waft of Thule’s dry, ice-cold air. A thousand memories reawoke with it, and he heard Jarrat groan. The hood pulled up around Kevin’s head, he swore as he stepped into the lively wind which scampered across the airpark, eighty stories above street level.
Europe and the North Americas were often as cold as Thule in summertime. Stone found the conditions oddly familiar as he followed Jarrat, from the sudden pain blossoming inside his head with every inhalation to the slither of his feet on the thin sheet ice that formed on any surface. The transport’s downwash had melted a shallow lake across the landing zone, but closer to the elevator he could have skated.
“Reminds me of home,” Cantrell said ruefully, slithering into the elevator. “Zurich in the spring.” He took a deep breath. “You smell that? Smells like winter.”
“Yeah, but it’ll be summer here in six weeks,” Reynolds informed him. “This ball of ice is halfway to Mars!”
Albeit with breathable air that was the product of fifty years of terraforming, Stone allowed. Aurora was the nearest, the oldest and richest of the Cygnus Colonies. Beyond lay the frontier, mines, industrial systems — Tartarus and the endless abyss of freespace. He and Jarrat stepped aside to make space for the Blue Ravens, and the transport lifted off as the car sealed itself. Vents blew hot air at shin-level, raising the temperature before the elevator opened into the reception area, six floors under the roof.
Stewards took the jackets with quiet promises that their baggage had been unloaded and would follow them down. Stone gave the hall a dismissive glance: mock marble, gray carpets, lighting panels in the walls and ceiling, all so anonymous, this might have been a department store. More notable were the NARC personnel who intercepted them before they could reach the desk.
The squad of four had the stature of descant troops, the closed faces of some government’s secret service, the plain black uniforms of NARC Special Ops. Stone saw no mission or unit badges, just ID bars on the left breast.
5482/Kruger, GJ, knew each of the newcomers on sight. “Captain Stone, Captain Jarrat, welcome to Thule.” Kruger spoke with one of the accents of Darwin’s World, the small continent in the southern hemisphere, the city of Capetown.
“I’d like to say it’s good to be here,” Jarrat said candidly, “but there’s places I’d rather be, Lieutenant. Where do you want us?”
A tall man in his forties with red hair and pale blue eyes, Kruger beckoned them to the desk. “Quarters have been prepared for you in the building, Captain, but you have a call waiting for you. If you’d like to take it here, we can arrange a shuttle.”
“A shuttle?” Stone echoed.
“I believe you’d be safer in the building, Captain,” Kruger said cautiously, “though conditions are somewhat austere. Understand, if you choose to leave, we can’t absolutely guarantee your safety … though NARC personnel are at considerably less risk than Starfleet.”
He pointed Jarrat at the monitors clustered at the left side of the desk, and Stone made wagers with himself as the call played. The screen brightened with the rich greens of trees in new spring leaf, the bight yellows, scarlet and blue of flowering shrubs. The vid pickup seemed to be positioned on a deck overlooking a long, sculpted garden. As Stone would have predicted, Governor Cassius Brand sat in the high-backed planter’s chair, smiling into the lens.
“May I say, welcome back to Aurora, gentlemen,” Brand began, in a stronger, deeper voice than Stone remembered. His skin was smooth, his complexion clear, his eyes bright. He had taken comprehensive gene therapies, Stone realized. Putting the Bergman Syndrome behind him was his first milestone; his next was to turn back the clock, recover the years he had lost to the disease. “I wish it could be under more congenial circumstances, but it’s good to have you here,” Brand said cordially. “Let me extend my hospitality. Please — be my guests here in Argentia for the duration. It would be my pleasure to have you here, and you probably know Harry is coming directly to the house. Take a car from my garage, make yourselves at home. I hope to see you very soon.”
The proposition was as irresistible as predictable. “Argentia,” Jarrat observed. “The original offer you can’t refuse.”
“And I notice,” Cantrell said tartly, “it was only made to the two of you!”
“We were the ones who sweat blood on Scorpio — there was a time Brand hated our guts.” Stone considered the offer soberly. “Kevin?”
“Oh, we’ll go,” Jarrat said at once, “but not unarmed. “Lieutenant Kruger, we’re still waiting for our baggage. We came in with our own hardware.”
Kruger double-tapped his combug. “One moment, Captain.” He turned away to consult with the security detail in a rapid-fire exchange of verbal shorthand.
“This building ought to be comfortable enough,” Stone judged. “Anything you want, Gene, send out for it. You’re on a department expense account.”
“Champagne, beluga caviar and Companions it is,” Cantrell said acerbically. “Give the Governor my regards — I’ll see him in court.”
The lieutenant turned back as Cantrell spoke. “Your baggage is on its way down, Captains. Do I understand you want me to organize a shuttle to Argentia?”
“Do that — thanks.” Jarrat gave Cantrell a nod. “We’ll be in touch. Brand will have the court schedule. The sooner this thing’s done, the sooner we can get out of here. Keep one eye on the Starfleet Legal team. They’ll be in the building somewhere. They’re defending an indefensible position, so they’ll be scrounging for any ammunition they can find.”
Even then Cantrell was glancing through the security detail’s accommodation arrangements. “They’ve put Brogan, Holder and half a dozen attorneys and legal secretaries two floors below us. Starfleet provided their own security squad?” He lifted a brow at Kruger.
“They stood down. Inadequate to the task, Captain Cantrell,” Kruger said crisply. “They’d only get in the way. They remain armed, we’re liaising with them, but we already established our perimeters. And NARC,” he added with considerable satisfaction, “won’t draw hostile fire just for being what we are.”
A robotrolley had rolled out of the lift moments before. Jarrat hefted four big duffels and a code-sealed gun case, which he opened without comment. Inside were his own Colt AP-60, Stone’s Steyr .44, six magazines for each, preloaded with a variety of rounds.
They were shrugging into the harness, settling the weapons, when Kruger returned from the desk with fresh ID. “This will get you in and out of the building, plus Tactical Command and the High Court.” He slapped the warrants into Stone’s palm and stepped back smartly. “Your shuttle is prepping at the west parapet, you’ll have an armed escort to Argentia. If you require shuttle or escort when you depart Argentia, please call with at least thirty minutes’ lead time.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Stone appreciated the crisp efficiency, and from personal experience recognized the man’s background in Tactical. He pocketed his warrant, passed Jarrat’s across and gave Cantrell, Gable and the Blue Ravens a smile. “People — relax, for godsakes. You look like a chain gang!”
Joe Ramos cracked a white-toothed grin. “This is where I get to find out what beluga caviar’s all about?”
“Fish eggs, farmed anywhere the sturgeon thrives,” Cantrell told him. “All you need is a cool river delta, clean water. I imagine tropical Aurora would be the perfect place for them.”
“Fish eggs,” Cronin intoned. “You mind if I send out for pizza?”
Chuckling, Stone shouldered his bags and followed Jarrat back to the elevator. He punched for West Airpark and waited. “They’re going to escort the shuttle.”
“Which means there’s already been trouble — shooting,” Jarrat said quietly. “You want to tell Brand no, and stay in the building?” He arched a brow at Stone as they stepped into the lift car.
But Stone shook his head. “Brand wouldn’t dump his star witnesses into harm’s way.” He braced himself as the lift rushed sideways before heading up. “He’s inviting us to Argentia for a reason. Also, Harry’s got to be there — and you know what security’ll be like around the colonial governor.” He patted the Steyr. “We’ll check something fast and bulletproof out of his garage. Anything above congressman level always drives bulletproof.”
“We’ll create a smaller target than moving in a bunch,” Jarrat mused, “especially if Kruger’s squad moves the whole company together, Starfleet and all. How’d you like to get shot down over Thule because Brogan and his lawyers are on the same transport?”
“I’d prefer not to get shot down anywhere,” Stone said tartly, “and I’m not happy about our people making any kind of target.” He double-tapped the combug in his right ear to bring it alive. The NARC loop whispered quietly. “Lieutenant Kruger, this is Stone.”
The man was there at once. “Captain, what can I do for you?”
“Give me your transportation plan, NARC to the High Court and back,” Stone said baldly, and waited.
“Armored transport, with escort, shortest route,” Kruger said smartly. He did not have to look up the information. “Two flights, one for NARC personnel, the other for Starfleet.”
“And they’re identified how?” Stone pressed. “If Starfleet’s a prime target, let’s not put ourselves in the zone with them.”
“We’re there ahead of you, Cap,” Kruger assured him. “We’ll be identifying on open channels, different callsigns. Anybody wants to take a crack at the Starfleet shuttle, they’ll be up against armor plate and four Tactical squaddies, same as for us. But nobody in Thule wants to hit NARC,” he added with rich, smug satisfaction.
“That’ll do it. Keep us appraised, Stone approved, and shut down.
A Marshall heavy transport stood at West Three, only ten meters from the elevators, its side hatches open and the hot bluster of its lift engines driving the chill from the immediate area. Just off the parapet, two squad flyers wallowed on repulsion. Stone watched the gunners rotating weapons in test mode as he jogged out to the Marshall, a pace behind Jarrat. The transport wore the silver and blue NARC colors, on its side, the familiar icon of the dove cradled in the steel gauntlet.
Over the comm, the pilot identified on a broad range of frequencies, without encryption: “NARC Flight, this is NARC 301, ready to launch. Destination is Argentia, ETA 12:05.” Meaning, two hours after noon in this twenty-hour day.
And NARC Flight: “You are free to launch, 301. Argentia Security Captain van Dien is expecting you. Approach Gate 14. Stand by for your access code, level 5 encryption.”
A microsecond squirt would follow, accessible to no one beyond the NARC security cordon. Satisfied, Stone took the seat behind the pilot and watched the cityscape expand below as the transport lifted. “They’re all over this job.”
“They’re all over it like they expect trouble,” Jarrat added. “Soon as we get a chance, I want to look at their logs, see who’s shooting — and at whom.”
Uptown Thule had not changed. Stone recognized the landmarks, the profile of the skyline, the highest point of which was Tactical Command. He saw the huge silver-gray dome of Hirosaki Park which dominated the Rasmussen sector and, beyond, caught a glimpse of the vast blackened zone: Mostov.
By now the city could have rebuilt the industrial sector, but to Stone it seemed nothing had been done, as if Brand and his legal team wanted the eyesore to remain until the High Court convened. The city shone under brilliant blue skies, but when the Marshall and its attendant squaddies rose to a thousand meters’ altitude, well above the traffic lanes for the quick crossing to Argentia, in the north, Stone saw the first billows of dense, heavy cloud in the northeast.
Then, there was Argentia, riding against the burnished blue and the curving line of the Appalachians, due north of the sprawl of Thule. Far beyond, hazed by distance, floated Arkadia and Barsoom, ahead of a cluster of the smaller domed cities which Tactical’s Colonel Kris Janssen referred to as ‘soap bubbles.’ The term was apt, Stone thought. The pressure skin might have been diamond glass riding a structure spun from filaments of kevlex-titanium, strong enough to cradle a whole city, but one’s first impression was of bubbles of tropical paradise adrift in the arctic sky.
Each dome sat on the thick pad of its grav-resist generators, circled by docking bays. The genius of Leo Michiko still stunned the observer — the late Leo Michiko, Stone recalled. Not even Cassius Brand knew the man was still alive, much less that he had already begun to climb back into the ranks of the wealthy and influential. Elysium, in the shadow of the green gas giant, Zeus, was far indeed from Thule.
“Argentia Gate 14, this is NARC 301, on approach.” The pilot began calling ten kilometers out, braking down slowly and sideslipping around the city’s base disk, where entry gates, private hangars, service chutes, drone bays, maintenance shops, ringed the entire periphery. The pair of squaddies dropped back, flanking the transport without encroaching on Argentia’s restricted airspace.
“NARC 301, this is Argentia Security. Standing by for encrypted identification.” A pause, then, “NARC 301, you may approach the airgate. Welcome to Argentia. Captain Alicia van Dien is notifying the governor’s residence at this time. Please instruct your passengers to wait at Reception for their escort. Have a nice day.”
“Damn,” Jarrat breathed, “they’re tighter than a hustler’s corsets.”
“They’ll have good reason.” Stone released his harness and stooped for a better view through the forward canopy as the pilots took the Marshall in.
Gate 14 would have docked a gunship, and its hundred-meter length already hummed with trucks, people-movers in Thule Metropolitan Transport livery, private limousines, a swarm of wasp-yellow aircabs. The NARC transport, headed for the Brand estate, did not queue. A pleasant voice at Argentia Flight invited it into the security bay off to the left of the line of waiting vehicles. Stone watched as it slipped through a pair of armordoors into a wide, neon-bright hangar.
There, the pilots touched down but the lift engines continued to idle while Jarrat and Stone grabbed their bags and stepped out. Sharp cold stung Stone’s sinuses, though the temperature was definitely above zero. He cast about for his bearings, scanned the signage flanking five inner doors.
“There — Reception.” Jarrat pointed. “We wait for an escort.”
“Just as well,” Stone observed. “We’re across town from Brand’s place. They’re taking no chances. The security airgate is as about as far from the governor as they can manage.”
“Routine precautions,” Jarrat guessed. “The governor’s residence in Venice is covered as thoroughly. Senator Brand didn’t need so much security, but the whole machine kicks into high gear for heads of state.”
It was too easy to dismiss the show as an exercise in sheer paranoia. Stone recalled the extravagant security cordon surrounding Earth’s politicians and bided his time as they showed their faces to the scanners, let the city AI recognize them. A door whirred open, inviting them into a lounge in shades of jade and charcoal. They stepped into sudden warmth which felt oppressive after the hanger’s chill.
Alicia van Dien appeared minutes later: tall, pale, blonde, forty and muscular, striking in a black business suit and conspicuous sidearms, a scanner in one hand, a palmtop highband decryptor in the other. Jarrat and Stone waited while the scanner passed over them head to foot, and van Dien’s high-cheekboned face molded into a formal smile as she said,
“I’m sorry, gentlemen. I can’t admit you to Argentia. You’re armed.”
“Good afternoon, Captain, it was nice meeting you.” Jarrat mirrored the smile while Stone felt the sharp spike of his annoyance. He was tapping his combug as he turned away. “NARC 301, this is Jarrat. Turn it around, Pilot, come right back to Gate 14 and recall your escort. Inform NARC Flight we’re returning to Command.”
Stone did not smile. “I suggest you confer with Governor Brand while we’re still in the city. If we get on that transport, you won’t bring my partner back with a gun to his head — the next you’ll see of us, we’ll be in court.”
To her credit, van Dien did not falter. The smile did not slip as she said, “One moment, please. There are protocols, but of course the Governor is at liberty to override them as he sees fit.”
“Naturally.” Stone stepped aside and clicked his combug down to the local security band. Van Dien’s eyes widened a fraction as she realized a NARC comset could monitor their private bands. Her mouth compressed while she waited.
A voice Stone recognized said, “Yes, Captain, what is it? Make it quick.”
Ice-blue eyes raked over Stone, and van Dien said baldly, “Governor, I’m at Gate 14 Reception in person, sir, but your visitors — Stone and Jarrat — prefer to leave rather than surrender their weapons. Your decision, please, sir.”
For a moment the comm was silent, perhaps to accommodate signal encryption, more likely because Brand did not believe his ears. He was back with a rasp. “Captain, you’re fucking with NARCs who are here at my express request. Let’s try for a little less officious tomfoolery, shall we? Bring them here immediately.”
“Yessir.” She spoke stiffly —
Infuriated, if Stone was any judge. He smelled Starfleet on her, in the hauteur, the way the word ‘sir’ tripped off her tongue too often, too fluently. The senior service lived on its regulations, discipline, etiquette borrowed from an even older service harking back to an era when ships sailed Earth’s oceans. The navy was centuries obsolete, Stone thought, but Fleet perpetuated it and reveled in the pomp and ceremony.
“You heard the Governor, Captain Jarrat,” van Dien said tartly.
“I’m Stone,” he said with a flicker of genuine amusement. She knew what the rank of captain meant within NARC: carrier commander. Her own rank was arbitrary, the chief of local civilian security, far down the ladder even from a similar rank in the kind of corporate security task force that fought bitter, bloody wars.
Annoyance glittered in the pale eyes as she gestured at Jarrat, who had returned to the door beyond which the hangar gaped, waiting for the transport. “I’ll send for the limousine, sir, if you and the Captain would care to walk this way.”
“301, stand down,” Jarrat said into a quiet comm loop which van Dien could not access. “Looks like we’re staying after all.”
And the transport pilot — an old NARC hand: “Jesus, Cap, make your mind up, will you? We’re not a bloody yoyo!”
Jarrat chuckled. “But Argentia Security would love to bounce us all up and down.
“Oh, them. They’re a pain in the ass. 301, returning to Command. Out.”
The security chief had headed down the passage opposite, where afternoon sunlight streamed through long observation panes and Stone smelled frangipani, heard live birds in the trees surrounding an open, high-arched door. Outside, a big black Rand had drawn up under the trees, its gullwings raised, autodrive purring on standby. The cargo space popped as they approached and Stone dumped in his bags.
Warmth greeted them as they entered Argentia proper. A breeze tossed among the hibiscus shrubs, bees worked the gaudy flowers, rainbow parrots chattered in the laden fruit trees which marched along both sides of the access way leading from the Gate 14 complex into the city.
Seated in the front, van Dien spoke tersely with her people while the car lifted straight up, making altitude till it skimmed not fifty meters under the dome, weaving a course between the fantastic shapes of apartment houses which could not have existed without the genius of Michiko’s grav resist architecture.
Everything about Argentia and the other ‘soap bubbles’ was the result of one man’s vision, and though Stone knew this technology had almost certainly caused the abyss between what Colonel Kris Janssen termed ‘the gots and the nots,’ triggering this colony’s Angel trouble, still one could not be unimpressed by the gorgeous daydream city in the arctic sky. In the back of the limousine with Jarrat, he had a panoramic view through the curve of the gullwing and murmured a curse of appreciation.
“Chalk one up one for Leo,” Jarrat said ruefully. “Not,” he added, “that you’d be saying so if you lived in citybottom.”
“And not that Mostov even exists.” Stone watched the sunlight refract through the diamond glass curve above, casting phantom rainbows. “Tell me, Captain van Dien, which part of Thule is classified as citybottom now, since the disaster?”
She did not look back at them. “They’re calling Kalmar and Solstad citybottom. They used to be nice enough sectors, but they took most of the refugees from the underground. Thousands were dumped there — meaning subsidized rentals, rat-city overcrowding, terminal unemployment, every addiction you can name … except Angel. You did a damn’ thorough job on Scorpio. With the blocker going into full distribution in ten days, Angel is nobody’s problem here, not any longer. There hasn’t been a single Angeldeath in Thule since the drug went into human trials — they invited the worst cases, the nearly-deads, to come test it … and it works.
“Mind you,” van Dien mused, “when the blocker snatches some poor sod back from the absolute brink, the brain damage is bad enough, you’re still dealing with a turnip. But I saw a story on GlobalNet, there’s a research team from IntelliMed getting into this. Some special medical nano to reverse the brain damage at the cost of whatever memory loss. Angel ‘veterans’ might have to go back to school — they should be glad to be alive, not bellyaching about having forgotten their algebraic notation and irregular verbs.” Now, she did glance back at them. “It was you, wasn’t it? You brought the carrier that cleaned Thule’s sewers, swept the Angel out of here.”
“It was us,” Jarrat affirmed. “You were here at the time?”
But van Dien’s blonde head shook as the car dropped in toward the broad private garden belonging to a mansion on the edge of the Argentia dome. “I was on the Starfleet-Bhattacharya. Didn’t finish my tour and get back to this ball of ice till just three months ago. NARC just made the news again — Tartarus. They don’t publish the details, of course, but they did mention the NARC-Athena. Meaning it was also you who busted Basilisk, since the Athena came here for Scorpio.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Stone said evasively. The department’s protocol had always been to avoid publicity, especially publicity surrounding individuals, and in particular captains, who could not afford to be recognized. “What matters is, Aurora doesn’t have an Angel problem.”
“Believe me, Captain Stone, we got plenty of others,” van Dien said acidly as the car touched down well inside the mansion’s security cordon and the gullwings whined up. “Do you know your way?”
“We’ve been here before,” Jarrat told her. “Thanks for the ride.”
She studied them levelly, almost rudely. “You were actually in Mostov when it happened. It’s no secret. You got out. Not many people did.”
“A gunship pulled us out, or we were history.” Stone stepped aside to make space and frowned down at her, waiting, while Jarrat pulled out the bags.
“This yahoo, Brogan,” she said tersely. “He’s the one. I’ve read the reports and unless they lie … crucify the bastard, Captain. Legally if possible. If not, find some other way to do it.” She slid on a pair of green pilot’s lenses. “If you don’t, somebody else will.”
Then the gullwings dropped and Stone gave Jarrat a speculative look. “Somebody else will,” Jarrat echoed. “Hence the security screen. And I think we better talk to Brand.”
A butler in house livery had already hurried down the path beneath flowering trees to meet them. Humid warmth, the scents of earth, humus, growth and decay, gave the small wooded area the illusion of a natural glade, while the diamond glass arching high overhead magnified the meager sunlight. At mid-afternoon in spring the sun stood low in the west, casting dense shadows and painting the mansion’s pale walls in gold. Stone remembered this place vividly. He might have asked if Jarrat had those memories, but the prickle of almost mocking appreciation told him, Kevin did. He was impressed, not surprised.
“Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone.” The butler wore the deep blue house colors, an old man by any accounting, but robust, sturdy, limber and energetic. “Come this way, gentlemen. The Governor can see you at once.”
Impossible to believe, Stone thought, that this whole city rode a repulsion platform: three Arago field generators were buried in the infrastructure not ten meters underfoot, powered by three reactors, each with the power potential of the early colony generators. Just one of those power plants would have sustained the human presence on a whole world, in the years when Aurora, Rethan and Avalon were developed. Each of Leo Michiko’s fantasy cities ran one online, one on standby, one shut down for scheduled maintenance.
In the quarter century since Argentia became the first ‘soap bubble’ of uptown Thule, there had never been an incident, much less a catastrophe. Stone cast a glance across the garden to the cityscape beyond, the soaring airbridges, the traffic flitting between implausible structures. This was Michiko’s dream, and it outlived him as a monument to vision. No one here knew the name of Hiroyuki Santini, just as they had never known Inoshiro Carvoni. Michiko was well into his third incarnation. Stone had to believe he would succeed a third time. Not even Angeliberty would stand in his way by endangering the city he had chosen as his new home. The people of Elysium had much to thank him for, though they would never know it.
The butler led them up a path winding to the redwood deck at the side of the house. French doors stood open to the afternoon breeze and birdsong; a whisper of ancient music issued from within. Jarrat stepped up onto the deck ahead of Stone, and his footsteps brought Governor Cassius Band to the door.
This was Brand? Stone barely knew him. His spine had straightened, his shoulders broadened; his skin had the tone and complexion of a man in healthy late middle age. The hair was thick and dark, the eyes cerulean, the teeth very white as Brand smiled in welcome. “It’s good to see you, Jarrat, Stone. Difficult to remember how I hated the sight of you, the first time you were here.”
“We were bastards — deliberately,” Stone admitted. “It’s our job — or it was. Now, I’m not so sure. You know as much about the situation as we do.” He gave his hand to the governor, not actually surprised by the warm, strong grip.
“You’re looking good, Governor,” Jarrat told him as he shook the man’s hand.
“I ought to be,” Brand scoffed, glancing down at his pale blue slacks and silk shirt, which would have done little to disguise a frail, wasted body. “I’ve a personal trainer, a nutritional therapist, a doctor with a fetish for nano, a cosmetic therapist, a goddamned hairdresser and manicurist … and I’ve had Harry’s peculiar services eight times since the last time you and I met.” He smiled, face creasing pleasantly. “We’ve worked together quite extensively. The Foundation sucks so much time and talent, there’s work for a hundred like yourselves.” He beckoned them through the French doors, gestured them to the big leather armchairs ranged around a green enamel fireplace. “It’s one of the reasons I asked you to be here.”
“Harry told us you’re recruiting.” Stone glanced at Jarrat as he felt the frisson of reluctant interest.  
“We’re always recruiting.” Not bothering to summon the butler, Brand fetched a silver tray with a crystal tantalus and four brandy glasses. “Help yourselves — you’re off duty, so indulge. It’ll make quite a change for you to be here without a syndicate to destroy.” He took the vast red recliner by the window. “Still, you’re here in a professional capacity.” His eyes took on a hawkish sharpness. “We need NARC’s testimony.”
“You’ll get it,” Jarrat said slowly. “Does Starfleet have a case?”
Brand hesitated. “They’re certainly trying to make one. If this were Earth I’d feel a lot less confident, but — here in Thule?” He snorted derisively. “Starfleet is reviled here. Have you seen the citynets?”
“Not since we got in,” Stone admitted. “Give us the short version.”
“There’s an outpouring of rage and disgust.” Brand took a balloon, swirled an old and priceless spirit, inhaled the vapors but did not drink. “Starfleet’s case is built on Colonel Brogan’s argument, that his priority was to protect one thousand Peacecorps troops, deployed on the street in Thule to quell the streetwar. The People of Aurora Coalition has denied utterly the allegation that any of their forces fired the full rack of three Paladin missiles … yet the missiles were fired, and of course they acquired several of the Vincent Morello Corsair aircraft, the 104 fighter interceptor.
“Colonel Brogan was in command of the squadron over Thule that night. His case is that the Peacecorps forces were his sole priority. His pilots were charged to protect them, which meant they must remain over the city whether or not they were acquired by missiles. Naturally, the VM 104 outperformed the Paladins — a rather dumb and underpowered weapon — with the result that the missiles fell into the Mostov industrial zone. The Rand factory and several other manufacturing facilities ignited; the rest is a matter of record.
“Brogan’s case is that if the old city, our heritage listed underground, had been deemed unsafe, depopulated, closed down years ago, there would have been no loss of life. Alternatively, an industrial zone should not have been built directly above the populated underground. But since it was … well, industry is always well insured, it can be rebuilt, so its presence in Mostov might be regarded as the cynical act of a mercenary government. Any loss of life is therefore the fault of the Thule administration, no matter which way you slice this pie.” He shrugged. “It’s an interesting case. I should imagine a homeworlds jury would swallow it unhesitatingly, hook, line and sinker.”
“It’s a bunch of snake oil and doubletalk,” Jarrat said sourly.
A faint smile ghosted across Brand’s mouth. “Exactly. “And we need to demonstrate this to three High Court judges, each of them a People’s Public Counsel, drawn from the Supreme Courts of Rethan, Avalon and Brennan, as well as a jury of twenty-one citizens drawn at random from those colonies. Anything less would give Starfleet the opportunity to say Colonel Brogan was hung, drawn and quartered by a kangaroo court. No, no, this must be done properly.” He tossed down the priceless old bandy and lifted a brow at them. “Would you care to meet my legal team? They’re at the High Court building right now. We can be there in twenty minutes — and then dinner here, gentlemen. Harry will be joining us, of course.”
“All right.” Stone savored the fiery spirit and set the glass back on its tray. “Show us where we’re staying, give us a minute to freshen up.”
Brand touched the call key on the arm of his chair. The butler responded so quickly, he might have been standing outside. At his heels bobbed a pair of petite handling drones, which scuttled in to take the bags and disappeared with them at once. “Jason, show the Captains to their room,” Brand said mildly, “and tell Robert to fetch the car around. We’ll take the Rand, I think.” The butler had stepped out, holding open the door, when he added, “Bulletproof, armed, fast on the ground, just suborbital in a pinch, if you don’t mind overheating the engines. We’ll also have an armed escort, of course, as soon as we exit Argentia.” A grimace creased his face. “I can’t even take a leak without an armed escort — it’s the one facet of governorship that aggravates me.”
“There’s already been trouble,” Jarrat hazarded. He gestured toward groundside Thule. “Security’s so tight, it’s amazing anyone can even breathe.” He tilted his head at Brand. “NARC’s thrown a razor-wire cordon around both us and Starfleet … you want to brief us?”
“On the way to Rasmussen,” Brand agreed. “I’ll meet you at the car, gentlemen.”
On the east side of the house, their room was already dark. Lamps cast a soft light over a massive bed with emerald green bedspread, pillows and bolster. The adjacent bathroom was porcelain and jade. Jarrat indulged in a chuckle at the careless opulence and gave the enormous tub an interested glance.
“Tonight,” Stone promised. His arms circled Jarrat from behind, took him captive and held him. Jarrat leaned back against him, head on his shoulder, and Stone dropped the empathic shield as the he felt the dark currents of Jarrat’s reservations. “What?”
“Brogan’s case has its merits,” Jarrat said honestly.
“It would — if it was built on fact, not fantasy,” Stone allowed. He feathered his lips about Jarrat’s ear and cheek, feeling the prickle of whiskers. What time would it be on the Cygnus-Pacifica, which kept the twenty-four hour day/night cycle, which suited most humans? Aurora was unusual, at twenty hours, Brennan just as unusual at twenty-six, but humans were adaptable enough to cope.
Jarrat twisted in his embrace, both arms snaking around Stone’s waist. “Leave it for Brand’s legal team to tease out the facts — and three Supreme Court judges to instruct a jury how to vote.” He smacked Stone’s mouth with a noisy kiss and gestured at the bags, which had been placed neatly at the foot of the bed. “Shave, loverboy. We’re wearing NARC’s official face until further notice.”
Shave, hot towels, fresh clothes. Stone watched Jarrat pull a comb through his hair and mutter about getting it cut. He gave his own reflection a glare and a slightly obscene salute before heading back through the house, the way they had been brought through. It would be easy to get lost — the mansion rambled away across three floors, two basements and two wings off the main body.
A chauffeur and armed bodyguard waited by a big, starlight black Rand Ares, and their escort had checked in over the open comm minutes before. Cassius Brand appeared from the French doors as Jarrat and Stone cast a professional eye over the car. He had changed from the casual slacks and shirt into a charcoal grey business suit, high collared in the style of the Cygnus Colonies.
He walked with limber strength now. Stone found it difficult to remember the sick old man who had stayed with Harry at the house in Fairview, clinging to life by a thread and suffering the torments of Bergman Syndrome. “If you’re quite ready,” Brand said affably but firmly, “my legal team is looking forward to meeting you.”




Chapter Thirty-six

The car moved off moments later, riding a silk-smooth repulsion cushion. Since it departed Argentia via the governor’s private hangar, they were back in open sky in minutes. Two squaddies dropped into formation on either side of the Rand. The sun was just down. Blood, gold and rose still flushed the west while, ahead and below, Thule lay like a carpet of light. From Argentia, and from this altitude, the black, dead area of Mostov struck an intentional note of discord. No visitor to Thule — where the city lights were one of the most-promoted tourist attractions — could fail to see the results of Jack Brogan’s handiwork.
“And there you have it,” Brand said caustically. “The final death toll was over thirteen thousand. Only three thousand people made it out, or were away from citybottom at the time of the fire. The rest … not merely incinerated, but vaporized. The heat in the pit, when the upper levels caved, is said to have been over a thousand degrees. At that temperature, flesh and bone reduce to flammable vapors which then burn off. Nothing is left at all. Less than two hundred bodies were recovered from the wreckage, well out on the periphery where temperatures were lower. Not one could be identified.”
“Brogan’s defense is, he was charged to protect the Peacecorpsmen,” Jarrat mused. “But I have to wonder, how many of the Starfleet troops might have died if he placed the population first? Ten percent? Twenty? One or two hundred dead, against over thirteen thousand dead … most people serving in any of the forces would tell you our business is to protect the public. We often do it at the cost of our own lives.”
Was he thinking of NARC’s wall in Atherton Memorial Gardens, and of the Army and Starfleet memory walls which flanked the cenotaph — far bigger, far older than NARC’s own? Stone sighed, watching the city lights as Brand said,
“That will be one of the major sides to our prosecution case. We have others — NARC’s testimony will be critical.” He held up one hand to forestall questions. “You’ll meet the legal team shortly. Tomorrow you’ll spend at least a couple of hours with them, thrashing out exactly what must be revealed, and how, and when, to derive the result we want. Time enough to go over the details.”
The city was just coming alive as the Rand dropped into the traffic lanes, through them, and nosed into a bright, quiet parking bay not far below the roof, in the side of the High Court building. Locals did not seem to notice the biting cold on the street, but Stone was grateful for the closed hangar, the rush of hot air from scores of vents. The parking bay was cold enough, but the court’s own security squad hurried out to escort the governor, his bodyguard and guests. Brand never went anywhere ‘naked.’
They stepped through full-body scanners which registered the sidearms, but here no one questioned them. NARC ID and palm prints logged them into the system, then they were in a long hushed passageway with burgundy carpets, chandeliers, carved rosewood, great displays of fresh flowers, framed paintings of the astonishing glacial landscapes native to this world.
Brand marched like an infantryman, ignored it all and opened a teak-paneled door without knocking. Soft voices spoke from a room to the left; Stone’s nostrils flared at the aroma of percolating coffee as he took in a white-walled, redwood-floored office suite. To the left of the enormous desk a bronze plaque proclaimed Greer, Greer and Symondson, above a gallery of framed certificates from the most prestigious legal colleges in the colonies — and in the homeworlds.
A secretary’s face, young, round, with a cap of dark curls, appeared at the inner door. He smiled as he recognized Brand. “Ah, Governor, we’re expecting you, sir. Please come in. Miss Greer and Mister Symondson are here at the moment.”
“Thank you, Aris. And tell me, how is the new Madame Becali getting along?” Brand asked solicitously.
He had the trick of making converts with a word, Stone observed: a bottomless memory for names, faces, personal trivia which could be trotted out and used to pad otherwise chilly or awkward conversation.
“She’s fine, except for the lack of sleep,” the secretary said ruefully. “It’s the feedings halfway through the night that exhaust you after a few weeks. I could get in a drone to do it along with the never-ending diaper patrol, but Elena won’t have one. Same way as I’d wanted to get a dog — she wouldn’t have that, either.”
“It’s only six months or so,” Brand assured him. “I was a father too — oh, a long, long time ago.”
Not, Stone thought, that Cassius Brand would ever have fed the infant Marcus, much less set foot within olfactory range of a diaper.
“Yes, well it’ll be a collie next time,” Aris Becali swore as he ushered the governor into the private office of Selena Greer, where Edward Symondson was apparently sharing desk and computer access while they hammered out the fine points of their case. “Will you take coffee, Governor?” The secretary offered. “There’s cheesecake, if I could tempt you …?”
“Coffee, I think — but I don’t want to spoil my appetite.” Brand favored the young man with a smile and turned to his lawyers. “It’s my pleasure to introduce Captain Stone, Captain Jarrat, both still serving with Narcotics and Riot Control.”
The lawyers looked like vultures spying a fresh carcass. Stone shook their hands and stepped aside to give them access to Jarrat. He glanced sidelong at Brand, who seemed perfectly comfortable in this company. Greer was genetically modified, elegant in marine blue velvet and pearls, but something indefinable about her hinted at many years, vast experience. By contrast, Symondson was little older than Stone himself, as blond as Greer was dark, as thickset as she was wafer-thin, though Stone doubted he was carrying a kilo of fat — he bulked out his suit too well. His face was chiseled, his shave perfect, his hair sculpted. Greer regarded him indulgently and Brand said with more than a trace of smugness,
“You’re looking at the best in the business. Selena and Edward could have fought this case in the homeworlds with high expectations of victory.”
“And the other Greer?” Jarrat wondered as he took a delicate cup from the secretary.
“My father, Andrew,” the woman told him. “He founded this practice when I was a little girl. I grew up with the law, became my father’s partner many years ago, and when he retired I brought in my protégé to fill the seat where I once sat. Have no doubts, Captain. Edward is one of the best in the colonies. He also read law at Cambridge University in the homeworlds. You might have heard of it.”
Stone had, and was impressed. “I know it. I was born and raised in London.” He smiled apologetically. “I’m an Earther, but my affiliations have been colonial for some time.”
“We know, Captain — don’t be concerned. We’re all colonials here.” Symondson had a dark voice, smooth and cultured. He turned a professional smile on Jarrat. “NARC Legal provided a personnel dossier on you both, to assist our work here. Tell me, are you handfasted?”
The question brought Stone up short. He registered Jarrat’s ripple of surprise before Kevin said, “Not yet. We’ve talked about it but never gotten around to doing it. Why, Mister Symondson? Is it an issue?”
Like any attorney, Symondson considered every syllable before he spoke. “It could be. It’s Captain Stone’s homeworlds connection that troubles me a little. Colonials are wary of Earthers at the best of times. You’ve been to Earth, Captain Jarrat. You know the reception we get there, especially professional people who discover to their chagrin, their alien qualifications are virtually worthless.” He paused, teeth closed on his lip in thought. “May I suggest that you handfast promptly? This would prove beyond any doubt Captain Stone’s colonial affiliation. Neither the Supreme Court judges nor the members of the jury will object to your origins, Captain, if you’re handfasted to a colonial.”
“I — well, I suppose — all right. When?” Stone blinked at Jarrat. “It’s not as if we haven’t talked about it.”
“Tonight, or tomorrow, before the court convenes,” Greer said shrewdly. “With luck the actual date of the documentation won’t need be disclosed. If it is — come clean right there on the witness stand, Captain, under oath. Tell the court you and Captain Jarrat have been a committed couple for sixteen months, you’ve no desire to return to Earth, you’ve deliberately taken the final step to prove your colonial affiliations to the court in the most positive way possible.”
A rush of simple pleasure issued from Jarrat, echoing Stone’s own, powerful enough to override the careful empathic shields. “Consider it done,” Jarrat said with a rich chuckle. “What’s involved in Thule? Do you want to take care of it before we leave the building?”
“Why not?” Greer sat back, looking them over with a benevolent smile. “I must say, you make a most attractive couple: young, handsome, highly qualified, utterly reputable, with a formidable history of active service with NARC. We can use all this — there’s nothing a jury likes more than a couple of young lovers committed to public service. Fire Control, Hazmat, Tactical, it’s all irresistible.” She touched the comset hiding in her deep-waved hair. “Aris, would you step in for a moment, my dear?”
Brand was on his feet with an expression of genuine delight. “Now, this I didn’t expect — but let me take care of the details personally. This will be my pleasure.”
Details? Stone watched him step out with the secretary. He shared a bemused look with Jarrat as they turned their attention back to Greer and Symondson, who had returned to business. Greer clasped her hands on the desk, steepled her fingers. Her eyes took on a predatory glint. “The night of the Mostov action, Starfleet maintains they had put one thousand Peacecorpsmen on the street in Thule. Would NARC confirm this?”
“Of course. It’s a matter of record.” Jarrat sat, crossed one long leg over the other.
“And they were on the street because —?”
“The city was fighting. Streetwar,” Stone said simply. “You have Colonel Janssen’s dossier there?”
“In fact, I was actually in Thule that night,” Greer said dryly, “I know exactly what was going on! But I must ask the questions in the order they’ll be asked in court. We’ll get in first and fast, outline the whole event in the minds of judges and jury before Starfleet Legal can jam in a word. Bear in mind, they’ve brought the best. And Colonel Brogan’s case is not without a certain appeal.”
Symondson had taken the chair at the end of the desk, and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “No one likes to think of servicemen being killed. Now, on a battlefield soldiers die. They do so with monotonous regularity, it’s the occupational hazard of their profession. However, one could argue that Thule was not a battlefield, but a city; and the street is no place for young men and women in uniform to be mown down without conscience.”
“One could.” Jarrat drained his cup, set it aside. “But one would be out in la-la land to make the argument. A city becomes a battlefield, Mister Symondson. A corporate war, the Angel war — martial law. And for the duration of a NARC action, martial law is stated and enforced. Technically, Thule was a battlefield that night, under NARC authority.”
“Excellent,” Greer approved. “State it just like that, Captain, when the time comes. You’ll take the stand, under oath. I’ll put the leading question to you and ask for your qualifications to make this judgment. State not only your NARC service record, but also your Army service. I’ll display a brief edit of your record for the jury, focusing deliberately on your tours in Sheal, to demonstrate your intimate familiarity with the urban battlefield. You may be cross-examined regarding NARC’s authority to state and enforce martial law for the duration of an action.”
“It’s automatic,” Stone said slowly. “We deploy at the request of Tactical. Colonel Kristyn Janssen would have broadcast the martial law alert well before we put a gunship in the air. Even if she didn’t — we did. I’d recommend verifying this with the Executive Officer of the moment, but alas, Mikhail Petrov was promoted to field rank and recently killed in line of duty at the Montserrat Lode — Tartarus. However, if you’d care to liaise with the Athena’s new XO, Lieutenant Curt Gable is in possession of the records. He was also in the air over Mostov that night, flying forward observation. He captured much of the vidfeed you’ll have reviewed.”
She beamed at him. “We already have every detail from Kris, in person. We know the state of martial law had been declared. Colonel Brogan would have known — every corpsman on the street would have known. They’re soldiers, and they consider themselves soldiers. The word ‘Peacecorps’ is as much a misnomer as ‘Pax Romana.’ A peace enforced at the sharp ends of a thousand pilum shafts in the fists of infantry soldiers who never hesitated to butcher as many people as it took to get the rest to settle down and do as they were told. The Starfleet ‘peacepolice’ operate with somewhat less latitude: atrocity is thankfully outside their mandate. But they do carry assault rifles loaded with anti-personnel ammunition. When a battle develops around them, they call out for air support.”
“And those fighter planes,” Symondson said darkly, “are not shooting dummy rounds. In other words, the Starfleet-Olympic, under Colonel Eric Holder, fielded a thousand self-professed soldiers — all of them well armed — then put 903 Squadron, the so-called ‘Bad Company,’ into the city to protect them.” His brows rose. “Protect them how, with what? With strong language? No. They were in the field to fire live rounds upon elements within the Thule streetwar which they deemed hostile — which they were adequately authorized to do, within the terms and conditions established by the statement of martial law.”
“Soldiers at war,” Greer said calmly, “are often and regrettably at risk. They accept this risk. But they are also more than capable of defending themselves, particularly in a civilian theater. And should any such soldier be asked if he or she would require thirteen civilians — with a calculable probability that the vast majority will be noncombatants, and many will be juveniles or infants, the aged, the infirm — be killed to preserve the life of this single soldier … no honorable soldier would ask, expect or even permit any such thing. Captain Jarrat, you yourself were a soldier, like Master Sergeant Cronin, Sergeant Ramos and Lieutenant Reynolds, who will take the witness stand later this week. At any time, would the four of you require over fifty civilians to die as the price of your walking away?”
The ice scampering down Jarrat’s spine transmitted so clearly, Stone shivered. Jarrat’s head shook slowly, without hesitation. “Not a chance in hell.”
“Then, there is the precise place where one of Colonel Brogan’s chief arguments unravels.” Symondson sat back. “His position is, simply stated: ‘I couldn’t abandon the troops to defend themselves while I took care of three Paladin missiles.’ And the argument is invalid — on several counts, which we will demonstrate.”
Greer was watching the NARC men shrewdly. “You were in the underground at the time all this was happening, but you’d have viewed the mission reports later.”
“Of course.” Stone remembered all too well standing in Ops, watching GlobalNet while the NARC and Starfleet reports ran.
“Your forward observer saw with his own eyes the Paladin missiles launched?”
“Yes — that’s the Curt Gable who was promoted to XO.” Jarrat frowned. “The Blue Raven gunship also recorded the launch. Three Paladins. Cronin, Ramos and Reynolds came out here specifically to testify to this.”
“Indeed.” Greer hesitated, going back over the information on a palmtop. “Now, it’s my understanding that shooting down the missiles would have been fairly simple for a pilot in a VM-104 Corsair. Correct?”
“Simple enough,” Stone affirmed, “but you don’t want to be doing it, not over the city. Destroying them in flight would only make for a hail of white-hot shrapnel. That might not have caused the Rand factory to go up like a bomb, but it’s not a chance you’d want to take, even if the citybottom underground wasn’t directly below.”
“Because …?” Symondson prompted.
Jarrat might have groaned at the obtuse questioning, but they knew the line of reasoning was crafted to instruct a civilian jury. “Mostov at ground level lies well inside the sprawl of the Thule suburban sectors. That kind of explosion and fire would suffocate the city with toxic smoke, even if the fire didn’t jump out into surrounding buildings, which it’s likely to do.”
“And if it escapes into the city,” Stone added, “you might not stop it before the death toll was in the hundreds or thousands. This is routine stuff, for anyone fighting in an urban environment. It has nothing to do with the underground.”
“You were never a soldier, Captain Stone,” Greer mused. “The defense counsel will ask what your qualifications are, to make such judgment.”
“You mean, apart from NARC service?” Stone demanded. “We dance on this razor’s edge all the time, Madame Greer. And before that, I did everything with Tactical on Earth and Mars, London, Paris, Marsport, Chryse.”
She chuckled. “Don’t take umbrage, Captain. If the Starfleet counsel for the defense asks you to justify your position, he’s playing right into our hands. Like Captain Jarrat, you’re overqualified to speak professionally on such matters. Now: all NARC captains are fighter qualified, since you will find yourselves in frontline confrontations. Correct?” Jarrat and Stone nodded without comment. Greer shared a gleeful look with Symondson. “Edward?” 
“Since we wouldn’t want to shoot down three Paladin missiles over the city,” Symondson went on reasonably, “and we certainly don’t want the missiles landing in any part of Thule — let’s forget Mostov for the moment — what strategy for disposing of a missile threat would be undertaken by pilots such as yourselves?”
“In the VM-104,” Jarrat said with all due caution, “you’d show the Paladin your tailpipes, let the missile’s thermoscan pick you up and lock on. The Paladin is dumb, it’ll follow you as if you have it on a string. It’s also short-range. The only trick is to outrun it, lead it somewhere safe and let it fuel-out.”
“Please explain the term,” Symondson prompted, “for the benefit of the civilian members of our jury.”
“Exactly what it sounds like,” Stone told him. “It runs out of fuel, it ditches. Goes down. The warhead will explode on impact, since they’re shock-detonated. The object is to read the groundscan and find a safe place for the Paladins to go down.”
“And in the region of the Mostov Sector of Thule, this would be …?” Symondson wore a smile.
“The ocean.” Jarrat gestured at Greer’s palmtop. “Do you have the specifications on the Paladin there, and a map?”
“Unnecessary, Captain,” Greer assured him. “Edward and I already familiarized ourselves with the particulars of the weapon and we’re local to Thule ourselves. Now, three Paladins were launched as a brace, or rack, of missiles. How many fighter planes could be required to dispose of them in this way?”
“Obviously, three at most,” Stone said, smothering a groan at the inane question. “But it’s just as possible for one aircraft to catch three Paladins by their thermoscanners and tow them out over the ocean.
Both Greer and Symondson sat back and shared a glance. “How many VM-104 Corsairs deployed from the Olympic to provide air support to the Peacecorpsmen?” Symondson asked simply.
“Both the Blue Raven gunship and Curt Gable reported tracking six,” Jarrat supplied. “And yes, potentially just one of them could have led the missiles out. Three at maximum.”
“Leaving up to five airplanes to cover the soldiers on the street,” Greer concluded. “Then, in your professional estimation, Captain Stone, Captain Jarrat, why did Colonel Brogan allow the missiles to ‘ditch’ in the industrial sector of Mostov, whether he knew about the underground or not?”
It was the ultimate unanswerable question. Stone could only shrug. “I’ve asked myself that a thousand times. I’d guess negligence or, more likely, self-interest.”
“Based on what?” she pressed.
“On the fact Jack Brogan never could care less about people,” Stone said honestly. “He was always a social climbing control freak with ambitions for a career in homeworlds politics. He was six months off the end of his final tour … and I don’t believe he wanted to put himself in danger’s way to protect civilians.”
With a satisfied sigh Greer drew the palmtop closer. “There you have it. I can tell you, now, Edward and I have spoken to numerous veterans who served with Brogan. They all share your opinions of him. According to our information, you were at the Floyd Webber Polytechnic Institute together for two semesters. And we’ve unearthed records that you were — shall we say, not the best of friends.”
Stone actually laughed, but the sound was devoid of humor. “He was a rival.”
“You fought,” Symondson observed.
Jarrat shot a sidelong look at him. Stone had never been this specific. “I hit him,” Stone said, “if that’s what you’d term a fight.”
“What would you call it?” Greer’s brows rose.
“Justifiable reprisal,” Stone said tartly. “Is this going to come out in court?”
“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Symondson admitted. “We can skirt the issue, unless it’s of value to us.”
“Of value in what sense?” Stone wondered.
“Legitimate, substantiated, comprehensively documented character assassination.” Greer did not mince words. “Three Supreme Court judges may question why Colonel Brogan would simply abandon the missiles to fall in Mostov. Our only conclusion is the same as your own: culpable negligence. But why would the man do this? Self-interest, surely. An unwillingness to place himself in any danger whatsoever at the end of his Starfleet service, the beginning of his political career. Judges and jury will need to know what kind of man he is.” She gestured with the palmtop. “I have a record here of an altercation between you. You say you hit him. In fact, you broke his nose when you knocked him over a table. May I ask why?”
Now Stone did groan. “It was personal, between the two of us. It was over a lover we had in common — we were college kids, this was a long time ago. The boy came crying to me after Jack was done with him. Jack’s big. Sorry for the indelicacy, but you asked. He’s also rough and never cared who got hurt. At the time, a kid called Gus Terrell meant a lot to me. Jack had it coming. For what it’s worth, I called him out in a bar, a dive called The Astro, right on the edge of the spaceport. A lot of pro spacers used to hang out there. The kids went to ogle the hunks, see if they could hook up with somebody, score with a real spacer. I asked Jack what the hell he thought he was doing with Gus. He just laughed. I told him he was being a bastard. He took a swing at me … I ducked and hit him. One punch. End of story.”
“Ah.” Greer and Symondson shared a long moment’s mute conference. “You’re far from the first to mention something like this, Captain. We won’t use it unless we must,” Greer promised. “I don’t like to predicate a case on character assassination, no matter how legitimate and substantiated. It’s rather like working to establish a defendant’s guilt on the grounds of his six divorces, poor education and acne.” She nodded thoughtfully. “We have plenty to work with without delving so deeply into the personal matters, and I seriously doubt Starfleet Legal has been able to find any sound reason for Colonel Brogan’s culpable negligence.”
Symondson stood and rummaged through a tray of datacubes. “We have a recording of 903 Squadron’s comm transmissions. Colonel Holder was required to make it available, unedited and in entirety. In fact, two of the 903 Squadron pilots mentioned catching the missiles by their heatseeking sensors. Brogan ordered those pilots to remain where they were.”
“And where were they, exactly?” Jarrat wondered. “Remember, we were in Mostov, five levels underground, when this was going on. Our data was limited to what we could piece together ourselves. We weren’t specifically tracking Brogan’s squadron. We had plenty of our own business to take care of.”
In answer, Symondson dropped a cube into the reader and sent a file to the widescreen at Greer’s elbow. Stone’s eyes narrowed on an animated plot of the squadron in the twenty seconds directly before and after the Paladin launch. He swore softly as he and Jarrat took in information they had not seen before. Three of the Corsairs had headed out on a circle pattern, patrolling toward Kansai. Three were on the edges of Mostov. Brogan had a 104 on each wing, covering him.
“The pilots flying Brogan’s wings were the officers who mentioned catching the missiles,” Symondson said quietly. “Major Anna Hua and Major Ron O’Keefe. Both are here in Thule. We haven’t been permitted to speak with them. We’ll see them in court … play back their recorded comm and require them to comment.”
It was a mere going through the motions, Stone realized. The case was so ironclad, Brogan would be fortunate not to be convicted. “He ordered his wingmen to hold formation, cover for him, keep his ass safe and ignore the missiles,” he breathed. “Bloody hell.”
“Bloody hell, indeed,” Symondson agreed. “And there, gentlemen, is our case. We simply need to unfold the information in a manner which civilians, non-pilots and specialists, can easily assimilate. One or two of the jury will be veterans, but then, one or two will be barbers and interior decorators. They don’t know the jargon, the physics, machinery or etiquette of battle. It’s our duty to methodically, clearly instruct them, so they can make sense of what happened.”
“And then old Jack’s going to do time,” Jarrat observed. “Can you convict?”
“Oh, yes.” Greer stacked the datacubes back into their tray. “Mind you, we might not be able to hold him for long. Thule does have an extradition agreement with the homeworlds. Either Brogan’s or Starfleet’s attorneys will ask that he be returned to Earth to serve his time. The moment he’s there, expect the case to be retried by a military court. He’ll be resentenced to a rap on the knuckles and released on his own cognizance to behave himself.” She looked up as a knock at the door announced the secretary. “Ah, yes, Aris, are we ready?”
“Quite ready, ma’am.” The young man smiled widely at Jarrat and Stone. “If you’d like to accompany me, Captains, it’s a simple process. You don’t need to wear white and throw rice — though you can, if you like. We’ve set everything up in the Arthur Shenton Room.”
Absurdly, butterflies flocked through Stone’s belly. Jarrat stifled a snort of humor and Stone gave him a mock glare as they followed Aris Becali across the body of the Thule High Court, a shortcut to the function rooms. The courtroom itself impressed even Stone, who had seen London’s Supreme Court. The vaulted ceiling soared twenty meters overhead, every wall shone in dark pine, while gold lamps gleamed softly even when court was not in session.
Twenty meters on the east side, the Arthur Shenton Room would have hangared a truck. Stone cast a glance around its chandeliers and oiled wood tables, the enormous floral displays and original oil paintings of early colonial scenes. Cassius Brand waited at the head of the table, where the terminal was alive, a scanner active. He greeted them with an odd kind of smile and produced a small blue velvet box from his inside pocket.
“These will fit. You were scanned on your way into the building, complete biometrics were taken at that time. Forgive us if we’ve learned to be thorough.” The box held a matching pair of yellow gold rings. “Pure Auroran gold,” Brand said with a touch of genuine pride. “We’ve glacial streams full of the stuff. Now, Aris, what’s the procedure —?”
It was almost too simple. Two palm prints, two signatures, their ID recorded, the time, date and place. The rest was a matter of civil record, before the machine output a pair of palm-sized copies on faux parchment, a simple certification that two people had entered into the civil union of handfasting at this time, in this place, with two witnesses. Brand and Becali had scanned their own ID, and Brand set the ring box into Jarrat’s palm.
“That’s it?” Jarrat was surprised.
“That’s all you need to do,” the secretary affirmed as he closed files, shut down the computer and returned the scanner to a cupboard concealed beneath the immense painting of the landing ship that brought the first settlers to Thule. “People like to dress up and party, but it’s really all about the information. Aurora has reciprocal data arrangements with Avalon, Brennan, Darwin’s and a number of other colonies. The details are already en route. You’ll be recognized in Venice in three weeks, even if you don’t deliberately update the system before then.”
“Well — damn.” Stone watched, bemused, as Jarrat slid the slightly larger ring onto his hand, and returned the gesture. “Do I kiss him or something?”
Becali chuckled politely. “You can if you like.”
“Oh, come here.” Jarrat’s exasperation raced through the bond as he took Stone’s shoulders and landed a pecking kiss off-center of his mouth. “There, did that hurt so much?”
“Are you done with Selena and Edward?” Brand wanted to know.
“I think so.” Stone turned the ring to the light. “They seemed to have everything they wanted. We’ll be back here tomorrow to rehearse it.”
“The whole thing is a performance,” Brand said cynically. “Lawyers and trapeze artists have more in common than they care to believe.” He dropped a hand on Becali’s shoulder. “Give my best to Elena. Next time, do consider the collie as a viable alternative. And now — dinner before I expire!”
The food was excellent, but Brand seemed not to notice it. Harry Del had spent the afternoon examining the test results from labs all over Thule, and Foundation business consumed them through the four course meal. Jarrat and Stone took the opposite end of the table. If Brand was going to treat this as an informal business meeting, NARC could do the same.
Jarrat checked in with Cantrell, verifying security between the NARC building and Argentia. He dropped his voice to a murmur. “You manage to get anything out of Kruger’s people, Gene? Surely there’s been trouble here recently.” He looked up at Stone as he spoke. Stone nodded, listening but intent on his food.
“There’s been the shooting kind of trouble,” Cantrell told them, “but only since Starfleet Legal showed. You know Eric Holder’s in town?”
“He’d better be,” Jarrat mused. “He was the CO of the carrier; technically he’s responsible for the actions of his people. He’s in the building?”
“With Brogan, plus a pair of worried-looking majors who flew old Jack’s wings the night Mostov happened. Add three very slick, rather unctuous officers from Starfleet Legal.” Cantrell paused. “You met with the governor’s team. Impressions?”
“They’re good,” Stone said softly. “Their case is bulletproof. It’s down to how it’s presented, so a civilian jury and three People’s Counsels who never saw a battlefield can make sense of it. Performance, as Brand says. We’ll hash it out tomorrow.”
“Then court convenes the day after. You coming back to Command or staying in Argentia?”
Jarrat’s brows rose as he gave Stone a speculative look. “Since we’re invited, we’ll stay here tonight at least —” Stone winked one blue eye. “Don’t want to be rude to First Fleet royalty. It’s already late. This twenty-hour day throws me. You always seem to run out of time. We’ll check in tomorrow, early. Any problems, Gene — yell.”
“Will do,” Cantrell said readily, and shut down.
“Ten days,” Brand was saying. “We’re on schedule for wide-scale distribution and the pharma labs are ahead of the manufacture schedule.”
Harry Del wore a turtleneck, as if he felt the chill even here. He gestured with a glass of wine, relaxed, comfortable, finished eating. “The process of making the stuff is as simple as finding the formula was near to impossible. Without Foundation funding, Cass, I’d still have been rummaging around in a year, two years. I’d have found it eventually, but too late to prevent Bram Sorenson’s war. Angeliberty.”
“Yes.” Brand frowned along at Jarrat and Stone. “Thule received the same ultimatum, of course. Kris Janssen and I worked for weeks, trying to track down the source. In the end we were no closer than when we began. We think there’s a device somewhere in the city, but it’s impossible to know where, much less who positioned it, or what kind of device. It could be anything. I assume Venice is in the same position.”
“And Chell,” Stone said grimly, “and Elysium, Calleran, and on into the Cygnus Colonies. I’ve no doubt there’s a device inside Santiago, in Tartarus. God knows, there’s probably one in Marsport.”
“But we’re pretty sure Venice will be the first target,” Jarrat added. “It makes sense.” He regarded Harry soberly. “Sources I won’t — can’t — disclose here came up with enough information for us to snatch a number of syndicate representatives close to the core of Angeliberty. Interrogation produced enough leads to fill our holding cells, but you could drown in the flood of gibberish. Dupre called Yvette McKinnen back to Darwin’s. She’s on it, right now, with unlimited funding and Dupre’s clearance. And we,” he added resignedly, “are trusting Dupre to liaise with Tactical Colonel Robyn Finney in Venice, control the dataflow from McKinnen’s research before it can leak, anywhere, anyhow, and get back to Angeliberty. You know enough about Aphelion — the political connection — to be fully aware of the risk, Governor.” He raised a brow at Stone. 
“I do indeed. Still,” Brand mused, “I’m putting my faith in the blocker. As soon as it hits the street, nobody needs to die, even if governments across the colonies are stupid enough to call Angeliberty’s bluff. The next step is to decriminalize Angel, since the blocker is safe, cheap and available in abundance. Then the syndicates will dwindle away into a bad memory.” He smiled faintly. “Ironic, isn’t it, that the main facility producing over seventy percent of the blocker for this planet is PharmaTech.” He nodded as Jarrat and Stone shared a moment’s surprise. “After Pete Denehy and Leo Michiko died in the battle at Inquanoc, the PharmaTech directors elected themselves a new CEO.
“Denehy’s nominated heir came out from Mars to take over his controlling share in the company — and you may be sure the lady was scrutinized on every level, back through three generations, before she was permitted to enter this colony, much less do business here. Cynthia Matsuda is clean as the proverbial whistle. She consigned Primax, the company’s bogus blocker, to the nearest dumpster the moment she read NARC’s dossier on the drug. Stock prices took one hell of a beating, but PharmaTech is worth twelve billion annually on the blockers for every recreational ‘treat’ in the legal marketplace, so they’re recovering with unseemly speed. Madame Matsuda was quick to pick up the contract to manufacture the Angel blocker, at zero profit.”
“She called it damage control,” Harry finished. “After the Primax fiasco, setting PharmaTech to work making our Angel blocker is the surest way for the company to rebuild its lost credibility. The board dumped all the blame for the phony development project right onto Pietro Denehy’s shoulders. Since he’s safely deceased — file closed.”
Many files were being closed, Jarrat thought; others were opening. He could not help looking down at the ring, which still felt a little odd on his hand. He caught a waft of amused affection from Stone and bounced it back to him. Harry made some sound of gentle humor, but Brand was preoccupied elsewhere and Jarrat waited.
For some time he was silent, as if marshalling his thoughts or seeking the right words. They were picking over a tray of dessert pastries when he said at last, “I probably shouldn’t ask you this, Jarrat. It’s a breach of good manners, I know, but you’ll forgive me if I must.”
“Cass,” Harry began. “Don’t go there.”
“If I don’t, I’ll wonder for years, or for life,” Brand said honestly, “and since my health appears to be rebuilt, I’m looking forward to a long life. I don’t care to carry this burden, Harry, but — if you want to kick my teeth in, Captain, I’d forgive you.”
“Ask.” Jarrat toyed with a napkin. He thought he knew what was on Brand’s mind, but was not about to prompt.
The words came slowly and with difficulty. “You were — that is, Harry told me you were dead,” Brand said awkwardly. “You were killed on the Tartarus assignment. You spent weeks in cryogen, before Harry and Reardon puzzled you back together from artificially generated spare parts.”
The truth, stated so baldly, made Jarrat ouch. “Not quite how I’d phrase it, but accurate enough, I guess. You’re wondering —”
“What you remember,” Brand asked painfully, “from your weeks in the tank.”
Jarrat sighed. “Not much. I think I might have dreamed — one dream, or one thought, maybe one image. Everything is so slow, cold, still.”
“Calm,” Stone said quietly. “Chill, tranquil. I was still aware of him, Governor. I thought I was losing my mind, but Harry says you do hold onto awareness for a few weeks, a couple of months. Then the contact fades away. The Rethan mutoids have known this since the early days of sleeper ship colonization.”
“Damn.” Brand looked away. “Then there is something, when the body is dead and preserved.”
“For a while,” Harry said with as much tact as he could find. “But you’re thinking of Marcus, and in his case the tank-time was twenty-five years, Cass. It’s so long, I couldn’t begin to interpret anything I see, or make predictions.” He reached over, set his hand over the older man’s. “You can still hope, but you can’t afford to make the boy the hub your life revolves around.”
With a great effort Brand stirred. “I know. At least I got him home.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a look of some exasperation. “I had to fight NARC to get hold of him. After Aphelion fell they had no reasonable cause to keep him on Earth, but it took me four months of legal wrangling to force the release order, get him on a clipper.” He shrugged. “Oh, maybe someone high up in homeworlds government was still worried that something he knows, some facts locked in his memory, could be used to discredit today’s luminaries, but Aphelion is gone, once and for all. And Marcus …” He hesitated before pushing back his chair. “Come with me.”
Sharing Stone’s apprehension, Jarrat drained his glass and followed as Brand and Harry led the way, deeper into the house and up two floors. A large room opened off the central passage into the east wing. It would catch the morning sun through windows which offered views of the Appalachians, but it was no longer a bedroom. An antiseptic smell greeted visitors.
Two medtechs stood duty beside a wide, sterile hospital bed surrounded by machines. They stood as the governor appeared. The girl muted the sound on the drama they had been watching. The young man offered a smile and turned the monitors for Brand to observe the current readings.  “No change, sir. He’s clean, warm, fed.”
And comatose, Jarrat saw with a glance at the monitors. Brain activity was minimal, as it had been since Harry, Reardon and Budweisser retrieved him from the ancient cryogen tank. The brain was alive, healthy, but vacant. Jarrat watched the old man as Brand took his son’s limp hand. Cassius smiled down at the sleeping face, infinitely sad, filled with regret yet even now hoping.
“I sit with him, an hour a day,” he said quietly. “I tell him the news, recall old times, stories of when he was a child, his dogs, his friends, the things he knew. I don’t know if he can hear me, or even if there’s anyone in there listening. But I can hope. One day he might decide to come back.” Brand looked up at Jarrat and Stone. “The way you decided to come back, Jarrat.”
Harry checked the machines with calm professionalism. “As I told Stoney, it was Kevin’s choice. It’s Marcus’s choice. We can’t make it for him. If he chooses not to come back, you also have to respect that.”
“And I do.” Brand set down his son’s hand. “If he’s going to die, at least he’ll do it at home in his own good time. There’s some smidgen of dignity in that.” He gave the medtechs a nod and stepped out. “And now, I’m tired and tomorrow will be a challenge. I’ll say good night, gentlemen. Feel free to take a car from the garage. You’ll find something appropriate. We’ll meet with the legal team around noon.”
“Governor.” Stone stood back, watched Brand walk back the way they had come with only a slight stiffness in his hips betraying his age and perhaps the lateness of the hour. He dropped his voice. “Damn, he’s not the same man we saw when you took the kid out of the tank.”
“Then again, which of us is?” Harry asked darkly. “It’s been a hell of a year.” He smothered a yawn. “This planet — the twenty hour day — always throws me. What time is it, for godsakes?”
“Sleep when you’re tired, eat when you’re hungry,” Jarrat suggested. “You’ll be at the courthouse tomorrow, with Brand?”
But Harry made negative gestures. “I’ll be at PharmaTech, going through every part of the process with their specialists. Madame Matsuda is giving me the VIP treatment, which only tends to make the job harder. But we’re close to done, and as Cass said, we’re way ahead of the production schedule.”
“The human trials —?” Stone wondered.
“One hundred percent, as we knew.” Harry made a face. “It’s infuriating that each colony insists on reinventing the wheel, but at least they’re not getting it square!” He gave them an indulgent smile. “Good night. I believe you have a little celebrating to do. Don’t let me get in the way … and I give you the professional empath’s solemn pledge not to eavesdrop.”
He was gone then. Jarrat retraced their steps to the balcony above the hall, down one floor and back into the east wing, by the portraits of pioneers, ships and astonishing landscapes. There must have been at least one quicker route, but the mansion was a labyrinth.
Stone considered the king sized bed, weighing its merits against the enormous porcelain tub. “I could wish I’d inherited the money gene.”
“Celebrating?” Jarrat wondered. “Are we?”
“It’s not every day you handfast.” Stone tried the bed. “I could get used to this.”
“You were used to it, before you enlisted.” Jarrat sprawled beside him. “Your clan is going to have kittens.”
“It’s none of their concern,” Stone said dismissively, tugging off his shirt. He dropped it where the housekeeper drones could find it.
“They’ll be waiting for us to bust up, go in separate directions. You finish out your career, head home as a carrier commander, retired with honors. They’ll be setting up the same deal for you as Brogan had planned.” Jarrat let Stone open his shirt, lay his chest bare. He tugged a pillow under his head. “Expect the messages to start coming through to Venice, soon as the news gets out — our war’s over, the blocker’s on the street, NARC’s been gutted, we’re reassigned. It’s time the black sheep went home, and don’t even think about dragging colonial riffraff with you.”
“They’ll have a bloody long wait,” Stone said succinctly and put his head down to lick a prickling trail from Jarrat’s throat to his groin.
Jarrat stretched like a cat, content to let him do it all, until all he wore was a yellow gold band, a fine sheen of perspiration, the last tang of the morning’s cologne and a lot of mint-cool lube. On his side, right leg crooked into his belly, he relaxed utterly. Like a cudgel, Stone nudged him where he was most sensitive. Jarrat echoed the sensation back to him, sharing everything.
It was Stone who cried out as Jarrat rode out the deep, slow slide of coupling, but the ache was fleeting before pleasure surged in its place. Somewhere, close to the end, he glimpsed the yellow gold, a glimmer of lamplight. Handfasted. Did he curse softly in gratification, or was it Stone?




Chapter Thirty-seven

Sheer bravado was still holding Jack Brogan together, but only one who had known him years before would have been aware of it. Stone saw him from outside the parking bay while Jarrat queued behind an official Tactical vehicle, waiting for landing permission. They were in a gold-chrome Yamazake Saber from Brand’s garage, fast, armored, with the power to almost reach low orbit and two discreet rotary cannons mounted under the nose. The cannons were not actually street-legal, but the security requirements of a colonial governor opened loopholes in Aurora’s regulations. Captain Alicia van Dien installed them, Colonel Kristyn Janssen authorized them; Stone was glad to have them.
Standing in the middle of the parking bay, ten levels below the roof in the south side of the Thule High Court building, Jack Brogan looked ill at ease. Thinner, Stone observed; clad in expensive, understated civilian clothes, fidgeting with cigarettes and lighter while Eric Holder, artlessly elegant in the Starfleet dress uniform, seemed unperturbed. They were waiting for the team from Starfleet Legal, all of whom studiously avoided the NARC group.
Walking up from the parking bay, Cantrell and Gable led the three Blue Ravens. Cronin, Ramos and Reynolds were fish out of water; only Cantrell looked as composed as Holder. There was no substitute for age and experience, Stone decided as Jarrat took the Yamazake in. It slid into the last available place, opposite the Tactical vehicle. The jets whined down to silence, leaving just the high-pitched hum of the cryogen pumps fast-cooling the whole engine assembly.
The gullwings were rising when Jarrat remarked, “Brogan’s in plain clothes.”
“He’s retired,” Stone reminded. “The last time we were here, he was only six months off the end of his hitch. He wasn’t about to reenlist, especially not with this fiasco hanging over his head. Still, it’s Starfleet business, so — here he is.” He cast a critical eye over the three uniformed lawyers. A colonel and two majors, the best Starfleet could provide. “You can smell the money on them.”
“And those two,” Jarrat added, “look worried to death.” He nodded at the pilots who had flown Brogan’s wings over Mostov, taken his orders to let the missiles go. “Major Anna Hua, Major Ron O’Keefe. If heads are scheduled to roll within Fleet, you’re looking at them right there. Holder’s too high and mighty, Brogan already retired, but them —?”
“The fact good ole Jack left the service doesn’t mean he can’t be busted,” Stone said darkly. He fell into step beside Jarrat, catching up the Blue Ravens as Cantrell called ahead and offered Holder his hand. “He can do jail time as a civilian. And going by what I’m seeing here, he knows it.”
Jarrat glanced sidelong at him. “I guess you know the man. To me, he looks like he’s trained up for a title fight — and he expects to win.”
“Bravado,” Stone said acidly. “Jack would never admit to a chink in his armor.”
The Ravens went on ahead. Cantrell and Holder spoke quietly while Janssen shared a word with the Starfleet Legal representatives and ignored the pilots utterly. Hua was tall, robust, redheaded and angular, O’Keefe smaller, foxy-faced with dark spiky hair and eyes set slightly too close together. Neither seemed to know where they were supposed to be, and loitered by the elevators until their legal team herded them inside. Janssen greeted Eric Holder like the old associate he was before they drifted in the wake of the majors, leaving Jack Brogan, hands in pockets, glaring at Jarrat and Stone. Or was he glaring at Stone and simply ignoring Jarrat as if he did not exist?
“Jack.” Stone did not offer his hand. “You’re out of uniform.”
“I work for Arago Technologies on Mars,” Brogan said smugly. “Homeworlds address, a cool half mill per annum with every perk you can think of, including the cute secretary with the sexy little bum.” He looked Jarrat up and down appraisingly. “I guess you’re still punching NARC’s clock.”
“Carrier command has its rewards,” Stone said deliberately. His nostrils flared as he caught the scents of bel grass and something stronger about Brogan, a dead giveaway of stress: he was smoking far too much, which pointed to nerves strung taut as piano wires.
Yet Brogan still grinned, brash, showing too many teeth. “You won’t command anything much longer. I heard you guys are being trashed, just as fast as the government of Earth can find big enough dumpsters.”
“Let’s just say, we won our war,” Jarrat rasped, “which is more than you can say for Starfleet and its fuzzy-logic mandate. You want it verbatim? ‘A force for the protection of human life and interests, and the preservation of individual liberty throughout regions wherever humans may be found; the maintenance of fair and proper judiciary, and the protection of the rights and privileges of the peoples of Earth in exile.’ Sounds sweet, till you get to the nine hundred pages of fine print.”
“Like they used to say,” Stone said icily, “the devil’s in the details. You got some problem with walking away the victor?”
“I got no problem at all,” Brogan said far too easily. “Onward and upward.” He gave Stone an insolent look. “Soon as we get through this waste of time, I got places to be.”
“You hope,” Stone said in caustic tones. “You’re more likely to be transferred from this court to a maximum security facility, and you bloody know it, Jack.”
For just a moment Brogan’s handsome face froze, then the smile was back in place like a mask. “All we’re doing is going through the motions, dancing the same old two-step, legal-beagle bullshit.”
“You’d like to think so.” Jarrat’s eyes glittered with anger that hit Stone like a handful of darts.
“I know so,” Brogan assured him. “Brand’s got no chance. His case is rubbish. And as for dragging a whole gaggle of NARCs halfway across the colonies to prop up a piss-weak argument … well, I guess you guys have nothing better to do these days. All you got left now is the ‘R’ … riot control. Joe Citizen is going to just love you folks to bits.” His lip curled in a sneer.
Stone itched to snap the word Angeliberty, but choked it back. He smothered blistering remarks about Starfleet’s utter obliviousness to the critical problem of gunrunning, their reluctance to enforce order in the chaotic no-man’s-land of the frontier, where jurisdiction was questionable but slave trading, mass execution, piracy and atrocity were a plague. Fleet took its orders from civilian oversight so distant, in practice they were largely ineffectual, because officers over the rank of lieutenant refused to move without specific orders. Seemingly without exception, they were so committed to professional advancement, they passed every buck they could, displayed little initiative, took no risks that might jeopardize their next promotion, all the way to colonel — civilian — congressman. Rarely did Fleet get off its collective backside; then the officers deployed in the field were so junior, when some assignment inevitably went to pieces their only recourse was to fall back to the carrier. Fleet senior rankers were deemed so irreplaceable, standing regulations did not permit them to leave the ship in hazardous circumstances.
The senior service was so hamstrung by a thousand-year tradition stretching back to an age of ‘wooden ships and iron men,’ they could barely function — and no one was more conscious of the morass than a very senior officer within Fleet itself. Keenly aware of Jarrat’s anger, Stone backed off and took a deep, calming breath before he said to Brogan,
“Like he said, Jacko, we won our war. History is going to record us as victors. You might rate a footnote in the history of Aurora, as the guy who shirked his duty and let over thirteen thousand civilians be incinerated.”
Color drained from Brogan’s face before his cheeks flamed scarlet. The blue eyes widened, his breathing quickened with the rush of pure adrenaline which banished rational thought. Jarrat had taken a half step between them one hand on Stone’s shoulder, when Brogan growled,
“I ought to knock you down, Stone. You always were a rat-ass bastard.”
“Take your shot,” Stone invited with spurious calm. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”
He knew Brogan would do it. The man was a hand’s span taller, seven months younger, which might have mattered fifteen years ago. Now, Stone had spent so many years sparring against partners with the stature of Cronin and Ramos, the wild left-hand jab seemed feeble, as if it came at him in slow motion. He sidestepped and the blow flew so wide, he did not even feel it go by before his left forearm hit the outside of Brogan’s hyper-extended left elbow, spun him slightly to his right and exposed the point of his jaw to a right-cross tap that could have been much harder. Stone pulled the punch, knowing all too well the vulnerability of the target zone. Even a light impact would knock a big man unconscious.
Brogan sagged to his knees, rolled onto his side. His bells would ring for an hour, Stone was sure, just as he had noticed the four security viddrones recording the scene. If Tactical chose to get involved, Brogan had clearly identified himself as the aggressor. It was all too obvious Stone had delivered a tap, just hard enough to end what Brogan had started, the most efficient way to prevent confrontation escalating into brawl.
“Enough,” Jarrat barked. “Get up, Brogan. You’re not hurt — and try keeping your big mouth shut. You’re trying to provoke us? In God’s name, why?”
“Because it’s what he does,” Stone said sourly. “He needles till he finds a way to get on top and prove he’s in control, the boss, top dog. Even when he isn’t.”
Clumsy, uncoordinated, Brogan clambered back to his feet, working his jaw around. He glared at Stone, silent now while he fumbled for a pack of White Diamonds and lit up. The sweet odor of bel grass and lime wreathed him as he dragged to the bottom of his lungs and plumed dragon smoke from both nostrils. “You always were a cast-iron bastard, Stone,” he growled.
“It takes one to know one,” Jarrat said tersely. “Let it be, Brogan. You’ve got your day in court. Three judges and twenty-one jurors from three colonies are about to decide your case, not us.” Then he turned his back on Brogan and gave Stone a warning look. “You as well — enough. Let it alone, Stoney. The spat between you is so old, he probably can’t even remember what started it. It’s just a bloody-minded fool’s game — a kids’ game he can’t stop playing. Drop it.”
He was right, and Stone subsided, let the fierce anger cool. Without a backward glance at Brogan he walked away to the elevators. He gave Jarrat an apologetic look. “Sorry to drag you into that.”
“He’s been trying to drag me into it from the first time he set eyes on me, when we shuttled aboard the Olympic,” Jarrat said dismissively. “He doesn’t like colonials. One more reason he couldn’t see the sense of putting himself at risk to preserve the lives of a whole lot of human trash in citybottom.”
The elevator shushed open, as plush as the courthouse itself, warm, with mirrored walls, bronze fittings and classical music. They stepped in, leaving Brogan to finish the cigarette alone. Stone spared the man a glance, saw hunched shoulders, taut spine, lowered head, the body language of intolerable anxiety. “He knows he’s in bad trouble. The rest is just bluster.”
“Yeah. The one I don’t understand,” Jarrat admitted, “is Holder. How in hell can the carrier’s CO come here in support of Brogan, when he has to be aware of every detail of the scene in Mostov? And if he’s supporting his man, why would Kris Janssen take his hand and ask after his health? She’d be hoping Holder and Brogan would both fall dead, pay the price for Mostov.”
“Who knows?” Stone mused, frowning at his reflection. “But Janssen’s here today. She went in with Gene and Holder. We could do worse than come right out and ask her.”
Jarrat’s brows rose. “All right. Christ knows what protocol Thule keeps, but we’re the governor’s guests, key witnesses, and she owes us a favor.”
“She offered us work, if we ever needed it.” Stone tugged his collar and cuffs straight as the lift opened onto a wide hallway paneled in Jupiter spruce. “Not that wrangling Tactical in an ice-box would be my idea of fun, but she knows she owes us … and there she is.”
Thirty assorted lawyers, witnesses, journalists, court officers, secretaries and personal assistants had gathered before the enormous arched doors leading into the High Court itself. Servitor drones trundled about with tea, coffee, juice and water. Colonel Kristyn Janssen had just taken a tiny cup of espresso when Jarrat and Stone joined her. Cantrell, Gable and the Ravens had knotted together with Cassius Band’s legal team. Selena Greer looked pensive; Edward Symondson nodded a greeting as Stone made eye contact. Brand himself had yet to appear. When he did, it would be in the company of bodyguards and secretaries.
“Jarrat, Stone, damn’ nice to see the both of you,” Janssen said in the deep, husky voice Stone remembered. Nothing about her had changed, from the gunmetal hair to the solid, stocky body in the smart black Tactical dress uniform. By now she was no longer limping and the grief had sublimate into a zeal for combat, albeit on the legal battleground.
“You too, Colonel.” Jarrat took her hand. “Who are all these people?” He gestured at a quartet of very elderly, very angry individuals, two men, two women, who sat in the high-backed, scarlet-padded chairs opposite the tall doors.
“Them? Senior city engineers.” Janssen sipped a little coffee. “They’re the specialists who performed the last structural checks on Mostov, before Brogan’s shit hit their fan. They’ll have arrived loaded with data, terabytes of it — I’ve seen half of it, checked it for myself. Mostov was so sound, she’d have been habitable, safe, for another century. Construction drones crawled all over the underground not one year ago, and right through the insulating layers between the city and the industrial zone. You could have parked a bloody rimrunner on top of Mostov, she was strong as the day she was built.”
“But not strong enough to withstand three Paladin missiles — direct strike, military weapons. An act of war,” Stone said quietly.
The silver-gray head nodded deeply. “That’s the whole argument. Starfleet allowed us to be rocketed as surely as if they’d fired the goddamn’ missiles themselves. The whole point of military weapons is, they will destroy their target. They’re designed to, or else why bother with them? The Paladin missile is a demolition weapon. I did the research. They’re cheap, they’re dumb, short-range, designed to defend a position — and on some battlefield, who cares if ‘overshoots’ and ‘fuel-outs’ drop anywhere they will, right?” She was looking at Jarrat, whose military service was a matter of record.
“You got it,” Jarrat said sourly. “You don’t let these buggers loose in an urban environment … not unless you want a lot of damage and a heavy casualty list.”
“But they’d have been easy to get rid of, on the night.” Janssen’s blue eyes sharpened to slivers of ice as she nodded at Greer and Symondson. “I had supper with Sel and Eddie last night, went over the whole case structure again. They showed me your testimony — as NARCs, pilots qualified to fly Brogan’s aircraft.”
“We fly the same plane,” Stone assured her. “Or, flew. Past tense. I guess you know we’ll be stood down very soon.” No need to mention, Jarrat already had been.
She sighed. “There’s two faces to victory, Stone. You win, then it’s over and you gotta walk away. You ask yourself, were they glory days or nightmares?” She shrugged. “Depends on how you look back on them. And incidentally, my offer still stands. You need the work, there’s a place for you here — though I know Cass believes he already has you. You’ve been offered top bucks for easy work with the Marcus Brand Foundation.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t let me get between you and a nice, safe desk and two even nicer fat paychecks.”
A chuckle caught Stone unawares. “We won’t, but thanks for the offer, Colonel. One more question,” he said quickly as a red two minutes light illuminated beside the tall doors and a sweet, musical alert chimed through the hall. “If you don’t mind me noticing, you’re very friendly with Eric Holder. He’s here with Starfleet Legal — we’d expected pistols at dawn.”
She snorted, not quite a humorous sound. “Eric’s my second cousin. The Janssens were the side of the family that came out here, the Holders stayed back in the homeworlds. But Eric’s not quite the prick you might believe. It’s easy to assume Fleet officers are all bastards, especially when they reach the high ranks. And it’s true, most of them are so bloody arrogant, you want to smack the superiority right off their smug faces.” She frowned sidelong at her cousin. “Eric is also highly intelligent. He supported his man to the utmost … in the early days, till he saw the evidence. All of it.” Her eyes flicked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “I called him last night, top level encryption, showed him your testimony. He’d already put the pieces together for himself. He’s a Fleet colonel, but he’s no fool, Stone.”
“So he’s here in the official capacity,” Jarrat mused, “but not to insist his man has the high moral ground.”
“He’s here,” Janssen said tartly, handing the empty cup to a passing drone, “because he was the CO of the Olympic on the night, so he got the subpoena, same as the rest of us. Failure to appear is a serious misdemeanor. Being convicted in absentia — contempt of court — would look just great on his service record when he’s winding down to retirement.” She paused as the tall doors swung open, ponderous with their own weight. “But as for Eric supporting Brogan? Short of some howling miscarriage of justice, Brogan’s going down. The trick is for Eric to not go down with him. Which means —”
Stone swore softly. “He’ll have to testify against Brogan.”
“And at the same time couch it in terms that don’t sound like the crass betrayal of a brother officer. Throwing a lamb to the wolves to save your own ass.” Janssen gestured at the trio of elegant, arrogant, supercilious Fleet attorneys. “Eric’s been coached, the whole thing is scripted like a performance. You could stand up on a stage and recite it like Shakespeare.”
“So were we.” Jarrat caught Cantrell’s eye as the assembly began to stream into the High Court itself. “Yesterday afternoon, Greer and Symondson had us memorize it by the bullet-points. We’re just going through the motions.”
And Jack Brogan knew it, Stone thought as he and Jarrat took their places between Cantrell and Gable on one side, Cronin, Ramos and Reynolds on the other, beyond them, Selina Greer and Edward Symondson. On the far side of the great golden-timber paneled courtroom, Brogan and Holder shared a massive desk with the dour, mask-faced Starfleet Legal team.
With seconds to spare Cassius Brand appeared, surrounded by three secretaries, two aides, two bodyguards. He waved a discreet greeting to Jarrat and Stone before his party took their places with the city engineers. Seated with them were Janssen and seven Tactical officers who had served on the street in Rasmussen on the night of the battle. They would bear witness to the situation that had warranted launching 903 Squadron to cover the Peacecorps.
All were still settling down when the jurors filed silently to the high, tiered seats. Twenty-one men and women had been shanghaied from every walk of life — none of them was born or had ever lived or worked on Aurora, nor were they related by blood, marriage, civil union, education, business or employment contract to any Mostov casualty.
Moments after they took their places, a door to the right of the dais slid open without a sound and the People’s Counsels stepped in. The whole assembly rose again. The High Court judges — two women and a man — wore black robes sashed in scarlet, and the heavy gold medallion of the Colonial Court System. Justice Bindra, Justice Harlow and Justice Chan sat with a maximum of pomp and ceremony.
And so began a process of such complete boredom, Stone struggled to stay awake long enough for an hour’s recess to be called for lunch. During three hours, opposing counsels had stated the dispute, named all parties concerned, played a ten minute vid of the incident assembled from sources as disparate as Curt Gable’s own feed and GlobalNet’s long-range captures, called a single witness and the plaintiff.
A Tactical pilot, whose squaddie was close enough to the Rand Aurora plant for him to actually see the missiles strike, described how the factory erupted, the ground caved in, in massive sink holes, craters opened across citybottom. Cause and effect were established beyond any hint of doubt through the naked-eye testimony of a certified human witness, invalidating any claim of faked or enhanced video, or preprogrammed drones.
Bright eyed, eager, razor sharp and smiling, Cassius Brand took the seat on the lower dais to the left of the judges and answered a series of astute questions from the prosecution, followed by goading questions from Brogan’s defense counsel. They established that Brand believed the destruction of Mostov was directly caused by the culpable negligence of the officer commanding the squadron deployed to defend the Peacecorps.
Then the judges rose ponderously. Jarrat groaned as the courtroom began to empty. “At the speed they’re making, we’ll be here for the rest of our lives.”
They were accustomed to the precision and swift decisiveness of a NARC tribunal. Stone had not sat in a civil court since he left Tactical, and those cases had been of much lesser importance. This one involved a colonial governor and Starfleet itself, with both sides seemingly determined to dance the formal quadrille in cautious, meticulous slow motion.
“You want to eat?” he offered. “There’s a restaurant opposite, I saw it from the garages.”
“Anything to get out of here,” Jarrat breathed.
Many of the witnesses and attorneys were headed in the same direction; only the jurors must be quarantined from the public. Jarrat and Stone followed the mass exodus to the wide armorglass doors onto Wisting Boulevard, four lanes of ground traffic with a covered pedestrian walkway arching overhead. The sky had settled into a dull gray today, while the wind cut like a knife. Stone took a deep breath. One who had spent nineteen winters in Earth’s northern hemisphere knew that smell: snow was on the way.
He would have said as much, but Jarrat swore lividly and Cantrell called sharply over his shoulder for Security. Stone saw the trouble a moment later, but the court’s staff was slow to respond. A gang of GlobalNet journalists cluttered the sidewalk, effectively blocking any assess to the pedestrian bridge. Drones scudded overhead, cameras were running as they surrounded Brand, Brogan and Holder, Janssen and the NARC group.
“Get them out of here,” Cantrell barked. “Colonel Janssen!”
“What the hell are they doing here? They’ll tell you, they aren’t breaking any law in Thule,” Janssen said over the noise, “the media isn’t usually muzzled here, but —”
“Bloody hell,” Stone muttered as he found himself looking directly into a lens. He gave Jarrat a bitter glance. “We’ve been imaged. Gene!”
“I’ll see what I can do.” Cantrell’s mouth compressed in anger as he headed off Janssen before she could force her way through the crush. “Colonel, I’m going to need a media ban, and I’ll need it right now.” He caught her elbow before she could escape. “Those pictures can not be broadcast. Put a NARC captain on the air, show his face to the colonies, he’s history, you understand? Every man and his uncle will recognize him. We assumed the media ban would be in place before this began!”
And not only Cantrell, Stone himself and Jarrat were at risk, Stone thought grimly. The cameras zoomed on Brogan. Too late, he made clumsy efforts to cover his face, but they had him. Janssen could show her warrant, bellow orders, wave the journalists off, but the damage was done.
She gave Cantrell an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Captain, there’s supposed to be an embargo, but these freaking vultures are notorious for just paying the fines. I think I can have the vidfeed suppressed. Let me get right on this.” She turned away, already talking to her people, holding the combug deep in her left ear and covering her right against the surge of street noise.
A knot tightened in Stone’s belly as he turned his back on the GlobalNet predators. He and Jarrat returned to the courthouse at once, since cameras were not permitted inside, but it was far too late for anything save damage control. “Bugger this,” Cantrell growled as he joined them in the foyer. “I don’t give a shit what Supreme Court Security says — I’m invoking our own cordon.” He tapped his combug. “Lieutenant Kruger!”
“Here we go.” Jarrat’s voice was a rasp. “I bloody knew this show would blow up in somebody’s face. And as for him — you want to wipe the smirk off his mouth, or shall I?”
Jack Brogan wore a smugly triumphant smile, as if he had just scored a major coup. He sketched Stone a salute and turned to meet the journalists head-on. He had nothing to hide, no reason not to show his face, every reason to state his case to the media, the people — insist he had been protecting the Starfleet Peacecorpsmen who were, in turn, fighting in the best interests of the people of Thule. He saw a priceless opportunity to paint himself the hero, and Brand’s government the villains for keeping citybottom open, populated, when it was so obviously unsound.
“I’m so sorry.” Cassius Brand’s voice took Stone by surprise. He turned to see the governor walking with Eric Holder, flanked by building security and their aides. Brand looked distraught; Holder seemed mildly amused. “I assure you, a media ban is in place, we did everything we could short of arresting that pack of wolves and locking them up!”
The Starfleet man made little of it. “Oh, there’s nothing to be done about it, Governor. It’s no great tragedy, surely, Captains? Your day is done. NARC is already being dismantled — I got the memo, we all did. Your fiscal allocation was halved. If there’s no Angel war, there’s no viable reason to run a fleet of carriers at enormous public expense … and the products of Doctor Del’s genius are already percolating onto the street. It was on the citynet pages last night, you didn’t see the story?”
Of course they saw it. Harry froze the playback until he tracked them down, force-fed them the news that an experimental clinic in Aurora’s ice-locked southern hemisphere had been raided for upwards of fifteen thousand measured doses of the blocker. The ‘pops’ were selling for sixty local dollars per capsule on the black market, making the government in Thule seriously consider releasing the drug a week ahead of schedule.
A sense of something uncomfortably like futility overwhelmed Stone. He glared at Holder — a dust-dry elderly man with a dust-dry voice, faded brown eyes, silver hair in the uniform crop — but he said nothing while Jarrat stalked away, too angry to trust himself to speak. At last Stone swallowed his anger and said,
“Where does one eat inside the building, Governor, since it doesn’t look like we’ll be getting out? And you need to be aware, Gene is slamming a NARC cordon around our people. If you need to manage the details with Supreme Court Security, this would be the time to do it.”
“Damn — yes, of course. Leave it to me.” Brand beckoned them to a staffroom, twenty meters west of the foyer along a passage lined with distinguished portraits and floral tributes. “Feel free to use this. You’ll find a ’Chef in the corner there. They keep it stocked for officers of the court, so it should be adequate. I can’t apologize enough, gentlemen, but — let me haul local services into the loop before we run into a nasty jurisdictional confrontation.”
He was already talking, rapidly and loudly, as he left them. Jarrat paced between the long, polished conference table and the high windows through which Stone caught a glimpse of drifting snow against the gray pall of the sky. “You hungry?” he asked as he investigated the machine.
“No,” Jarrat snapped, before Stone felt a riff of regret. “Sorry. I’m just snarling because I’m mad enough to spit.”
“Eat,” Stone told him. “There’s chicken and noodles or grilled fish and salad.”
“I’ll take the chicken.” Jarrat continued to pace. “If Gene can get the images suppressed, we might get out of this.”
Stone collected the plates, set them on the table. “And if we don’t? You’re already grounded. This is Dupre’s justification for grounding me right beside you. If he does, what’s it matter, Kevin?” He pulled up a chair. “You might not want to hear it, but Holder said it all. I prefer Janssen’s spin: you fight, you win, you have to walk away. Like you told Brogan, we won our war. Maybe we just need to learn when to walk, and how.”
The gray eyes glittered with anger which fed through the empathic bond and left Stone breathless. “Beat Angeliberty,” Jarrat said bleakly, “or hold the bastards off long enough, then we’ll have won our war.”
“Point.” Stone sighed and tried the fish. It was not to his taste, but anger made him hungry enough to chew and swallow while Jarrat pushed the chicken around and fielded calls from Cantrell, Brand, Kruger.
“We can ramp our own security up a few notches,” he mused, “but we’re spread too thin to throw the wider, tighter cordon around Starfleet as well. Colonel Holder will have to bring something to this party.”
“His business,” Stone said. “He has Starfleet resources at his fingertips.”
“The Olympic,” Jarrat said sharply, “isn’t here. He, Brogan and the attorneys came in on a courier.”
“Then they’ll have to demand protection from Janssen.” Stone shoved the empty plate away. “Damn, what a waste of time this is.”
And time seemed to dilate throughout the afternoon, getting slower as the court moved at glacial pace. In the high, gold-inlaid chairs the judges often seemed to be half asleep. Stone was surprised to see keen interest on the jurors’ faces, but this was only the first day. Give them a week, or three weeks, they would be as stultified as Stone was before the afternoon session ended at 15:30.
Sitting all day did not suit him. Too many old injuries ached, his body felt stale as the NARC group returned to the parking bay. Cronin and Ramos were stretching, talking about a heavy session in the gym at Command. Reynolds and Gable were headed out on the town, while Cantrell wanted to soak in the sauna and sink a bottle of wine. Time stretched before Stone like a mist-filled abyss.
He took the Yamazake Saber on the way out while Jarrat yawned and grumbled in the shotgun seat. The NARC security cordon had tightened to the point where they were imaged repeatedly before they left the courthouse parking bay, again as they crossed the threshold out of Thule airspace. A NARC armored transport dropped in to accompany them not merely to Brand’s private hangar on the periphery of Argentia, but right inside the habitat.
Not quite to Stone’s surprise, Kruger had assigned two men to shadow them every meter to the governor’s mansion. If Brand’s staff thought they would dismiss the NARC security detail at the door, they were wrong. The agents flaunted their warrants and marched into the office from which the property was monitored via vid, thermo and motion detectors. They examined Brand’s system in minutiae before positioning themselves in key locations and settling in.
Brand wore a perplexed look, but stood down his own staff and let Kruger’s agents do as they would. “Since the day I became governor, people have been telling me there’s no such thing as too much security,” he said affably as Stone began to make NARC’s explanations and excuses. “Today was a shambles. The GlobalNet crews should not have been there. I assure you, they were banned — alas, they have a nasty tendency to simply ignore court orders and pay the enormous fines.”
“You got the images suppressed?” Jarrat’s tone hardened with the annoyance that had prickled beneath Stone’s skin for hours.
“Gene Cantrell and I did everything we could, as fast as we could,” Brand swore. “There’s no more to be done. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”
But the expression on Harry Del’s face as he appeared in the hall behind Brand said otherwise. Stone gave a low groan. “Harry, don’t tell me —”
“I saw you on GlobalNet.” Harry moistened his lips. “I didn’t think NARC allowed this kind of coverage. Doesn’t it make you too easily recognizable, after you’ve been seen on public broadcast? I, uh, recorded it, if you want to see it.”
“We’d better.” Jarrat took off his jacket, pushed his sleeves up around brown forearms. “Maybe the images weren’t too clear.”
“They’re clear enough.” Harry led them into one of the first floor rooms which doubled as study, office, den. The widescreen woke at a word, and he had left the recording on standby. Jarrat and Stone watched in grim silence. It was Brand who swore, the kind of ripe language one did not expect from an elderly colonial governor descended from the First Families.
“The bastards were broadcasting live,” Stone observed, “so there was no way to suppress the images. They were already out there before we could protest.”
The audio whispered with the voice of a journalist on Wisting Boulevard, traffic noise in the background: “— and the High Court convened this morning to decide culpability for the Mostov disaster which took the lives of over thirteen thousand Thule citizens, leaving many more homeless, jobless and grieving. Starfleet Colonel Jack Brogan, now retired, is in Thule to defend his actions and is expected to take the witness stand for the first time tomorrow. NARC Captains Stone and Jarrat, who commanded the carrier NARC-Athena throughout the Scorpio syndicate bust, will testify against him, along with members of the Blue Raven descant team which pulled off the hazardous rescue of their commanding officers, who were actually inside the Mostov underground as it collapsed.”
There, Harry froze playback and Stone subsided into a leather chair opposite the screen. He and Jarrat were framed neatly in a picture quite clear enough to do service in any Tactical mugshot gallery. “Well, now.” He sat back and looked up at Jarrat, who had folded both arms on his chest and accorded the screen a glare.
“Dupre,” Jarrat said slowly, “is going to be thrilled.”
“You’re in serious trouble.” Harry turned off the screen. “Those pictures will be all over the colonies, as fast as data knows how to run. It’ll have been on its way for five hours already, it’s far too late to stop it.”
“And that’s if twenty ships didn’t launch a half hour after the broadcast,” Stone added. “Ships outrun the deep space data conduit every time. Even if you locked down GlobalNet and searched everybody getting on a clipper, it’d take a planet-wide lockdown to stop every private vessel. Data isn’t transmitted, it’s passed from hand to hand. The images are out there.” He shook his head slowly. “The damage is done, live with it.”
“But this has to be the end of your warrant to fly at command rank, unless you get your faces changed.” Harry hesitated. “It must have happened before.”
“It happens. The situation’s not as unusual as you might think. Some officers say it’s inevitable.” Jarrat stood by the wide windows, where the lights of Argentia glittered in the blue-black night which fell so suddenly and early on a world with a short day.
“People get their faces changed?” Harry wondered.
“They do, if they want to hold onto command, field work.” Stone looked up at Jarrat. “Central already grounded him, Harry. Me … I don’t think I’m quite ready to option a major face job, just so I can put my neck back on the line for the last few months.”
“Don’t you dare even think about it,” Jarrat said loudly. “I like that face just the way it is. There’s no syndicate in Venice to worry about. The only assignment on our agenda is Angeliberty, and Yvette McKinnen might be turning up results right about now.” His fists clenched. “We’re just wasting time here. I don’t believe how slowly the court’s moving. At this speed, they’ll be hearing individual testimony for weeks before the cross-examination starts!”
Harry’s wide shoulders lifted in an expressive shrug. “So make the most of your time. You’re on full pay, living in a mansion in the sky, surrounded by so much security, you’re in no personal danger, eating gourmet cuisine, driving a Yamazake Saber. All you have to do is take the stand once or twice, swear to tell the truth and — tell it, all of it. You don’t have one damn’ thing to complain about.”
“He makes a point,” Stone said wryly as he hauled himself out of the chair and dropped his arms around Jarrat. “You want to run? The NARC guards can come along, shadow us … it ain’t snowing in Argentia.”
“Do it,” Harry urged. “You need to blow off some steam. It’s always twenty degrees inside the dome, the trees are permanently in bloom, some bird’s always singing. At this altitude the stars are brilliant, soon as you get away from the city lights. Swing out around the perimeter, it’s all parks and woodland, right around, just inside the diamond glass. The only thing you should run into will be a few gardener drones.”
“Yeah, I think so.” Jarrat stirred with an effort and gave Harry a faint smile. “Tell Brand we’ll be back when we’re back. Don’t hold dinner on our account.”
In fact, Stone thought, they might look for a restaurant on the far side of Argentia. A place so small, Brand had never heard of it. His body was screaming silently to be up and doing. He could think of nothing better than running in the city’s surreal warmth under the brilliant arctic stars with Jarrat — unless it was being free of the bodyguard Cantrell had summoned. And that freedom, Stone thought bitterly as he followed Jarrat upstairs to change, was likely to evade them for some time.




Chapter Thirty-eight

For three days the city engineers, Tactical and Brand hammered out the facts: at no time in its history had Mostov, as a structure, been safer than on the night it was destroyed. Its insulation from the industrial zone above had never been questioned and would never have failed under any normal circumstance. Janssen called in her own specialist, Lieutenant Grace Cheng, once a demolition expert with the Army, now a Tactical officer of ten years’ seniority working with Bomb Disposal. Cheng dazzled — and bored — the court with the physics of the explosion, taking into account the destructive capacity of the Paladin missile, the potential energy in the Rand Aurora plant, including tank farms, generators and machinery; and she estimated the amount of latent fuel the inferno might draw upon in the underground. Flammable materials, fuels, fabrics, paper, even living human bodies. Brand summoned representatives from Rand Aurora to guarantee the accuracy of Cheng’s information. Engineers from City Hall and Rand lined up to testify that nothing short of an act of war — or an attack by the weapons of war, be it deliberate or negligent — could have compromised Mostov.
Then all eyes turned to Jack Brogan. The ancient, hawk-faced, humorless and intimidating Justice Harlow looked directly into his eyes as he said, “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, we shall close upon this point. In the morning we shall hear Colonel Brogan’s personal testimony as to the necessity of his actions, before the Starfleet Peacecorpsmen and NARC officers speak.”
Three senior officers from the Peacecorps had arrived late and looked terminally embarrassed. They would soon be asked to estimate how many of their number might have been expected to perish in the streetwar that night — NARC’s own estimate was in the order or forty or fifty dead, perhaps fifty wounded and Medevaced swiftly to the Olympic for reconstruction. Selena Greer, for the prosecution, was primed to demand if the Peacecorpsmen believed the life of a single colleague, shot dead in line of the vocational duty for which he or she had volunteered, was actually worth the lives of two hundred and sixty civilians who burned to death.
In Greer’s own words, would the ‘peacepolice’ have consigned Mostov to blaze with such enormous loss of civilian life, to protect a comparative handful of their number, all of whom were soldiers sworn to protect civilians according to Starfleet’s mandate? A force for the protection of human life and interests, and the preservation of individual liberty — Greer would hammer the point home without mercy.
The question was outrageous, yet Brogan’s case pivoted on the argument that the Peacecorps took precedence, no matter the cost. Any cost. He believed Mostov was a reasonable price to pay, even if Brand and the city engineers proved the structure to be sound in all situations short of war.
Jarrat could not believe the Peacecorps officers would testify for Brogan. From the caustic appearance of Eric Holder’s face, he was more than ready to wash his hands of the matter. Greer and Symondson might take another week to chew Brogan up and spit out the pulp, but they were steadily cementing the bricks of their case into a stockade from which he could not hope to escape. Not here, not in the city of Thule, where the mass of public feeling had turned to fury.
Anger burned as brightly now as it had on the night when Mostov vaporized.  Jarrat and Stone had caught enough of the GlobalNet feed to be in no doubts about the city’s rage. Brogan sat in the courtroom, eyes closed, as if he were oblivious to the proceedings. Jarrat wondered if he might be taking something, a sedative granting him enough composure to at least not disgrace the service while he sweated through the process of law. The civil court was infuriatingly slow, but from what Brand had already hinted, Starfleet’s case could be picked apart in a day. Given a week, this farce might be over, since no part of the argument was confusing to judges or jury.
As the court rose on the third day, Jarrat stretched his spine and followed Stone and the Blue Ravens into the outer hall, where the NARC security cordon had camped. Cronin and Ramos were far beyond bored. Cronin might not have been joking as he seemed to rub sleep from his eyes and yawned. “You guys heard of a place called the Snow Pagoda?”
“Nope,” Ramos admitted. “But if it’s got decent food, drinkable beer and good lookin’ Companions, count me in before I climb these walls.”
“Hey, you wanna make a party?” Cronin gave Jarrat and Stone an interested look. “Table for four. The floor show gets naughty after nine — which is an hour off midnight on this ice ball. Get a little drunk and a lot laid, in no particular order.”
“Table for five,” Curt Gable corrected. “Or else, somebody straitjacket me.”
It was a club on the north side of Hirosaki Park, Jarrat remembered. The menu was nothing special, but the brochure promised a risqué cabaret. The high point was an ‘all-nude he-’n-she snowball fight, winner shag all,’ before house Companions of every gender dove into a steaming pool and performed extraordinary tricks on request for fifty- and hundred-dollar tokens tossed into the water by inebriated patrons. The tables stood at the poolside; hammered guests frequently toppled in and had to be rescued before they drowned — hilarious, given enough fizz and booze in the small hours of the morning.
“What about them?” Stone gestured at the eight burly NARC security men.
“Invite ’em along,” Ramos suggested. “Hell, it’s not like they can drink. They’re on duty.”
“The nachos are on us,” Cronin offered.
“Guys?” Stone knew the guards had heard every word. The tall, ebon-skinned young Margulis held up both hands. “Gimme one second to clear it with Command. The boss won’t say no, but it’s my butt if I don’t call it in.”
The ‘boss’ was Kruger himself, on station at the Olsen building. From his desk there he saw and heard everything, coordinating with Tactical on one hand and Brand’s official security staff on the other. Brand had already departed when Margulis called home. Holder and the legal team stood by the executive lift, waiting in line for a car, behind a queue of court officers.
“The boss says you have a ‘go’ to get hammered and humped,” Margulis  reported, “so long as you’re sober as priests in the morning — and you don’t get outta contact with me and my boys.” He gave Cronin, Ramos and Reynolds a malicious grin. They were all around the same rank and age. “You’re gonna get tagged, since I got the authority to chip you. Szabo, let’s have ’em.”
“What, all of us?” Gable protested.
Margulis was adamant. “Captains an’ all, for your own safety.” He caught a small pouch of transmitter tags, lobbed to him by a tall, freckle-faced trooper. “Put ’em anywhere you prefer, but I gotta see ’em go on.”
His obvious glee earned him glares. “You’re enjoying this,” Stone accused as he and Jarrat placed the thin adhesive squares over the left shoulder blade.
“They call it the Napoleon complex,” Gable growled, though he slapped a tag onto his forearm. “All right — get me the hell out of here.”
The party had grown to six, since Reynolds demanded a tag. In company with the eight guards they filled the next lift car, moments after the Starfleet contingent went up. Jarrat was ready for the comparative cold of the parking bay, the harsh overhead strip lights, the acrid smells of metal and machinery. He thrust hands into pockets as he and Stone stepped out ahead of the others and headed for the Yamazake.
The last available parking spaces in the morning were ranked to the left of the hangar doors. The evening wind sliced in, wafting flurries of snow which turned to water in the draft from the bay’s heating vents and settled as shallow lakes, reflecting the blue-white overheads. Surrounded by Kruger’s security detail, they hustled to the vehicles. Stone had the infrakey in his hand when Margulis bellowed over the heads of the group.
“Drop! Get down, stay down!”
Heart hammering, Jarrat obeyed a lifetime’s instincts and threw himself into the cover of an expensive car belonging to one of Greer’s associates. Stone was a meter behind him, both of them cursing as they hit the plascrete — unarmed. It was one thing to go armed into Argentia, but inside the very chamber where the Thule High Court convened, the master AI permitted no weapons. Alarms would trip at even the suspicion of a pistol. All Jarrat had on him was a pair of scan-invisible palm guns tucked into an inside pocket, and they were absurdly useless here.
“Margulis!” Stone roared as he dug out a comset. “Margulis, what?”
Jarrat worked a combug into his own left ear and the loop came alive with a rush. He heard Kruger, Janssen, Margulis, Cronin, several voices he did not recognize. Making sense of them was another matter, but Kruger cut across the others with sheer volume:
“Confirm drones in the parking bay — Margulis, confirm drones!”
“Am reading three,” Margulis panted. “Got ’em located … we don’t got a shot, Lieutenant. Our people are in cover — pissed off as all hell, not a gun between ’em, but they’re safe.”
“Keep ’em that way,” Kruger bawled. “You’re wearing the kevlex, Margulis, they aren’t. Do not, repeat not, arm the captains or the Ravens!”
“Shit,” Stone hissed.
“No armor.” Jarrat rolled flat on his back and slapped his own chest. “No nothing. Jesus — how did drones get in here? Margulis!”
“I hear you, Cap,” Margulis said into the loop. “Stay down. We’re tracking three drones on other side of the hangar. Don’t know how they got in. Figure that part out later.”
“It’s dead easy to slide ’em in, if there’s not a lot of security,” Jarrat muttered. He gave Stone a sidelong glance, where he lay between Greer’s electric mauve Marshall and the exhaust stained plascrete of the wall. “You know what I’m thinking.” Stone’s mouth compressed for a moment as his rush of adrenalin-fueled anger sped through Jarrat.
“These drones have probably been here since before the court convened,” Stone reasoned. “They might have been smuggled in a month ago, when the date was set. Hidden. Where?”
“Vents, shafts, maintenance spaces, crawlways in the ceiling, there’ll be a hundred places,” Jarrat muttered. “God knows, bunker them among the building’s own maintenance drones, they’d never be picked up — they probably came in with some crew that services them!”
“Margulis, tell me what you see,” Stone said into the loop. “Gil, Joe, anybody got eyes on the drones? What type, what size?”
It was Reynolds who answered. “I got decent line of sight, Cap … they’re small, ’bout the size of a hardsuit helmet. Spherical, matte black, double row of sensor beads right around the horizontal mid-point, riding repulsion, couple of short protrusions, probably gun barrels. Cap Jarrat, looks like Army hardware, and new. A generation later than anything I saw when I was in.”
“She’s right,” Jarrat affirmed. “Gil, Joe, you seen this type?”
And Ramos: “Yup. They’re stealthed — gundrone with vid capability. Gil?”
“Nasty little buggers,” Cronin growled, “you don’t see ’em till you’re on top of ’em and it’s too late. Tan, where are they — comin’ our way?”
But Reynolds made negative noises. “They’re definitely not after us. Margulis, watch yourself. These things don’t have a lot of knockdown, but they’re dead accurate — and over a short distance they’re freakin’ lethal. You got a shot?”
“Not a chance,” Margulis said quietly. “They’re headed away from us, using the cars for cover … damnit, they’re not interested in us at all.”
Intuition slammed into Jarrat and Stone in the same moment, and Stone raised his voice. “Brogan! Brogan, where are you?” The name echoed back off the plascrete walls. “Brogan!”
“Anybody see Jack Brogan?” Jarrat called into the loop. “Is anybody with Starfleet on this frequency? Margulis!”
“Right here, Cap,” the security man responded. “Starfleet didn’t come in equipped. Three lawyers, the colonels, the majors — they laid on two of their own guards, but they’re both marking the perimeter, outside the building, trusting internal security to handle it till their people cross the threshold.”
Stone swore softly. “Kruger, you still there?”
“Am in the air, Captain,” Kruger told him. “One minute out from your position. Stay down, do not move, repeat —”
“Kruger, we don’t have a direct line to Fleet security.” Jarrat cut across him. “Call them, get them in here. The target seems to be Brogan. Acknowledge.” No need to mention that Jarrat suspected Jack Brogan might be dead already, and had been since the moment the balloon went up.
“Got it, Cap,” Kruger assured him. “Give me one second.”
He switched down to another frequency, vanished from the NARC loop, but his place was filled at once by Janssen and Tactical. “Jarrat, Stone — what you got?”
“Where are you?” Stone called loudly.
“In the air, right outside. We’d left a few minutes before the shindig started. You want us in, or out of your way? You call it.”
“Depends, Jarrat rasped. “What are you flying? You got armor?”
“Standard squaddie, unmarked,” Janssen told him. “Am unarmed — the High Court won’t permit weapons in the courtroom — but there’s a light cannon on the flyer.”
“Unarmed, tell me about it,” Stone breathed. “Get in here, Colonel. The target has to be Brogan, not much doubt of it. Put your armor between him and three gundrones, try to give him some cover.”
“Roger that — stand by,” Janssen said crisply.
The engine noise of the big Tactical squad reverberated around the hangar. Its floods cast harsh illumination across the rows of parked vehicles as Jarrat called, “Reynolds, you still got eyes on the drones?”
“Not anymore,” she shouted across the din. “They scooted down and around behind the cars, I lost the buggers while you were trying to set something up. I don’t see Brogan either. I can see Holder and one of the two pilots — the guy, what’s his name? O’Keefe. Don’t see the lawyers. And I haven’t seen Brogan since the fun started. He could be anywhere. Gil, Joe?”
“Nada,” Ramos agreed as the Tactical flyer maneuvered around, slid down between the ranked cars and dropped almost to floor level. He raised his voice over the backwash of engine noise. “I see the other pilot, plus Holder an’ one of them Fleet lawyers. Whatchya got, Gil?”
Cronin snorted. “I got zip. Caught sight of Holder for two seconds, then he hustled his colonel’s ass under some car. Brogan, I never saw.”
“Brogan!” Stone roared. “Jack, for godsakes, just shout if you don’t have comm!”
Nothing. Jarrat smothered a curse. “Stoney, I got the proverbial bad feeling about this.” The acid storm of Stone’s own misgivings ate through the empathic shield, making Jarrat’s belly churn “Margulis, you know where the drones are?”
And Margulis, almost amused: “We know exactly where they are, Cap — and they’re not after us. All three slithered behind the cars, down the east wall. They didn’t come out. They’re somewhere in a zone maybe forty meters by ten, by three high. But we can’t get a clear shot … you want to shoot at random in this place? Jesus, there’s upwards of thirty million bucks’ worth of vehicles in here!”
Kris Janssen had been monitoring the NARC loop since Kruger alerted her.  “Hold your fire, Sergeant Margulis. The drones are not threatening NARC personnel and we just put the squad between them and Colonel Holder’s group. Hold up one more minute, let’s see if we can get the probable targets aboard before the shooting starts.”
Assuming the entire Starfleet party were targets, Jarrat thought. It was possible, though the drones had scooted in the opposite direction from both Holder’s group and the Blue Ravens. Jarrat and Stone shared an intuition which made the skin crawl. Jarrat got to his knees, wriggled along the side of Greer’s luxury aerosport vehicle and leaned out for a peek down the length of the hangar.
He saw the Tactical squad, five of Margulis’s people, and the Ravens scattered in what cover they could find when the order came to go down, stay down. The canopy was halfway raised on the lee side of the squad. While he watched, the pilots assisted Eric Holder to feed himself clumsily inside. Ten years older than Cantrell and carrying his years poorly, Holder was stiff and ungainly. The pilots somehow got him in and were right behind him, a moment before Janssen’s pilot turned the vehicle to present the open canopy to the space between two limousines, where the lawyers had obviously found cover.
Of Brogan there was still no sign, but Starfleet Security chose that moment to show their hand. Two armored units dropped in from the steel-gray twilight, high above the street, cluttering the hangar, confusing the cordon Margulis had set up. He bawled on their frequency, urgent requests for them to give the Tactical squad space to maneuver. “Can you locate Colonel Brogan?” he demanded.
The lawyers scrambled into Janssen’s vehicle, clumsy with haste, and the hatch locked down. “I have all of them but Brogan,” she reported. “Starfleet, shift your asses, we’re leaving. NARC Security — Lieutenant Kruger, give me an escort, we’ll head directly to the Olsen building.”
The Tac squaddie spun inside its own length and nudged under the Starfleet vehicles, which bobbed perilously close to the ceiling to let it go by. “Roger that, Tactical,” Kruger said smartly. “I’m right outside — I see you, Colonel. Your escort is standing by at this time. Do you require medical?”
“Couldn’t hurt,” Janssen said acerbically. “Holder doesn’t look too hot. The rest are just shit-scared, but Holder looks well shaken up.”
And he was not a young man. This might be the first time in thirty years that Eric Holder had seen live action, Jarrat thought. For most of his career he had sat in Carrier Operations, making the big decisions, calling the shots. “Sergeant Margulis, if the Starfleet group is secure, make your priority the drones.”
“Cap Jarrat, please repeat,” Margulis insisted. “Be aware of potential property damage.”
“Your priority is the three gundrones, Sergeant.” Stone shared a grim glance with Jarrat. “Kruger, we understand the drones have limited vid capability. Are they still transmitting?” 
“Highband, encrypted, two way — vid going out, commands coming in,” Kruger affirmed. “Recorders are running.”
They shared a thrill of adrenalin as Jarrat set a hand on Stone’s shoulder. “If they’re still transmitting, Brogan could be alive. They’d shut down as soon as they made their target. Kruger, you got a line on their command frequency?”
“Yes, but like I said, it’s heavily encrypted. Making sense of it’s a lab job,” Kruger warned. “And no, there’s no way we can override them without the codes.”
“Understood. But you have a fix on signal source?” Jarrat came up to a crouch with the infrakey to the Yamazake in his left hand.
“Hold.” Kruger was silent for a moment, then, “Roger that. Got the bastards … but they’re mobile, Cap. Airborne. You want me to alert Tactical?”
Jarrat and Stone shared a taut look, and Stone shook his head. “It’ll take way too long to get something else from Tac HQ.” He gave the Yamazake Saber a speculative glance. Jarrat nodded. “Kruger, how far out is the drone command vehicle?”
“Maybe four thousand meters southwest of your position,” Kruger judged, “air mobile at one thousand over the street.”
“Don’t lose it,” Jarrat rasped. “Stoney?”
“Go,” Stone agreed.
The Starfleet flyers dropped low, providing just enough cover. From ten meters out Jarrat aimed the key at the Saber. Tail lights flashed, the gullwings whined as he and Stone sprinted. They tumbled in and were running up the harness, canopies hissing softly into place, when the northeast corner of the hangar sheeted out with the blue-white flash of a major detonation. Red alarms winked across the dash display, but though the car rocked on its repulsion cushion, it was bulletproof.
“Margulis!” Stone bawled into the loop.
“Wasn’t us,” Margulis told him, “we never fired a shot.”
“Self destruct?” Jarrat wondered.
“Probably. Which means they took their target, they’re done — whoever’s pulling the strings decided to call it quits,” Stone said bleakly while secondary explosions began to rip through the hangar as cars close to the original blast went up.
The Saber rocked and righted itself. Jarrat ignored the alarm lights, peering across the hangar through a curtain of blue-gray smoke which spiraled into wicked shapes as the updrafts from the heating vents caught it. He snatched a glimpse of the Blue Ravens — Cronin and Ramos had Reynolds by both arms, diving back toward the elevators. Gable was a pace ahead of them, smaller and a shade faster, both arms lifted to protect his face as the hangar’s overhead fire control systems activated.
Disgusting orange retardant foam pelted the Yamazake, and Jarrat lifted the vehicle, headed for the open air while he could still see. Stone remained intent on the loop, listening to the jumble of voices. “Gil, Joe — where are you?”
“Elevator,” Cronin roared over the noise as the Saber dove out into a world of steel gray twilight, flurries of snow and vast-haloed city lights. “We’re okay. Tan’s just stunned, got blood leakin’ outta both ears. There’s a medic in the building, she’ll be fine. You got a lead on that fuckin’ drone controller?”
“Think so,” Stone told him. “Starfleet’s clean away — Janssen took them. Gil, Joe, liaise with Margulis and Kruger. Where the hell is Brogan? Find him.”
Ramos made cynical sounds. “Them drones went straight for him. They had no damn’ interest in us or Tac, just Brogan. You reckon there’s gonna be enough left of him to ID?”
From samples scraped off the walls, perhaps, Jarrat thought bleakly as he took the Saber up vertically, falling high above rooftop level to get his bearings. There was the towering Tactical building, the tallest structure on the Thule skyline; and there, the vast dome of Hirosaki Park; and far beyond, hazed by intermittent flurries of snow, the blackened dead zone of Mostov itself.
The Yamazake Saber packed some serious power and needed every erg of it. Armor made the vehicle so heavy, even under power she handled like a truck, but the two rotary cannons mounted under the nose gave them a slight advantage. Jarrat checked engine and repulsion power as he called Kruger. “Give me a bearing, Lieutenant. Tracking on this crate is minimal — get me line of sight, visual ident.”
“Come right, zero-two-eight degrees,” Kruger instructed promptly, “pick up the mark at twelve hundred, four thousand meters southwest, skulking his way toward the traffic lines, trying to disappear into the crowd on the edge of Kansai Sector.”
The Saber’s tracking systems were rudimentary at best, but as Jarrat jinked the nose around he pinpointed his target. “And there it is … got it, Kruger. Looks like a work truck. Can you scrounge any backup for us?”
“Nope,” Kruger said promptly. “Everything I’ve got is standing by Colonel Janssen and Governor Brand. Soonest I can get you air cover is maybe three, four minutes, after the Tactical squad’s offloaded the Starfleet personnel.”
And if they held up for so long, waiting, the target vehicle would be gone. Stone cleared and primed the rotaries, checked the ammunition load. “Get back to us when you can, Lieutenant. Meanwhile — let’s see what this thing can do. Kevin?”
Slowly, cautiously, Jarrat let the Saber rise a little and just drift gently closer, sideslipping, giving the truck pilot no reason to assume the Yamazake was coming for him. More than likely this car would be immediately recognizable as belonging to Cassius Brand’s exclusive stable, and it should be heading for Argentia.
“Careful,” Stone said quietly as Jarrat continued to let the car drift through two thousand meters over snow-burdened, steam-belching rooftops. “He’ll figure it out eventually unless he’s blind.”
“I have a visual.” Jarrat brought up the HUD, marked the target and zoomed. “There he is … he’s a mid-size Rand skyhauler, black, wearing some kind of logos, but I can’t make them out from this range.”
The kind of truck tradesmen and intercity couriers often used, anonymous, ubiquitous. Jarrat held his breath as he drifted through three thousand meters, and Stone deliberately brought the rotaries into line. “Target acquired. He’ll be in range in another five hundred meters, but we don’t want to tear him up right here, Kevin — not right over the street. Where d’you want to drive him?”
“You kidding?” Jarrat gestured southeast. “There’s a big burned-out dead zone right there. Mostov. Let’s see if we can dump him into it.”
“Whoa! He’s seen us,” Stone warned.
As he spoke, the Rand pivoted like a dancer with surprising agility and the tail lit up. The pilot threw it up in a reckless arc which took it clean through the traffic lanes. Four streams of north- and southbound vehicles swerved and dodged out of his path. Jarrat’s pulse raced until he saw the truck safe on the other side. He nudged the Yamazake’s twin throttles, searching for the turn of speed he needed to close distance between them. The Saber responded sluggishly, but after a moment’s reluctance the big jets began to hammer. Thule fell away below with almost the nimbleness of the Apogee.
“He’s made fifteen hundred meters on us,” Stone mused. “Headed out over Kansai … now, where’s he going?”
“So long as he’s headed out of town, I don’t care,” Jarrat admitted. “We want to knock him down in one piece, if possible — be nice to get a few answers.”
For some moments Stone was silent, watching the bright tail in the snow-veiled darkness ahead. “This bastard’s going somewhere, Kevin. He might have backup. We’re armored, but I don’t know that I’d like to fly into six armed Kitakaze — see if you can force him around, herd him back into Mostov.”
“Hold on.” Jarrat threw the throttles wide and the Yamazake bolted, pressing them into the seats.
The truck was slower, but it was far from factory standard. Jarrat redlined the Saber to bring it alongside, then drifted right, let the armor nudge the runaway hard. Brand might have fits when he saw the paintwork, but the black work truck turned grudgingly and Jarrat nudged it again, again, until the vast dead area that had been the Rand Aurora factory opened up ahead.
“Watch it!” Stone barked the warning a tenth of a second late as the truck pilot slammed on every airbrake he possessed.
The Yamazake raced ahead and Jarrat braked so hard, the harness bit into his shoulders. He threw the car around in a wide, bucketing turn, searching for the fugitive, but he had lost any visual. He flicked a glance at the simple tracking and swore. The truck had dropped hard — it was a thousand meters below now, bunny-hopping over rooftops in an attempt to hide, holding a course parallel to the edge of the Mostov dead zone.
“Got him,” Jarrat muttered. He cut the repulsion to let the Saber fall like a brick.
Rooftops sprang up around them. Proximity alarms began to shrill and Stone merely muted them as Jarrat concentrated on the weird urban landscape just a few hundred meters above the street’s gaudy glare. Kruger was calling repeatedly over the loop, a razor’s edge in his voice.
“Jarrat, Stone, where are you? I lost you — are you disabled? Turn on your beacon, Medevac can launch in one minute!”
“Negative,” Stone told him sharply. “We’re in pursuit, down among the buildings. This pilot’s no fool, and probably local to this area. He — or she — is flying like a maniac, playing tag with a bunch of rooftops. Stand by.”
Maniac was right, Jarrat thought grimly as he wove and dodged around tall animated signage, skipped over the grotesque shapes of air conditioning vents and chimneys. Snow flurries swirled around the buildings and he swore in a harsh rasp. “This is getting hairy. We either need to get him out of here — or let him go.”
With a frown at the navdeck display, Stone threw a plan of the area ahead into the HUD. “He’s running right into Hirosaki Park. We might catch him there, force him around again. Damn, he’s good.”
“Or she, or they — and they’re local, they know this place like their own backyard,” Jarrat said tersely. “The buggers also know we don’t dare dump ’em over the street. Hold on!”
The Yamazake leaped under his hands. In the scant seconds separating the buildings high above the four-way where Holberg crossed Lybeck, Jarrat was suddenly riding the Rand’s tail, close enough for the truck’s super-hot exhaust to strip the paint from the Saber’s nose.
“This is getting damn’ dangerous,” Stone whispered.
“He’s got nowhere to run.” Jarrat nudged the truck again. “Can’t go down — traffic lanes. Can’t turn at this speed. He goes up, I’m right with him.  Here we go.”
Two hundred meters above the six lanes of Holberg Mall, high above the ant lines of routine intercity traffic, the two vehicles seemed locked together until Holberg dead-ended at the vast parking fields circling the Hirosaki dome. Mostov lay seven kilometers south when Jarrat gave the truck another bump, hard, urging, goading.
“Watch yourself,” Stone breathed. “He’s got the space to kill his repulsion now, and fall under us.”
“I know. Let me do this.” Jarrat stroked the twin throttles, bumped the black Rand a little harder while the blue-white floodlights around Hirosaki Park glared around them, illuminating the snow, turning the flurries into a half-blinding fog. “He could have lost us twice, three times by now,” Jarrat muttered. “He’s just cruising — what the hell is he doing?”
“Getting too panicked to be clever,” Stone guessed. “Mostov in four thousand meters — keep him in line.”
Hirosaki’s floodlights fell behind and in seconds they entered the airspace over the light industrial zone, skimming the rooftops of warehouses and factories where snow had begun to settle in a dense white pelt. Jarrat gave the Rand no space to pull any fancy maneuver. It made altitude, he rose with it; it dropped, he braked, cut the repulsion, then accelerated so fast he was back on its tail before the pilot could breathe.
“Two thousand meters,” Stone estimated. “And … we’ve got company.”
“Damn. He called for backup?” Jarrat did not dare take his eyes from the truck. “How many?”
“Just one, coming in fast from the west. Looks like —” Stone could get nothing from the rudimentary tracking and switched to visual. His eyes narrowed as he peered through the veil of snow. “Just a car.”
“Just?” Jarrat echoed. “This Yamazake’s just a car. Kruger!”
The NARC security chief was there at once. “I got you, Cap. One thousand short of Mostov. I can get backup to you in two minutes. We’re unloading right now.”
A lot could happen in two minutes. Jarrat hissed an oath as the great darkness of Mostov rushed up. “Here we go. We’re clear down below.”
The open pits where the underground had collapsed were clearly marked with winking red hazard lights. With eight hundred meters’ grace he braked hard while Stone triggered a single burst from the rotaries. The Rand staggered in the air, streaming coolant and fuel as its right side tailpipe went dark. Stone triggered a second time, targeting the port engine and leaving the truck wallowing on its repulsion cushion, only momentum carrying it forward —
Too much momentum. The Rand would be over the open pits too soon. “Kevin,” Stone said sharply.
“I see it.” Jarrat jinked to the right and threw the throttles wide. He slewed hard and braked to put the Yamazake broadside into the path of the drifting truck. “Hold tight!”
The impact rattled the teeth, but the Saber’s armor was solid, its engines powerful enough to stop the truck in three hundred meters, leaving it floundering, buoyant on its grav-resist cushion but going nowhere.
“Got you,” Stone growled. “Jink left, Kevin — the other car’s coming in fast. It could be armed.”
The Yamazake spun and Jarrat waited, trying to pick the target through the thickening curtain of snow while Stone watched the tracking and swore. Visibility was so poor, the incoming vehicle was perilously close before they had it. Stone’s finger caressed the triggers once, twice. He had no luxury of finesse and the rounds plowed into the nose and cab of a pickup truck coming on at such speed, the pilot seemed intent on ramming.
If it had been armed, the Yamazake would have taken enough fire to test the shielding, and Stone released the breath he had been holding in a hiss as the truck went down fast. It plunged into the darkness below, bottomed out on minimal repulsion. Power systems stalled out while he watched.
“Good shooting,” Jarrat said with genuine appreciation. “Now, let me put this turkey on the ground. Kruger, where’s that backup?”
“On its way,” the lieutenant promised.
Jarrat bobbed up over the disabled Rand and cranked his own lifters until the downthrust literally shoved the truck to the ground. “Remind me to send Yamazake a thank you note. This is quite the car.”
“It was,” Stone scoffed. “It’ll be in the shop for three months, unless Brand decides to sell it for scrap.”
The work truck hit the ground quite softly and stayed down. Jarrat took the battered Yamazake close and swung the nose to keep the rotary cannons leveled on the cab. “Anytime, Kruger,” he called.
And Kruger: “You’re going to get a heap more backup than you want in about two minutes, Cap. You got seven or eight Tac traffic patrol squads screaming up out of midtown, howling for blood. Sit tight. Colonel Janssen’s coming to you.”
“Roger that.” Stone tapped his combug to include the Tactical bands. “Colonel Janssen, you’re in luck.”
If Jarrat had expected congratulations, he was disappointed. “You two are bloody certifiable,” Kris Janssen said breathlessly. “I was watching — I’ve got a dozen patrol officers who’d happily slam the cage on you for twenty years.”
“NARC,” Stone said lucidly.
“NARC,” she echoed. “All right, leave it to me.”
Floodlights streamed out of the north, glaring in great conical beams through the snow. Jarrat recognized the unmarked squad a moment later as Janssen’s pilot brought it around to land on the opposite side of the disabled Rand. Stone lifted the gullwings just far enough to duck out into searing cold and the acrid chemical reek of Mostov. Jarrat jogged around the rear of the Yamazake, where the heat of the idling engines raised the air temperature a few degrees.
A spring night in Thule was no time to be out without thermal gear. Even Janssen was not immune, but Jarrat and Stone had left the tropics only weeks before and the cold struck to the bone marrow in seconds. Tight-lipped with anger, Janssen marched toward the truck. She produced a big caliber Chiyoda handgun, reversed it and used the butt to rap on the cab’s darkened windscreen. No response. She righted the weapon and aimed into the cab — high, over the heads of pilot and passenger, but clearly ready to fire.
With a thudd the truck’s side hatch released and a face appeared there. Jarrat had tucked both hands into his armpits for warmth, and now delved into his inside pocket for the tiny palm guns. One, he gave to Stone. But the man framed in the open hatch had both hands up and stepped out carefully.
Middle height, middle weight, middle age, Jarrat saw, a man with olive skin, dark hair, brown eyes, so average, he would have been invisible on any street. He wore grubby white coveralls, sneakers, and spoke not merely with the accent of Thule, but of citybottom. “All right, all right — Jeezie-chrise.” He glared at Jarrat and Stone. “You jacks is insane!”
“And bass-ackwards weird,” Stone finished, recalling the bouncer from a club called The Cockpit, the night it had all happened. “Anybody else aboard?”
“No, man — no.” The pilot clasped his hands on his head as Janssen leveled the pistol on his middle.
“Make sure,” she snapped. “Grab a couple of sidearms — on the squad. I’ve got backup coming in, but they’re a couple of minutes out. Take no chances.”
Her pilot had been monitoring comm and leaned out of the squad’s cab, under the parasol-like canopy, offering a pair of matched Austin .44s. Jarrat took them, tossed one to Stone. They approached the Rand with all due caution.
“Is it trapped?” Janssen shoved the barrel right into the prisoner’s neck. “I swear to God, if you got it rigged — if they walk into it, I’ll take your fucking head off and swear you tried to jump me!”
“No! I’m done,” the man shouted. “I got what I wanted. I don’t care what you do to me. Don’t care ’bout nothin’ no more, cuz I got the bastard. I got him, an’ it’s over, lady, y’unnerstan’? I’m done.”
“You put the drones into the Thule High Court building?”
“Course I did.” He closed his eyes.
“Name,” Janssen barked.
“Revello. Hank Revello. Drone tech. Good ’un. Good enough to get them drones in four fuckin’ weeks ago. Nobody saw nothin’, an’ all I had to do was pick the time, the best chance. Then I done him. An’ it’s over, an’ take my head off if thass what you want, lady, cuz I don’t give no rat’s ass no more.”
The man’s searing, monotone confession chilled Jarrat more thoroughly than the Thule cold. “You lost people in Mostov,” he said quietly.
The dark brown eyes opened momentarily, looking bottomless, empty. “I lost everybody. Partner. Parents. Kids. Brother, brother’s lady, every friend I ever had. All gone cuz o’ that rat-ass bastard, the colonel with the smug face. Oh, I done him.”
Jarrat had heard enough. “Stoney?” He checked the Austin as he and Stone approached the open side hatch. They listened for sounds from within, but the truck was silent, not even a radio playing the jangling music of a local steelrock station. Stone lifted himself into the dim yellow light which spilled from the cab, swept the whole interior in a moment and called back,
“She’s clean.”
Also warmer than the freezing spring night. Jarrat hoisted himself in, almost able to stand up straight in the high-roofed cargo space. Revello had told the truth, he saw at once. The Rand was a commercial vehicle, filled with tools, spare parts, a couple of common drones still in the packing cases — tomorrow’s job, Jarrat thought; save that Hank Revello would be sitting in a cell for a long time.
Aurora did practice capital punishment, but he doubted a jury would call for it. More likely, Revello’s defense would enter a plea of complete insanity following Mostov, with recommendations for a lengthy segue from life, a years-long course of gentle therapy in some quiet institution.
Stone flicked on the Austin’s safety and sank onto the bench which ran along the right side of the truck, facing the hatch. “Kruger, you still there?”
“Five hundred meters above you, Captain, recording the whole show. And yes, I see the second car, bottomed out a hundred meters from you,” Kruger assured him. “Tactical’s got them, a man, a woman, surrendered without pulling weapons. We can pick you up, if you’re done.”
“I think we’re done,” Jarrat said quietly. “You hear anything from the courthouse?”
“Margulis’s people are cleaning up,” Kruger said in tones of distaste. “The three gundrones self-destructed, took a few million bucks’ worth of luxury cars with them, made one hell of a mess.”
“And Brogan?” Stone wondered.
“They found …” Kruger hesitated. “A couple of parts of him. He was loosely identified by clothing and boots still attached to, uh, a leg, an arm. The rest of the man is —”
“Gone,” Jarrat said in a harsh whisper. “I’d say Hank Revello got his money’s worth. Stoney?”
“We’re done,” Stone agreed. “We’ll hand over to Colonel Janssen. There’s a Tactical security squad coming in — forget the traffic squaddies. She already took care of them.”
“I see her backup on approach,” Kruger told him. “I’m coming down right now … you need a towtruck for the Yamazake? Where do you want it?”
“She’s perfectly airworthy,” Jarrat said tartly. “Just not too pretty right now. Have somebody take it back to Argentia. Tell Brand to bill NARC for the bodywork.” He dropped down into the snow as he spoke and swore fluently as the intense cold found every old injury he had half forgotten. He and Stone watched the broad, ugly shape of Janssen’s backup squad wallow in through the thickening flurries.
As if utterly spent, Hank Revello had sagged to his knees, careless of the snow. His hands remained clasped on his bowed head and he seemed to be singing to himself, something like a lullaby which he might have sung to a young child. Jarrat handed the borrowed Austin to Stone and frowned deeply at Revello, trying to see a criminal, an aggressor, but seeing only a hapless victim. The shockwaves from Mostov were still traveling outward, still demolishing lives. Jack Brogan was merely the latest casualty, perhaps not the last.
Janssen had let the gun fall and stepped back from Revello. As Stone handed the Austins back to her pilot she said, “I wish I could say I’m surprised. This was guaranteed to happen, the moment GlobalNet put Brogan’s face on every screen in this colony. Revello got in fast, right after the court date was set. He stashed his black market gundrones with plenty of time to spare, but he wouldn’t have recognized Brogan’s face till GlobalNet kindly showed it to him, as he knew they would.” She gave Jarrat a bleak look. “You realize what this means, for you and Stone? You’ll be at jeopardy, Jarrat. In fact, I imagine you already are. Those faces of yours …” She shook her head slowly. “I regret to say, I couldn’t offer you jobs with Thule Tactical, not unless you get face jobs. And, damnit, the pair of you are way too pretty to get all messed up for the sake of scoring a job.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Stone said darkly. “NARC security will get us back to Venice.” He dropped his voice. “We’re still on the Angeliberty assignment.”
“And then?” She regarded him dubiously. “At least do something to make yourselves less recognizable. Be blond, Stone, let the beard grow in. Buzz your hair, Jarrat, do a mustache, wear brown contacts. Something.”
“Something,” Jarrat said evasively. “Our problem, Colonel. But thanks for the thought.” He offered his hand as four officers hurried out from the squad.
She took it, clasped it. “I’ll meet with you later, file the official report. You can sign this over to me now and — be safe, Jarrat, Stone.”
The last they saw of Hank Revello, he was still singing to a child only he could see as two troopers manhandled him into the squad with curious gentleness. Kruger brought the NARC transport down in the wash of the Rand’s highbeams. The snow had settled into a steady fall which could go on till morning. Jarrat could not feel his hands or feet, and he slid gratefully into the vehicle. Stone slammed the side hatch and Kruger was off moments later.
“Where to, Captains?” He glanced into the back as the transport fell up into the snow-blurred night sky.
For a moment Jarrat hesitated and Stone said soberly, “I think we’ll be safer at the Olsen building. Back to Command, Lieutenant.”
“On our way.” Kruger turned the nose northwest. “Will I send a unit over to Argentia for your bags?”
“Yeah,” Jarrat said quietly, “I think so. We’re … a tad recognizable.”
“But if somebody could reach Jack Brogan in the High Court building,” Kruger mused, “inside that level of security, syndicate bastards could reach you anywhere.”
“So we’ll be more cautious.” Stone held his frozen hands to the heating vents. “You’re in charge, Lieutenant, unless you’d prefer to have us design the security screen.”
Kruger looked back at them, mouth compressed. “I think you’d better. You’ll only be satisfied if you set it up yourselves.”
He was right. Jarrat leaned closer to the hot air vent and shared Stone’s deep, turbulent misgivings.




Chapter Thirty-nine

Justices Harlow and Chan placed the court in recess for three days to give Tactical time to dissect the crime scene and report, but with Brogan dead without ever taking the witness stand Starfleet was compelled to streamline its case. Cassius Brand, Kris Janssen and Eric Holder should have been opponents, but at Brand’s suggestion they shared coffee and peppermint schnapps in the Arthur Shenton Room. Brand summoned all the lawyers for both parties to attend, plus Jarrat, Stone and Cantrell, on the proviso that legal counsel and NARC officers merely listened as a deal hit the table and advised later, and briefly.
The skies over Thule had grown so heavy, the city lights shone at noon. Snowplows worked the streets, which emptied of people. Vehicles and drones butted obdurately through constant daytime falls while overnight temperatures dropped to thirty below. The NARC group was restricted to the Olsen building — ‘confined to barracks,’ as the Ravens termed it. They were chafing to leave, but the three from Starfleet Legal were like terriers with a bone, determined to fight to the last, to prove Brogan not entirely culpable, while Greer and Symondson were equally determined to destroy them.
“Not entirely culpable?” Brand echoed as he scanned the new case posited by Stewart Yip, the senior attorney — young, ambitious, sharp, handsome, conceited. “What in hell is that supposed to mean? It’s like saying Jane isn’t entirely pregnant, or John isn’t entirely dead.” He held up his hand for silence. “All parties came here to make a deal, not squabble over details which have been settled, apparently to the satisfaction of everyone but yourselves, Mister Yip.”
“Governor Brand,” Yip began, “I hardly think —”
“Oh, drop it, Stewart,” Holder said impatiently. “You heard the testimony of the city engineers, plus specialists from Rand Aurora as well as military techs who outlined the potential of the Paladin weapon for the benefit of a lot of civilian jurors who wouldn’t know a missile from a mollusk. Fact: Mostov would have been perfectly safe for another century at least. Fact: weapons of war are designed to punch through any structure, or what the hell is the point of them? Fact: the Paladin is a demolition device. We didn’t fire it, but Jack sure as shit didn’t stop the whole rack of them falling into the Rand factory.”
“Yes, but the decision to build an industrial zone on top of the underground,” Yip protested, “was utterly irresponsible, and Governor Brand’s responsibility.”
“You’re just quibbling,” Janssen snapped. “It’s already been established that Mostov was perfectly safe until or unless it was attacked by a weapon of war.”
“We didn’t fire the Paladins,” Yip insisted.
“No, but nor did we stop them.” Holder glared Yip into silence. “It should have been extremely simple to protect Mostov. What, Stewart, you can’t quote the Starfleet mandate verbatim?”
The lawyer subsided. “Of course I can.”
“Then you can’t wriggle off the hook,” Selena Greer told him.
“We are a force for the protection of human life. End of statement,” Holder said flatly. “The only human life Jack Brogan protected that night was his own. I have his two wingmen sitting outside. Call them in here, they’ll tell you they offered to lead the bloody Paladins out over the ocean. Colonel Brogan ordered them to stay put.”
“To defend the Peacecorpsmen on the street,” Yip said stubbornly.
“Oh, please.” Greer’s flat hand smacked into the table. “NARC and Starfleet specialists gave you the estimated casualties among the corpsmen. Fifty dead, maybe twice as many wounded and promptly lifted out by Medevac services. Fifty oath-bound professional soldiers shot dead in line of duty, Mister Yip, against thirteen thousand civilians burned to death? You don’t seriously hope to sell that one to three Supreme Court judges and a jury of civilians, all of whom are imagining their kids, parents, siblings and pets being incinerated, vaporized —? Give me a break.”
Governor Cassius Brand leaned forward over the table. “This, ladies and gentlemen, is why we came here to broker a deal and get the hell out of this building.” He pinned the trio from Starfleet Legal with a glare. “I’ve got witnesses lining up to testify against you, and a hostile jury that’ll only get angrier if you try to suggest that the life a single professional soldier, killed in a battle he or she swore an oath to fight — to protect noncombatant civilians — is worth the lives of hundreds of children, old folks and everyone in between.”
“And I have a gaggle of corpsmen,” Holder added, “who already told me, when Greer and Symondson ask if they agree with Brogan’s decision to let the Paladins fall where they would, they’re ready to state they’d rather have been among the fifty potential dead than carry the guilt for Mostov. This is the burden those young corpsmen must carry for the rest of their lives: the guilt for thirteen thousand deaths by fire — the very human lives they swore an oath to protect.”
With a theatrical sigh Yip subsided and turned off the four palmtops he had been running. “Then we don’t have a case, Colonel Holder.”
“No, son, you don’t,” Cassius Brand said gravely. “The only positive you might perceive is that Jack Brogan won’t find himself serving a long prison sentence, which would dishonor the service. He won’t be executed under colonial law —”
“Homeworlds law would have fought you on that point,” Yip said icily.
“I’ve no doubt you would.” Greer’s scarlet fingernails tapped a tattoo on the table before her. “The best you could’ve hoped for is to have the death sentence commuted to life imprisonment … unless you worked some magic trick of extradition, had Brogan transferred back to the homeworlds to serve his time. Then you’d retry him on Earth and commute the sentence again to a slap on the wrist.”
A look of disgust settled on Eric Holder’s face. “The more often homeworlds law pulls their old swindle, the wider we drive the wedge between Earth and her colonies. There’s already a gulf between us, not merely of distance but of culture, custom, traditions that are rapidly growing apart. Humanity isn’t one people any longer, Stewart. We’re divided and the rift between us is only getting wider. If the government of Earth wants to hang onto the colonies, it must deal more fairly with them, otherwise …”
He left the sentiment hanging, but Stone heard the unspoken words. In a century, two at the longest, the colonies would begin to declare sovereignty. When Earth objected, as its government surely would, the situation could only explode into war: humans fighting humans over worlds where twenty and thirty generations of people had forged new societies, new traditions, perhaps even new races, as colonists chose to be genetically redesigned to thrive in different environments.
“What kind of a deal do you have in mind, Cassius?” Janssen asked shrewdly.
The old man pursed his lips, looking along at Holder. “Thule is prepared to bear part of the cost of rebuilding Mostov, if Starfleet will admit culpability. Meaning, we’ll hit you for eight billion, not ten — in homeworlds credits, not colonial dollars.”
Holder almost smiled. “Make it six, you’ve probably got yourself a deal.”
“We seem,” Brand said generously, “to have decided on seven.” He extended his hand across the table, and Holder shook it.
“I’ll take the offer to Chicago in person, Governor,” he said readily. “Expect some squabbling. I’ll do what I can to resolve the arguments. Give me a copy of the evidence which was, and would have been, presented to the court. The truth is, you have a watertight case, just as bulletproof under homeworlds law. Human life is human life … and Jack was only interested in protecting his own ass that night. He wanted his wingmen around him for his own safety. Still, we all know that if this court had been convened on Earth, homeworlds justice would have found at least marginally in his favor, sharing the burden of guilt around.” Holder gave Yip a sidelong glare. “Not entirely guilty.” He stood. “Are we done here, Madame Greer? I’ve a meeting with Justice Harlow in an hour.”
Satisfied, Janssen pushed back her chair. “I’d say we’re quite done. And I’ve a meeting with Justice Chan in forty minutes. They’ll probably recall the court in a day or two, spend several hours rehashing the whole thing yet again, then inform the jury the defendant bargained.” She looked down at Jarrat, Stone and Cantrell, none of whom had spoken in more than half an hour. “It’ll be a mere formality, I don’t think you’ll need to be there.”
“Thank gods for small mercies,” Cantrell breathed. “I’ll get clearance from the Clerk of the Court, get them on the first clipper — NARC’s apologies, Governor, but Jarrat and Stone left major unfinished business in Venice. As for myself, I have a ship to go to.” His brows arched, almost an expression of self-mockery. “I’ll be on a courier. This time I’m taking out the Diana, another carrier that’s not been known for her luck. We’ve one final job to see out, a nasty little upstart syndicate that shouldn’t give us too much trouble. Then I rather think we’ll all find ourselves walking civvy street.” He gave the younger captains a wry glance. “Personally, I’ll be very pleased to call the Angel war done — and won.”
“As will we all.” Brand stood and flexed his spine. “You’ll join me for dinner in Argentia before you leave. I’m losing Harry too. He finished the lab work days ago. If you’re on the first clipper back to Darwin’s, Jarrat, Stone, he’ll be with you as far as Rethan.”
“Dinner would be a pleasure.” Cantrell gave Greer, Symondson and the team from Starfleet Legal a solicitous glance. “Do you require any item from NARC to conclude matters?”
But Stewart Yip’s dark head shook without hesitation. “As we were advised, we have no case. I might try to sweeten the deal for my homeworlds superiors. I’ve no doubt the counter offer will be fifty percent of the costs involved in rebuilding Mostov.”
“In which case I’ll fight you, fang and claw, for the full ten,” Brand said easily, “and it’ll be long, ugly and expensive. You’d best inform those superiors of yours.” He turned a smile on Holder. “Eric, we really must keep in touch. It’s been too long, and this was a damnably poor reason to bring you back to Aurora. I know you’re only an Earther —” he chuckled richly “— but you’re closely related to one of our First Families, so you’ll always be welcome in Thule.”
Free to go, Jarrat and Stone made their escape before they could be detained. A NARC transport, heavily armed and armored, waited in the executive parking bay where the judges landed and the jury was ferried into the building. Two armed guards, bulky in kevlex body armor, loitered directly outside the Arthur Shenton Room. Stone regarded them thoughtfully as he and Jarrat wore the men like shadows, every step back to the executive hangar.
“This,” Jarrat said tartly, “is going to get real old, real fast.” Spikes of annoyance prickled among Stone’s nerve endings. “We could spend the next twenty years in protective custody, unless you fancy getting these faces changed.”
Stone didn’t. “I guess I could be a brown-eyed blond,” he said, not entirely joking. “You’d look good as a coppertop with green contacts, but we’d still be pretty recognizable. Damn. The trick is to get out, not be where they expect to find us. Venice, in the shadow of NARC Sector Command, our docks, the carriers — it’s all bloody risky. Thule has to be the single most dangerous city in this quadrant, since every man and his dog knows we’re here. But if we put half of Darwin’s World between us and NARC, with nobody actually looking for us … who’d connect us with, say, Landham and Crenna?”
“Anybody who’s done business with Landham and Crenna, then saw us on GlobalNet and just stumbled into us on the street,” Jarrat retorted as they paced into the cold, breezy hangar. “It’s a crapshoot, Stoney, and we both know it. If we stick around Darwin’s or Rethan, or anywhere we’ve worked on assignment, we’re begging for trouble. We were recognized on Sheckley. Damon Vaughan and Leena Reineck nailed us in a heartbeat without any help from GlobalNet. I’m thinking, maybe Harry’s place might be safe, because we busted Scimitar right down to bedrock and Harry’s way out in the boonies. Syndicate hustlers don’t like to get too far from citybottom: not enough action.”
“And how do we lie low in the boonies on Rethan,” Stone demanded, “with the Angeliberty assignment hanging over our heads like the sword of bloody Damocles?”
“We can’t,” Jarrat rasped. “We play it by ear, let NARC handle security and hope we have enough luck left to slither through. Or —” He cupped his own face in both hands, traced the lines of brow, cheekbones, nose, mouth. “Wouldn’t be my first choice, but given the alternative, I’ve been thinking about it.”
He was right, and Stone let it go. A new face was not impossible. He was not so fond of his own face that he would baulk at the idea, but he would grieve for the loss of Jarrat’s familiar good looks. Still, in a decade or so, he mused, the cosmetic work might be reversed when the old enmities had passed far enough over the horizon for the rancor to have spent itself. It was a question to put to Kip Reardon and Bill Dupre, since any surgery would come expensive, on the department’s account.
In the top floor staff lounge at the Olsen building, the Blue Ravens and Gable were waiting for them, eager for freedom. With a flourish Cantrell produced a palmtop and checked the clipper schedules. The Cygnus-Indiana was due in three days, four days later, the Atlantica.
Without hesitation Lieutenant Kruger picked up the gauntlet, liaising with the company, checking crew and passenger lists for any possible connection to the NARC group. The ritual was old, extremely thorough — equally threadbare. It minimized the risk, just as Thule High Court’s in-house security had minimized the risk surrounding Jack Brogan and his wingmen. In fact, Starfleet was lucky, Stone thought as he followed Jarrat to the apartment they had taken, two floors lower on the east side. Only Brogan had been hit.
It could have been much worse. Brogan’s wingmen both knew the truth. Anna Hua and Ron O’Keefe remained in Tactical custody, prisoners as surely as if they had been convicted. They would be transferred directly to the Starfleet-Marquesas for the week-long flight to rejoin the Olympic. Then Fleet must decide what became of them. Their names and faces were also known now. If any Mostov survivor was determined enough, a contract assassin would find them.
Tired without having done anything to incur the fatigue, Stone stretched out on a bed that could have been wider and firmer. He folded his arms under his head and watched the snow falling through the Olsen building’s lights. Daylight had dwindled to some shade like the hull of a battleship. The apartment was warm enough, but the desiccated air smelled ‘canned.’ He had begun to long for the warmth of Esperance, the sound of the sea, a wind in his face which did not strike to the bone and bring old aches alive.
“Penny for them.” Jarrat poured triple shot of San Angelo brandy, deliberately passing over the ice. He took a little and set the glass on Stone’s chest.
“They’re not worth a penny,” Stone admitted, yet he knew Jarrat was well aware of his restlessness, the craving to be gone. He took a drink, savored the fiery spirit as it burned his gullet, warmed his belly.
“The Indiana, in three days, if the passenger manifest checks out,” Jarrat said philosophically. “Which gives Brand and Janssen a chance to settle with the court, close the file at least far enough to get us out of here.” He took the glass back, drank a little more. “Leave it to Kruger. He knows the routine.” Stone answered with an eloquent grunt and closed his eyes. “You’re tired,” Jarrat observed. “Sleep.”
“We haven’t done one damned thing to get tired,” Stone growled.
“Killing time makes you twice as tired. You want to go pump some iron?”
With an effort Stone took his weight on both elbows and sat up. “I’d better. Then a sauna, send out for something resembling dinner … then a long, slow session, you and me, that pot of stuff Jesse gave you before we shipped out.” Jesse Lawrence knew every trick of the Companion’s complex trade. He had made the gift with a wink, a rich chuckle.
“The purple goo?” Jarrat handed back the glass. “The stuff that goes on cold and heats up till it’s got you hopping around for the next twenty minutes?” He crooked one suspicious brow at Stone. “You want that?”
“Not every time,” Stone admitted, “but it’s different and I’m —”
“Bored out of your gourd,” Jarrat finished, and chuckled. “Okay, loverboy, if you’ve got the energy left after pumping iron, steaming in the sauna and eating.” He threw open the bags they had never bothered to unpack and rummaged for sweats and shoes.
Six hours late, after critical hyperdrive ignition adjustments, the Cygnus-Indiana departed Thule SkyHarbor without an empty stateroom. Aurora’s climate frequently sent the rich and privileged scurrying for warmer lands. Scores aboard the Indiana were headed for the island chains of Rethan’s tropics. Harry Del sighed resignedly over them. Tourists, he swore, were the growing scourge of any colony with an earthlike climate.
The clipper would layover on Rethan for two days; two weeks out of Thule, she would dock again, high above Venice. Stone was at once impatient to get his teeth into the Angeliberty assignment yet far from eager to thread back onto the Venice scene. He and Jarrat would be safest in the NARC building, but the prospect of being little more than prisoners soured his mood, shortened his temper while the Indiana drove out of Aurora high orbit, turned her bow toward the inner colonies and, eventually, the homeworlds.
Gable and Reynolds found themselves bunked together on the top deck, since Cantrell had departed on the Starfleet courier Persephone twenty hours before. They were already squabbling when the clipper cast off umbilici and sublight engines began to thrum. Cronin and Ramos got along well, but Gable was an insomniac who spent half the night with work or entertainment, while Reynolds slept so lightly, doubled with him, she would be lucky to sleep at all. Their preferences were so different, the flight home would be a trial by ordeal. Jarrat and Stone left them to argue it out, dividing their time between gym and pool, the clipper’s restaurants and observatory, the holotheater where two-meter posters advertised screenings of the Jagreth Pioneer Company’s full-immersion feature, New World.
Two interminable days out of Aurora, Stone bought tickets for the late show, after dinner. Jarrat made no comment, well aware of his growing fascination. Stone dropped the empathic shields, inviting Kevin to object without saying a word if he wanted to. But he felt a similar, powerful interest from Jarrat as they settled in the darkened theater, broke a pair of fresh visors out of shrink-wrapped plastex and sank into the hour-long VR presentation.
Walking the streets of the pristine city of Westminster in full-immersion simulation was odd. It felt as real to Stone as Venice or Eldorado. He flew an ultralite over the foothills of unspoiled mountains, with a view through a breathtaking canyon to blue-green oceans where mariculture had already begun. Years before, the seas of Jagreth had been populated with food species familiar to humans. Deer, horses and buffalo were thriving in the wild, across vast tracts of the planet where humans would soon settle.
Yet far more than half of the new world remained unchanged, with only three indigenous species — a snake, a wasp, an arachnid — eradicated in the wild for safety. A million square kilometer ‘park’ preserved these species within containment fields: JPC went to great pains to assure aspiring colonists, no species had been rendered extinct, which was a major advance over the terraforming of earlier centuries. All too recently, most native creatures and many plants would be erased from existence.
The return to reality after the show was a jolt. Stone fell back into the theater with a wrenching sense of dislocation. He hung the visor over the back of the seat and gave Jarrat a cautious look. “Interesting.”
Jarrat stretched his shoulders. “JPC knows how to sell it. There’ll be a catch somewhere.”
“This ‘jewel world’ is ten weeks from Aurora at Weimann Drive speeds, there’s your catch.” Stone stood, watched the handful of other passengers file out of the theater. “Mind you, for us it’s not such a downside. JPC’s screening process should filter out characters who ever ran for any syndicate, much less the shooters, contract men. Put that much distance between us and them — we’d be one hell of a lot safer than trying to keep our heads down in Montpelier or Ballyntyre.” He paused to consider the proposition soberly. “We’re a bloody liability to NARC, as of now. Dupre wouldn’t put me back on the Athena, supposing I begged him to.”
“And you don’t want command?” Jarrat asked shrewdly, though he was entirely aware of Stone’s wayward feelings and did not have to ask.
“Not without you,” Stone said simply. “Scott Auel should do well. He’s capable, and more than ready for his chance. The truth is, this war is so close to done, he might not even score an assignment before it’s over. And Scott knows it.”
They were the last out of the theater as the cleaning drones began to whirr about between the aisles. Hands in pockets, Jarrat turned right toward the Seychelles Bar, deeply thoughtful. “You’re calling Angeliberty the last assignment.”
“The assignment from hell,” Stone amended. “It’s not a syndicate, there’s nothing to bust. Just a device planted somewhere in Venice — and Chell, Calleran, Elysium! — and an ultimatum delivered to Tactical and government.”
“The clock’s counting,” Jarrat mused. “By now, every wannabe syndicate boss has to know the Angel blocker is due to hit the street legally, for less than the price of a shot of espresso. They’ll be looking for any way to get out, and stuff their pockets on the way. The big money’s going to be over soon. We busted the major syndicates one after another, it’s just upstarts now, gangland trash trying to squeeze a few bucks out of the industry before it collapses.”
The Seychelles opened up ahead, with ocean green carpets, great vid displays of tropical shorelines, nodding palms and white coral sands. Rather than music, the sound system played a looping mix of waves, sea birds, water lapping against the hull of a small boat. To their right, the bar described a crescent between ceiling-high fake palms, with three dusky young house Companions ready to pair off with passengers for the night, for a handsome fee.
The young man with the waist-length black dreads sidled along to Jarrat, intent on trying his luck though he must have seen the matched rings. “Well, hello, traveler. You looking for something a little different?” He wore ragged denim cutoffs, brief enough to display a wedge of buttock, soft enough to barely cover the situation, a coral necklace and a dab of blue-green on his eyelids. Gold gleamed in his ears and nipples, his teeth were very white against the deep bronze of his face as he smiled. He flicked a glance at Stone. “So, where’s the party?”
“I’m sure you could find yourself one,” Jarrat said affably, “but all I’m looking for is a scotch rocks.”
“Make that tequila.” Stone moved closer, pulled up the adjacent stool and settled at the bar. He gave the Companion a nod. “Some other time, perhaps.”
The kid drifted away to ply his trade elsewhere, and Stone watched the vid murals shift from one island scene to another. “Every ship in space will be flying the Weimann Drive in another five years. Still, ten weeks —”
“So far beyond the frontier,” Jarrat added, “you’re buried in freespace. You notice, JPC hasn’t even mentioned it. Their new world is so deep in freespace, they could be hit by a mercenary fleet like the one that fought in Tartarus and they’d have no bloody hope of getting help. Even if they snuck a courier out, it’s a twenty week round trip before backup could show. You want a fatal catch, Stoney, there it is.”
The thought had occurred to Stone. “JPC has to know freespace is dangerous. They’re shipping a half million people per cruise to a planet they’ve invested trillions of dollars in. They’ll have the question worked out.”
Jarrat’s brows rose. “If they have, they never say word one about it. Everything they display and publish is all about how clean the planet is, no social issues, no shortage of land space or work.” He took a little scotch, rolled the chilly glass between his palms. “If you’re interested, maybe we should talk to the company professionally. Jagreth is an easy sell … maybe too easy. There’s a lot they’re not telling, or at least they’re playing it down so far, I doubt people like Nikolai Petrov ever think about mercenary freespacers, the trade in human bodies, the likelihood of a colony getting beat up for its tech, its food, its people.” He frowned at the Companions. “There’ll be plenty of them moving out with JPC. It could be like ringing the dinner gong.”
“And you can bet JPC is aware of it all.” Stone tossed back the tequila. The spirit roughened his voice. “They know the facts better than we do. If they didn’t have it worked out, they wouldn’t be selling Jagreth so hard — would be allowed to. Colonial law might not be as strangled in red tape as homeworlds law, but government out here isn’t stupid.” He gave Jarrat a speculative look. “You want to find out?”
For one moment Jarrat hesitated before Stone felt the surge of curiosity. “I do,” he said then. “But talking to their PR staff won’t get us there. Using the front door and picking up a bunch of brochures won’t get us within a light year of the truth.”
Stone threw down twenty in garish red and yellow Thule scrip and swung off the barstool. “We still have NARC clearance at the highest level. Let’s see how far it’ll take us.”
“Without sending up flags in the system,” Jarrat added. “Investigating JPC ain’t work, Stoney, it’s got zip to do with NARC business. JPC has no Angel connection.”
“No,” Stone agreed soberly. “Call it survival. Ours. How dumb would it be to get cut down by a syndicate shooter on some contract, after the Angel war is over?”
The words sliced like broken glass through the empathic bond, reverberating between them. Shiptime was close to midnight. The Seychelles had almost emptied, the bartenders were wiping down and handing over to the cleaning drones as Jarrat and Stone headed out. The house Companions were out of luck tonight and had decided to amuse themselves with a bottle of something inexpensive. The two boys had stripped down and draped themselves over the furniture and each other while the girl captured images. All three giggled as they composed lewd captions and uploaded them to the ship’s subscriber data circuit.
How many like them would contract with JPC, Stone wondered. No city could be complete without its squadron of Companions, its exotic entertainers like Jesse Lawrence. Stone watched the kids’ cheeky games with amusement, pleasantly diverted. He followed Jarrat, wondering where he might be going since he had turned right out of the bar, away from the elevators back to the cabins.
Fifty meters aft, the observatory sat up on the clipper’s back, a low dome sheathed in armorglass and interlaced fields, a perfect circle twenty meters in diameter. When the ship lay at rest the stars would blaze, and several assorted viewing scopes streamed images to the big display screen. But in the hyperflight envelope the weird, mauve-blue steamers of distorted space leaped, danced, flowed together and apart like a demonic aurora. The view astonished the naked eye. Like the bar, the observatory was deserted at this hour. Jarrat indulged himself, stretched out flat on the marine blue carpet, looking up and out at the surreal ‘sky.’
They would miss this, Stone knew. For years, carrier command had given them the freedom of ‘planet-hopping’ — the unspeakable luxury of powerful machines, all the ‘big boys’ toys’ which money literally would not buy. Civilian life might offer different pleasures, but Stone shared the sense of regret, the reluctance to give back what had only ever been on loan.
“First time I saw this,” Jarrat said wryly, “I was on the old Stardust, the last of the old clippers, before this new generation launched. I was a lieutenant at the time. I had a general panting after me — Dirk Malloy, I might have told you. Nothing else Dirk offered would get me into bed, so he tried a little intelligent bribery. A week assigned as his personal aide on the clipper, while he ‘conferenced’ with a bunch of geriatric brass hats. Which mostly meant they spent two hours talking shop, then got thoroughly hammered and disappeared with the Companions. So Dirk Malloy gets me seven days out of the stinking rat-circus on Sheal, shows me a good time on the Stardust, and … this.” The memory inspired a smile and he gestured at the wild, cavorting sky. “I’d never seen anything like it. Finally, old Dirk hit on something I actually wanted. Just to watch this. Magic, if you were seven years out of Sheckley and used to being packed into some troop transport like sardines in a can, headed for another frontline firebase, another battlefield.”
Stone sat beside him, less interested in the lightshow than in Jarrat himself. “So General Malloy got what he wanted?”
The gray eyes looked up at him, amused, not quite teasing. “I figured it was worth the tumble, indulging his harmless, inane kinks for a few hours.” He reached up, crooked a hand around Stone’s neck and pulled him down to kiss.
“Cabin,” Stone said lucidly a long time later, “locked door … I’ll show you what a tumble’s all about — less of the kinks, more bang for your buck.”
“Deal.” Jarrat rolled to his feet and gave the raging millrace of the hyperflight envelope a crooked smile. “There’s a whole lot we took for granted, Stoney.”
The past tense slithered like a serpent among Stone’s thoughts. “It’s not over yet. And you know the old saying. One door closes, another opens.”
Still intent on the streaming mauve rivers, Jarrat asked idly, “When did you first see this?”
And Stone winced. “I hoped you wouldn’t ask. I was eight, family vacation, just a cruise out to the Magellan resort in the Alpha Centauri system. It was only a few days on one of the old clippers, the Starlight. The parents brought me topside to see the show.” He shrugged apologetically. “The privileges of wealth.”
“Which you threw in their faces when you joined Tactical,” Jarrat said thoughtfully. “Not surprising they were pissed.”
“And they’re not the forgiving kind.” Stone pointed him at the wide double doors at the rear of the arena.
So high in the ship, the passages were dim, quiet, empty, directly under the big highband arrays with the main power and data conduits buried under the deck and in the cavities behind the bulkheads. Stone was aware of a faint static prickle, the fine hair lifting on his forearms and nape. The sensation reminded him of the interhull spaces on a warship, between the double hulls, where maintenance drones swarmed like antibodies from the reactors and drive engines to the AI chassis.
Where the shot came from, he could not even guess.
Jarrat had just keyed for the elevator when a single small caliber round slammed into Stone’s back, over the right shoulder blade, with enough force to pitch him into the deck. He felt surprise first, before pain exploded through his right arm, eclipsed an instant later by such anger, he barely felt the wound.
The lift opened smoothly and Jarrat dove in before he reached back to grab Stone by his left arm, haul him into cover. Lights brightened as his eyes dilated, the passage swam, deck leapfrogging the ceiling for several seconds until Stone physically shook his head clear. He hugged his right arm tight to his chest and forced himself up against the wall. “What the hell?”
Even now, even here, Jarrat was armed. Stone had trusted both NARC and Cygnus security, a lapse of judgment which was about to cost him dearly, but Jarrat never let go the street-smarts of the kid who had run the gutter and somehow survived. All he had was a pocketful of palm guns, but he produced four, took one in either hand and passed one to Stone as the elevator’s door slid across with infuriating slowness.
It was almost closed when three shots, heavier caliber, punched into the mechanism. The door stopped, wedged open by a half meter. Jarrat swore bitterly as he checked the guns. “Here we bloody go, Stoney — we were recognized. Didn’t take long. Security’s a joke. And you’re hit — how bad?” He leaned over, trying to see the wound, but Stove waved him off.
“Not now. You can feel how bad.”
“Shoulder … bone,” Jarrat said, gravelly with the pain blazing through the empathic link. “Could be busted, impact’ll do that. And we,” he added, “are in big trouble.”
“Here, and everyplace else we show these faces,” Stone muttered as he struggled to coordinate his left hand. He had never been as naturally ambidextrous as Jarrat, but years of commitment on the gun range gave him the ability to shoot left handed with reasonable accuracy. Several times in the field, the skill had saved his life. “You got a comset on you?”
“Nope.” Jarrat’s teeth bared as needles of pain stitched through him, not his own but no less sharp. “You?”
“Nope.” Stone took a careful breath and tried the right arm. The limb was close to useless, with a sickening, telltale near-numbness in the shoulder blade. Broken, just starting to numb up. He knew from past experience, the real pain would hit him like a hammer in fifteen or twenty minutes.
“Christ,” Jarrat was saying in a furious hiss, “look at where we are. The crazies can’t afford to be shooting up here. There’s P/11-17 decals all along the inside bulkheads — that’s a mains power conduit.”
“And I saw two D-457 markers, maybe three meters closer to the observatory. Master data cabling.” Stone ground his teeth, propping himself against the wall. “This isn’t dumb, it’s insane.”
“The bastards are insane,” Jarrat rasped. “Try for a call.” He gestured at the control panel, to the right of the door. “Cygnus Security ought to be on their way up here, but have ’em buzz NARC. We want Gil and Joe, fast, if we can get them.”
“Before the shooters come on in?” Stone flicked open the panel, exposing a micro-keypad and tiny touch screen. “Cygnus Security, this is NARC Raven 7.1, respond.”
He was still speaking in a hoarse whisper when Jarrat edged to the open door and chanced a half second peek into the dim passageway. “Who is that?” Anger magnified his voice to a bellow. “Do we know you? Come on, turkey, you want to walk away from this? You’re in with a chance — till Security drops you.”
In reply, a spatter of full-auto smacked into the bulkheads to both sides of the door and Jarrat flung himself against the wall, out of the line of fire. Two rounds strayed into the elevator, starring the rear wall, splintering the tough plastex and plowing on into the service space behind it.
“This is way beyond crazy,” Stone growled. “They’re going to do some serious damage … in fact, they already have.” He gestured at the palm-sized screen above the comm panel. Red warning indicators had winked on. The elevator’s concealed lights flickered, dimmed and went out, leaving the car illuminated only by the tiny screen.
“Damnit, where’s Security?” Jarrat peered at him in the weird shadows. “Did you get a call through?” 
  “For about five seconds.” Stone checked the flimsy little dart gun. “I don’t know how much they heard before these idiots decided to shoot up the clipper since they lost line of sight on us!” Anger was the best defense against pain, but his right hand was running wet, his right shoulder blazing. “Shit, I’m going to need Harry to fix this and it’s — watch it!”
Their view through the open door was so narrow, the shooter almost had a line into the car before he became visible. Stone saw the gun first and dove aside, driving the air from his own lungs as he hit the wall. Stars burst behind his eyelids as he came up hard. Jarrat was better positioned to take a shot, but he was working almost with nothing.
His right hand engulfed the dart gun, but the only target he had was the shooter’s own hands, which molded about a big caliber Steyr, something like Stone’s .44. Weapon and hands appeared in Jarrat’s field of vision for a split second. The palm gun issued a high-pitched squit-squit as he fired two darts in quick succession. Both buried themselves into the back of the shooter’s right hand —
Both were drug-tipped. Stone held his breath as the gunman first yelped, then mumbled a curse as he sagged to the deck. He was still falling when Jarrat leaned out, grabbed the Steyr from his numb hand and dove back into cover.
“Slick,” Stone observed, breathless as his ears began to roar. He watched Jarrat check the weapon, the ammunition load and the charge remaining in the cell. “You reckon there’s another one out there?”
“Could be. Hang on.” Jarrat dropped the dart magazine and compressed air cartridge out of the palm gun, shifted it into his left hand and braced himself. He tossed the tiny weapon out, keeping it low, close to the deck. Before it fell, a buzzing whine of full-auto scythed through the deck plates, and he swore lividly. “There’s at least another one of the buggers — they don’t give a toss what they damage. Christ where’s Cygnus Security?”
“They’ll be close,” Stone panted. “A couple of minutes, max … and the other shooter’ll think twice about coming in, with this one out cold.”
Jarrat leaned to the door, listening intently. “How many ways off this deck?”
But Stone had no idea. His thoughts had already begun to spin in an increasingly dark jumble. “Two elevators,” he panted. “Service shafts. Don’t know. You thinking, the second bastard’s going to disappear into the cracks?”
The gray eyes were wide in the darkness and grotesque shadows. “I would. I’d vanish and try my luck again later.”
So would Stone. He swallowed hard, shook his head to bring himself awake. “What do you hear?”
“Nothing.” Jarrat spoke in a bare murmur. “He might have gone already.” He held out his hand. “Wallet, keycard, anything.”
Fumbling left handed, Stone produced his wallet, dropped out the cash and card and slapped it into Jarrat’s palm. It spun out into the passage, but this time no shots spattered the bulkheads — the shooter had either made his way out, or was betting his targets would think so, and come out.
“Stay put,” Stone muttered, “for chrissakes don’t risk it.”
“I wasn’t considering it,” Jarrat said self-mockingly. “It’s possible —”
Some tiny sound alerted Stone and he felt the leap of Jarrat’s pulse, the thud of his heart. The Steyr leaped with a mind of its own, but most of what Stone saw was a blur going past the door as the shooter sprinted along the passage, back in the direction of the observatory.
“He’s rabbiting,” Jarrat snapped, leaning out to fire left handed, keeping most of his body in cover.
He aimed low, deliberately targeting the shooter’s legs to put him down, take him alive. Stone heard a scream of mingled shock, rage, fear. He knew the gunman’s hand must have spasmed helplessly on his weapon when most of a magazine ripped off wildly. Untargeted rounds spattered anything, everything.
Footsteps were pounding along the passageway now, still too distant for Cygnus Security to have been effective, if even one more way off this deck presented itself ahead. Voices barked orders to drop weapons, get down flat on the deck, arms over heads. Jarrat muttered the kind of language that would sizzle a Marine’s eardrums as he set down the Steyr, sprawled on his belly in the confines of the lift and offered a hand to help Stone.
But Stone had no such need. Consciousness seeped away, taking vision, hearing and pain with it.




Chapter Forty

“I’m getting tired of saying this,” Harry Del said tartly. “You were lucky, Stone. If the round had been just a little to the left it would have shattered your spine. That kind of injury adds up to several weeks flat on your back in partial-G and a spinal brace, while nano repairs the damage. Then about a month of intensive physical therapy to learn to walk again — and nobody’ll be prepared to make any optimistic promises about the long-term performance of your dick, which is a major deal to a guy of your age and appetites. Luck,” the healer said, as if it were a curse, “is vastly overrated. How long do you imagine you can keep on doing this, before it runs out?”
The lecture was paternal, concerned, angry, professional. Jarrat could have recited it word for word as Harry spoke. He had said much the same thing as the healer completed the work, a few minutes before Stone woke. A bandage adhered over his right shoulder blade, protecting the site where dermal nano had begun to ravel him up. A deep ache knifed through him, reminding him — and Jarrat — of the site where the right scapula had been welded. The round’s impact broke it, but the remainder of the wound was surprisingly superficial. To fulfill insurance obligations, every clipper ran an Infirmary as complex as a cityside hospital; quality medical tech was only minutes away.
If the shot had been left by less than a hand’s span, or if the caliber were heavier, the story would have been very different. Stone could easily be dead and the knowledge chilled him. He was still groggy. The blue eyes were dark, a little out of focus. He sat propped against white pillows in a tiny treatment cubicle off the main ward, one of only three patients in the facility. The second was a case of voluntary alcohol poisoning, the third, an unfortunate lover caught in the wrong bed at the wrong moment, who presented with a broken nose, several missing teeth and two black eyes. Stone was aware of his predicament and sharp enough to ask, as Harry fell silent,
“Where are we?”
“The clipper?” Jarrat sat on the end of the bed with a tasteless soda. “Dead in space, waiting for tugs. A few of the stray rounds found their way into conduit and cabling, power and data lines. The engineers don’t trust the hyperdrive far enough to even try for ignition — the AI auto-scrammed as soon as the damage registered. The only good news is, we’re about two days out of the Zeus system.”
“Good news?” Harry huffed. “Two days means just under sixty freaking hours to punch a signal through the deep space data network before a commercial contractor can even get the call and send a towing vessel out here. Two more days for it to arrive, then two more for them to haul us to the clipper docks over Elysium, maybe three or four days to fix the damage and get underway — or maybe they’ll shuttle us out to meet another clipper, in the bloody unlikely event there’s empty staterooms!”
He had a home to go back to, Jarrat thought, family waiting for him. To Harry, weeks spent waiting here and on Avalon were simply wasted, lost. And to Jarrat himself and Stone, any delay represented more hazard than either of them wanted to think about. He met Stone’s eyes levelly. “Cygnus Security blew it sky high. They’re falling over themselves to apologize. They have six NARCs on this ship, and even if our ID says ‘Landham and Crenna,’ the very presence of six NARCs makes for high visibility. They should’ve thrown double the security screen around us, deep-checked the passenger list. They got sloppy and we’re paying the price.”
Stone stirred restlessly, rubbing his right arm, which remained slightly numb after surgery. His skin shone with perspiration, his head swam dizzily — the side effects of active nano, Jarrat knew all too well.  Stone marshaled his thoughts far enough to ask, “Did you take a look at the bodies?”
“One dead body,” Jarrat corrected. “Nobody I know. Cygnus Security put three in his chest when he turned the machine pistol on them. I did take a shot at him as he went by. A couple of leg wounds would’ve fixed up a lot easier than you, Stoney. But the one I darted, drugged, is awake right now, in custody. And I bloody know the bastard.”
“Who?” Stone’s jolt of surprise rushed through Jarrat.
“He was on Hal Mavvik’s payroll, just another wannabe with a big gun and an even bigger mouth. He’s had an ax to grind with NARC since we took down Death’s Head. He had a lover, a partner, on the junker we blew away in orbit after the prisoner exchange, when you …” Jarrat’s brows arched philosophically. “Yeah, that. And he’s had a bone to pick with me even longer.”
“With you personally?” Harry had gone for coffee. The Infirmary’s ’Chef stood a few meters outside the treatment cubicle.
“The bugger’s name is Strickland, his friends called him Strix. He was a mate of Roon’s — Brett Rooney, a man I learned to hate about ten minutes after I talked my way into the mansion. Strix and Roon liked to play very rough. Three or four days after I went into the palace, they were doing a pretty good number on Lee —” He gave Stone a dark glance. “The little Companion I liked, you remember?”
“I met him briefly,” Stone mused, “after the battle. He climbed up out of a wine cellar or something, we found him a ride off the mountain.”
“That’s the kid.” Jarrat set the memories aside in the interests of objectivity. “Strickland is one of those who like to hurt, and Lee was never into heavy stuff. I heard the screaming, didn’t sound like he was having fun. He was cussing, threatening, crying, begging. Then the noise went muffled.”
“They taped his mouth, so he couldn’t shout for help,” Stone guessed. “Kevin, let it be. It’s a long time in the past. You got him out of there, kept them off him while you were in the palace. He looked fine when he walked away, after the battle.”
“Yeah.” Jarrat shook himself hard. “I got him a medic after I hauled Strix and Roon off him. The next time Strix set eyes on me, he shoved a gun in my face. Not enough to jeer, you understand: he’s got to promise me, one day soon it’ll be me in the basement with my mouth taped, while he and Roon cut me to pieces.”
Harry whistled. “Now, that’s not the kind of threat you’d take lightly in a place like Mavvik’s, where anything goes for the staff. They made their own rules. You couldn’t afford to ignore it.”
“If he did, Strickland would deliver, first opportunity he got, just to prove he could,” Stone said quietly. “And remember, Kevin was still trying to build a reputation as the hardest bastard on Mavvik’s staff, so he could get close to the bagmen, the money men, the ones who made Death’s Head go.” He gave Jarrat a thunderous look. “I assume you settled the issue right there.” He and Harry were waiting, both almost painfully aware of the surge of Jarrat’s wayward feelings, no matter the shields he had raised.
So much they had done in the past lay buried, with no reason to dig up the skeletons. Jarrat had never spoken of this; he would have preferred to let it lie now. “It was … settled.” He shrugged, as if the scene had been trivial. “Like you said, I couldn’t ignore the threat even if I believed Strix was all bluster — which he wasn’t, not when Roon was ready to goad him into making a move on me and help him do it. Christ, the whole Death’s Head job could’ve turned into a fistful of smoke right there. If I’d backed off — much less let the bastards cut me up — Hal Mavvik would’ve unloaded me in a heartbeat, immediately after he stopped laughing.”
“So?” Stone was still waiting.
“So,” Jarrat said cynically, “I put Strickland down, took three assorted cannons off him, dragged him downstairs before he came to. Roon was out on a job at the time, Strix was on his own. Dumb as mud, so cocksure, he was begging for it. I cut the jeans off his skinny-runt butt and waited for him to wake up. He finds himself cuffed to the post and starts squealing before I even pick up his favorite cane — the same rattan he’d been using on Lee. You never heard anything like his ruckus when I laid it across his ass, hard as I knew how — just twice. Then I uncuffed him, told him to get the hell out of the palace, right out of Chell, because if I ever saw his face again, I’d break it. He was gone inside an hour, I never saw him again. I had no idea he’d landed in Thule — and he’d never have known we were in town either, till GlobalNet told him.”
“Well … shoot,” Harry said eloquently. “That’s how to make enemies.”
“Occupational hazard.” Stone looked away.
“And over the years you’ve made scores,” Harry said quietly.
“More.” Jarrat stood, gave Stone his hand. “We’re grounded, Stoney, any way you come at this problem. The biggest challenge will be getting back to Venice alive. Soon as we’re on our own dock we can leave NARC security to handle it, but till then?” He gestured aft, out of the Infirmary. “Joe Ramos is right outside that door, wrangling Cygnus Security. Gil Cronin is making sure Bern Strickland is isolated. The clipper doesn’t have a real lockup, so they’re using a cabin, guards inside and outside, around the clock —”
“Which isn’t the real problem,” Stone said quietly. “The question is, were there just the two of them, or did them come aboard mob-handed? How many shooters are on this ship? And how in the hell did they smuggle weapons on board?”
All good questions, Jarrat agreed with a sigh of resignation. “I’m just about to go interrogate the slime. I want Harry along to make sure he’s not lying.”
Stone threw off the sheet and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He was in loose surgical whites while his own clothes were cleaned and repaired. His teeth bared as he moved and Jarrat smothered a blistering curse, but Stone stood and gave Harry a wry look. “You got a shirt I can borrow? Big and baggy, like the thing you’re wearing?”
At that moment the healer looked like an explosion on a tropical fruit stall, Jarrat thought, which on him was so normal, no one noticed. Harry opened his mouth to protest, then closed it and turned his eye to the ceiling, or the gods. “Five minutes. You’re going to hurt, Stone. You should be resting.”
“Later,” Stone growled. “Right now, I’m so bloody angry, I’d need a pill.”
“I can arrange that.”
“And I’d rather break Strickland’s face,” Stone said hoarsely.
Without another word Harry stepped out. Jarrat watched his partner work his body, find its limits, set the perimeters of what he could do while the repairs settled down. He hurt himself twice, making fresh sweat break out across his bare torso, then nodded. Jarrat offered a hand, and he took it.
“You’re a lucky boy — again.” Jarrat looked him over, from the big shoulders and pectoral slabs, to the flat six-pack abs and biceps shaped by many hours in the gym. “We both are. And if we don’t get out of this game very soon, we’ll be the next names inscribed right under Petrov’s.”
“Tell me about it.” Stone hauled his spine straight, took a deep breath. “Dupre is going to roast GlobalNet. Not that it’ll do us much good, but it could save Scott or Gene, or some of the others who’re just hitting the street.”
The situation was far from new, Jarrat allowed as Stone paced, finding his feet. Field agents would always be at risk of being recognized. The longer their active careers, the more cities they worked, the greater the probability it would happen. Several captains had opted for new faces. Dupre would probably make the offer. Jarrat permitted a sigh as Harry returned with the least obnoxious shirt he possessed, a dusky dark green patterned through in gold with the Chinese symbol for immortality and the unmistakable Xian character.
Careful, holding his breath, Stone eased his right side into it. The shirt was two sizes too large, but he was grateful for the room to move. He pulled both palms over his face and took a deep breath before he pointed Jarrat at the Infirmary’s small waiting room, from which they could hear Joe Ramos’s voice.
Uncharacteristically brusque, Ramos had snapped twice at some Lieutenant Miyanaga. Jarrat heard a surly grumble of protest before he and Stone stepped away from the treatment rooms. Three officers in the dark blue service fatigues common to Cygnus support staff had gathered there. Miyanaga was the tall, gangling young man whose expression said he considered this whole exercise a crass waste of time, though he had sealed his lips by now.
“Trouble, Joe?” Jarrat wondered.
“Only a sassy sprog who’d rather be sacked out than come in to work early — that age, most kids’re idle, so wet behind the ears, they slide off the pillow.” Ramos had been checking the barely-adequate weapons the squad had drawn from the clipper’s limited armory. “Ain’t got nothin’ decent aboard … don’t wanna be shootin’ inside a ship with a skin this thin. But their crap’ll do, if we’re careful.”
The pistols were small caliber, the ammunition mostly darts, safe enough to shoot around the clipper’s sensitive systems, and non-lethal, in the unlikely event that Cygnus officers must shoot among a crowd of their own passengers. Jarrat looked over the selection, chose a light Chiyoda and a deceptively flimsy Austin.
“What worries me,” Stone said sourly, “is how the hell syndicate shooters got their hardware aboard. It took the real deal to damage this ship, strand us waiting for tugs.” He gave Miyanaga a hard look. “You want to have somebody look into it?”
“Not my problem,” Miyanaga informed him. “I don’t work in baggage handling.”
“You do what you’re fuckin’ told to do, son.” Ramos snapped a third time. “If I gotta tell you that just one more time, you’ll be lookin’ for a job when you get your boots groundside in Elysium. Move your nasty little ass, kid, get it done right now.”
“Yessir, Sergeant, sir,” Miyanaga said with as ugly an attitude as Jarrat had ever seen and a mock-Army salute which would have landed him on insubordination and insolence charges in any service.
The squad hustled away and Stone swore after them. “What the hell is the kid’s problem?”
“Him?” Ramos snorted a chuckle. “He’s a daddy’s boy who signed on to walk security with Cygnus cuz it’s the cushiest number in space. The only actual work these sprats ever see is when they got NARCs aboard. Even then, nine times outta ten they don’t see no trouble. The little shit thinks we already did the job for him.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat and Stone. “Did we?”
“That,” Jarrat said darkly, “is what we’re about to find out.”
The Blue Raven shadowed them fifty meters aft and two decks up — armed with the same light weapons the Cygnus squad had taken from their armory, but carrying several more than Miyanaga’s entire unit had about them. Another too-young face stood duty outside the impromptu cell, where Jarrat nodded a mute greeting to Gil Cronin as they stepped inside.
By now Bern Strickland was awake. He straddled a chair, cuffed to it hand and foot. If looks could kill, Jarrat would have fallen dead in an instant. Harry hung back beside the Ravens; Stone perched on the side of the room’s small table and Jarrat thrust both hands into the hip pockets of his gray marble denims.
“Well, now. Here’s a face I never expected to see again,” he remarked. “You always were an idiot, Strix. Never knew how to just leave it alone and drive on.”
Strickland had the citybottom Chell accent, thick, slightly blurred with the softened, swallowed consonants of the poor sectors around the docking bays. “I nearly took you, Jarrat.”
“Not even close,” Jarrat assured him.
“I put one in your ride.” He nodded at Stone. “You’ll be playin’ with your own for a couple days till he heals up.”
Without warning Jarrat backhanded Strickland, hard enough to snap his head over and leave his left cheek flaming scarlet. “Mind your mouth. You answer a few questions, you get fed. Jerk me around, I’ll take you apart, Strix. That simple.”
The shooter licked a trace of blood from his lower lip. “Don’t waste your breath, NARC. I got zip to say to you.”
Jarrat glanced back at Harry. “Shit-scared, good at covering,” Harry murmured. 
“All right.” Jarrat stepped back to study Strickland. “Any more of you on this clipper, or did you and the other idiot figure you could handle us by yourselves? Six of us, two of you —? I’m thinking, you’ve got friends under some rock.”
“Fuck yourself, Jarrat.” Stickland spat a mouthful of bloody spittle.
“Strike one,” Stone said acidly. “Don’t make us ask again, Strickland.”
The shooter turned his head away, mouth sealed. Cronin stepped away from the door, rubbing his palms together thoughtfully. “Say the word, Cap.”
“Don’t bother busting your knuckles.” Jarrat cocked his head at Strickland. “This slime is dead easy, if you know which buttons to push … and I know them all. He likes to dish it out, but he can’t take it. Remember, Strix? Or have you forgotten the way you quit the Death’s Head crew? You shot through so fast even Roon, good ole Brett himself, didn’t know where you’d gone. Where you been?”
Now Strickland glared at him. “Basilisk.”
“Why am I not surprised?” Stone folded both arms carefully on his chest. “You’d have slithered away after Wu, Jaenada and Devane bought it.”
The shooter’s eyes narrowed. “You know about them?”
“Who d’you think took Jaenada and Devane?” Cronin growled. “Wu got done by one of their own, a tech with a serious bone to pick with ’em.”
“So you were on the Basilisk.” Jarrat chuckled. “You ran fast and far with your ass on fire, didn’t stop till you were on the frontier. Damn, I did a better job on you than I realized.” He set his palms flat on the table, eye to eye with Strickland. “How’d you like more of the same? You don’t want to answer a few questions — go right ahead, don’t. As long as you can. Because I’ll take a delight in laying a rattan over your ass till you’re a mess, then I’ll send for the nano to half heal you, then pulp you again. And again. Till you beg to talk to me.”
“We got all the time to do it,” Ramos added, “since you and your shit-for-brains bud stranded this ship here, waitin’ for tugs.”
The man’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. Again, Jarrat glanced at Harry. “Pissing himself with dread,” Harry murmured, “he believes you’ll do it.”
“He knows I’ll do it,” Jarrat corrected. “This one also knows I can swing a stick hard enough to break it across his back. And he put a bullet in my partner, so he doesn’t have to guess how goddamned angry I am.” He leaned closer to Strickland. “We need answers right now, before somebody dies. So I’ll ask one more time, and in this game you don’t get to three strikes. You go right over this table with your pants around your ankles and enough tape on your mouth that we don’t have to listen to you scream. Where are the rest of you?”
He gaped like a fish, panting, hunting for a way out, a plausible lie, before Jarrat watched him crumple. Cronin produced a palmtop as the words tumbled out in a rush, semi-babble. Harry nodded slowly. Strickland was gabbling the truth when he named four more, two men, two women, all contract shooters, two of the names familiar. Cronin tapped his combug to bring it alive. “Cygnus, bring in your passenger manifest right now.”
“There, now that didn’t hurt one bit, did it?” Jarrat favored Strickland with a mocking smile. “Another question, then you get fed, yet get left in peace. You’re going to do some serious jail time for taking a shot at NARCs, but at least you can start out with your skin intact, till you find yourself a sugar daddy on the inside to look out for you. Lucky for you, you didn’t kill my partner, or Elysium would sit you on death row. Now, you want to bargain for a reduced sentence?”
Somewhere among the sniveling, Strickland nodded. “Jesus, you’re an asshole, Jarrat. You always were.”
“So I’ve been told,” Jarrat admitted. “Tell us how you smuggled the hardware onto this ship, we’ll make sure Elysium Tactical makes allowances for your … cooperation.”
Bloodshot eyes blinked up at him. “All you gotta know is who to bribe. There’s baggage handlers on the clipper docks, any docks, always ready to look the other way. You wanna smuggle guns, dope, anything, just pay the right hoons, you’re home free.” He tugged wretchedly at the cuffs. “I gotta use the can.”
“Name the hoons on the Thule clipper docks, you get bathroom privileges,” Stone offered.
A hateful look angled up at him, but Strickland was beyond rebellion. The names spilled from him just as he had identified his associates on the Indiana. Cronin’s palmtop recorded everything until Strix ran down into silence and Harry affirmed the truth they had just heard.
Jarrat turned his back on the man. “Anything else we need? Then, let him out of those cuffs, Gil, before he craps himself. Joe, get Cygnus Security organized — find the shooters, lock ’em down tight. We got most of a week to get through before we can hand them off to Tactical.” But with Strickland’s group confined, sedated and cuffed to bed frames, the hazard guesstimate this side of Elysium would drop close to zero. Jarrat gave Stone a glance. “Good enough?”
“Good enough,” Stone decided, working the shoulder around. “Sure, I owe the bugger one, but where he’s going, he’ll pay for this twenty times over. Taking a shot at a NARC is worth fifteen, hard, in most colonies. You get everything, Gil?”
“Yup. Lemme get Gable in here, he can liaise with Cygnus.” Cronin paused, frowned deeply at Jarrat and dropped his voice to a murmur. “Thing that bugs me the most, Cap … I couldn’t tell if you were kiddin’ or dead serious.”
With a low chuckle Stone dropped his hand on Cronin’s shoulder. “Neither could Strix. That’s the whole point.”
“You’d’ve done it?” Ramos asked, too softly for Strickland to hear.
“I know the man too well, remember.” Jarrat gave the prisoner a bitter glance. “All I had to do was threaten to go get a stick.”
“But, if push came to shove,” Cronin said slowly.
“I’d say it all depends,” Jarrat suggested, “how fast you need answers. You and Joe want to go home in bodybags, so a NARC-killer can sit down comfortably before he gets his nano?”
“Wouldn’t be my first choice,” Cronin admitted. “Joe and me got plenty to do. We need a proper security cordon, get us all back to Venice alive.”
“Just get us to the Zeus system,” Stone sighed. “After that, the vacation’s over. We’ll be on a Starfleet courier — two days in a tin can and there’s Darwin’s, dead ahead. Can do?”
“No problem,” Ramos assured him, “if Cygnus plays nice.”
“If they give you an argument,” Stone said tartly, “call us. They’re in enough trouble already and they bloody know it. Two words from Dupre about this cockup, or the bribes scam going on among their baggage handlers, heads will start rolling.” He paced by the Ravens, made it through the door and leaned heavily on the bulkhead right outside. Again Ramos shadowed them, never more than a meter away, eyes everywhere.
Anger had spent itself now and Stone was feeling everything. Jarrat’s shields were high enough to hold out most of it, but echoes of the healing wound gnawed through his own shoulder, arm, hand, hot and sharp as acid burns. “Ready to rest now?” he guessed. “Sleep till tomorrow. The first day’s always the worst.”
“Don’t I know it,” Stone sighed. He accepted the offer of Jarrat’s arm for balance. “We’re going to be a few days in Elysium, waiting for a courier. We’ll be right back at jeopardy.” He hesitated. “I want to call Vic. Vic Duggan. I know it’s ‘only’ Tactical, but Vic’s one of the best. I’d trust him to arrange security.”
“I remember him well,” Jarrat agreed, steering him toward the elevators, the cabins. “And some Tactical people are the best. I’ve known a few.”
The remark won him a wry smile as the elevator opened. Without a word Ramos swept it for threat before they stepped in. 
The commercial towing vehicles Celeste and Sheridan brought the Indiana into the Zeus System seven days behind the clipper’s schedule, and Cygnus Lines scrambled to make good on transfers, missed connections, baggage redirections, ticket refunds. Stone was unsurprised when the Director of Cygnus Avalon herself came up to the docks to apologize in person for mistakes which had been made, the lapse in company security which allowed weapons aboard in the hands of hoons like Strickland.
He and Jarrat watched as a party of five prisoners and one body bag were loaded into the cargo space of a Tactical shuttle. The NARC personnel sat up front with the flight crew while four armed, black uniformed guards locked down the restraints, effectively shackling Strickland’s company to the deck before a cage of kevlex bars as thick as Gil Cronin’s thumb thudded into place about them.
“All clear, Pilot,” the fresh-faced young sergeant called ahead. “We’re good to go. Am arming hatches and disengaging maglocks.”
Elysium ATC had already logged the Tactical flight. The deck thrummed with a heavy vibration as the engines idled, and Stone gazed out over the blue-white globe of Avalon which swam against the gold-banded green face of the gas giant. Zeus never failed to impress. The last time he and Jarrat had seen it, they were still riding the high of the Equinox bust, an adrenalin rush powerful enough to smother the near disaster in the upper atmosphere of the vast, stormy world. Stone had not expected to return. The system had nothing to bring them back, save for a single friend. Even Jesse Lawrence, Tim Kwei and Jack Spiteri had left. Only Victor Healey Duggan remained on Avalon to make Stone think of the place with any nostalgia.
The Tactical pilot spoke tersely with both Cygnus Flight and Elysium ATC, waiting for launch clearance. At last she nudged the transport away from the clipper docks and the blunt nose turned toward the three-quarter face of the world. Five hundred meters from the concentric-cylinders shape of the Cygnus platform, the engines opened in long, hard acceleration.
“Welcome back to Elysium,” Jarrat said dryly.
“Not quite a place I’d wanna call home,” Ramos mused. “Too many sore memories. Then again, same’s true of a lotta places. NARC’s a hell of a ride.”
It had been a wild ride indeed, Stone thought, sharing a sidelong glance with Jarrat, but every instinct they possessed told them both, it was close to over. GlobalNet was playing even then, on a small display over the passengers’ seats, behind the pilots. Elysium was fighting — again. But this time the packwar was very different, and when Jarrat turned up the sound Stone troubled to listen.
“— but the street erupted yet again in Elysium this morning, when Senator Ryan Scholl, Colonial Minister for Public Health and Wellbeing, refused the AFAR demand for immediate release of the drug known locally by its laboratory codename, XR-595. The identical substance has been tested in rigorous human trials with complete success on Rethan, Brennan and Avalon. While the governments of Darwin’s World and Avalon continue to insist on full, independent trials, the public in Chell and Eldorado, Calleran and Thule are already at liberty to obtain XR-595 under a variety of commercial names, under prescription from general practitioners, Angel relief clinics or the registered pharmacies belonging to the Marcus Brand Foundation.
“AFAR — the Association for Angel Rights — is adamant that the trials conducted on Rethan alone are more than adequate to authorize this drug for public consumption, saying the insistence on independent trials is mere ‘money grabbing’ by a local government which will not be permitted to earn revenues through the licensed sale of the substance. The Marcus Brand Foundation, which funded the research and brought XR-595 to market, has already entered into legally binding contacts with almost every colonial government, guaranteeing that the drug being sold as VitaLife, Healthmax, Livewell, Second Life, and other brand names, may not be used to generate profits for manufacturers, clinics or government bodies.
“AFAR spokesperson Olivia Li-Hoyle, Professor of Medicinal Pharmacology at University of Avalon, Elysium, spoke with GlobalNet last night, reiterating her personal assurance that the trials insisted upon by Senator Scholl are redundant, motivated entirely by self-interest, since the Department of Public Health and Wellbeing receives eight-figure funding for this project. Professor Li-Hoyle will take her case to Governor Lenore Maddigan in the coming days. 
“Meanwhile, anger at street level in Elysium and other cities around the world has brought a new so-called ‘Angelpack’ to the street. We spoke to many citizens, whose concerns are valid and whose anger seems justified.”
The show cut away to numerous fifteen-second interview clips which all shared elements in common: a girl still at high school, desperately trying to hide a recent, accidental Angel addiction from parents, teachers, siblings — the drug was a nasty prank at a school party. A middle-aged husband and father, dreading the impact of his addiction on his family and work, after a drunken stag night got out of hand. An adolescent boy, just old enough to know what was happening to him, drugged by schoolyard bullies, too terrified to tell his parents and reduced to stealing to buy Angel in citybottom.
“All of these people,” the show host said gravely, “could obtain XR-595 on a simple prescription, with a doctor’s guarantee of confidentiality … if Lenore Maddigan’s government would shortcut redundant trials. Lives are at risk and property is at stake in the streetwar which continues to create havoc in —”
Stone muted the sound and watched the globe of Avalon swell to fill the sky, eclipsing Zeus. “Harry and Brand will be furious. You knew someone, somewhere would find a way to make a buck out of the blocker.”
“Let the Foundation handle it,” Jarrat said acidly. “The news will be on a courier, right now. Brand will know in a few days, his lawyers should be here inside a week. Scholl might make a valid case. It’s possible Avalon has a right to demand its own testing.” He shrugged. “Darwin’s is doing the same thing.”
“And Venice is at war,” Stone sighed.
The transport began to buck as it entered the upper atmosphere. “Brand seems to be ready for the fight, as if he knew he’d be swimming upstream against the current.”
Jarrat tightened the harness as the squad ran into clear air turbulence. “He’s been in politics for how many years —? Leave it to the Foundation, Stoney. We have enough of our own problems.”
Below, Elysium began to coalesce out of the equatorial landscape. Dusk was gathering, city lights coming on to supplement the gathering gloom as the bulk of Zeus occluded the sun. Nights came more often on Avalon and lasted longer, but locals did not notice the gradual shift to artificial light, and evolution had designed the indigenous life forms for this environment.
The spaceport glared, its searchlights picking out an outbound freighter, its powerful radars sheeting out the Tactical comm for some moments. Stone recalled the place too well. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back to wait. The wound was well healed by now. Two days in the gym, working the arm and shoulder had rebuilt much of his strength. Harry seemed entirely satisfied.
Given the option of a five-star hotel, a tour of the local tourist traps, restaurants on the company, Harry had agreed to be mollified. His shuttle would launch in an hour, while Curt Gable and Tanya Reynolds grumbled that they should have been on it. Cronin and Ramos flexed their official muscles and vetoed the side trip: the NARC group would remain together inside its security cordon. Those who struck out on their own assumed responsibility for their own safety. Neither Gable nor Reynolds was game to run the risk, and were arguing sociably about the relative merits of Rand over Marshall while the Tactical squad dropped in above the city.
The Equinox Towers complex was gone, erased from the cityscape. In its place, a lower building complex had sprung up, surrounded by a green margin, illuminated in blue-white floodlights and noisy with animated signage proclaiming Solstice Technologies. The company had taken over most of Randolph Dorne’s interests, including most of his workforce. And Hiro Santini was already well placed with Solstice.
Leave it to Leo Michiko, Stone thought, to fall from a great height and land on his feet. The frisson of wry amusement, shot through with cynical resignation, reached Jarrat clearly; Stone felt a rush of idle curiosity from him, communication without need of words. What?
“Michiko,” he said simply.
“Santini,” Jarrat corrected.
“A weed, by any other name.” Stone opened his eyes to find the Elysium lights bright all around the transport as it dropped in the last hundred meters to the busy plascrete of the Tactical airpark.
“A weed?” Jarrat echoed, permitting a chuckle. “He’s the one who inherited the money gene, kiddo. He got out of Scorpio with a lot of his fortune intact. Dupre froze every asset he could find — he just couldn’t find half of them.”
“Santini also has a whole bunch of his underworld connections still intact,” Stone said thoughtfully. “Enough to be warning us about Angeliberty when we’d never even heard the word. So much for our intelligence network.”
“You mean, we need him?” Jarrat watched the airpark’s running lights as the squad crossed the threshold and braked down for a blustering repulsion landing.
“And he knows we need him,” Stone added. “And we know he knows, so that’s a game not worth playing.” The transport wallowed onto its landing struts with an almost unnoticeable thud, and he released his harness. “Bloody hell — Avalon again.”
Before the squad’s cargo ramp growled down, a ten-man squad deployed from the armored blockhouse on the west parapet. Ten Chiyoda assault rifles leveled on the rear hatch while the transit guards unlocked Strickland and his group. They shuffled down and out into hot, humid air smelling of an odd mix of machinery, city smog and flowering shrubs.
A smart sergeant in crisp black fatigues saluted as he saw the NARC officers. “Captain Stone,” he said, looking at Jarrat, “welcome to Elysium. Colonel Duggan is waiting for you.”
“I’m Jarrat,” he said, amused, “and if you don’t recognize us, Sergeant — I’m glad you don’t.”
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. We were briefed regarding the situation on Thule, also on the clipper.” The man’s ID bar read Frasier, R.B. He stepped back, ushering the NARC party toward the armored elevators while his unit hustled the syndicate shooters out of sight. “They’re going directly to maximum security, Captains. Give your formal report to my colonel, then you’re done.”
The lift closed and Stone felt himself relax a little. This was Vic Duggan’s territory, arguably the safest place in his hemisphere, if the GlobalNet broadcast had made it this far — and they knew it had. Not every Tactical officer would be bothered to remember which was Jarrat, which was Stone, but it was a safe wager that any Equinox runner who had slithered through the cracks at the time of the bust would know.
Every Tactical building was much the same as any other, from Marsport to Santiago. Stone knew the routines, down to shift change, handover documentation, the exact pecking order, database access privileges, emergency codes, fire and hazmat protocols. Even so many years out of Tactical, it was still second nature. He might have chafed at the discipline and scheduling, but he could have fed back into the service, one more cog in the massive machine, the way Jarrat could have put on Army greens, walked onto a carrier and picked up where he left off.
A small shudder took him unawares. Jarrat angled an odd look at him, but Stone shook his head as Frasier insisted on showing them to Duggan’s office, though they knew the way. Nothing had changed. The fragrance of coffee issued from several AutoChefs, someone was flashing noodles, the blinds stood open on a view of the city under a mauve twilight sky, R/T chattered endlessly in the background with Tactical business. Vic Duggan sat on the edge of his cluttered desk, chuckling as he watched the six NARCs appear.
“Thank you, Frasier, I’ll give you a hoy when we need you.” The door slid closed behind them and Duggan tilted his head at them. “Well, here they are in person, the holostars themselves. We ordinary mortals ought to be demanding autographs.”
Stone groaned. “Vic, for chrissakes. It was exactly twelve seconds of video.”
“Twelve seconds too long, complete with a yack-track identifying the pair of you,” Duggan scoffed, “and it went out live, in realtime. Fuckitall … leave it to GlobalNet to screw you the way Mavvik and Dorne and Denehy never did.”
He was looking good, Stone thought. The copper hair was still thick, in the Tactical crop, the deep tan was natural, the blue eyes bright, the skin toned and smooth. Duggan must be little less than Gene Cantrell’s age, but he carried his years lightly, now, as if he also had begun to call the crusade won. He looked fit, lean, and he moved well.
“Stoney.” Duggan offered his hand. Stone clasped it readily. “Congratulations, kid.”
“For …?” Stone wondered.
But Duggan had seen the rings, and shook Jarrat’s hand a moment later. “Took you long enough, but it was the smart move, the right move. Danmnit, handfasted. Good for you. How are you, Jarrat?”
“I’m doing fine.” Jarrat glanced sidelong at Stone. “You know anything about Basilisk?”
“Not the details.” Duggan nodded to Gable, Reynolds, Cronin and Ramos. “All I know is, the syndicate fell apart. Suddenly the head honchos were a mess of blood and goo, the rest of the bastards ran in a hundred directions — when they weren’t shooting each other. I don’t know Santiago Colonel LeFevre personally, but I did hear the story. The Tactical tom-toms still work, just slower at this distance. So Basilisk was your operation? Neat.”
“It was us,” Stone affirmed. “The last bust on our record, I think.”
“So you made it a bloody good one,” Duggan said with fat satisfaction. He gave the descant troops, gunship pilot and executive officer an appreciative smile. “I don’t think we ever met, folks. Welcome back to Elysium … and if anybody has an urgent requirement for bourbon and ice, you’ll find the fixings in the cabinet, left of the printers. Pour for me while you’re there.”
Cronin’s face creased pleasantly. “Don’t mind if I do. Anybody else?”
“Yo,” Ramos agreed.
“Make it three.” Jarrat parked himself in the chair flanking Duggan’s desk.
“So.” Duggan took the long leather couch under the window, stretched out his legs, crossed at the ankles. “Your prisoners are in custody, the rest of you are at hazard.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a hard look. “Some of you more than others. The riot squad won’t be recognized from any altercation on the street: hardsuits are the best anonymity I know. Pilot Reynolds and your XO are still anonymous faces, but you two?” He shook his head slowly. “The only place you’re going to be safe is in the middle of the NARC compound, home at Sector Command.”
The thought had occurred to Stone, and the more he chewed on it, the more uncomfortable it became. “We made the call before we came on down,” he told Duggan. “There’s a Starfleet courier due, the Ganymede, in two days.”
“And you’re looking at me to keep you safe that long,” Duggan concluded.
“Keep ’em hid,” Ramos corrected. “We’ll wrangle the cordon, if you got some manpower goin’ spare, but they’re safest hid.”
The colonel smothered his ribald humor in bourbon. “I can slam you in a cell, I suppose. There’s no place safer … mind you, the bunks are narrow and hard, the can’s in full view of the door, you’d wear bright orange lockup fatigues and eat with the rest of the prisoners. Anything else’d only draw attention.”
“No, thanks,” Jarrat said curtly. “We’ll take our chances. You got a squad you can spare till the Ganymede gets in?”
“Just yanking your chain, Jarrat.” Duggan dropped the cynical humor. “I can put you in an apartment on the top floor of the Feinsilver building. We keep it for visiting dignitaries, but it’s empty right now. Elysium’s not the safest place to be … Angeliberty. We’re rescheduling executive events halfway across the planet, to be sure.” His brow creased into a deep frown. “Matter of fact, we were about to bump a data package on to Dupre’s office, on the courier.”
“We?” Stone echoed.
“His lordship came by some information you can use.” Duggan stood and looked out across the city he had considered his territory for many years. “Hiroyuki Santini. God alone knows where he gets his intel. He doesn’t tell me and I’m not about to put the thumbscrews on him. Don’t look a gift horse in any part of its anatomy, if you take my meaning. If I inquire too closely, I’ll just shut off the dataflow. The miserable truth is, he’s the only source we have.”
Stone was not so sure, though he said nothing. By now Yvette McKinnen could easily have plumbed DAC Venice to its depths and know as much as Michiko … or perhaps she had run into the dead zones of file erasure. Her AI spy might have tripped alarms on its way in or out, in which case information could vanish like dust on the wind.
“Michiko’s in town, isn’t he?” Jarrat gave the Ravens and Gable a glance. “You don’t actually have the clearance to know this, but — what the hell. Leo Michiko came out to Avalon, new name, new ID. He was supposed to be busted right back to a double-digit cash float and a low-level job with some local business, but —”
“You really expected to bust Michiko?” Gable demanded. “I read the Scorpio file, also the Aphelion dossier, soon as I had the clearance. You had to know we only ever got our hands on half of his assets.”
“Way less than half,” Duggan scoffed. “He had shell companies ten layers deep. He was out here maybe three weeks when suddenly Hiro Santini produces some of the best qualifications, with watertight references, from Marsport and Calleran. He waltzed into a top-level salaried position with Solstice. Last I heard, he was buying Solstice stock. Give him a year, he’ll own so much of the company, he’ll have a seat on the bloody board.”
“You didn’t stop him?” Gable sounded surprised.
“He hasn’t broken any laws I’m aware of,” Duggan said easily.
“Falsifying qualifications and references is legal on Avalon?” Jarrat demanded.
“About as legal as falsifying an entire ID — which we did, when we set him up as Santini.” Duggan’s big shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. “His new documents were conjured on Mars and Brennan. Busting him is Chryse and Calleran Tactical business, not mine. I tipped them off that something might be a tad irregular, so they took a look and everything checked out. Turns out, the computer archives say Santini went to University of Mars, worked for Ibex in Calleran, decades ago … sure, the whole thing’s a total scam, but the search AI turned up everything back to receipt numbers for tuition fees, class attendance records, course grades, a couple of parking tickets, monthly payments on apartment leases. Santini’s so bulletproof, it’d cost half a billion and take two years to pull this to pieces. Too deep in the deck for us.”
“It’s not worth the trouble,” Stone finished, “especially not when you’d just be slamming the door on your datastream. Besides which, if you piss him off, Leo could easily vanish out of Elysium and show up across the colonies as someone else. It could be twenty years before we tracked him down, if ever.”
“Hiro?” Duggan indulged in a cynical laugh. “He’d have himself reported dead in a head-on, mid-air smash in a nothing, rat’s nest colony, produce the body to prove it and have it legally cremated. We want the man’s intel, Stoney, so we let it be.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “You do want his intel?”
“Oh, yeah.” Jarrat finished the bourbon, handed the glass back to Cronin and stood. “Where is he?”
“In town.” Duggan gestured at the comset lying on the corner of the desk. “Let me put you someplace safe, then I’ll give him a call. Don’t expect him before morning. Hiro likes his Companions, he’s got two or three on the string at any time. And you don’t interrupt the festivities.”
“All right.” Stone gave Cronin and Ramos a speculative glance. “You’re handling security?”
“If the Colonel’ll arm us and give us a squad,” Cronin offered. “Ain’t too much we can do with a peashooter, a pocket knife and the two of us.”
Duggan chuckled as he hooked the comset over his ear. “Sergeant Frasier, would you come in?”




Chapter Forty-one

Before midnight they were installed so high in the Feinsilver building, only the suite’s shock absorbers prevented floor, walls and ceiling from vibrating when anything touched down on the airpark. Four Tactical troops and ten drones patrolled the roof; three more drones and comprehensive video surveillance covered the apartment itself. Jarrat was satisfied.
The city view was spectacular, the suite luxurious. The clock continued to count, with the Ganymede due in forty hours — not so long to stay out of harm’s way, he thought as he and Stone inspected one of the four bedrooms. The Ravens had already sent out for food, since the AutoChef appeared to have been stocked by a gourmet whose tastes ran to the inedible and the unidentifiable. Gable stood in the middle of the apartment, fists on hips, wearing a bemused expression.
This was his first taste of field work, Jarrat thought: off the carrier, liaising with Tactical, at jeopardy in a city he barely knew, with sketchy backup. At command rank, he would have been here alone, with only his wits and the weapons he could carry. Did Gable still relish the idea? Jarrat wondered, but did not ask as Stone closed out a call from Duggan and plucked the combug from his ear.
“Vic called Michiko and got the office AI. Mister Santini will be available at 08:00, take it or leave it. Duggan tried some override code, the machine checked with the boss and Leo kicked it right back. So we’re in Elysium, under guard — where’s the rush? He knows Starfleet courier schedules as well as we all do. We’re not going anywhere till the Ganymede unloads and turns around. Leo,” Stone said with dark amusement, “has better things to do than let us yank him around.”
“Then again, so do we.” Jarrat gestured at the bed, the view, the white wine opened to breathe on the dresser.
Commotion from the hall announced the food. Stone’s nostrils flared. “Pizza, nachos and burgers, unless I miss my guess.”
“Quite likely to happen when you leave Gil and Joe to order in,” Jarrat observed. “How good it looks depends on how hungry you are.”
The Ravens had ordered a lot. Jarrat picked around the edges of the greasiest nachos he could remember and watched the surveillance monitors. The building remained quiet, though word would certainly have filtered down into Elysium: the captains responsible for the Equinox bust were groundside. Exactly where they were remained Tactical’s secret, and Stone trusted Duggan implicitly.
The bed was too soft, the a/c too chill, the sounds of stud poker from the lounge too noisy, but long ago Jarrat had discovered the knack of taking what he could get, making much of little. Stone was mended, the medical nano had gone inactive. His scars were still livid, waiting for dermal nano which the Cygnus-Indiana had not been able to provide. Reardon would attend to it in Venice. Jarrat surveyed the surgical site, satisfied with it before he hooked Stone’s ankle to tumble him onto the mattress.  
The widescreen opposite the bed played on mute, an inane situation drama in which a man of Eric Holder’s age allowed himself to be seduced by a gazelle with the skill of Jesse Lawrence, who promptly attempted blackmail, only to be thwarted by the fool’s devoted family. They ganged up to shame the Companion, accepted the patriarch home amid wailing, overacted apologies. Stone groaned and hit the remote to turn it off. “That’s bad.”
“That’s early-morning citynet.” Jarrat poured the last of the wine into one glass and brought it to the bed. “Mind you, the Companion had a nice butt.”
“They all do. It’s a genetic thing.” Stone set the glass aside, scissored Jarrat with both legs and dumped him unceremoniously. “Blond or brunette?”
“What, now?” Jarrat shrugged out of his shirt.
“We better look different, give ourselves half a chance. Blond,” Stone repeated, “or brunette?
“On me or you?” Jarrat zipped down his jeans, let Stone tug them off.
“Both.” Stone threw the jeans aside. “Forget it. Tomorrow.”
The last Jarrat knew with any certainty, Stone’s tongue was wreaking havoc among his nerve endings and uproar burst out of the lounge as Reynolds won again.
So this was Hiro Santini. Jarrat would scarcely have recognized him, and studied him with all due suspicion. Inoshiro Carvoni’s own parents would not have known their own son now. He gave the impression of a man only in his late thirties; he was leaner, seemed a little taller, with mid-brown hair worn short, blue-green contacts, slightly darker skin and a flamboyant dress style, very different from the reserved character he had played on Aurora. Jarrat wondered if Michiko knew who he really was by now, or if he had been so many different men, he had forgotten. He seemed fluid, malleable — a skill Jarrat had learned to admire.
Many times, he and Stone had designed personalities to suit deep cover assignments. Preservation of their own lives had never been the assignment, but when the blue-green eyes looked them over, even before Michiko had stepped into the apartment, the truth barreled hard into Jarrat. The jolt of his reaction hit Stone a moment later, and Stone swore softly.
“Four assassination contracts were issued in Elysium last night,” Hiro Santini said by way of greeting. “The news of your arrival found its way into citybottom before the Cygnus-Indiana had finished unloading baggage: Jarrat and Stone are here. You’re dead men, if you’re recognized. You’re prisoners, if you desire personal safety. How very ironic … a prison cell may be luxurious and pleasant, but it is, nonetheless, a prison cell.” He looked down at himself. “One cannot understate the gratification of anonymity.”
The anonymity of its officers had always been NARC’s stock in trade. Jarrat smothered a curse. “We expected you to rub salt into the wounds.”
“Then, I don’t disappoint.” Santini took the big leather armchair in the corner, by the surveillance screens. “I have data. I assume Colonel Duggan informed you.”
“Only that you’ve found something new,” Stone said carefully. “What it is, how you came by it, he didn’t mention. It would have been on the courier tomorrow night, under Starfleet protection. We’ll carry it.”
“Just so; and much safer that way.” Santini slipped his right hand into the inside pocket of his broad-collared, savannah green jacket, produced a datacube and tossed it into Stone’s waiting hand. “You’ll find this … interesting.”
“Angeliberty?” Jarrat prompted.
Santini inspected the many rings he wore. Diamonds glittered among his fingers, the nails shone, iridescent as mother-of-pearl. “I have a lead, regarding the Venice device.”
The words were enough to cool Jarrat’s blood by degrees. “So there is a device.”
“Of course there is.” Santini flicked a glance at him, snakelike, shrewd, mocking. “Did you imagine Angeliberty is bluffing?”
“Not for a moment.” Stone turned the white metal cube over and over in his palm. “You know where it is, what it is?”
“No,” Santini admitted, “but I know who does. And the party is on Darwin’s World at this time. The ball, as they say, is in your court, Captain … if you live long enough to play it.” He shook his head over them. “In fact, I should regret to see you assassinated. We worked agreeably together in the case of Aphelion, which was no small matter, and I owe Doctor Del a considerable debt of gratitude. I am alive and prospering today only through his unique skills. Also, Del is single-handedly responsible for ending the Angel war.”
“Cassius Brand played a part in it,” Stone mused.
But Santini made negative gestures. “Brand merely provided funding and convenient political connections. Del could have come to me instead. I would have been pleased to work with him, provide the same, if only to see the end of the Angel war, which is draining the colonies of their vitality.” He looked up thoughtfully at Stone. “You may recall a conversation we had, Captain, at my house in Aspen.”
“I remember,” Stone said grimly. “You don’t have a lot of compassion for Angel sufferers. Your belief was, the NARC appropriation should be invested in free education, business incentives. Enable the best and brightest of any generation to lift themselves out of citybottom on their own skill and initiative.”
“Indeed.” Santini’s lip curled. “I would still hold to the belief, save that the NARC appropriation will never be invested so wisely or generously. When you people have passed into history, as do all dinosaurs, those dollars will be skimmed off by the homeworlds’ unspeakably rich, by way of some new fad.”
“Fad?” Curt Gable echoed. “You know something, Mister Santini.” Not a question.
For a moment Santini seemed to consider sharing what he knew, then shook his head minutely. “I retain connections back to Mars, even now. Political, business … yes, underworld. I know much that Tactical and NARC will discover for themselves in the months and years ahead. Schemes are already on the drawing boards, gentlemen; the only question is, which the super-wealthy who control government and industry will option.” He smiled faintly. “Intelligence is my own stock in trade. It’s always been my survival, freedom and prosperity. As for Angeliberty — oh yes, there are devices. Many major cities have them, and you are correct in your theorizing: Venice sets the best example to the colonies. Terrorism is despicable. It can also be remarkably effective. Fear is without doubt the most potent weapon of all. Angeliberty must be stopped. Even now, when your strength is waning, there is no better equipped force to stop it than NARC.”
“You were never a terrorist,” Jarrat mused.
“Industrialist, businessman, futurist, visionary, bound by a suite of scruples peculiar to myself,” Santini said expansively. “I was all those things. Angel was a means to an end. As Stone said, I have no compassion for those who indulge in lethal pastimes. You may point out the unfortunate victims whose addiction is accidental or malicious, but the truth remains that such people represent a tiny percentage of overall Angel abuse. Alas, collateral damage is unavoidable.”
Stone turned away, filled with churning misgivings, anger, resentment, which burned through Jarrat. “You’re a hard man, Leo.”
“Hiro,” Santini corrected. “And yes, I’m a realist. Enough of a realist to know NARC is my best option, if I wish to play my part in dismantling Angeliberty. Our government here on Avalon is being obtuse. You’ve seen GlobalNet —?”
“Some senator, name of Scholl.” Jarrat gestured at the threedee display in the corner opposite Santini’s chair. Ryan Scholl had appeared not an hour before, once again insisting on months of testing for the drug known here as XR-595, while the Angelpack ran wild on the street.
“Some greedy little senator lining his own pockets with high-level bribes to enforce meaningless laboratory trials,” Santini scoffed. “Only the very existence of the Angel blocker has held Angeliberty on a leash this long. You realize, save for the promise of the blocker, Venice would probably already be a smoking ruin.”
For the second time Jarrat’s blood chilled. He felt the rush of Stone’s reaction and swallowed on a dust dry throat. “There’s no doubt the blocker will be released reasonably soon. Sufferers won’t be euthanized. Angeliberty has no reason to pull the trigger.”
“Don’t they?” Santini’s face settled into deeply cynical lines. “You’re overlooking the obvious, Captain. You have the mind of a NARC — devious, but not wicked. Remember with whom you are dealing.”
Aware of Stone’s restlessness prickling under his skin, Jarrat waited while Michiko allowed a dramatic pause to command the attention even of Cronin and Ramos, who were listening while they reconfigured the video surveillance gear.
At last Santini sighed. “For over thirty years NARC has dismantled Angel syndicates from the frontier back to the homeworlds, and what does this achieve? It limits the degree of Angel abuse; it buys time — perhaps as long as a decade — for a damaged colony to recover before a new syndicate arises to fill the power vacuum left by the demise of the consortium you destroyed.”
“Consortium?” Gable echoed. “You make them sound like business enterprises.”
“They are,” Santini said mildly. “Don’t assume men like Randolph Dorne or Pietro Denehy, Hal Mavvik or Cornelius Wu bear any malice for human beings in the mass. They merely see an exploitable resource: a sitting marketplace for irresistible and expensive candy. In any business, Lieutenant Gable, one identifies a need, feeds it, nurtures it. A colony at the height — or depth — of its Angel trouble may have as many a thirty million consumers using an average of two purchases per week, at around fifty colonial dollars per transaction. I’ll leave you to do the math.
“Then Tactical squeals, NARC arrives. Weeks or months later the market collapses when the syndicate is broken, the smuggling lanes closed. Angelheads are literally forced to confess and draw their licensed supply on prescription — and yes, I know every sob story. A child victimize at school, a young mother slipped the drug at a party — the ultimate date rape. The grandfather whose enemy over the fence won the lifelong feud through sheer iniquity. The fact is, decent people would almost rather die than confess to the rutting, slavering, sweating depravity of Angel addiction. In its late stages, it’s as disgusting as at first it was sinfully delicious. However, given two years of the licensed supply the sufferers are all gone without trace —
“Syndicate bosses mostly die in NARC’s war, though their lieutenants often escape. They flee to a new colony, another cartel, returning to the trade while the ‘liberated’ colony sweats through the power vacuum until a new consortium arises. Scimitar. Blackfire. Red Lion. You see? You can take down a syndicate, but always the potential remains. The marketplace will recover in a decade, when today’s juveniles become tomorrow’s potential customers. The syndicates change their names, acquire new faces, but the cash flow never stops for long. Until now.” Santini smiled, deeply cynical. “Now, the Angel war is over.
“Soon, that poison will be legalized, like other social poisons. Alcohol, for example. Inject bourbon directly into the bloodstream and — oh yes, it’s as lethal as any overdose of legal, prescription sedatives. So we can expect Angel to be legalized, with Del’s blocker packed in the same carton and a nasty warning printed on the label: ‘Inhaling Angel will kill you.’ The same message prevented very few people from smoking enriched tobacco products, before these were banned and users made the switch to the harmless kip, bel and jojo grasses we know today.” He shrugged. “In fact, when I run for office in a short while, I expect my campaign ticket will be the legalization of Angel and the safe, hygienic, economical delivery of drug and blocker in one neat parcel … and I expect to win. I know human nature. Now, where does this leave today’s Angel syndicates?”
Jarrat knew where he was going with this, and shared a dark look with Stone. Neither of them interrupted, while Stone went to the ’Chef for croissants and preserves. Santini was in his element, lecturing on a subject about which no one knew more, or was better qualified to speak.
“Today’s cartels,” he was saying, “are the last such organizations with at least the potential to grow into the kind of empires we saw four and five decades ago. But given the legalization of their product, its ready availability, the discount price wars that will soon take place … what of the incredible Angel fortunes, which were built on illicit, restricted, overpriced and untaxed supply? Without such cash flow, the empires cannot give birth to themselves. That game is over, gentlemen. All of it.
“And against this utter obliteration of the playing field on which the syndicates romped, you have the last of the ambitious princes who wanted badly to be emperors … and Angeliberty. A master consortium drawn from all others, in control of devices hidden in the hearts of the great cities.” His brows rose. “You don’t see the problem? You’re just not thinking like terrorists, gentlemen.”
He fell silent. The room was so quiet, the distant, muted sound of ground traffic from far below seemed loud. At last Stone said harshly, “You’re talking about extortion, populations held for ransom, governments under pressure — a way to conjure a last few billion here and there before the lights go out.”
Santini took a theatrical bow. “I can’t prove it. Not yet. But I still have my sources and I continue to listen. If and when I have more, I shall contact Colonel Duggan. As I said, even at half power, NARC remains the force most likely to deal with Angeliberty before Elysium, Calleran, Chell, are held to ransom.” His face conveyed his distaste. “I assume Colonel Dupre has recognized the incalculable danger inherent in sharing fresh data regarding Angeliberty with General Gaunt’s office? You’ll have to forgive my paranoia. Leo Michiko paid a high price to demonstrate the connection between Aphelion and Earth’s political body One would be wise to assume similar connections between Aphelion and Angeliberty.”
“Dupre’s been made well aware of the hazard,” Stone said bitterly. “You know Yvette McKinnen well enough. She can be … persuasive. There’s nobody I’d trust more to convince Dupre to maneuver Tactical and the government in Venice.”
“The dataflow should stop at Colonel Finney’s desk,” Jarrat added. “It’ll only go on to Governor Rocher if both Dupre and Finney are satisfied they can trust her. Otherwise —” He shook his head.
“And that will have to be good enough,” Santini decided. He permitted a heavy sigh. “I’m a businessman, a futurist and visionary. You already know I’m moving into politics in this city. I like Elysium a great deal; it suits me. I live in the very city that stands to be vaporized for the greed of a handful of bastards without a scruple among them.” Blue-green eyes looked hawkishly at Jarrat and Stone. “The assignment will doubtlessly fall into your hands, yet you may believe me, you are at risk right now.”
“Four contracts, last night. You told us,” Jarrat rasped. “No chance of getting a lead back to source, find the shooters?”
“If we all had a month to spare, plus the resources of a carrier in orbit.” Santini stood. “You don’t. And it’s easier to step out of the path of a juggernaut than try to stop it head on, with main force. You have a great deal of work ahead of you. Are you aware that Senators Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg will very soon be outbound on a colonial tour, congratulating themselves for the magic of halting the Angel war — magic which Doctor Del worked?” He looked from Stone to Jarrat and back. “The irony is far from wasted on me: the senators whose draconian measures generated the Angeliberty threat will be in the very locations where the devices are installed — fully expecting to be gone and safe, of course, ahead of Angeliberty’s machinations. If those idiots are even privy to information regarding the devices, which is doubtful. Be sure of it: they are the public faces Aphelion wears today, dancing like puppets to music they cannot even hear. How much they actually know of the core business of their own command structure is very much in question.”   
“We know,” Stone said bitterly. “I expected we’d be in the responsibility seat when it came time to organize the security circus. Dupre’s probably still counting on it. Given the signal lag through the data conduit, the only way he’ll know what happened on Thule is if a courier’s gotten through by now.”
“So.” Santini regarded them speculatively. “You’ve no desire to spend the next decade as prisoners in protective custody? Then you had best disappear.”
Stone sighed heavily. “I’m starting to wish we could.”
“Stage magic is something of an art form,” Santini observed. “As I’ve said, I should regret your deaths. I owe you, and Del. And I have always paid my debts. The scales must balance … a philosophy of mine. Captain Cantrell thought it rather quaint, but it’s a quality instilled by my parents. Would you accept my assistance?”
An odd sensation skittered through Jarrat. “To do what?”
“Oh, just a little hocus-pocus.” Santini produced a comset and arched a brow at them. “Much could be done.”
Suspicious, hesitant, Jarrat looked sidelong at Stone; Stone nodded imperceptibly. Jarrat took a breath. “All right, what do you need?”
The smile widened. “Only time and patience,” Santini said indulgently. “Fortunately, we have enough of both to suffice.” He slipped the combug into his ear, tapped it alive and addressed his AI. “Yes, Marcel, we’ll be requiring several services. Place the following calls for me. Report when you have responses.”
Odd, Jarrat decided. Any active nano always felt weird in the system. Commercial, cosmetic nano was no different from the IntelliMed product. Many millions of ’bots swarmed about their work and the human body protested with elevated temperature, a feverish sensation, fatigue. Stone was already asleep, sprawled belly-down and naked across the bed under the discreet a/c vent, gleaming with sweat as his body tried to cool itself. Jarrat prowled, clad in loose sweats, barefoot and bare-chested, aching faintly and too edgy to rest though his bones had begun to demand it.
And already Stone’s skin was darkening, bronze tones gradually deepening while his hair lost color and grew almost visibly. One of the reasons cosmetic nano generated such fatigue and transient aches was that the body worked hard to do in a day what would be natural in a month, or several. Stone’s hair, always close to black, was mid-brown now and still lightening. By morning it would be closer to gold, with paler streaks that might have been sun-bleached.
Two packs of contact lenses lay on the dresser, one brown, one green. Jarrat glanced at them, angry with himself for resenting the process — haunted by the traces of a VR memory which not even Harry Del’s T/87 alchemy could completely erase. He had used every cosmetic trick to mold himself into another man’s fantasy, while Jesse Lawrence personally taught him the tricks of the ‘SkyCity show pony’ — all of it an illusion to which Jesse had willingly contributed what he knew. Yvette McKinnen designed the simulations, and they were so devastating, Harry had worked just as hard to unravel the dangerous, unhealthy memories.
This was not the same, Jarrat told himself as he glared at his reflection. His hair was already copper, steadily burnishing to chestnut red. While Stone’s hair was growing so fast, Jarrat thought he could see it lengthening, Santini’s pet barber had come up to the apartment and dealt Jarrat a military cut, similar to the style favored by officers in the service. Not the grunt’s savage buzz, but shorter than Kevin had worn his hair since he walked off an Army carrier for the last time. The cut showed off the gold rings in his ears — eight hoops, four in each lobe, big enough to be obnoxious and still sore. The blue-black Celtic spiral tattoos on his brow, left cheek and both forearms were fake, temporary, but would hold their color for several weeks.
“Kevin, lie down, sleep.” Stone did not open his eyes. “You feel like crap. We both do. But the man’s right — it’s this, or we spend the next ten years in a cage, till the syndicate shooters get sick and tired of looking for us.”
“Or we stop a bullet.” Jarrat sat on the side of the bed, fingering Stone’s hair. “This is coming in, in waves, did you know that?”
“No, but I’m not surprised. It was curly when I was a kid. Drove me mad, till I took my father’s razor and shaved my head when I was nine.” Still, Stone’s eyes did not open, but he groped for Jarrat’s hand.
Jarrat gave it to him, and swore again as he saw the fistful of rings he wore, big gold bands in every design, a small fortune in jewelry, in keeping with the personality of Dominic Farrell. Santini’s AI had the documentation in process, waiting only for final images of Farrell and the big, blond Kai Nielsen. Norse tattoos curved around Stone’s jaw, neck and ear, where a similar assortment of rings gleamed in his lobe.
Clothes lay piled on the foot of the bed, kaftans and battered jeans for Nielsen, so different from Stone’s usual style; for Jarrat, black, head to foot, from the high-collared silk shirt to loose-cut, tailored slacks. Hand it to Santini, Jarrat decided as he allowed himself to stretch out beside Stone. He groaned while his head spun with the effects of the nano. Farrell and Nielsen would not attract a second glance from shooters hunting for Jarrat and Stone. He rubbed one palm over the shorn hair, found it uncomfortably reminiscent of his Army days. It would grow out, and Stone had once said he would look good a ‘coppertop.’ Farrell’s red hair and green eyes suited him. So long as it looked different, Jarrat had ceased to care.
“Go to sleep,” Stone muffled against the pillow. “It’s always easier if you sleep.”
“Tell me about it.” Jarrat drew his forearm over his sweated face, cursed the nano and courted rest.
Sleep overtook his mind without him realizing it. He woke with a start, hours later, when the comm buzzed. The city lights had dimmed in the artificial day/night cycle Elysium adopted when the world lay on the dark side of Zeus. Natural dawn would break tomorrow, but for the moment the city sparkled, a carpet of colored light reaching past the horizon.
He snaked out one tattooed arm. “Jarrat, what?”
“It’s Farrell,” Cronin reminded dryly. “Tell Nielsen his old bud just got in.”
Jarrat — Farrell — dropped a hand on Stone’s shoulder, shook him. “I’m awake,” Stone protested. “I heard. Vic just showed up.” He lifted his head, blinked at Jarrat as the lamps came on. “Damn.”
“That bad?” Jarrat sat up.
“Not bad, just odd,” Stone admitted as he rolled over and ran both hands through the mass of his hair. He caught sight of his reflection in the dresser and muttered an oath. He had tanned darkly while the long hair continued to lighten. Jarrat felt his start of surprise as, for a moment, Stone actually did not recognize himself. “It’ll do?”
“It’s weird enough,” Jarrat admitted, “different enough to buy us a little freedom. Farrell and Nielsen.”
The travel documents were suspended in the system, waiting for fresh images. Yvette McKinnen would slide Farrell and Nielsen into Central’s computer archive as NARC security specialists from Calleran, new in Venice, veteran captains expecting a new command and assigned to manage security around Sorenson and Steinberg while they waited for a carrier to become available.
“Scott,” Stone said as he rolled off the bed and sorted kaftan from jeans, “is going to laugh his ass off.”
“So will Gene — and they’re bloody welcome to,” Jarrat said tartly as he dressed in the plain black, silk and cotton that made the gold gleam brighter among his fingers, in his ears.
Stone chose a deep green and bronze kaftan, a pair of washed-out denims with the knees frayed to rags. He clasped his hair at his nape to show off the tattoos and earrings. “So?”
“It’s … okay,” Jarrat allowed. “Your clan back home would have fits, but I guess I could get used to it.”
“You might have to,” Stone said sourly as he headed out to meet Duggan.
A handful of datacubes, handypad and three palmtops lay on the dining table, all busy with datastreams from Tactical, Cygnus, Santini’s AI, and DAC. Duggan leaned over them, tweaking this, adjusting that, while Gable and Reynolds watched. Cronin and Ramos were even then liaising quietly with the security squad on the airpark, while two gundrones the size of grapefruit scudded up by the ceiling, keeping to the corners like well-mannered house spiders.
At last Duggan seemed satisfied with the files and turned the handypad to show Gable. “This should do it. It’s official — it happened last night.”
For a moment Gable read silently before he whistled. “‘Elysium Tactical regrets to report,’” he read off the screen, “‘the deaths of Captain Kevin J. Jarrat and Captain Robert Jeremy Stone, who were shot last night in a brief gunfight on Jahan Mall. Medevac transported the NARC officers, who were recently identified on realtime broadcast by Thule GlobalNet, but both were pronounced dead on arrival at Raymond Wong Memorial Hospital, suffering from catastrophic injuries. Tactical Colonel Victor Duggan reports that three gangland shooters, till lately on the payroll of the Equinox syndicate, were apprehended leaving the scene. Two were wounded and died later of their injuries; the third, Frances Bastin, is in custody and will be held indefinitely for questioning regarding the client, or clients, behind the assassination of the NARC officers.’” Gable looked up from the small screen. “Damn, this is just too weird.”
“Weird enough to give you a shiver,” Stone decided,
Duggan looked up toward the familiar voice and froze. “Holy shit.” He looked Stone up and down, subjected Jarrat to the same rude appraisal, and puffed out his cheeks. “You’re officially dead. And yes, I picked up three gangland shooters. I’ve been watching them for weeks in citybottom, wondering whose head was due to hit the plascrete next. The hospital routinely plays ball with Tactical, on special ops; I’ve got senior ER staff and Medevac pilots who’ll swear under oath, you were there.
“Right now, Leo’s AI is entering a very large, extremely intricate set of documents into the local DAC archive. They’ll go live as far away as Darwin’s inside of a week. I gave you the fingerprints of two exceptionally gifted young Tactical lieutenants who were blown apart in a squad bombing, four years ago. Their files have been inactive for so long, no security system will reference the old prints.” He tossed a small, flat box to Jarrat. “Ten sets apiece. They should last awhile. I’d be shocked if Bill Dupre couldn’t provide more. If he can’t, Stoney, give me a call.”
The box contained two labeled compartments, each filled with transparent sheets holding sets of fine, thin plastex print patches. Jarrat had used them before. Roll a thumb or finger over them, they transferred and stuck until a solvent removed them, and they would scan perfectly. Not as good as full-palm prints, but fingerprint ID was many times more common than full palm scanning, much less retinal scanning. “Thanks, Colonel.” He closed the box, passed it to Stone. “You ready for the images?”
“Yeah. Stand against the wall there.” Duggan gestured at the plain white wall between the brassy antique clock and a tall landscape in which Zeus glared over a stormy ocean. “You got the contacts in?” He gestured with a palmtop. “This is good enough to pick up eye color.”
“Give us a minute.” Stone returned to the bedroom for the brown and green lenses, and passed a box to Jarrat.
Contact lenses were routine in any of the services where people worked in difficult solar conditions. Few Army or Starfleet personnel were unfamiliar with them. Stone had grown accustomed to them on Mars, where UV levels remained dangerous even after centuries of subtle terraforming. Jarrat had worn them for the first time under the bright, harsh sun of Kelso Prime, which shriveled the irises and could lead to blindness in a matter of weeks. 
“Done.” He blinked the soft, flexible lenses to comfort. In a few minutes he would cease to notice them, just as he grew accustomed to the room’s shift into subtle shades of emerald and moss. When he looked at Stone’s eyes he saw dark tones, almost black, where he had come to expect blue. He rode out the feedback of Stone’s annoyance. “Stoney —”
“Buggeration,” Stone muttered with surprising passion. “I’ve done this for the job, we both have, but we never had to live with it!”
“Mug shots. Wall.” Duggan fiddled with the palmtop. “It’s temporary, kid. A year or two, you can deactivate the nano, flush the prints and lenses down the john, get yourself a haircut. Be grateful you’re alive … Jarrat and Stone died last night.”
“Years?” Jarrat echoed as Duggan imaged Stone. They traded places and he glared into the palmtop, tried to appear a little less furious than he felt, since these images would be installed in the local Data Access Corporation labyrinth in a matter of minutes.
“Be safe, for chrissakes,” Duggan said reasonably. He gave Jarrat a hard look, already working with the files. “You can both die for real. Get your heads around this. You think you’re living a lie? You’re living, be satisfied.”
Like Jack Brogan, on GlobalNet one day, scraped off the walls into a very small bodybag the next. Jarrat took a deep breath, let it out slowly as he felt the hot rush of Stone’s resentment slowly settling. “All right, Colonel — and we appreciate it. We’ll need a bunch of new ID, enough to get us on the Ganymede, get us onto the NARC dock, which is pretty damned tight. We’ll wing it from there.” He gestured at the Blue Ravens and Gable. “The mission report is going to be fun.”
Cronin groaned. “Christ, I never thought that far.”
“It’s worse,” Stone said quietly. “My family’s going to catch this on homeworlds GlobalNet, even if NARC doesn’t notify them officially. Unless I split our cover wide open, I won’t be able to say word one to let them know the truth. It could be years before they get an official message — all a case of mistaken identity, we’ve been working a deep cover assignment, whatever. Dupre’s business, anyway.”
“Would that be the same family who didn’t give the proverbial flying fuck if you lived or died while you were working the Marsport spacers’ rink?” Duggan snorted. “What makes you think they’ll care now?”
A twist of some emotion suspended halfway between pain and amusement coiled through Stone and made Jarrat take a quick breath. “You make a good point, Vic,” Stone admitted. “The only ones who might actually give a damn are Brad and Rachel, my cousins. The only decent ones in the vipers’ nest.” He gave Jarrat a wry look. “There’s times when not having family is an advantage.”
“There — done.” Duggan gestured with the handypad. “I’ll have a courier bring over a full set of ID by this afternoon. The Ganymede’s scheduled to get in at about 16:00. She shoves off at 22:00, barring mechanicals.” He offered Stone his hand. “It’s been good seeing you, Kai. Get used to the name, and the look. It … kind of suits you. You’re just Euro-mongrel enough to get away with it.”
Jarrat took the colonel’s hand briefly. “And me?”
“Who the hell knows where you’re from, Farrell?” Duggan observed. “You want to be Irish, who’s going to tell you no? In fact,” he added thoughtfully, “I do believe ‘Kevin’ is an Irish name.”
“Whatever.” Jarrat passed both palms over the shorn hair. “This brings back way too many memories, but … it’ll do. For a while. Mind you, there’s some people who’ll have to know. Harry Del, for one.” He gave Stone a wry look. “The news is going to be on Rethan about a day before any message we send from here. You realize Harry’s really going to think we bought the ranch.”
“Bloody hell.” Stone closed his eyes, rubbed them between thumb and forefinger. “Can’t do one damn’ thing about it, but we can call him right now. Apologize for putting him through a mulcher, ask him to contact Brand via secure channels.”
“I’ll do it,” Jarrat said tersely, already running through various gambits, trying them for fit and discarding one after another.
“We owe you one, Vic,” Stone said as Duggan made his way out. “I don’t know if I’ll see you again before we go, so — take care of yourself.”
“I always do.” Duggan paused in the open doorway. “Be safe, kid,” he told Stone soberly. “NARC’s day is close to done. Angeliberty should be the end of it. Get though this one, then get the hell out. Go somewhere quiet where the bastards can’t find you and … have a nice life.”
Then he was gone, leaving Jarrat feeling dislocated, like a thing out of its place, with no certain place to be. He shrugged it off with an effort and went to the ’Chef in search of breakfast.




Chapter Forty-two

Starfleet Security accepted any NARC ID without question, but when the Ganymede docked in Venice high orbit two days later Stone scanned his original ID and prints. NARC’s internal AI would have no record of any Nick Farrell and Kai Nielsen, much less at command rank, and the courier had outrun the data conduit by most of a day. Venice DAC would know nothing of them yet. He and Jarrat used their original ID for the downshuttle. Only after it had launched did Jarrat place a direct call to Dupre’s office.
The colonel was out of the building. Stone swore softly as Jarrat told the office AI, “Send a car for six to the shuttle bay. We’ll be there in a half hour or so … inform Colonel Dupre we called. Urgent issue. And assign an apartment for two.”
“For Raven 7.1 also?” the AI inquired.
The machines had no sense of humor. Smart remarks were ignored or misinterpreted. Jarrat merely sighed. “Yes, of course. Have the stewards stock the AutoChef, standard Indo-Eurasian.” He glanced at Stone. “Anything else?”
“Not till we get in,” Stone said quietly. Jarrat had shut down when he added, “Then, we want to call Jesse, Jack and Tim before they see something on GlobalNet.”
Gable leaned closer, across the narrow aisle. “You want them to come into Central? I’ll go pick them up. The fewer people in this loop, the better.”
All three had worked with NARC in the past. Security knew Jesse Lawrence, Jack Spiteri and Tim Kwei, and only modest clearance was necessary for entry on a visitor’s permit. “Do that, Curt — thanks.” Stone’s fingertips drummed a rhythm on the molded plastex arm of his seat. “Let me call them, see when they’re available.”
“Jesse might have an evening show,” Jarrat mused. “The others should be done by 16:00.” He glanced at his chrono.
The time in Venice was just 10:15 as the downshuttle dropped rapidly toward the executive aprons flanking the spaceport. The sky was just a little smoke-purpled, betraying recent violence, but the monsoon had hit hard and heavy, dousing whatever fires, washing the street clean. An overcast the color of muddy charcoal blanketed half the city, while the other half was colorless, curtained by the rain which could fall for days without pause.
“Welcome to Venice,” Stone breathed.
“Swampville,” Joe Ramos said disdainfully. “Shit, ’less you’re a frog, you gotta hate this time o’ year.”
Montpelier would be brighter, less humid, but Stone doubted they would have the chance to head home for some time. Home. The word taunted him. Hiro Santini’s original datacube sat in a kevlex case in his breast pocket. They had made five copies; Jarrat, Cronin, Ramos, Reynolds and Gable carried one each. The odds of a strike on the group being so comprehensive that every copy was destroyed were miniscule. Even so, Stone would be happier when the data was on Yvette McKinnen’s desk.
Strong crosswinds buffeted the shuttle. It dropped in close to the security checkpoint and nosed through sheeting rain to a covered access walk. Big engines shut down and the hatches auto-cracked while Cronin and Ramos lifted the deck plates and pulled out the baggage.
Even the tags on Jarrat’s and Stone’s duffels read ‘Farrell’ and ‘Nielsen.’ Starfleet freight handlers had transferred them directly from the courier to the downshuttle. Only three techs and two medics shared the flight. They had no baggage and were gone as soon as the ramp extended, hurrying through the hundred percent humidity while the Ravens shouldered their bags.
Like Starfleet, Spaceport Security accepted any valid NARC ID without question. Stone doubted the duty officers even glanced at the warrants, much less matched Jarrat’s ID with Farrell’s baggage tags. Five minutes later, a blue Marshall van was five hundred meters above the vast plascrete prairie, rising smoothly into the ant lines headed southwest toward the towering NARC building.
“Home again, home again,” Reynolds said with a certain grim humor. “Hey, Joe, whatchya gonna do after?”
“After what?” Ramos was watching the rain with a disgusted expression.
“After they close us down,” Reynolds elaborated. “No Angel, no us. We’re moving on, everybody in the department knows it. So?”
“Dunno,” Ramos admitted. “You?”
“Military Airlift, what else?” Reynolds sighed. “I couldn’t take the Army again, after NARC, but I can handle Airlift, on two year tours. The pay’s not so bad and you get to fly everything that moves. Eve’s going home.”
Evelyn Lang was headed back to Ballyntyre when the Angel war was declared over and the carriers stood down? Stone was not surprised. He had pleasant memories of ‘Bally,’ with the Del property just over the mountains and Eldorado just an airbus hop away in the north.
“So, what about you guys?” Cronin wondered.
“Us?” Jarrat turned back from the gray cityscape. “We’ve looked at a few options, but they fell apart when GlobalNet identified us. A lot of doors slammed right there, Gil. We need to go back and rethink it. Army, Starfleet, Tactical, one of the major shipping or security companies? It’s possible, but …”
“But you’d be toadstools in six months,” Cronin said acidly.
“I’d give us three,” Stone guessed.
Cronin seemed to hesitate. “You know, Joe and me, we been lookin’ at the JPC.” He shrugged defensively, as if he thought he should defend their curiosity. “Neither one of us got one damn’ thing to go back to Earth for. And we sure as hell ain’t goin’ back to the Army. We been thinkin’ about the new world thing. It ain’t been done in way over a century.”
“Yeah, but — ten weeks out, at Weimann speeds?” Reynolds made dubious noises. “That colony, Gil, she’ll be on her own. You know what freespace is like.”
“Sure, we know. I also know the new world is months out at Auriga speeds,” Cronin countered. “Fact is, freespacers ain’t gonna get access to no Weimann tech for decades. They can’t reach Jagreth. Shit, the only thing that could reach Jagreth would be some damn’ thing that’s already halfway out there.”
“An’ there ain’t no damn’ thing out there,” Ramos added as the Marshall began to drop in to the NARC airpark. “How many livable words did they survey, lookin’ for intelligent life? Five, six hundred, is it? They found nada. This Jagreth’s the first one ever showed signs of anythin’ intelligent … an’ all it is, is a bunch o’ ruins, ancient, fallin’ down. The folks that built ’em are long gone.”
“The colony oughtta be safe enough,” Cronin mused. “If she ain’t, she can be made safe. Bet your butt, Tan, the JPC already worked this out. Joe and me, we reckon they’ll cover their colonial pioneering asses, just in case. Which means —”
“They’ll be hiring on the likes of us,” Ramos finished with a lopsided grin as the Marshall touched down. “Give us the gunships, full warload, unlimited ammo, full squads with all the hardware, includin’ riot armor — there ain’t no two-bit freespacer squadron gonna stand against that for long.”
Jarrat and Stone shared a speculative look. “You’ve thought this through,” Stone observed as Reynolds opened up. The gullwings lifted like parasols but the rain angled in under them while Jarrat and Ramos opened the cargo hatch. Stone had known Cronin a long time, far too long for rank to mean anything. “You made a formal application?” he wondered.
But Cronin’s smooth-shaven head shook slowly. “Not yet. Not till we know the Angel war’s over, done. The big sleeper ship’ll be doin’ two runs a year, every year, carryin’ a half million on every run. If we miss the first bus, we can be on the second. We don’t gotta be ‘First Fleet’ or bust.”
“Besides,” Ramos added banteringly, “they weren’t open for applications on Darwin’s when we shipped out to Aurora. Maybe now they are. Maybe we’ll ask. Like he said, first fleet, second fleet, who gives a crap?”
With that, the Ravens handed over the datacubes they had carried and jogged toward the elevators, leaving Jarrat, Stone and Gable standing in the grudging shelter of the gullwings. “Well, bugger,” Gable said with feeling. “If they shut down the Athena it’ll be right back to Starfleet for me, I guess. I have a lot of family between Darwin’s and Brennan. I’m not ready to leave it all behind.” He mocked himself with a chuckle. “I got fighter qualified with NARC, I have a hot romance going on with the Corsair. I like the VM 104. It should be easy to get a place with a Starfleet squadron. After NARC frontline service, I’d expect to go back in as a major … looking for a promotion to colonel, down the track. Squadron leader — CAT in a few years, if I’m lucky. Jack Brogan’s old job. But I’ll do it better.”
“You will. Brogan was a bastard.” Stone slung his bags over his left shoulder. “One thing at a time, Curt. Angeliberty. Then —”
“Shut off the gunrunning that’s fueling this streetwar. Then Sorenson and Steinberg, this bloody stupid colonial tour,” Gable said contemptuously. He slapped a datacube into Jarrat’s palm and hefted his bags. “Give me a buzz when you want me to pick up Jesse and the boys.”
He followed the Blue Ravens while Stone watched the wind lash sheets of rain across the exhaust-stained plascrete. “Gil and Joe make a strong case,” Jarrat said thoughtfully. “I doubt JPC’s going into this blind and dumb. Still, I’d prefer to check. If we’re working with McKinnen and Leo’s data, we could ask her to make … discreet inquiries.”
“Covert inquiries,” Stone corrected.
“It’s all in the DAC,” Jarrat reasoned.” If she’s sending an AI spy in there anyway, it can place an extra query. Corporate security is nowhere near as tight as syndicate or government. She knows her way around.”
“Can’t hurt to ask.” Stone stepped out into the rain.
In twenty meters between the Marshall and the elevators, they were drenched. They showed their faces to the AI before the lift dropped. Utterly oblivious to tattoos, hair and eye color, the machine identified them at once. With a muttered curse Stone glanced at the status board to see who might be in or out of the building. Dupre was still out; McKinnen had logged into her lab two hours before; he and Jarrat had been assigned the usual apartment.
Dry clothes, coffee, and Stone swept up the cubes of Hiro Santini’s data. Jarrat’s shorter hair was already almost dry already while Stone’s clung wetly about his neck — blond rat’s tails, he thought, glaring at his reflection. He had never worn his hair long, though he preferred it on Jarrat. Kevin threw a towel at him. Stone employed his middle finger, though he rubbed his head on the way out of the apartment. The lights went down behind them, plunging the rooms into murk while rain sluiced endlessly over the windows.
Data 4 was bright, cool, with a whisper of unidentifiable music and the mingled scents of Yvette McKinnen’s expensive perfume, percolating coffee, hot machines. The five-meter threedee display filled the lab’s open space with shimmering, shifting images. Clad in a pale mint skinthin, malachite green wrap and a lot of platinum jewelry, she waded through it at whim while the colored strands of some logic chain wove, dissolved and reformed. She looked up briefly as Jarrat and Stone appeared, skipped one beat as she saw the oddness of their appearance, then waved them to the couch between ’Chef and desk.
“I didn’t know you’d be in deep cover. The look is bizarre enough to be effective. The job went well?”
“We’re still doing it,” Jarrat said evasively.
“I heard you got in on the shuttle.” McKinnen’s plucked brows rose. “Early, aren’t you? Starfleet can’t have put up much of a fight in court. That idiot Brogan swore he’d see us busted down to traffic patrol.”
“That idiot Brogan is dead. Assassinated. Eric Holder brokered a deal with Brand and Janssen to wrap the whole show fast,” Jarrat told her badly. “And we are buried under a steaming pile.”
“We, as in NARC?” McKinnen ignored the tangle of her work for a moment.
“We, as in Kevin and myself,” Stone corrected.
She listened with varying degrees of disgust and disbelief as they delivered a terse statement of the facts, before Stone set the cubes onto a clear corner of her desk. She toyed with one, mulling over the situation from every angle with a brain as icily logical as any of her machines.
“You’re right, Stone. You’re wading in it.” The Paris accent thickened as she immersed herself in the challenge. “For what it’s worth, I’d never have recognized you without scanning you, and syndicate shooters would never get close enough to run reliable scans. Still, I’d better verify this new ID. I’ll also need to load it into the base AI if it’s going to work for you. Find out if Dupre wants it uploaded to the NARC offworld network … if he does, it’ll take some explaining back at Earth Central when Farrell and Nielsen show up out of nowhere at command rank. Give me time to get this done — I don’t doubt Leo and your Colonel Duggan are entirely competent, but I’d prefer to be sure. The news out of Thule will be circulating on Darwin’s already, if a ship came through fast; and you know it would have. The news from Elysium — that you were shot dead there — will hit the street here by tonight or tomorrow. You’re at hazard right now.”
“Or, would be if anybody knew we were here,” Jarrat said tartly. “Only a few here at NARC know. Unless our internal security’s sprung a leak, we’re safe enough. Take a look at Leo’s data while you’re there. You want a line direct to the identity that knows where the Venice device is?”
“Hmm.” She frowned at the cubes for a moment before clicking the original into the socket. Her eyes flicked up at them, over the display. “I spent two hours with Bill Dupre, impressing upon him the need for ‘vertical dataflow cutouts’ before we inform Angeliberty of everything we know, via Aphelion.”
“And?” Stone’s pulse skipped.
“He’s as quick as any of us,” McKinnen said ruefully. “He was way ahead of me, Stone. The decision had already been made to include Robyn Finney, of necessity, and exclude Elise Rocher. It’s not the governor they distrust, but security in her office isn’t what it could be. GlobalNet was able to plant an informant on her a few months ago. Neither Bill nor Finney cares to let the Angeliberty data reach her desk. They’ll wrangle it on the fly, when the time comes.” She shrugged. “They’re old hands in the art of triple-think. They were playing this game before any of us was born.”
“You trust them,” Jarrat observed.
Her brows arched. “I’d better. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be in Venice. Bill immediately authorized the stoppage in the datastream to NARC Command — he had me route around it before the serious work began. Everything we have is on isolated systems, not a byte makes it out of this building. Finney designs her own security, it’s tight as a drum.” She smiled thinly. “Oh, they know the risks and they’ve shouldered the responsibility, which I do admire. If we get this wrong, in the extremely unlikely event any of us survives, they’ll be busted so far down, they’ll be lucky to get a job parking cars.”
“So we don’t get it wrong,” Stone growled.
“As you say.” McKinnen gestured at the datacube she had just clicked into the socket.
The program she had been running froze. Santini’s information scrolled through a smaller flatscreen behind the desk while Stone sat, for the moment not bothering to follow it. He knew Leo Michiko’s meticulous methods: the datastream would be a blizzard of hard facts, names, numbers, dates, references, cross-references, fixed data-points, calculated probabilities, flagged speculations. Let McKinnen dissect and digest it — validate it and regurgitate a handful of details which would add up to an assignment. Then Stone would be interested.
Jarrat went to the ’Chef for iced green tea. Stone took a bottle and half drained it before McKinnen warned slowly, “This could take some time. I’ll get back to you. I imagine you have one bitch of a report to file … and Colonel Dupre just entered the building.” She gestured at a small display off the side of the desk, where her AI traced her priority contacts. “If it were me, I’d catch him before the news of your deaths and the arrival of this Captain Farrell and Captain Nielsen gets to him. The more he thinks he knows, the harder you’ll find the explaining.” Her eyes glittered with unholy amusement. “I’ll call you when I have something.”
She was right. Stone dumped the empty bottle into the disposal and was a pace ahead of Jarrat to the elevator. McKinnen was also right about the deep cover façade. They passed a number of building staff, a couple of the newer Green Raven crew rotations and Tina Chen, the Athena’s standby pilot. Not one of them even looked at Farrell and Nielsen a second time, save for ‘Big Bob’ Sovak, the new Green Raven demolition specialist, whose pale hazel eyes stripped Stone naked on sight before he winked in mixed appreciation and invitation.
Jarrat’s elbow dug into Stone’s ribs as the elevator opened. “Dance with the one that brung you,” he said dryly.
“Who has time to dance?” Stone demanded, punching for Dupre’s level.
The lights were bright, the screens alive, the door standing open. William Dupre was still hanging up a drenched jacket when Jarrat called, “Before you look at reports and schedules, Colonel —”
The Barbadian turned toward them and pulled up short. “What in the name of God is this about? You’re supposed to be in the Thule High Court, wearing NARC’s official face. You gave yourselves some deep cover assignment?”
“We’re supposed to be in a morgue on Avalon,” Stone corrected acidly. “If the news out of Elysium hasn’t reached Venice yet, it soon will.”
“Elysium?” Dupre echoed. He perched on the edge of the desk, both arms folded on his chest. “You weren’t supposed to be anywhere near Avalon.”
“Or conferencing with Leo Michiko, or burying Jack Brogan, not to mention reading our own obituary.” Jarrat’s patience was tissue thin, his tone razor sharp.
“You’d better sit down.” Dupre gestured at the couch. “Coffee? I’ll take one. Then start at the beginning. I’m listening.”
He sank into the recliner beneath the window, crossed one long leg over the other and waited. Jarrat and Stone spoke swiftly, in terms so terse, Dupre was in no doubts about their mood or concerns. He heard them out without interruption, weighed every word and at last gave them a critical look.
“The masquerade is effective. I wouldn’t have picked you out of a Tactical lineup. You say Doctor McKinnen is verifying the ID?”
“And loading it into the base AI,” Stone affirmed. “She wants to know if you want Farrell and Nielsen uploaded to the offworld network.”
“Good gods, no,” Dupre breathed. “Earth Central will need to be properly briefed at once, before the Thule GlobalNet rubbish goes any further. I shouldn’t imagine General Gaunt would shed any tears to learn you were shot dead in Elysium, but I can’t conjure Farrell and Nielsen into reality by magic without liaising with Earth. They’re temporary personae, just another deep cover assignment, but we’ve never run any such deep cover job outside of a syndicate investigation. Off the base, you’re them. On our home territory, the system will need to recognize 7.1 and 9.4 as well as whatever these other characters are. And I’d advise you to stay on the base for some time,” he added soberly. “At least until the story of your assassination becomes common knowledge. Farrell and Nielsen will be at liberty soon enough. And as for Jarrat and Stone … a memorial would be in order.”
“Christ,” Jarrat muttered. “If you inscribe us on the wall with Petrov at Atherton Gardens, we officially lose all grasp on who we were. Are,” he corrected. “Temporary deep cover façade, fine — we’ll play out the masquerade, as you said, Colonel.”
“And then?” Dupre asked doubtfully. “A year, five years … the moment you use your own names, your own faces, it won’t take a genius to put the pieces together, make the right guesses. You stand to be recognized, tracked down, on any colony between Mars and Aurora. You won’t be safe anywhere.”
A knife twisted through Stone’s belly, making Jarrat gasp. “And what about a world months on the far side of the frontier?”
Dupre’s dark eyes narrowed. “You’re talking about Jagreth.”
“The company screens applicants so carefully, I heard it’s like trying to get into the best university,” Stone reasoned. “Anybody with shady connections, a history they can’t prove, doesn’t make the cut. NARC credentials, command rank, would get us in — get us out, in fact. On the far side of nowhere, we wouldn’t be recognized.” He swallowed hard on the words. “You’ve seen their marketing hype?”
“Everyone’s seen it, you can’t get away from it,” Dupre said bleakly. “Look, Jagreth is something to think about, but don’t rush into this. There’s nothing wrong with Farrell and Nielsen. If McKinnen validates the whole thing at least as far as DAC Venice, those IDs will hold up anywhere. It’s a simple matter to transfer your existing service records to the new files. Believe it or not, this isn’t the first time a similar cover-up’s been necessary. Long before you came over, a number of field agents were so badly blown, weaving the documentation to protect them became something of an art form.”
For a moment Stone toyed with the concept of being Kai Nielsen, and rode the upswell of Jarrat’s annoyance. “We’ll think about it,” he allowed. “But if we’re on our way out, I’d rather go there as R.J. Stone, not some character I’m still trying to learn from a file full of arbitrary crap Leo Michiko lashed together.”
“Hiro Santini,” Dupre reminded him, “is a master in the alchemy of invisibility. Consider it, at least.”
“We will.” Jarrat stood. “We’re also thinking about a whole new world — and we’re not the only ones. It’s damned attractive.”
And growing more alluring all the time, Stone thought, though he said, “Mac briefed us regarding the Angeliberty data restriction. For what it’s worth, Michiko is also convinced of the necessity. He doubts Sorenson or Steinberg knows much about the core business of Angeliberty, much less the devices, but he has no reservation whatsoever about their Aphelion connections.”
“Given when happened to him on the Athena at her own dock, in Earth orbit,” Dupre said acidly, “I’d be surprised if he had. Yvette regards the senators as mere puppets.” His expression darkened. “Apparently, Aphelion has had tentacles in homeworlds government for five decades — and yes, it would be difficult to overstate the suicidal foolishness of uploading what we discover to Earth Central. Even if Sorenson and Steinberg are aware of the devices seated in the colonial capitals, they won’t consider themselves at jeopardy. They’re here to hammer the nails in NARC’s coffin, safeguard themselves and others like them from future investigation. If a colonial city or two should be razed in their wake … as Mac would say, c’est le guerre.” 
Stone had seldom heard such a tone of bitter cynicism from Dupre, and it inspired tendrils of unease in his belly. “Where do you want us, Colonel?”
He waved them off. “File the full report — Thule, the Indiana, Elysium, all of it. When you’re done, catch up on the data package I’ve tagged for you.” He studied them shrewdly. “Those idiots you apprehended on Sabrina gave us some valuable intelligence — the young copilot, ‘Gordo’ Kwok, survived with most of his memory intact. He’s talking his way to a lighter sentence with protection and perks. My first priority is to close down the gunrunning into Venice. I have several quads working with Tactical Colonel Robyn Finney at this time, and we’re making headway. Keep yourselves apprised, confer with Scott Auel. He’s handling the operation from the Athena. She’s in low orbit with the Ravens rotating on launch alert, around the clock. This streetwar can’t be fought without weapons and ammunition. Cut off the supply and we’ll at least slow it down … and that is something NARC can legitimately do for Finney.”
The old Tactical man inside Stone approved. “So we’re waiting for Doctor McKinnen to take Leo’s information to pieces. It’s a blizzard, but as we told you, he believes he has a lead. He’s certain of it.”
“A lead on the ‘Venice device.’” Dupre shook himself visibly. “Terrorism, extortion, populations held to ransom. It’s a vile concept. If Mister Santini is as smart and as accurate as he appears to be … you wanted a field assignment? You can’t fly at command rank, either of you. This much is certain. But you could work an assignment right here. Nothing in Sebastian Gaunt’s orders takes you off active service; Surgeon General Lo-Tolliver merely recommended you shouldn’t be in command of a carrier. Find that bloody device, find Angeliberty.” His brows arched at them. “I was going to ask you to design the security screen for the senatorial visit. Those fools, Sorenson and Steinberg, will be here in a matter of weeks, perhaps before the Angel blocker is publicly available. There’ll be hell to pay.”
“We can do that,” Jarrat mused. “Leo’s data might give McKinnen a bundle of grief, maybe even a dive back into the DAC. We have a lot of time on our hands and there’s not much else we can do.”
“All right, Captain Farrell, Captain Nielsen.” Dupre’s face creased in disapproval though he said, “I’ll authorize your entry into the base system, let’s see how far this will take us. In the meantime — you’re grounded, both of you. Consider yourselves restricted to base until the dust settles.” He looked Stone over from the long blond hair to the frayed cuffs of old, battered denims. “I’m sorry, Stone. I really am. Scott Auel has been expecting you to come aboard the Athena. He was looking forward to working with you.”
But Stone shook his head in a slow, deliberate negative. “It was never going to happen, Colonel. You knew that.”
“I … knew it,” Dupre admitted, making his way to the high-backed chair behind the desk. “I look forward to this report. It should read like a novel.”
They knew a dismissal when they heard it. The office they had used for months still bore the names of Jarrat and Stone, but this would soon change. The lights flicked on and three comm relay terminals brightened on cue as they entered. The ’Chef was empty, cold, and Jarrat headed out to the staff mess for the makings of lunch while Stone opened several files at once and skimmed them at surface depth.
Gunrunning into Darwin’s World had never been a major issue before Angeliberty, since the Angel war had never touched these streets. Metropolitan Tactical floundered while Colonel Finney conferenced with her counterparts in several colonies, but not until the Sabrina assignment did enough data — and good enough data — land in her lap for her to liaise with Dupre on work to which Dupre would commit NARC.
The smuggling lanes were all but closed even now and Scott Auel had spent the last week identifying existing armories across the world. He was methodically mopping up, with a temporary Ops Room director in Gable’s absence and Tactical agents performing covert work in a dozen places around the planet. Auel had it well under control. He would surely resent the intrusion if Dupre assigned Jarrat and Stone to a project he was already on top of. Stone knew Auel well enough to appreciate how he would regret missing his chance at a genuine command. This job was a consolation, perhaps his only opportunity to demonstrate what he could do.
If NARC were due to be scaled down, reformed under a new mandate, Auel could still do well, perhaps with the Athena herself, tracing lethal contraband, routing arms smugglers, eradiating the trade in ‘live cargo’ that straddled the frontier. Stone wished him well. Gable might yet get the chance to stay aboard, if he had an interest in fighting in freespace. Or the Athena could be one of those carriers stood down. She was fifteen years old now, often refitted, given benefit of every new technology. But the airframe had seen so many service hours, Stone would not be surprised if she were decommissioned.
Lunch landed on the desk while such thoughts haunted him. Jarrat studied him with a frown, clearly wondering what drove the downturn in his mood. Stone said nothing, and pointed him at the flood of data detailing Auel’s numerous small victories over arms smugglers. Blue and Gold Raven had taken many prisoners, most of whom were eager to bargain for shorter sentences, better conditions in prison.
Their information pointed to Oromon, as Stone would have predicted, and to arms shipments intercepted between manufacturers and military docks awaiting cargo — to Vincent Morello, Black Mountain Engineers, Marshall, Chiyoda, manufacturers who loaded whatever freighter, signed out the cargo and denied all subsequent responsibility. Eighteen industrialists were currently coordinating with Tactical to ensure that elements within their own ranks were not feeding the arms black market. Stone fully expected to see documents from Pete Stacy, Kris Janssen, Vic Duggan himself.
Satisfied, Jarrat sat back and finished the chicken and noodles. “Scott’s all over this job. He doesn’t need us — doesn’t want us, Stoney. He might get a single chance to show what he’s worth: this job is it. Colonel Finney’s delighted with his results and nobody’s tried to deploy the Ravens on the street. I like what I’m seeing.”
“Speaking of deploying riot troops —” Stone pulled up a second file.
It was an edit of weeks’ worth of video from many sources, covering Venice’s streetwar on one side, juxtaposed with the legal wrangle on the other, as Angel lawyers took on Governor Elise Rocher’s administration, demanding the Angel blocker be released now, six weeks ahead of schedule. Rocher continued to hold out, just as senior senators in Elysium were demanding fresh trials, covering themselves in the event of the unforeseen mistake.
Eight times to date, stocks of the blocker had been stolen from labs, clinics and hospitals. ‘Downpops’ were changing hands in citybottom for double the price of Angel itself. When dealers began to make a killing, Stone’s suspicious streak came alive.
“You have to wonder,” Jarrat mused, “if the senators who’re insisting on reinventing the wheel aren’t taking kickbacks from street dealers.”
“That’s for Finney and Rocher to thrash out — it’s not NARC business.” Stone bundled up the refuse from lunch. “The only reason we’re even seeing the files is the Angel connection. Streetwar — blocker — Angel. This isn’t Sorenson’s war any longer. That one’s as good as history. Harry Del beat the bastard at his own game. This?” He gestured at the display. “Politics is driving this. Elise Rocher is covering her ass, in case something, anything, goes wrong when the blocker goes to market.”
“She’d rather watch Venice tear itself to pieces than risk her professional future.” Jarrat dumped the refuse into the chute. “Meanwhile, the blocker’s trading for seventy bucks a pop in Venice citybottom. Now, there’s one Harry and Cass didn’t see coming!”
“Again — Tactical business,” Stone said acidly. “Forced entry to clinics, medical inventory stolen. It’s well outside our brief. The arms smuggling’s technically outside our purview, but Dupre has the authority to bend a few rules if there’s good enough cause.”
The files closed, returning the display to the familiar NARC icon, the white dove cradled in the armored gauntlet. “We,” Jarrat said darkly, “have a report to write.”
“You want to start while I make a few calls?” Stone plucked a comset from the stand between the flatscreens. “Jesse, Tim, Jack, before they see us dead on GlobalNet and freak.”
“Go ahead.” Jarrat pulled up a chair and recalled the surveillance vids they had brought back from Thule and Elysium.




Chapter Forty-three

The look on Jesse Lawrence’s face was so priceless, Stone wished he had a camera. His jaw dropped as he recognized Jarrat at third glance and gaped at Stone, still not quite placing him until he forced eyes and brain to work in concert. Gable had brought him, Jack Spiteri and Tim Kwei to Central in an hour’s respite from the deluge. Afternoon grew dim under the overcast and Venice’s emergency services warned of flooding in the outer suburbs, where the Fraser River had already topped its banks ahead of an ‘emperor tide.’ The trio seemed to be thriving. Of the three, the dusky, dark-eyed Jack bore the humidity easiest. He wore a pale silk suit, while Tim Kwei’s teeshirt and jeans clung wetly to him
“Fuck,” Jack said succinctly. “You guys are back doing some covert shit?”
“That would be one way of putting it.” Stone had shown them into the small staff mess on the administration level, a space conveniently deserted at his hour.
Only Spiteri worked at Central often enough, designing battlefield simulations, to have standard ID. Jesse and Tim wore visitor’s ID, but all three were familiar with the building and personnel. The AI knew them, and the days when NARC might have overwhelmed them were long past. Tim Kwei had worked here with Harry Del, when he volunteered to perform as an experimental subject: R&D demanded proof that he was as Angel-immune as Stone, after the T/87’s magic. Later, Jesse spent weeks with McKinnen, designing at least one of the simulations which tested Jarrat and Stone past any point Harry deemed healthy.
As usual, Jesse preferred to be close to naked in the city’s relentless humidity. In the sudden chill of the refrigerated, recycled air his skin prickled. Jack hung his own jacket around the wide, honey-tanned shoulders and pulled him close to share body heat. Jesse murmured a word of thanks as he studied Jarrat and Stone closely.
“I can see what’s been done. It’s excellent, but none of it’s permanent.” He lifted his own heavy blond braid. “Like this. I use cosmetic nano to make the hair three or four shades lighter. Shows off my tan — if you got it, flaunt it, right? And I do this kind of temp tattoo all the time, for the stage.” His brows rose and blue eyes blinked at Jarrat. “So you’re planning to be you again, once the job’s over, aren’t you? I mean, you look good enough to eat, both of you … but you just don’t look like you, if that makes any sense.”
It made perfect sense and Stone sighed. “I’d like to me be again, but it could take a while. Now, listen: you’re going to hear a lot of crap on GlobalNet, probably this evening. There’s stuff you need to know ahead of time. You also can’t repeat one syllable about it outside this building, understand?”
They listened, mute, shocked, before it was Tim Kwei’s turn to swear fluently. “So you’re Farrell and Nielsen, until — sometime whenever.”
“Nick and Kai.” Jesse tried the names on his tongue. “It’s not so bad, Stoney, if that’s what worries you. In my game, same as yours, you get used to playing parts, being other people. Or is it —” He nodded sidelong at Jarrat. “This, with neat red hair and tats and earrings? You can’t be telling me, you don’t fancy him this way?”
Jack Spiteri snorted rudely. “You don’t want him, you can pass him right along. He’s a knockout. This Nick character’d be beating ’em off with a stick in uptown Elysium.”
“Besides which,” Jesse offered, “all cats —”
“Are gray in the dark,” Jarrat finished tartly. He gave Stone a challenging look.
“Of, for godsakes,” Stone protested. “Okay, so I can’t get my hands tangled in that wild mane you call hair. But the red looks good on you.”
“You could grow it out, tie it tight or braid it when you’re off the base,” Jesse mused. “Wear a French braid, I can show you how.”
“I don’t care,” Jarrat began.
“We’ll take you up on that,” Stone said loudly.
Rain lashed the wide windows with storm force as Venice almost entirely disappeared behind a silvery pall. Jarrat watched the downpour sluice over the armorglass while the building trembled slightly with the down-hammer of a heavy lifter on the airpark. The mess fell silent till Jesse handed back the silk jacket and joined Jarrat, one arm snaking about his waist. “It was good of you to call us, Kevin. Nick. If we’d just seen it on GlobalNet we’d have been —”
“Majorly bummed.” Spiteri shrugged back into the jacket. “You know the high-ups don’t tell us squat. Even if they did, this would be on a clearance level way above our pay scale.”
“But you can get off the base?” Tim wondered. “That is, we found this great new place to eat. They do a Chinese-Italian fusion you would not believe. We were going to drag you along, soon as you got back into town.”
Jarrat and Stone shared a wry look. “Soon,” Stone promised. “Dupre’s right. We need to sit tight till the assassination story gets around. Jarrat and Stone were shot dead in Elysium, the bastard shooters were itemized by Tactical, nobody survived to collect the bounty, so it’s over.”
“Ouch.” Jesse winced. “Don’t say it like that. My folks used to call it bad luck to come right out with the words. You can make it happen.” He drew back to look into Jarrat’s faux-green eyes, laid a hand on his chest. “You’re already half new inside, aren’t you? The heart, a bunch of other stuff.”
“Yeah.” Jarrat caught the cool hand, kissed Jesse’s fingers and let him go. “Everything’s changing, kiddo.”
“You mean, you expect to get pink-slipped soon?” Jack asked shrewdly. “So do I. I’ve been designing battlefield sims for NARC, but the truth is, this war’s close to over. Some of us are smart enough to see it coming. We’ve had a good run with NARC, but it’s time we looked for something else. Me? I’m thinking about going back into games design. That’s where I started out, eons ago.”
“And there’s always work for a good programmer with NARC references,” Tim added. “I got a job offer from Solstice Technologies in Elysium, wanting to know if I’d come back. But I dunno if we want to go back to Avalon … a whole lot of painful memories, you know?” He and Jack looked up at Jesse, who stood at the window, apparently lost in thought. “Hey, Blondie, anybody home?”
“Huh?” Jesse returned to the present with a start. “I’ll be all right. I have a permanent booking at the Sensations club for at least the next year. I’m working up a new routine, but I’ve been thinking about — well, you remember the stuff I did with Doctor McKinnen, designing that sim, Kevin, where you were supposed to go into Calleran as a top-buck Companion, calculated to get that White Lightning bastard?” He chuckled richly. “I wrote myself into the sim as his manager,” he told Jack and Tim. “Ever since, I couldn’t help wondering about doing it for real. Running a small, exclusive stable of colts and fillies. It’s one hell of a lot easier than dancing!”
A shiver took Stone unawares as long-buried memories surfaced momentarily. He watched the shutters close on Jarrat’s face before Kevin shrugged away his own memories and forced a smile, but it was Jack who said, “Tits and ass — now there’s the business to get into.” He leaned over, slapped Jesse’s rump firmly. “This one could keep me in the style to which I’m determined to become accustomed.”
“There’s a lot better money in VR games design,” Jesse said disdainfully, “but I never learned the programming stuff.” He spread his arms, struck a pose. “I am what I am.”
A SkyCity show pony, Stone thought generously, remembering the first time he and Jarrat had seen Jesse Lawrence. Randolph Dorne’s mansion in the sky seemed a lifetime ago for them all.
“So, you expect to get pink-slipped?” Tim wondered. “We’re already hearing rumblings about NARC cutting back staff. Captains should be the last to get laid off, but the little people will be gone before long. Last in, first out, as they say.” He gave Stone a curious look.
Before either he or Jarrat could find a suitable response, the comm intruded with a discreet chime. “Captains Farrell and Nielsen, report to Data 4.”
“They want us,” Jarrat apologized. “Why don’t you guys stay where you are? The coffee’s good — and it’s pissing down outside. Give us an hour, we’ll be back.”
Jesse dropped onto the couch between Jack and Tim, squeezed between them and nodded at the widescreen on the wall opposite the windows. “There she is. Isn’t she so … amazing?”
She? Stone turned to the screen, expecting an uptown celebrity, and saw the Jagreth Pioneer. And Jesse was right, the super-sleeper was one of the most astonishing sights he had ever seen. She had been imaged in the homeworlds, the Jupiter sub-system, the Oort, dwarfing the Starfleet-Olympic and the Cygnus-Atlantica, cruising by the Fleet tender Mitsubishi-Kure like a blue whale beside a porpoise, always outbound. Unspeakably vast, she gleamed with reflected starlight, breathtaking with the promise of immense power, the new Weimann technology.
And always the contact information flashed up at the end of the commercial, inviting would-be colonists to inquire, ‘ask to know more.’ This time the promotion carried a voiceover Stone had not heard before: JPC announced that its many branch offices across the colonies had begun to screen potential personnel.
Jesse, Jack and Tim had settled in. Stone stepped out silently behind Jarrat, not quite able to tell whose feelings were the more unruly, defiant, restless, resentful. Jarrat punched for McKinnen’s level and doggedly held his silence, as if deliberately trying not to say it all again, for his own benefit or Stone’s —
Farrell and Nielsen. Stone gritted his teeth as they walked back into McKinnen’s space and saw Dupre sitting on the arm of the couch. Intent on a fast-scrolling flood of text and images, he did not look up as they appeared, but beckoned them closer and backed up the file to run again.
“It checks out?” Jarrat asked of McKinnen, who leaned both shoulders against the wall, working her upper spine as if she had worked too long, too hard.
“Hand it to Leo — Inoshiro, Hiroyuki, whatever the hell the man wants to call himself this year,” she said acerbically. “He’s good.”
“Damned good,” Dupre observed. “I’m not even going to ask where he came by this information … I don’t think I want to know.”
“I don’t think you’d dare know.” McKinnen actually chuckled. “Take the man at face value, Bill. I’ve verified every detail that can be verified without actually delving into the archives of six or eight worlds, some as far away as the mid-Cygnus colonies. Everything I’ve cross-checked is kosher, amounting to well over seventy percent of the whole dossier. Therefore, the enormously greater probability is, it’s all kosher.”
“All right.” Dupre looked up at Jarrat and Stone. “Run the data. If you want the assignment, it’s yours. Draw personnel from the Athena, liaise with Scott Auel for whatever support you need.” He paused. “Technically I’m supposed to be putting you both through another round of intensive Psyche profiling, but I’ve shunted the nonsense onto a side burner. It’s of little consequence, since neither of you is angling for carrier command. The truth is, it would only impede the real work. This.”
He let the file run and Stone gave it his complete attention.
Swathes of Santini’s information cross-referenced with the consensus Dupre’s interrogation team had been able to drug and frighten out of the many arrests made in the aftermath of the Venice Trade Center operation. McKinnen had identified more than forty common data points between what Dupre already knew and material Santini supplied from subtle connections in government, business and underworld. Then Santini’s data surged ahead with many points he guaranteed as hard facts, names, dates, connections.
He could show that Angeliberty was scattered through nine colonies. Darwin’s, Rethan, Avalon, Aurora, Brennan, Sheal, Kelso, Sunrise … Tartarus. The super-syndicate had a nebulous nature, always shifting, moving, morphing, never in the same place for long enough to allow Tactical to pinpoint it, while the people behind the wraith cast elusive shadows, almost indefinable. Only someone with illicit connections would glimpse them with enough surety to calculate who, where, when — and who perched at the top of the pyramid, with vertical command blackouts at every level below so that no individual, anywhere, could know who sat at the top.
But Leo Michiko had worked it out. How he acquired his original hints and clues, Stone did not know — did not want to know. Santini provided the complete paper trail from clue to speculation to identification, and after subjecting his material to brutal examination, McKinnen was convinced. If the information had been wrong, skewed, exaggerated, unfounded, she would have uncovered the truth quickly enough. Dupre trusted her implicitly and in Stone’s own experience she had never been wrong.
The paper trail ended where multiple datastreams raveled into a single point. “Georgiou Cassel. Adele Leskov.” Jarrat read off the names. “They’re right here on Darwin’s, but I never heard of either. You?”
“No. We wouldn’t have.” Dupre stood, thrust both hands into his pockets and frowned at the two faces which appeared beside the scrolling text. “They’re not celebrities. Not so young, not so old, neither beautiful nor ugly. They don’t do the social scene, they don’t patronize charities, manage conspicuous businesses, or marry aeroball stars, get falling-down drunk in public, buy palaces, race spaceplanes, base-jump buildings … they’re not even spectacularly wealthy in this colony. Of course, their money is scattered across eight others, under twenty or thirty pseudonyms, fortunes buried inside layers of shell companies.
“In other words, they’re as close to invisible as reasonably wealthy people can be, with minimal documentation that seems to be genuine. Cassel was born in the Jupiter system, Leskov is native to Brennan, from one of the lesser notable business families in midtown Calleran. Neither has ever been married, there are no children. If their documents can be trusted, they’re both in their forties; no records of genetic therapies — though you know how difficult it is to track down those. Clinics won’t share data unless they’re threatened with collusion charges. In this case we do not want to alert Mister Cassel and Madame Leskov to the fact NARC knows they exist.
“We traced licenses to drive, fly, own firearms, plus a few educational records dating back over twenty years. Both attended college, one in Sequoia, the other in Chell — history of architecture, comparative modern literature, nothing high-tech. Both quit before graduation. No major surgeries; nothing in the Tactical archive beyond the usual parking and speeding offenses … and who hasn’t been ticketed occasionally by the time you get to their age?” Dupre’s brows rose in frustration. “So little exists regarding Cassel and Leskov, I’m temped to assume these are manufactured identities. The more probable truth is, we don’t know who the hell these people are. All we know is the façade we’re permitted to discover; so we work with that.
“But see here: Mister Santini has highly credible intelligence linking the pair of them to Equinox, Scorpio, Black Unicorn, Basilisk, Death’s Head, White Lightning, Blackfire.” The raw data continued to scroll. “Ships owned offworld by these two are implicated by association with major arms thefts. Here’s ATC and Starfleet data from Calleran, Rethan, Darwin’s … Oromon. Their vessels — three of them; large, all running the Auriga-7 engine, every one registered in tax shelters — can be placed insystem when a major arms theft occurred. Then local ATC logged them out with bogus flightplans, within a matter of hours of each theft. Santini chased down those flightplans.
“They don’t cross-reference with arrivals records on the docks where these ships were supposed to berth. Freight manifests filed at port of exit are utterly mundane, just machine parts, crated drones, refurbished tech, none of which showed up on the docks listed as destination at time of departure.” Dupre’s mouth compressed. “It’s purely circumstantial, but Santini has nailed down fourteen such incidents, at which point I have to start getting suspicious. Their operation has every hallmark of smuggling. Smuggling what? Since the Angel routes are locked down, the next most lucrative marketplace is contraband armaments.”
“Then there’s the clan connections,” McKinnen went on. “And this time, Leo dug back four generations, not the usual two. He provided the minutiae, made it easy for me to follow his tracks — knowing I, or someone like me, would verify everything. Surprise: three generations ago, Adele Leskov is related by marriage to Valda Hawass, lately of Scimitar. And oh, surprise again, Georgiou Cassel is related by blood to both Pietro Denehy, lately of Scorpio, and the same Flynn Jaenada who killed you, Jarrat. Go back four generations, those bastards share a common grandfather in south Spain, just under a century ago. They’re descended from Raoul Jaenada Sanchez, who was busted for insider trading and vanished before he could come to trial. Tactical loosely identified him in Calleran seven years later, but he was never apprehended.” McKinnen shook her head in appreciation. “Leo was damned thorough. This dossier took a great deal of time and work. It would also have cost a lot of money, Bill. Tracing Flynn Jaenada right back to Earth, then connecting him forward to Pietro Denehy, was several steps further than NARC and Tactical ever cared to reach.”
She might have tipped a pail of ice chips down Jarrat’s spine. Stone shared the shiver, the wrench of his insides, the sudden squeeze of the brand-new heart which Kip Reardon had designed and cultured to be better than the original. Jarrat recovered fast and breathed a soft curse.
“And one or both of these two characters,” he said quietly, “will have his or her finger on the button controlling the Venice device.”
“I think both of them,” McKinnen said shrewdly. “You need two who can control it, in case something happens to the other.”
“Something?” Stone echoed.
She shrugged. “A legitimate accident, perhaps. Or someone, somewhere, hammers this puzzle into shape and NARC manages to pick up one of them, not both.” Her eyes were hawk-sharp. “You realize, Bill, we don’t dare go out and pick up either one of them.”
“A dead-man switch?” Jarrat shot a glance at Stone. “Christ, it makes sense.”
“If one or both of them don’t log in routinely and placate some tiny, dedicated AI,” Stone whispered, “the thing activates. For Angeliberty, it’s the ultimate insurance. They win even if Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov are dead or sitting in the cells under this building.”
“Damn,” Dupre murmured.
“Oh, that’s too mild a word,” McKinnen protested. “I was thinking of something infinitely more virile and scatological.” She made negative gestures as she pushed away from the wall and went to the ’Chef for chai tea. The scents of cardamom and nutmeg rose from her mug as she said tersely, “We don’t dare take the risk. Not with a city-sized population at stake. Don’t even think about laying a finger on Cassel or Leskov. If I were them, I’d be in contact with the AI controller for my device every second, every day. If I even suspected NARC or Tactical might be breathing down my neck, I’d trigger it and run like bloody hell, if I could.”
“Bet your retirement fund, they’ll have a ship stashed somewhere in the mountains north of Venice,” Jarrat said sourly. “They’d have to assume we’ll have the spaceport so locked down, they wouldn’t get out that way. There’s a hundred places within easy reach of Venice to hide a hyper-enabled ship.”
“So we could expect them to trigger the device, pull every trick to give us the slip,” Stone mused, “then vanish while Venice goes up in smoke. Then they move on to Chell or Elysium or Calleran and just tell the governor, ‘See what happened on Darwin’s? You’re sitting on a device, you want the key, it’ll only cost you a few hundred billion. Cheap at twice the price.’” He angled a glance at McKinnen. “What kind of sum would a government be able to come up with, and how would it be delivered?”
The question surprised her. She sat back, cradling the chai, mulling it over. “I’d demand a sum I believed was deliverable. Asking the impossible, Stone, is the surest recipe for failure. Ask for a trillion or two, you’d get nothing. Demand two hundred billion — any wealthy colony can raise that. I’d want it in bullion and gems, on a freighter parked midway between stars, nothing in space in any direction for two or three days’ hyperflight time. I’d send smart drones to pick up the freighter, bring it to me. If the ship should be booby-trapped in any way, from troops hidden aboard to a rigged flight computer or drive engine, the device in Chell or Calleran, wherever, would activate. If the bullion should be faked — marked or irradiated, anything — expect a city to pay the price. Only after I had my cash and was well away, headed for freespace, would you get your coordinates and shutdown codes.”
Dupre gave her a hard look. “I’m glad you work for us, Yvette.”
She actually laughed, though the humor was brief. “I wasn’t given a choice.” This season’s golden eyes looked over Jarrat and Stone. “I came to NARC fifteen years ago, did you know? On probation, with a subdermal chip in my back and the Sword of Damocles hanging over my head.”
“You were a criminal?” Stone should not have been surprised.
“A hacker,” she said broodingly. “Not malicious mischief, you understand. I went after banking corporations, insurance companies. I was a billionaire before I turned twenty … that kind of greed draws attention, but it’s typical of the young and stupid. One day I lived in a penthouse, owned an island; the next I was wearing Tactical prison fatigues, eating garbage food, manacled hand and foot, not expecting to see daylight till I was fifty years old.” McKinnen sipped a little chai. “A NARC general visited the Tactical compound in Paris. I was recruited. Chipped like a common criminal, assigned quarters the size of a broom closet in the NARC building in Chicago — but I was given work. I found it … interesting.
“In a year, they took off the manacles and gave me a real apartment in the building. Two years, I began to wear civilian clothes. After five years I received a wage and permission to leave NARC Command for brief periods, under escort at first. At seven years they removed the chip, offered me salary and my own lab in Paris.” She smiled thinly. “Save for NARC, I could still be buried in maximum security with another fifteen years to serve. Or, if I’d been less greedy and stupid, I might easily have become like Madame Leskov — though I had no connection to syndicate trash when I was young. I was just very clever, utterly stupid, terminally greedy. One … learns.”
Dupre frowned into the display, absorbing Leskov and Cassel feature by feature. “I don’t know how much time we have before Angeliberty begins to play the game Santini outlined, but I’m sure he’s right. We don’t dare lay a finger on Leskov and Cassel, much less arrest them. We don’t dare let them even suspect we know who they are.” His brows rose as he took a long, slow breath. “We’ll begin with level eight surveillance: too delicate to be noticed, but so deep, we’ll know when these two sneeze. I want to know where they are, what they eat, who they talk to, who’s on their domestic payroll, who fixes the plumbing, who installed the AI, its make and model, what they download, drive, fly, wear, drink, which Companions they use, what kinks they fancy, who visits the property, what color their bathroom walls are painted!” He stabbed a finger into the display. “There’s always a way in, something they don’t see, don’t know. We can’t make a move till we find it.” He looked up sharply at Jarrat and Stone. “This one won’t be as simple as the way you winkled Scimitar out of the palace on Los Tres Dragones.”
“You call that simple?” Jarrat demanded.
“By comparison with this?” McKinnen studied Cassel and Leskov closely. “It was probably fairly straightforward, Captain Farrell, though it wouldn’t have looked easy at the time.” She drummed scarlet fingernails on the desk. “First, let me design surveillance on the house, Bill. If you go blundering in with the usual hardware you’re certain to run into a garrison of gundrones, a high-performance AI, more executive security systems than Governor Rocher employs. And the cost for failure is … too high. This one must be infinitely subtle.”
“All yours,” Dupre said readily. “I’ll let you hash it out. Tell me what you need, liaise with Jarrat and Stone. If you want the Athena, she’s currently running dark in low orbit over Capetown on the other side of the planet.” He flicked a hard glance between the younger men. “This operation takes precedence over the work Scott Auel is doing. We’ve already closed down the arms smuggling, all sides in our nasty little streetwar are beginning to run out of ammunition as Auel’s team locates and neutralizes a great many stockpiles we never knew existed. But this …” He gestured at McKinnen’s displays. “Call me if you can work out a surveillance plan, Yvette. Make it bulletproof. There’s no one else I’d trust to do this.”
“If it can be done at all,” she warned, already so intent on the work, she did not notice Jarrat and Stone leaving in Dupre’s wake.
They followed the colonel back to the elevators while Stone began to admit the onset of fatigue. What time was it back in Elysium, or on the Indiana? He rubbed his eyes, trying to work out how long it had been since he and Jarrat slept, and heard Jarrat stifle a yawn.
“Take some downtime,” Dupre said generously. “Handle the security arrangements for this senatorial foolishness, get Sorenson and Steinberg in and out of here without a major drama, if you can. That’ll be your assignment, until McKinnen finds us a way to reach Cassel and Leskov. Give her time, as long as it takes … so long as it’s not too long.” He stepped into the lift, worked his neck around, betraying the taut muscles of anxiety. “Who knows how long we have left?” He studied them bleakly. “I’ll expect the report on Thule and the rest of it tomorrow.”
He would get it late, Stone thought — which Dupre might not even notice, since his schedule placed him out of the building till early evening, working with Rocher and Finney. Stone had glimpsed his datastream, enough to know Tactical had seized a massive arms cache on its way into Darwin’s World; but the bust was so simple, Dupre had to be suspicious. To Stone, it looked like a diversion.
While Tactical wasted time crowing and congratulating its officers, smugglers would be sneaking through some backdoor with munitions stolen from Vincent Morello or Chiyoda, processed through some bazaar like Oromon. Black market arms dealing had been a massive industry since the first Angel empires arose, but Tactical on Darwin’s had much to learn, since this world never suffered any streetwar before the Sorenson Act.
A few NARC personnel had drifted into the lounge where Jesse, Jack and Tim were whiling away the stormy afternoon with GlobalNet and the AutoChef. Jesse sprang up as Farrell and Nielsen appeared, his face tight. “You … they were on.” He gestured at the widescreen. “The obituary.”
“And we missed it,” Stone said with bitter humor.
“It was quite moving.” Jack levered himself up from the couch and dumped an assortment of mugs and plates into the disposal. “Tears, see?”
“Keep it to yourselves.” Jarrat nodded discreetly at the other NARC personnel, all of whom seemed to be recent transfers from Tactical and Army, ignorant of the names of Jarrat and Stone. They would have heard that veteran officers had been killed offworld, but for senior field agents death was an occupational hazard. It happened too often for probies to be very troubled. 
“Consider it zipped,” Jesse promised, patting his lower lip. “Dominic, would you have any chance of getting off the base, you and Kai, next week? Masahiro’s for drinks and sushi —? Or, how about Sensations for cocktails and the midnight show?”
“Maybe. We’ll let you know,” Stone promised. “You need a ride back into town?”
They were gone minutes later with a NARC ferry pilot, into a fresh wall of curiously warm rain, while Venice Emergency broadcast wide-scale flood alerts for Fairview, Belmont, Redcliff and adjacent suburbs along the Fraser River. Stone gave a thought to a house standing empty above the beach in Montpelier and sighed as he palmed open the plain, austere apartment. Jarrat felt the tug of his wayward feelings and glanced back at him, but Stone did not care to say any of it. Not again, when it had all been said too often.
Without a word Jarrat headed into the bathroom. A billow of steam issued from the open door as he threw Nick Farrell’s black-on-black clothes in the general direction of the bed. Stone dropped Nielsen’s kaftan and faded, shabby denims. He kicked them into a heap with Nielsen’s dour garb and stepped into the bank of steam.
Decadent luxury enveloped him as Jarrat soaped his hands and worked them over every inch of Kai Nielsen’s bronze skin. Stone turned, leaned both palms on the tiles, let him wash the long blond hair and indulged in a groan as Jarrat’s fingers massaged his scalp. He ducked his head under the water, set his shoulders on the wall and pulled Jarrat in close. Both hands clenched into the taut buttocks to hold him there while Jarrat began to move against him, drew one callused palm the length of Stone, root to crown, inspiring a shiver that reverberated between them.
If he closed his eyes, blind to Farrell’s shorn red hair, Celtic tattoos and earrings, nothing had changed. Jarrat thrummed through every nerve Stone possessed — chuckled against his ear. “Illusion,” Jarrat said huskily as he took his weight on his hands, either side of Stone’s broad torso, and nudged the strong legs apart. He bucked hard against Stone. “Tell me that’s not familiar.”
But Stone could not speak, and hunted for Jarrat’s mouth with a kiss that raised the iron tang of blood.
A long time later, dry, hungry, they investigated the ’Chef and strewed an odd assortment of food across the workspaces around one of the comm relay terminals. Yawning over the Sorenson and Steinberg files, Jarrat cursed as he saw arrival dates, venue bookings. Stone could not summon enough curiosity to even look so far before morning. Instead, on a whim he called up the Jagreth Pioneer Company brochure.
Aware of Jarrat watching without comment, he clicked in their contact information, the formal request to learn more. The brochure expanded, not merely with a streetmap of the virgin city of Westminster, but with data outlining employment, accommodation, leisure facilities, communications, medical centers, the spaceport … and the areas in which JPC was hiring at this moment.
“Security,” Jarrat said softly. “Looks like they’re recruiting for a colonial defense taskforce. Damn, Gil and Joe guessed it dead right. JPC’s not blind to the threat out of freespace.”
The deeper information stated clearly, for the past fourteen months a drone constructor fleet had been mining the outer worlds of the Jagreth system. Stone read through the material quickly. The company was building the ships for its defense force. “Well, now. We were wondering if they had their act in gear.” He looked along at Jarrat, hand hovering over the large, friendly ‘download application form’ bar. “Think about it. NARC’s already downsizing. Our internal security’s going to get skinny as budget and manpower shorten. Expect our personal risk quotient to blow out geometrically. But our service record — command rank, goddamn it — should at least get us into the running.”
“Thousands of applicants for every position,” Jarrat mused. “But how many NARC captains show up on their shortlist? The longer we wait, the harder it’ll be to get in.”
Stone pointed out the warning alongside the download bar: Due to the unprecedented volume of communication received by JPC, please allow four to eight weeks for your application to be processed. “So?” He lifted one brow at Jarrat in question, and Jarrat nodded minutely.




Chapter Forty-four

They would come into the Fleet docks on the Starfleet cruiser Alexandria, shuttle directly to the airpark above the Presidential Suite at the Excelsior Hotel, and face the media in the Venice Convention Center, five blocks north. Ten hours later, the schedule called for Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg to formally meet Governor Elise Rocher and, later that day, deliver their triumphal speeches to a packed auditorium at the Moira Halloran Opera House. They would attend a banquet in the Taipei Room at the Excelsior and, after ‘classified talks,’ shuttle back to the Starfleet docks for departure.
Total time in Venice, just under three days. Hazard factor, astronomical, Jarrat thought as he ran through the onsite security resources. The Alexandria would arrive loaded and Starfleet would liaise with SkyHarbor’s security corps, but their efforts could only safeguard the dock’s interior. Jarrat’s immediate concern was assault from outside. Viewed from the vantage point of a ship in space, any dock, from Venice SkyHarbor to the NARC facility itself, appeared as fragile as Leo Michiko’s ‘soap bubbles’ and the habitat cities in the Jupiter system.
“Park Blue Raven on one side of the dock, Gold on the other,” Evelyn Lang said thoughtfully. She and Tanya Reynolds sat across the briefing table from Jarrat, while Cronin and Ramos scrolled through a chaos of blueprints and specifications, the like of which Jarrat had not seen since they planned the assault on Inquanoc. Lang leaned back, gesturing with an empty coffee mug. “We can rendezvous with the Alexandria on her way in, if you like. Shadow her, all the way from Node One. It’s a long, boring flight, but we’d have her covered till the senators board the downshuttle.”
“Then we shadow the shuttle right down to Excelsior Airpark,” Reynolds went on. “Tactical’s putting a hundred pairs of boots on the floor inside the building, but inside is the least of our worries. Look at this.”
She pulled up a long shot of the hotel, a tall and elegant structure towering over the cityscape against a background of windswept clouds and low hills. Jarrat surveyed it with disgust. “Everybody and his uncle can recognize the Presidential Suite. Three long dashes on the top floor — the observation windows.” He mimed drawing a pistol, taking aim on the windows, pulling the trigger. “They’re making it ridiculously easy. A ten year old with a missile launcher could take this target.”
He called up a threedee plot of Venice, threw it into the vidgrid and rotated it till he had a clear picture of the two thousand meters directly before and above the Excelsior’s east side, with those signature observation windows. Grumbling, he slapped a red flash onto every rooftop that might be used as a gun platform.
“And this,” Lang said bleakly, “doesn’t allow for anything coming in by air. A missile launched from an aircraft —”
“How ’bout a smart missile launched on the far side of the Neptune Gulf, or from some ship sittin’ in low orbit?” Cronin snorted. “Them senators’re history — and hundreds of people with ’em, when the top of the building caves in.”
“My point exactly.” Lang shook her head. “How the hell are we supposed to secure this? It’s a mess.”
“Popup surveillance drones,” Jarrat sighed, “seeded right back along every possible flightpath. All four gunships and both Corsairs in the air, intercept whatever comes in from the outside. Let Tactical take the interior, put Starfleet Security in the street. I’d want the whole building locked down tight with two weeks to spare, swept with every gadget we have, every hour, till the stupid bastards get the hell off our turf.”
“This is gonna be freakin’ expensive.” Ramos looked up over the schematics of the hotel. “Who’s pickin’ up the tab? Not NARC — we ain’t got the bucks now.”
Jarrat gestured with a palmtop. “According to this, Governor Rocher is covering it, which actually means the Venice taxpayer is paying for Sorenson’s showboating.”
“Fuck,” Cronin muttered. “You catch GlobalNet this mornin’?”
“I try not to,” Jarrat admitted, though he had seen the direct Tactical feed.
The street fighting had intensified when public citynet pages reported supplies of the Angel blocker running low. Several clinics had already been forced to ration remaining stocks following smash-and-grab raids, while the price in citybottom had soared to four times the cost of Angel itself. Of necessity, most early-stage sufferers had reverted to drug use, though every lungful brought them a step closer to death. Worse, with the Sorenson and Steinberg tour approaching, the licensed supply might be restricted, though possibly only temporarily. Without either prescription blocker or ‘medical Angel,’ sufferers would pay insane prices for any illicit supply, where quality control was nonexistent.
People were going to die, Jarrat thought bitterly, while Venice endured crime such as it had never seen before, burglary, armed robbery, ‘demanding money with menaces.’ Ridiculous, unnecessary violence. Anger blazed through him, hotter and brighter than the old ‘zealot fire’ had burned in many months. The fury lashed into Stone and bounced back with a glittering, knife-edge curiosity. Jarrat expected the combug in his left ear to crackle before Stone’s voice demanded,
“What’s wrong, Kevin?”
Nothing. Everything. Jarrat took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. “Sorry. We’re still hammering on the security blueprint here, and it’s crazy. None of this should be happening. Where are you?”
“You need to ask?” Stone demanded.
In fact, Jarrat could place him within a few meters, if he took a moment to concentrate: Stone stood in the muggy, humid breeze on the airpark, sweating lightly while he exchanged dispatches with a courier pilot, packs of datacubes containing information too sensitive to transmit, even if the Athena had not been running dark, currently over Michigan, five thousand kilometers under the horizon. Scott Auel and Curt Gable had traced another arms cache. Two squads from Perth Tactical raided it four hours before, while Jarrat and Stone thrashed out a workable security solution for the senatorial tour which could be managed on time, on budget. The task had begun to seem implausible.
“Be there in ten,” Stone promised, and clicked out of the loop.
“Drones,” Cronin said tersely. “Drones is the only way this is gonna work. We ain’t got the manpower.”
“We don’t have enough drones either,” Lang mused. “Not in the numbers it’d take to cover the cubic territory we need to lock down.” She glanced across at Jarrat. “We all saw the memo from Dupre’s office. The funding for this op is damned short. The governor doesn’t want to risk getting the taxpayers mad enough to kill.” She paused, thinking. “Can we borrow drones?”
The idea had not occurred to Jarrat. “Scrounge a load of gundrones, viddrones, the works, from some Army carrier, hand ’em back when we’re done? That’s not bad, Eve. Let me see what’s reachable inside the next month.”
“Twenty-four days,” Ramos growled.
Routine Army and Starfleet shipping schedules were accessible enough. Jarrat scrolled through their lists looking for a warship, a tender, anything within a week’s transit time of Node 224, where ships dropped out of the hyperflight envelope to synch comm and data. He was down to a scant handful of possibilities when Stone stepped in.
Cronin handed him a coffee and gestured at his comset. “I been listenin’, Stoney. Blue Raven did good, the intel was spot-on. I pegged this one for a goose chase, Joe just won hisself twenty.”
A rural property less than a hundred kilometers south of the Michigan suburbs, with an arms cache concealed in bunkers under the rainwater tanks on a private airfield. The cache had been in place for years, dumped there long before the current streetwar. Jarrat had to wonder who would store arms on Darwin’s World, and why. Auel and Gable were chasing every lead Tactical could get, but both tipoffs and the evidence trail were growing thinner as their operation wound down.
“I guess some syndicate wiggled a tentacle in, even here,” Ramos hazarded. “Maybe they figured Angel smugglers’d get a fight, even if no cartel ever sprung up under our noses. Shit, there’s always been Angel in the city, every city, always will be.”
“And it won’t matter a damn once the blocker’s on the open market.” Stone tried the coffee, took it back to the ’Chef for water and sugar. Cronin preferred his coffee like tar. “Dupre’s called a briefing — two hours.”
“All hands?” Lang wondered
But Stone’s blond head shook. He had tied the long hair at his nape, but the band annoyed him, Jarrat knew, as much as the shorn hair annoyed Kevin with memories of another service, another life. “Some top-clearance bullshine.”
“Doc McKinnen’s project?” Reynolds hazarded. “Hey, if Dupre thinks it’s all a big fat secret around Central that we’ve had smart surveillance for the last week on Windebanks House, up in Shenandoah at the low end of Adriatic Court, he’s telling himself stories.”
“We all knew we was carryin’ classified crap back from Elysium,” Cronin said shrewdly. “Then, who’d you think signed out the hardware for McKinnen’s covert surveillance circus? Half of it came right off the Athena. It don’t take no mastermind to add two and two.”
A chuckle escaped Jarrat. “You’ll have the details soon enough, Gil. If this is about McKinnen’s project, it’s the big one.”
“The one we better not fuck up,” Ramos said succinctly. “Forgettin’ about the folks who live in Venice for just one second, this could be the last ride on the carousel for us … we don’t want nothin’ stinkin’ up our record.”
“Not when we got an application in.” Cronin drained his coffee to the bitter dregs and tossed the mug into the chute. “JPC.”
“You did it already?” Reynolds sounded surprised.
“Soon as we found out it takes two months to get an app processed before they even wanna chat,” Cronin informed her. “Shit, Tan, they’re gettin’ knocked down in the rush to get outta the old colonies.
“Well, shoot,” Reynolds muttered. “I already signed with Military Airlift, the two year tour.”
“Sweet deal: hyper-enabled, heavy-qualified pilot’s privilege,” Ramos said with uncharacteristic acid. “You could be flyin’ a starclipper on the tourist run in three years. Grunts don’t got them options, Tan. An’ no place to go back to, ’cept some Army carrier. No thanks.”
Though Jarrat and Stone said nothing, they shared a frisson of uneasy anticipation, and a guarded glance. Once an application had been lodged, candidates could login to JPC and check their glacial progress through the queue. Jarrat had resolved not to. Deliberately, he turned his attention to the assignment.
“You want to get lunch before the briefing? Stone offered. “I’m hungry.”
“You’re making me hungry,” Jarrat observed, pushing away from the work space below the vidgrid. “Go.”
The smaller briefing room on Dupre’s level — dove gray with marine blue carpets, a ’Chef, widescreens, a threedee vidgrid over a table seating twelve — auto-sealed as all parties arrived. The AI was idling, the data already on hold. McKinnen had been there for some time, installed at the head of the table to Dupre’s right. Opposite were Scott Auel and Curt Gable. Jarrat and Stone swiveled out the seats by McKinnen, and as the room sealed Dupre called the briefing to order.
“I’m as curious as you are,” he began. “I just returned from Robyn Finney’s office. She’s delighted with the results of Operation Hammer. In fact, Tactical sources are beginning to come up dry, Captain Auel. My compliments to your crew, especially the Blue Ravens: their performance has been exemplary.”
Scott Auel seemed resigned to the role. Elegant in pale blue shirt, black slacks, he sat between Dupre and Gable, accepting his unit’s kudos gracefully. “Thank you, Colonel. It hasn’t been easy. A number of the Ravens are ambivalent about deploying on our own streets in a situation none of us would call a normal battlefield. I swore on my honor, they wouldn’t draw weapons against the public. I’m glad to say we were able to hold to that. I’d be prepared to call Hammer complete. The last few strikes have been small, insignificant by comparison with the first. If Colonel Finney’s satisfied, I can stand down the Ravens any time. They’re due furlough rotations, especially with the clowns arriving soon.”
“The clowns?” Dupre echoed.
“You got that right,” Stone said caustically. “Sorenson and Steinberg need their brains examined. Even if we can get them through Venice without getting their stupid heads shot off, when they hit Chell and Elysium, they’ll run face-first into a rougher public than anything we’re handling here — and Pete Stacy and Vic Duggan don’t have the luxury of NARC parked in their backyard, with a carrier in orbit.”
“Sorenson and Steinberg are dead,” Jarrat said with icy fury, “any way you push and shove it. Chell, Calleran, Elysium, Thule —? The tour’s an insane risk. It’d take madmen to try it.”
“What he said,” Auel sighed. “Just let me give my Ravens some decent leave, Colonel, before they’re back on launch-alert around the clock.”
My Ravens. The words sliced through Jarrat and Stone at the same moment, sharp as broken glass. Yet Auel was right, and one day at a time the Athena’s crew was learning to trust him implicitly, right here at her home dock. With the Angel war done, perhaps she would soon ship out chasing arms smugglers on the frontier. Dangerous, Jarrat thought. Every time out, they could expect to run into something like the Basilisk, an industrial hybrid freak out of freespace.  He said nothing, forced his wayward mind to concentrate as Dupre said,
“By all means, Captain. And I’ve news for you. The Diana is already done on Sheal. Gene Cantrell is shipping out, back to Darwin’s, in a week or so. Blackfire was a small, simple job, easy to wrap with minimal collateral damage on the street. Tactical is ecstatic to have their Angel trouble settled — and the government on Sheal,” the Barbadian added tartly, “has chosen this moment to decide it’s content to accept Rethan’s clinical findings. The Angel blocker slid smoothly into public distribution, planet-wide, just as Captains Cantrell and Cobb were closing their files. Aurora, Rethan, Sheal, the Montserrat Lode — Tartarus, if you prefer … all are well supplied with the blocker, all are at peace. Next to follow will be Brennan, Avalon, Kelso. We’re lagging behind. Politically, Darwin’s World has always been the biggest apple in the colonies. I regret to say, our government is suffering from a terminal case of professional caution which will cause more pain for the public, Tactical and NARC alike before we’re done.
“And on that score, I’ll ask Doctor McKinnen to speak. She reported a breakthrough in her own project: Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov, who appear to be at the helm of Angeliberty, sitting in the shadow of NARC Sector Command.” His head shook minutely, as if even now he could scarcely believe it. “Doctor?”
Images filled the screens over the table as McKinnen tapped the remote: two faces, a house, a map of southeast Venice heavily overlaid by marker flags. “The Shenandoah sector,” she said quietly, as if she were tired. Fresh makeup and hair hid most of the gremlins, but her face was shadowed, gaunt. “Upmarket Venice. You don’t get any more snobbish than Shenandoah, though Windebanks House is far from the biggest or most extravagant mansion.
“It’s carefully middle of the road, deliberately positioned at the low end of Adriatic Court, which means no passing traffic. The house sits on a half hectare; the compound’s walls are three meters high, overgrown with flowering creepers that do a damn’ good job of concealing every kind of surveillance gadget you can think of, plus a lot you can’t. I called up the catalogs from IntelScan and the other market leaders, used NARC leverage to find out what they shipped to this address, and when. Everything, recently, and a lot of it.
“The grounds, the house, the gates, the roof, it’s all covered. Viddrones, sensors, thermoscan, ultraviolet, motion detection, chemical sniffing.” McKinnen laughed shortly. “There’s even five very big, nasty, noisy dogs on the property! Windows, doors, a/c intakes, even the plumbing, it’s all covered to a depth of three meters underground. The only way we’d put so much as a nanobot into Windebanks House is if we actually want Cassel and Leskov to push the button. They’ll blast out of that property in something big and armored, surrounded by enough gundrones to give a riot squad a fight —
“You want to deploy a gunship, stage a major battle among the richest mansions in this city? And besides, it’s a complete waste of time. They will pull the trigger on the Venice device. While we chase the bastards down with gunships, the civilian population sitting at ground zero will pay the price.” The golden eyes closed as if McKinnen were exhausted. “It could be nuclear, chemical, bacterial, a nerve agent — who knows?
“It’s not important. Until late yesterday, I was ready to sit in Governor Rocher’s office and tell her to start raking a few hundred billion spare dollars together, because this time it’d be easier, safer, to just swallow your pride and pay up in cash.”
“Till yesterday?” Jarrat echoed. “You want coffee, Mac? You look wiped.”
“Thanks. I am wiped.” McKinnen might have put her face into her hands, rubbed her eyes, raked all ten fingers through her hair, if she would not have smeared an artful mask of makeup and coiffeur. “I blew off days,” she said hoarsely, “trying to find a physical way into Windebanks. Sure, there’s ways in, if you don’t mind losing the city. I’ve actually been rehearsing my little speech, ready to tell Rocher to pay on demand. Then … I was half asleep, if I tell you the truth, watching the datastream with eyes that wouldn’t absorb one more number.
“And that,” she said philosophically, taking a mug from Jarrat with a nod of thanks, “is when I saw it.” She looked from Jarrat and Stone to Gable and Auel, lastly at Dupre. “I’d been looking at the people and the property, all the things going into Windebanks House. They have gourmet food delivered; very occasionally an exclusive Companion visits, but never from a local agency. They arrive from offworld, always transferred from the spaceport to the mansion by armored, drone-chauffeured limousine. The chances of replacing the Companion with a lookalike are nil. I wouldn’t be surprised if the inbound entertainment isn’t retina-scanned. God knows, IntelScan reports delivering three retinal scanners to the property.
“They generate their own power, recycle their water and sewage. On the rare occasion when Cassel and Leskov step outside Windebanks, they leave in an armored, armed limousine, surrounded by drones, and fly low over the most densely-populated sectors to the spaceport, where they’re promptly surrounded by thousands of people, billion-dollar ships, fueling facilities with all the characteristics of a bomb … oh yes, we could take them. But the cost would be appalling even if these bastards didn’t have their finger on the trigger — which they do.”
“We can’t get in, can’t touch them, don’t dare even let them know we’re looking,” Stone concluded. “So?”
“So.” McKinnen drank a little coffee. “I was so busy looking at what goes into Windebanks, I hadn’t looked at what comes out of it.” She tapped the remote again, and waited.
For some moments Jarrat did not see it. A chart of Windebanks House’s comm traffic displayed, depicting datastream density and peak transmission duration. The chart filled the display with streams of data, uploads and downloads, cycling through periods of day and night, hitting peak at various times, dropping to zero at others. Normal density was usually fairly normal for a wealthy household, but at certain times of day —
“They’re uploading terabytes per hour,” Stone mused.
“And downloading the same amount,” Jarrat added. “Couldn’t be syndicate business … for a start, twenty syndicates wouldn’t generate enough chatter to make for this kind of loading. Second, syndicate comm is compressed, encrypted, micro-second squirts, designed to keep out snoops like us. What the hell is this?”
Gable leaned closer. “They’re transferring massive amounts of data for up to six hours at any one time … mostly through the evening. This isn’t business stuff. Not even Starfleet generates this much uncompressed comm.”
And then it hit Jarrat and Stone almost simultaneously. “Bloody hell,” Stone breathed. “They’re —”
“Players,” Jarrat finished. “This? It’s a gamestream. Has to be.”
“Give the boys a couple of cigars. And somebody get me another coffee.” McKinnen stifled a yawn. She held out her mug blindly; Gable took it. “There are over a hundred networked VR games being played by hundreds of thousands of players at this moment. Fortunately, cyberspace lights up white hot when the major players come online. Data traffic numbers go ballistic. Still, it took over an hour to slice through twenty different service providers’ firewalls and track down the game Cassel and Leskov are amusing themselves with, in full-immersion VR. It’s so data heavy, there’s not too many users who can handle the load. Here on Darwin’s, only something like five or six hundred can play it often enough to get very good.
“So gaming is what Cassel and Leskov do while they sit out the interminable months, waiting with their finger on the button. And this is what they’re playing.” She tapped the remote again, and a brochure began to run.
Techno-fantasy, Jarrat saw. Complex, richly detailed, bloodily violent, relentlessly erotic — expensive. Demonhawk Deep. “This is pretty atypical stuff. Not many people could even afford the hardware, much less the datastream requirements. Who’s the provider?”
“An Elysium company called iDream,” McKinnen told him. “They rake in massive royalties from subscribers across the colonies. You won’t find this beast in VR dens. It’s just on the right side of legal. One more level of gore or eroticism, this monstrosity would head off the banned list on most worlds.”
“Which wouldn’t stop it,” Stone said cynically. “It’d just make it harder to control. In Tactical’s experience, it ends up easier if they legalize the game and keep a watch on it — how it’s updated, who’s playing it, how they’re playing.” He paused, rummaging through memory. “iDream has a mainframe in Venice. I’ve heard of it.”
So had Jarrat. “Uptown, in an elite building with a comm array on the roof that looks like it belongs on the back of a starship. Head office is in Elysium, but if iDream does business here, local management will have company consent to tango with Venice Tactical when it comes to the legalities. And no matter where they are,” he added darkly, “they’ll handshake with NARC.”
“This,” McKinnen said with rich satisfaction, “is the way into Windebanks House. Not physically, you understand, but into the systems that make Angeliberty go. The mansion has its own dedicated AI controller; I can say with absolute certainty, the device intended for Venice is under this AI’s command. It has to be. The power required to monitor every detail of Angeliberty’s operation, at every moment, across at least nine colonies demands an AI the equal of a carrier’s brains —
“Thank gods, such machines come extremely expensive, and they’re correspondingly rare. I guarantee there’s only one inside Windebanks. I used NARC clearance to access the maintenance contracts for every AI tech provider between here and the homeworlds: service records identify only one like this in all of Shenandoah. If we want to find the Venice device, shut it down, it’s not actually Cassel and Leskov we need to reach, it’s the AI. This nasty game addiction of theirs just showed us a backdoor standing wide open.”
The challenge was immense. Jarrat sat back to study the two very ordinary faces in the display and skimmed the iDream material, which outlined the almost bizarre system requirements needed to process this gamestream. Stone digested the company’s information line by line and fixed McKinnen with a hard look.
“You want to access the Angeliberty AI through the game downloads. Is it even possible? It’s going to have the firewall from hell.”
Now a thin smile flickered around her mouth. “Not if Cassel and Leskov want to play Demonhawk Deep. Check the iDream setup instructions: your firewall needs to be configured specifically to allow the remote game controller access to your critical system functions. If you lock out the server-side controller, the game won’t stream. True, most of the time, their firewall will be utterly impenetrable. But when Cassel and Leskov login to play, they must open a conduit. Which means there’s a chink in their armor just about big enough to wriggle through. We need direct access to the Angeliberty AI … meaning we’ll have to be invited in. Rather like inviting a delicious concubine right into your bedroom.”
Dupre held up both hands. “Wait, please. You’ll forgive me if I’m two steps behind. You’re saying we can insinuate something like a virus into Cassel’s and Leskov’s AI, through the means of the game datastream?”
“That’s too crude a way of putting it.” McKinnen finished the coffee. “Any virus, no matter how sophisticated, would wake the watchdogs. Angeliberty’s AI would be all over it immediately. If Cassel and Leskov didn’t activate the device to punish Venice for our impudence, we’d be lucky. No, we need to put a complex character into the gamestream; two would be better, if there’s time. A backup is always nice. Depends how long we have to configure this, not to mention how bloody difficult the work is. I’ll piggyback our AI spy right on the character — smart, semi-aware, task-specific. Once it’s inserted, if it’s careful, circumspect, clever, it’ll find the information we want and simply slip back out. Angeliberty’s AI might actually sense it, but will recognize it as one of its own subroutines.
“I already identified their machine through the contract service schedule, and traded classified data with IBEX. I know the make, model, architecture, generation, everything short of tweaks made by some syndicate programmer long after installation. If the AI sees us, it’ll recognize a familiar subroutine, it won’t freak. Mind you,” she added tiredly, “utter perfection would be the Angeliberty AI never even knowing my spy had passed through.” She gestured at Auel and Gable, Jarrat and Stone. “Given its information, your field units will tiptoe silently into the lion’s den, shut down the Venice device, remove it. Then, feel free to pick up Cassel and Leskov — sit back and relish the looks on their faces when they pull the trigger on an empty chamber.”
The concept was so audacious, Dupre seemed unconvinced. “You can create, write, a character good enough to fool experienced players, beat them? After the amount of time Cassel and Leskov have spent playing this rubbish, they must be among the best.”
In answer, McKinnen pulled up the next layer of data, this time a list of iDream’s clients on Darwin’s World, plus their rankings within the game. “Not among the best, Bill. The best. They’re kings on their hill. And no, I can’t write a program — a character — that could hope to play against humans and win, at least not in the time available. Remember, games like Demonhawk Deep are written by teams of hundreds of programmers over the space of years. We’re going to lash together in a matter of weeks, perhaps days, an AI spy. We’ll piggyback it on an existing character which will be invited through the Angeliberty firewall. Understand how it works: these stock characters are mere avatars for human players.” Her brows arched at Jarrat and Stone. “I know two people sitting at this table who played the smartest, nastiest VR simulations I could devise on behalf of NARC’s weapons research division, and they won every time.”
Jarrat’s belly turned over; he felt a similar reaction from Stone and swallowed on a dry throat. “I’ve been reading the company info. This game is thirty levels deep. Cassel and Leskov are right up there on Level Thirty. It takes months to reach the deeper levels — some players take years. The game throws you out when your character gets killed. You come back in as a clone or cyborg and start over at Level One. Every time you reenter the game it morphs, it’s different — tougher.” He shook his head slowly. “We don’t have time to sweat through this. I don’t doubt we’re good enough to do it eventually, but it’d take too long, even for the best.”
“Unless,” Scott Auel said acidly, “you have the cracks.” He looked from face to face, amused, almost smug. “Every game has cracks, trust me. I spent a ridiculous amount of time in gamestreams … not much else for lower ranks to do on downtime, on a Starfleet carrier, unless you’re into team sports, pumping iron, general promiscuity and getting hammered.” He chuckled in memory. “You want the cracks for Demonhawk Deep, you’ll buy them on the black market, same as you’ll buy Angel in citybottom and guns out of the trunk of some hoon’s car in Capetown.”
Inspiration struck Jarrat and Stone at the same moment. “We know just the guy who’d know where to get them.” Stone shared Auel’s amusement.
It was McKinnen who gave a tired but genuine laugh. “I worked briefly with Jack Spiteri last year, when he came to NARC to design battlefield simulations. He’s very good, as you’d expect of someone who cut his teeth on programming for the VR gamestream.”
“Get him in here,” Dupre said without hesitation. “Tell him what we need, tell him to go out and buy it — pay whatever it takes, no questions asked.”
“I’ll need him,” McKinnen added. “I can’t do this work alone, not in the time we have. And designing the AI spy to beat the Angeliberty system is not where it begins, Bill.” She leaned over the table, fingers clasped. “The iDream server will have to cooperate, to allow us to insert our avatar — our version of one of their existing characters — into the game platform. There’s some hefty risk if we just call iDream up front, flex NARC muscle, inform them they’ll be working with us, like it or not. If Cassel and Leskov have a contact in the company, they’ll know immediately, NARC is insinuating itself into Demonhawk Deep.” Her brows arched at Dupe. “You might as well send Blue Raven to go kick down the doors at Windebanks House.”
“Venice,” Auel whispered, “will be gone before you can count to three.”
“So?” Dupre prompted. From his shrewd expression, Jarrat knew the colonel had already guessed the first step in McKinnen’s setup.
She groaned expressively. “I’ll hack iDream. I’ll go in as if it were a bank, a freight logistics corporation, an insurance underwriter. And yes, I already traded top clearance data with IBEX. I know what I’m up against, hardware, software, the works. First, I’ll have to ransack their platform for the base code for this game. I’ll decompile it, analyze it. I’ll design our spy to slither through iDream as well as Angeliberty. Yes, it can be done; no, it’s not quick or easy. Jack Spiteri and I will work together on the avatar we’ll insert into the iDream server.
“New characters are being added all the time, heroes, villains, creatures. Our avatar must be designed to be irresistible to Cassel and Leskov, and it must be drawn directly from the game’s ensemble. Regular upgrades arrive in Venice direct from the Elysium labs, to keep Demonhawk Deep fresh, keep people playing. If we’re sneaky enough, no one in the Venice office will suspect we’ve meddled.”
“Then,” Jarrat said thoughtfully, “one or both of us,” he shared a glance with Stone, “will login, option your avatar and play the bloody game. Play it well enough for Cassel and Leskov to notice us coming up through the ranks and … pick up the challenge. They won’t be able to resist.”
“So they’ll invite us in through the backdoor.” Stone whistled softly. “Thirty levels, you said? And if our avatar gets killed, it’s kicked out, comes back as a clone, cyborg, reconstruction — but the game changes, always harder. Damn, we don’t dare get kicked out.”
“You’ll have to, two or three times,” McKinnen warned. “Nobody rises through thirty levels undefeated. Don’t pull that trick, Stone, it’s a dead giveaway — Cassel and Leskov will know you have the cracks. They’ll not only ignore you, they’ll report you to the controller. Your account will be terminated, we’ll have to start over, and we don’t have time.”
Jarrat rubbed his palms together thoughtfully. “This one is played in full-immersion VR?” McKinnen nodded. “Get Jack Spiteri in here. He knows more about this stuff than we ever did.”
“Not quite,” McKinnen said darkly. “You two ran my simulations. You also buddy-hooked while you did it. My sims were as nasty as Demonhawk Deep.” She smiled thinly. “And two heads are better than one.”
“Buddy-hooking, in this gamestream?” Auel cleared his throat. “Doctor, you do realize the kind of scenarios they’ll be playing through?”
She could only shrug. “Look through iDream’s disclosure material, Jarrat, Stone. The game can be extremely … unsavory. And you already know how full-immersion VR feels. If you’re buddy-hooking you’ll progress much faster. You can take it as read, Cassel and Leskov play in tandem. They’re too adept, swift, smart. It takes two to be so good. But you also know that when you buddy-hook, both partners share everything. Then again,” she said thoughtfully, “you two always did.” She glanced sidelong at Auel. “Don’t forget, Captain, Jarrat and Stone have been empathically bonded for a long time now. To them, sharing is entirely normal.”
“Sharing death, dismemberment, torture, sexual atrocity?” Auel shook his head.
She sighed. “You don’t know what the NARC weapons research division ordered me to design for them. Twelve simulations, which they ran on the way in to Earth before the Aphelion incident. Harry Del was the only observer they trusted to oversee the program. Those sims were every bit as real, as demanding, painful and traumatic, as iDream’s game. Jarrat and Stone ran twelve, won twelve. They have the ability and experience to do this, though I can’t say it’ll be pleasant to lose a round — and two or three rounds must be forfeited, gentlemen, even when you have the game cracks. If you win every time, you’re just telling Cassel and Leskov we’re cheating to get through far faster than normal. The controller will toss us all out.”
“Shit,” Gable whispered. “This won’t be pretty.”
“Nor even healthy,” Dupre said thoughtfully. “We have one small piece of luck. Doctor Del will be on his way to Darwin’s World very soon. A courier left Venice yesterday, headed for Rethan with Governor Rocher’s urgent summons. Harry’s being called to administrate the Marcus Brand Foundation in ‘this time of crisis,’ as GlobalNet calls it, as if he can work some kind of magic and stop the streetwar. He’ll be bringing every gram of VitaLife — as the blocker will be known commercially here — that Rethan can spare. The courier should be packed with it. This shipment will take the edge off, until we can get the senatorial clowns out of the city … and disable Angeliberty before they make a move on us.”
A twist of something like optimism, curiosity, anticipation, uncoiled through Stone. He could never turn down a challenge, Jarrat thought, and these weeks at Central, grounded, shackled to a desk and buried in a lab, were chafing them both. No amount of time spent in the gym and firing range would keep the edge on them for long. Inactivity would soon dull them. Retraining was a poor option, with NARC scaling down and no possibility of carrier assignment ahead.
In fact, they both needed a challenge. Jarrat gave Stone a curious look; Stone nodded. “All right,” Jarrat said evenly. “If Harry’s coming in, he can run the sessions. We’ll treat it like the sims we did for R&D. Let Jack Spiteri handle the buddy-hooking gear. He worked in the industry for long enough to know the hardware like a pro.”
“We dive into the iDream gamestream with NARC training — plus the latest Demonhawk Deep cracks,” Stone said in the same even tone. “And Harry,” he added philosophically, “can clean up the mess.” He tapped his head. “He’s done it before.” He gave McKinnen a shrewd look. “How long?”
She stood, working her spine. “Till I have a spy ready to piggyback? Till we have a custom version of one of their game characters ready to implant? Till I’ve hacked the iDream mainframe, researched both it and the Angeliberty AI until I know them like my own backyard? I told you, it won’t be quick or easy.”
“Days or weeks?” Dupre wondered, following her up.
“Days,” McKinnen predicted. “The work will certainly go faster if you bring in Spiteri. He and Harry can design the buddy-hooking rig. Let me get the source code for this damned game, take it to pieces, research the company’s stock avatars. I’ll let you know.” She clenched both hands into the mass of red hair. “First, I have to sleep. I’ve been running on caffeine and peps till my brains are turning to mush.”
“Go.” Dupre pointed her at the door. “And thank you, Yvette.”
Framed in the open door, she hesitated. “Thank me when it works, when it’s over,” she said bleakly.
The door closed quietly behind her and Jarrat swiveled his chair toward Stone. “You wanted one more assignment?”
“Assignment — sure,” Stone admitted, “but this? It’s full-immersion techno fantasy. We never did anything like it before.”
“Only dedicated players have.” Scott Auel was on his way to the ’Chef, and selected green tea. “Quiz this Spiteri guy. Let me help, if I can. Life aboard a Starfleet carrier can be pretty bloody boring till you get some rank under you — a few of the officers’ perks. I wasted years in the gamestream.”
“Wasted?” Jarrat echoed.
For some moments Auel breathed the steam from his cup, as if trying to work out what he felt. “The VR world isn’t real,” he said at last. “It’s thrilling, a turn-on, it hurts, gets infuriating, frightening — addictive, if you’re not extremely careful, but in the end the whole thing is somebody else’s fantasy. Inevitably you realize you’re living someone else’s dream instead of going out and creating your own. End of the day, you wind up trying to catch a handful of smoke.” He could only shrug. “I left it behind. But I could go back to it tomorrow, if I had reason enough.” He tilted his head at Dupre. “You want me to take this one? I can do it.”
The colonel considered the offer soberly. “Doctor McKinnen is certain you’d be up against Cassel and Leskov buddy-hooking, playing in tandem. You’d need to partner with someone. You wouldn’t last long against them, playing alone. Would you partner with Jack Spiteri — remembering that in the VR rig you share everything and some of it will be gruesome, intimate or both. Mister Spiteri is a stranger to you, Captain.”
“Yeah.” Auel drank a little tea. “Well, I had to offer, but I’d rather handle the Athena from her home dock. Curt and I are making a pretty good job of it.”
“An excellent job,” Dupre corrected. “And I believe you have the Ravens’ furlough rotations to organize. Doctor McKinnen has her work cut out for her, and as for you, Jarrat, Stone —”
They shoved back the chairs and Jarrat made humorless sounds. “We’re trying to conjure the impossible. You want to slide Sorenson and Steinberg into and out of Venice, safe, on a budget that wouldn’t secure an aeroball grand final in ‘this time of crisis,’ to quote GlobalNet.”
Dupre’s dark eyes were sharp. “The job can’t be done?”
“Possibly,” Stone allowed. “Let us get back to you, Colonel. We’ll tell you soon enough what’s doable — and what isn’t.”
“All right. We’ll leave it there.” Dupre addressed the AI. “Briefing closed, this time index. Archive the recording. Thank you, gentlemen. Keep me informed. And now —” He glanced at his chrono. “I’ve a meeting with Tactical’s executive body. I must inform Colonel Finney yet again, I refuse to deploy descant troops in Venice to quash her civilian demonstrations, when all people are protesting about is access to reliable supplies of a drug that controls a virulent disease. Angel. We are not about to start a civilian body count on that score, no matter what weaponry the rent-a-riot crowd arrives with.”
“She’s demanding?” Jarrat hazarded.
“She’s desperate.” Dupre sighed. “I understand her position. In her place, I’d very likely make the same impossible demands. In my own place, I have to refuse them, as politely as possible. I’ve already fielded enough resignation letters from the Ravens — turned them around, negotiated to hold onto our personnel a little longer. One rash, ridiculous order, they’ll be gone.”
Auel winced. “I’d never give the order, Colonel. The descant troops are just starting to trust me, even Cronin and Ramos. Lose the Ravens, all of them at one time, you might as well stand down the carrier. What use are we, with our fangs pulled?”
“Quite.” Dupre withdrew to the door. “Hold the Athena on standby, Captain. I’ve no doubt Jarrat, Stone and McKinnen will need her resources. Odd, don’t you think, to be fighting an action, no matter how covert or even downright weird it may be, right here at home?” He smiled faintly. “It’s never happened before in the thirty-year history of Sector Command.”
With that he was gone, and Jarrat considered Stone and Auel soberly. “We have one hell of a lot of work to do.”
“Twenty-four days.” Auel finished the tea and tossed the mug. “Before the clown show rolls into town.”
“How long before Angeliberty shows its hand?” Stone slung one arm over Jarrat’s shoulder. “Let’s go tell Jack to pack himself a bag. He’ll be bunking in the building here till further notice. Jesse and Tim won’t like it — tough. They might even have a city left to live in when this is over!”
It was Jarrat’s turn to wince. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it.”




Chapter Forty-five

Some time late in the next century, a cyber virus originating in the alien ruins uncovered in the southern hemisphere of Jagreth escaped the laboratory, insinuated into the computer systems of the Durego colony, and from there spread to every ship, every colony on both sides of the frontier. Without flight computers, ships did not fly. When the deep space data conduit went down as it must, every colonial world found itself isolated. The most densely inhabited struggled, with every machine malfunctioning. Whole populations crashed. Worlds from Darwin’s to Durego itself lost contact with their sister colonies … a new era began. Civilization teetered. Mankind as distant as the ancient human homeworlds staggered on the brink of extinction.
Isolated by incredible distance, Durego was in many ways fortunate. Its population never grew large, though for centuries its clement biosphere made it the breadbasket of neighboring, less hospitable worlds. Still, when the machines quit vast swathes of the population perished. Only the strongest survived to take up the threads of a simple life based on agriculture and the sea.
Yet Durego had its own dangers: the collapse of machine technology allowed terrible predators free rein. Indigenous forms, strictly controlled since the earliest terraforming project, were now loose to prey where they chose. The skies soon became as dangerous as the mountainous homeland of creatures not unlike dragons — the naraga, great winged serpents with an insatiable appetite for live meat.
Well fed, the naraga quickly multiplied, driving humans into the refuge of deep caverns where they cowered, by night scavenging the forest for food in a desperate struggle to survive. Durego’s long winters hit the survivors hard with cold and hunger, yet deep cold also sent the reptilian naraga into semi-hibernation, which allowed human hunters to forage further afield. They ransacked the crumbling city ruins for any tech still viable … they sought the naraga nests, culled the predators, controlled the reptiles’ numbers, gradually forced them back to the mountains. 
Two generations of these hunters became legendary chieftains around whom communities grew up in sheltered valleys. Twenty years of hard-won respite from the naraga gave a handful of such communities the chance to gather the last tech they could find, and a few elders remained who still remembered how machines worked.
But human nature soon ran true: rival communities brawled over limited resources, raided each other for medicines, food — and the young women without whom any tribe’s next generation would be meager. A lucrative slave trade emerged, as predictable as it was despicable. Bitter wars blazed; heroes and mortal enemies rose on all sides. Life-long enmities, forged in war, shadowed every period of uneasy truce.  
The greatest hunter and scavenger of his era was Terlian d’Or. At just twenty years of age he led a group of adventurers to follow a myth and discover Durego’s last armory. The fortress was fiercely guarded. Many warriors perished before Terlian first laid his hands on a gun. Ancient Sterana — often called a witch for her immense wisdom and knowledge — taught him how to use the pair of Chiyoda machine pistols he chose as his own share of the plunder.
But Terlian had fought naraga with sword, lance and bow. He was almost scathing of guns. More interesting to him were the tales told by survivors from the armory. They spoke of ‘the world below the waters,’ a city on the ocean floor, isolated from naraga, marauders and the cyber virus alike. Legend swore this city beneath the sea flourished, its people lived as they had fifty years before, with great thinking machines, vastly extended lifespans — and technology that, to one of Terlian’s generation, seemed close to magic.
Bolstered by their success on the quest for the armory, he and his companions determined to find the domed city. He gathered the best about him, only heroes and those of extraordinary skill. The band took a sailing ship to follow marketplace tales to a region where the warm, shallow waters of the Marias Sea hid Durego’s greatest treasure.
In the landlocked, near tideless Marias, Terlian sought the legendary pearl divers of Lorentia. He defeated the raiders who arrived with the west wind, every spring, to steal their women, despoil their young men; and he recruited the Lorentians’ most powerful divers. The most fabled was the beautiful young Eldovar, who would be Terlian’s first and last great love.
The dive was deep, cold, but every story was correct. Terlian’s team found the domed city of Rasuro. The discovery was only the beginning of their anguish. Captured by Rasuro’s scientists — imprisoned, experimented on, Terlian himself was more machine than man before he escaped the laboratory. He longed to kill Rasuro’s chief scientist, Barallus, but the man surrounded himself with machines and monstrosities. Terlian let him live as the price of escape.
Memories of suffering would change him at his core, but his enhanced strength and abilities allowed him to free his comrades, some of whom were less fortunate. Grigor had mutated into a monstrosity, yet remained filled with courage. Marouk’s fine mind had been cyber-enhanced to bring out the skills of telepathy and telekinesis. Brave Zerena had been bred to other enhanced creatures and refused to leave without her children, some of whom were no longer human … all of whom were gifted with the transhuman powers Terlian would seek to turn against the Rasuroans who had abused his people.
With his steel fists and cyber-eyes that saw in pure darkness, he joined with Grigor, who had grown to twice the size of a man, with naraga scales and wings. Together, the two were invincible in battle. In company with Zerena’s children, who breathed water and were finned like dolphins — and Marouk, whose uncanny abilities soon earned him the reputation of a great wizard — they were superbly positioned to exact retribution upon Rasuro, and Barallus.
They vowed to be avenged, seize Rasuro’s technology for the benefit of the tiny pockets of mankind that survived across the vast wastes of Durego, where the cities lay crumbling. But Barallus and his acolytes, Avekam and Vellia — chief biocyber scientists of the city of Rasuro — were resourceful, powerful, cruel.
They had picked the locations of the last human strongholds out of Terlian’s mind while he was captive, drugged. Their aircraft and genetically engineered biocyber monsters began to reach out of the ocean, striking for the last true humanity on Durego … fresh stock for the laboratories.
Many battles were fought, bloody and vengeful, in which Terlian won himself the name of ‘Demonhawk,’ for his cunning, his ability to defeat both naraga and machine. He, Grigor, Marouk, Zerena and her incredible children, forged alliances with both the pearl divers of tropical Lorentia and the wild naraga hunters of arctic Prasoud, who had discovered the secrets of the airship, the dirigible. By air, they traveled south to hunt the biggest naraga ‘queens’ with devastating accuracy, for the reptiles’ venom glands, from which the Prasoudi alchemists distilled a drug that allowed their oracles to glimpse into the future —
“This stuff is way out there,” Stone said hoarsely, still enmeshed in the VR world, the hour-long promotion for Demonhawk Deep. He opened his eyes, able to catch a ghost image of reality through the spectacular panoramas of arctic Durego. Airships cruised against incredible skyscapes while naraga hunters abseiled on half-kilometer tethers, firing harpoons crafted from scavenged starship armor. With an effort, Stone dragged himself out of the fantasy as Jarrat set down a double tequila, a double bourbon, a pack of Blue Diamonds and a lighter.
“It’s late, let it be.” He put the tequila into Stone’s hand.
The scent of kip grass and citrus curled from the glowing tip of a cigarette. Stone lifted off the visor, carefully withdrew the filamentary contacts from his temples, lifted off the earpads and set the whole ‘rig’ aside. He massaged his forehead and eyes. The transition back to normality was jarring. “You saw this?”
“Not in VR,” Jarrat admitted. He gestured at the widescreen. “I watched the stuff Jack sent, the captures from other players’ experience. The scenario plays out differently every damned time. You could play it fifty times and get a different result on every run. In full-immersion it’s — daunting?” he guessed. “I was open while you ran the promo. Eavesdropping.”
“It’s as bloody as any of McKinnen’s sims,” Stone said carefully. “It’s also loaded with risk, even as low as the first few levels. In the community where this Terlian character grew up, they recruit the best kids while they’re still fourteen, fifteen, train them hard, punish them for screwing up. It’s beating and branding for mistakes. Three strikes, you’re out: the tribe ostracizes its failures … the player gets ejected from the game. You can reenter the gamestream as Grigor, Marouk or Zerena if you want to get back in on Terlian’s team.
“Or you could come in as Eldovar, the pearl diver — but his community trains its kids to swim or drown, fight sea monsters bare-handed. Again, it’s win at any cost or get whupped for failure. And on top of all this, you’ve got the marauders hitting the human settlements. There’s the Nazzar, buccaneers from the west. They steal anything that ain’t nailed down, including your women and your pretty young men. God help you, if they catch you — and if they do, you tough it out, find your own way to escape, if you want to get back into this damned game.
“There’s one gamestream where Terlian gets grabbed by the Nazzar when he’s about twenty, only gets out of there castrated, half brain-wiped. He goes to the old woman, Sterana, who knows somebody who knows somebody else who works some tech-sorcery to make him whole. Some biotech left over from before the lights went out, a secret quarantine facility in the mountains … you fight your way through giant carnivorous flying reptiles to get there. Avoid the risk of that by playing Zerena, and there’s a gamestream where the Nazzar grab her. Don’t ask, you don’t want to know.” Stone shook himself hard. 
Jarrat raised the bourbon in a bitter toast. “Here’s to the twisted minds who devised this world. You know this stuff is worth a billion credits? No wonder people play it two by two.” He toyed with the VR rig. “Nobody gets through this without getting burned. And in full-immersion you know it’s going to hurt.”
“Players say that’s what makes the game compelling. You win, you get the thrill — the kill, the sex, whatever. You lose, you pay for it in old fashioned pain and humiliation.” Stone leaned back, eyes half closed, studying Jarrat in the soft lights. The airpark was quiet, close to midnight. “Still, it can’t be any worse than the stuff McKinnen had us doing. And you have to admit, there’s perks.” He smiled faintly. “Dragon hunting off an airship, free-diving to a domed city, fighting sea monsters, taking a sword in each hand and fighting buccaneers, being a genetically engineered transhuman, shagging your way through a cast of the most dazzling digital characters the programmers know how to create. Who could resist?”
“You can see what keeps people coming back,” Jarrat admitted. “There’s also the romantic thread. There’s Terlian, all the raging hormones of a twenty year old, hung like a horse, bi with a vengeance. One gamestream, he’s all over Eldovar the pearl diver. Another, he’s in the sack with Zerena the huntress. One way the plot works itself out, he joins the Prasoudi because he’s got the Prince of the North and the oracle, Serenella, in bed —”
“Until the Grand Masters of her order found them in mid-fuck,” Stone added. “Her, they beat within an inch of her life. Terlian, they physically toss out of the airship. He lands in the arctic, takes him two weeks to walk out, fighting wolf demons and some kind of mutated ice beast. He loses half of both feet to frostbite and Sterana sends him to the weird-ass biotech alchemist who cloned a new pair of balls for him. This time it’s new feet. Better than the old ones, but they grow in with naraga talons, dragon claws, after which he fights barefoot. He can rip the guts right out of the transhuman warriors thrown at him by this Barallus — whom I would personally like to dismember, even without playing the game. Christ.”
“So.” Jarrat took half the bourbon and set the glass aside as he dropped onto the couch beside Stone. “You want to let Scott and Jack take this one?
Stone blinked at him. “Chicken and run? When’s the last time you did that?”
“Never yet,” Jarrat admitted, “but then again, I never had my eyes replaced with digital lenses, or my hands with steel fists, or had my feet grow back as dragon claws. It’s fantasy. Nightmare stuff. Not my scene.”
“Nor mine.” Stone drank a little tequila, set his head back and pulled Jarrat against him. “Still, it’s only VR. End of the session, the game lets you out, you do walk away. Which is more than can be said for some of these characters.” He paused to think it through. “Some gamers choose to play the bad guys. There’s a waiting list to play Faroud, the ugly bastard Nazzar captain who ‘tames’ the captives — including Terlian, in one gamestream. And Vellia, the lunatic scientist from the sunken city. She’s the immortal whack-job who breeds supermen and screws their brains out to ‘test their humanity,’ or some such drivel.”
“Then Faroud runs afoul of the Prasoudi airshipmen, and what they do to him goes way past ugly. No character in there is without terrible risk. The only one with the potential to climb right to the top is Terlian.” Jarrat stretched out across Stone’s lap, lifted his feet onto the couch. “There’s no question about which character to play. The only questions are, which levels are we prepared to lose, at what cost? We get kicked out, come back in again — you get three strikes on any one character before you have to reenter as someone else. We can expect Cassel and Leskov to start paying attention by the time we get to level twelve or so. They’ll take us on, in some guise, when we get a few levels higher.”
“And we’ll soon have the cracks,” Stone said grimly, “so deciding where, and how, to throw a round is down to us.”
“When you throw a fight, it has to be convincing,” Jarrat warned. “Make it too easy, too obvious, Cassel and Leskov will smell the rat. They have to take us on, Stoney, invite us through the firewall, or the whole thing is pointless.” He looked up at Stone, somber eyes slate gray, since he only wore the green contacts off the base. “We need to study this world as if it was real, know it ahead of time rather than trying to learn it on the fly. When does Jack get in?”
“Tomorrow, around mid-afternoon. McKinnen’s waiting for him — and he’s supposed to be buying the game cracks somewhere on the other side of the planet about now.” Stone’s fingers sifted through the short red hair. It was just beginning to grow a little. He had become so accustomed to it, the military cut seemed to annoy Jarrat more. “Damn, this is going to take as long to learn as a major syndicate.”
“Longer,” Jarrat corrected, and sighed. “There’s also geography, environment, indigenous life, the temperament of the tribes, the social pecking order — step out of line, wittingly or un-, the town elders’ll make you wish you hadn’t. I’d rather learn it, get it right.” He yawned deeply. “Did Spiteri or McKinnen set up an account for us with iDream?”
Stone’s blond head nodded against the couch. “This morning. But we need Jack to fix the buddy-rig before we get our feet wet … and in any case, I want to know one hell of a lot more about this world before we go in. I never did anything like this. You?”
“Nope.” Jarrat reached for his bourbon. “We might talk to Scott.”
“I’d have to guess, most of the stuff he played would have been flying games,” Stone hazarded. “Starfleet top-guns shooting down alien attack squadrons. Curt used to play too, but he liked the mysteries — investigation, solve the murder on some exotic world. Gil and Joe never bothered. Stud poker’s more their speed.”
“And mine,” Jarrat admitted. He finished the drink and settled with a groan as his body began to relax. “Learn it, plan it, reduce it to strategy. Figure out the most convincing ways to throw a few rounds without getting too badly hurt.”
A snort of bleak humor escaped Stone. “Don’t get caught shagging any oracles, or getting thrown out of airships in the arctic.” He sobered. “Still, you know the game’s loaded. To win through to the highest levels, you need at least the steel fists, the artificial eyes, the gang of companions with transhuman skills. Which means —”
“There’s no way to beat the city of Rasuro and this bastard Barallus,” Jarrat finished. “You gotta have the biocyber enhancements to make it past level twenty-two. Did the promo give you a look at the labs, the experimental procedures?” He shuddered animatedly. “Thank gods Harry’s coming in.” 
“Thirty hours.” Stone glanced at his chrono. “He’s the only one I’d trust to run these sessions. Treat them like sims. Scramble through, take your licks, get out, go on to the next.” He finished the tequila, closed his eyes and dropped his shields to Jarrat’s turbulent emotions. “You don’t want to do this.”
“Of course I don’t!” Jarrat retorted. “I also didn’t want to run the sims R&D demanded, knowing how bloody thorough McKinnen would be. But we ran them, and Harry cleaned up the goddamn’ mess.” The gray eyes opened, looking up at Stone almost reprovingly. “Don’t tell me you want to go into this?”
Ambivalent, Stone hesitated. “We need a challenge, Kevin, or it won’t be long before we get so soft, we’ll lose it. This one is a hell of a challenge, yet it is only a gamestream. Like Roy Sabuja said, back in Tartarus, you don’t like it, don’t play, turn it off. Demonhawk Deep isn’t the nastiest of the VR games by a long shot. And it’s one of the cleverer ones. The imaging is superb.”
“You want to fly off the end of a tether under an airship and harpoon dragons with a javelin crafted from starship armor,” Jarrat accused.
“Maybe I do,” Stone admitted. “The trick is to join up with the Prasoudi airshipmen and not get seduced by the prince or the oracle … did you see that guy?”
Jarrat chuckled. “Aromar, tall, dark and brooding, with lilac eyes and a dick like a twenty buck salami. Oh, I saw him. And he saw Terlian. The steel fists and lens eyes turn him on hotter than hell. Pure kink. Probably harmless enough, if you can resist the wiles of the glorious Serenella. Dope-head oracles don’t seem to feel the cold or have any idea of what clothes are for.”
“Oh, I think I could resist her charms,” Stone said wryly. “You know me.” His right hand wandered idly over Jarrat. “Question is, can you stay the hell away from something that pneumatic, butt-naked and jiggly, when it’s heaving with frantic desire and throwing itself at you?”
“If I knew sacking out with anybody would get me tossed off a dirigible into a snow bank at seventy degrees north,” Jarrat said tartly, “and cost me both feet and a whole bunch more genetic mutation — you bet your ass I can be celibate as a monk.”
His vehemence made Stone laugh. “The question is, what happens to Terlian if he rejects the approaches of Prince Aromar? Forget about the oracle right now. You realize, Aromar might be so pissed off at being rejected, he’ll chuck Terlian off the Cloudrider with his own two hands. Bet your last buck, he’s never been turned down before. Nobody ever had the guts to say no.”
“Better question,” Jarrat mused. “Which character will Cassel and Leskov be playing, when they take us on? If they’ve selected Aromar, we’ll run face-first into this problem.” He frowned. “I wonder if anybody ever ignored Serenella, chucked Aromar off the bloody airship, seized it and rallied the crew? Aromar’s so notorious for seducing anything on two legs, the Prasoudi might be glad to be rid of him. ”
“Serenella’s their oracle,” Stone warned. “Using the drug distilled from naraga venom, she’d know what was being planned.”
“Impossible. It’s a game,” Jarrat said doubtfully. “The iDream controller is only as good as the base programming, plus the cumulative performance of thousands of lunatics who’ve played this for thrills.” He paused to think. “We need to get into those files, find out who’s done what, how it played out. Did anybody ever jump Aromar on sight, without waiting to be seduced, screw him senseless, tie and gag him, and hijack the Cloudrider? Or screw him senseless then talk a deal: ‘Fall in with us, your princeship, we’ll cut you in for a share of tech-treasure you can’t imagine. Refuse, you get dumped over the side.’ Or just show him what a pair of Chiyoda machine pistols can do, offer him a shipment if he’ll put his dick back in his pants and play nice — then throw him at Barallus, let them beat each other bloody.”
It was Stone’s turn to groan. “We have a lot of work to do.”
“And twenty days to do it in — that, and wrangle security for Sorenson and Steinberg.” Jarrat yawned. “Enough, Stoney. Let it be for now. Some of this is the stuff of nightmares. I could live without it, but McKinnen’s right. Terlian is the way into the Angeliberty mainframe. So we figure out how to get through fast, with as much ruckus as we can create along the way to get noticed, till Cassel and Leskov can’t resist trying us. McKinnen ought to know which avatar they’re playing when they do. Aromar, Barallus, Faroud. There’s eight or ten nasty characters who can win through to master level on this game just as easily as the heroes can.”
“Easier,” Stone said darkly. “You haven’t noticed how the whole scenario’s loaded in favor of the bad guys? They come in with their powers and their armies intact. Terlian and the good guys fight their way up from nothing. You want to be a hero in this world, you start as a rookie naraga hunter, scavenging ruined cities for tech. The student masters are bastards, you’re beaten and branded for every mistake, then they throw you in to fight to the death when the Nazzar skin traders swing by your village. The game is designed to make it tough to be the hero, easy to be a villain … but none of the villains can get all the way to the absolute top.”
The top level was mastery over the sea city of Rasuro, where Terlian returned to seize the tech and liberate the many monstrous inmates of the bio labs. In a variety of possible ways, he killed Barallus and the acolytes, commandeered the gifts of genetics, transhuman skills, thinking machines, weapons to control the naraga, even the secrets of spaceflight. All this, he took back to his people, who resurrected human civilization with themselves at the pinnacle of their world. None of Demonhawk Deep’s many formidable villains had any interest beyond seduction, rape, plunder, self-indulgence on a grotesque scale. Numerous players gravitated to the villains, eager to prey on gamers who longed to become heroes, adventurers, even saviors.
“It’ll keep till we get more from Jack,” Jarrat said tiredly. “The cracks, the game analysis — we’ll know more after McKinnen’s hacked her way into iDream. At least we know the avatar we’ll be playing, which gives them a head start on the programming. It’s Terlian or nothing, since it’s Cassel and Leskov we’re after. And they’re sitting right at the top of the heap.”
“We don’t have to finish it out,” Stone mused. “Just get them to invite us through the firewall. When we’re done, I’m going right back to seven stud.”
Jarrat rolled up to his feet, caught Stone’s hands and pulled him up too. “Do we know when McKinnen’s going to take a shot at iDream?”
Stone’s arms went around him. He said against Jarrat’s ringed ear, “Last I heard she’s waiting on some information from IBEX, the most recent upgrades to the game server. With that intel, she ought to be safely in. A day or two — about the time Harry gets in.” His mouth covered Jarrat’s, effectively silencing him.
Athena standby pilot Tina Chen brought Harry Del directly to Central from the Starfleet docks, while freight handlers swarmed over the courier Amalthia. The ship came in from Chell direct, loaded from cockpit to aft baggage compartment with the therapy packaged as VitaLife. Chen’s Apogee brought down the first shipment, bound for the Marcus Brand Foundation offices in Venice. The news was out at once: GlobalNet imaged the Amalthia unloading and broadcast the Foundation’s contact details. Minutes later, the colonial governor’s smiling face appeared, assuring citizens that their welfare was paramount. Few people remained convinced.
Midday had freshened, the sky steadily clearing as the year’s monsoon fell away into a period of brisk winds, cooler temperatures, clear skies. After days cramped on the courier, Harry Del took a few minutes to stretch his long legs as the Apogee unloaded. Jarrat and Stone met him on the windy south parapet, and no matter how the empathic shields were crafted, the T/87 mutoid saw right through them. Stone had suspected he would. He did not attempt to dissemble when Harry demanded to know where they had been assigned, what NARC project could possibly chain them to a lab at Central yet stress them as if they were in the field.
He felt Venice’s comparative chill keenly, hugging a jacket about his chest as he listened critically, but he was far from surprised when Jarrat sketched an outline of the work surrounding Sorenson and Steinberg. The Army tender Kellerway was scheduled to drop out at Node 224, to synch comm. Starfleet’s courier Persephone had already taken station there. Barring some prior commitment for the Kellerway, the two would arrive on the Venice docks in around fifty hours. If the Kellerway could not divert — or if she could not supply the tonnage of surveillance hardware NARC needed on short notice — she would message her nearest sister ship. Time, Stone thought, was still on their side, with eighteen days before the senators were scheduled to arrive insystem.
The sheer idiocy of the colonial tour made Harry roll his eyes, but Cronin, Ramos and Reynolds had spent almost a week hammering on the exact disposition of over four thousand micro-drones to cover the convention center, opera house and hotel. The plan should work, Stone decided, with all four gunships and two VM 104 Corsairs in the air over Venice, plus the Athena herself in low orbit, Ops room cranked up to coordinate the flood of data from so many sources.
With Auel and Gable in the Ops room, Jarrat and Stone would take out the Corsairs — ‘one last dance with the gunships,’ as Eve Lang had said. This might easily be the last time she flew with Gold Raven. The whole assignment had the bittersweet tang of nostalgia. Harry picked up on this at once and frowned at them. There was more, he feel it clearly, churning below the surface veneer of an assignment that was already well under control.
Still he did not ask, even when they had selected lunch from a staff lounge AutoChef stocked by a masochist. He set out white-hot Thai, a pitcher of light ale and a tub of gelato. The food was too sizzling to be appetizing. Jarrat picked at it while Stone outlined the challenge of reaching Angeliberty … and the backdoor Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov had left open.
The healer gave a soft whistle. They spoke quietly, under the audio from a widescreen playing stories of the streetwar across Darwin’s World. Only four other personnel were using the lounge, all administrative staff from Dupre’s department. News of the VitaLife shipment found its way to the Angel community even before it could be unloaded, and Tactical seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief. Protest group spokesmen appeared, demanding the Rocher administration curtail the ‘inanely redundant’ test program and release the drug to the general public. With mask-like smiles and forced patience, the governor fielded a murder of GlobalNet crows.
Harry pushed away the food, dug a spoon into the gelato and turned his attention back to NARC business. “I know this game,” he said sourly. “I’ve picked up the wreckage a few times, even in the boonies south of Eldorado. Rich, bored imbeciles play it. And there’s a price to be paid — you do know this, right? The full-immersion VR is almost too real. The sex will burn you out as surely as an Angel trip, especially when the situation’s gone ass-over-tit and you’re on the bottom getting hammered. The violence will overrun your adrenals, heart, lungs, even when you’re winning. You get killed in there, the game spits you out with a hangover exactly like the comedown from a three-day bender. Demonhawk Deep should’ve been banned. I heard through Eldorado Tactical, this crap was only released for limited issue when iDream paid some hefty bribes on Earth.”
It was not the first game to find its way to the market under the cloud of a bribes scandal, nor was it the worst Stone knew of. Jarrat took a long swig of beer to quell the scalding Thai and glanced sidelong at Stone. “Right now there’s upwards of twenty thousand people playing it, across eight colonies plus the homeworlds. It hasn’t been banned yet, Harry — and we’re NARCs. It’s not going to throw much at us we haven’t seen in reality or in sim training. Okay, I’ll grant you we don’t often work with dirigibles, dragons, sea monsters, sword fights, genetic experiments. But the point of any sim we ever ran was always to outthink the opposition, have the guts to take the risks. If —when you get hurt, tough.”
The analysis was close to Stone’s own, missing only one element. He felt no attraction for any battlefield, real or imagined, the constant combat between humans and creatures, much less the relentless sexual aspect of the game. But Stone acknowledged a growing fascination for the challenge of a new world, skies he had never flown, let alone in an airship, abseiling with a starship-armor javelin, hunting daunting creatures — that might well exist on some world rejected by the terraformers — for the defense of the tribe.
The empath gave him a hard look. Harry knew everything Stone felt; protesting was pointless. “God help us, you actually want to do it.”
A snort of humor escaped Jarrat as Stone sought any way to deny it. “The game has perks that might, I say might, balance out the price of playing,” he said carefully. “If it didn’t, twenty thousand people wouldn’t be doing this.”
“A troubling percentage of those crazies are playing the enemy,” Harry retorted. “It’s unhealthy, Stoney. You’ve got weasely little snots lurking in the gamestream, strutting around as these great muscle-bound apes, killing and raping for thrills.” He leaned closer. “Did you know the companies serving games like this are required to report to Tactical which subscribers are playing the mass murderers, madmen and ravagers — like the bloody lunatic scientists from the undersea city, the captain of the slave traders, the commander of the airship crew. Those gamers are actually under Tactical surveillance, though they don’t know it.”
Such information was so far from NARC’s purview, Jarrat might never have known. Stone had a slight acquaintance with the files, dating back to Marsport and Chryse, where certain notorious individuals from the gaming community appeared high on the suspect lists when violent crime took place. Jarrat was only now learning this aspect of Tactical business, but Stone should have known Harry would be aware of it, since on Rethan the T/87s were often asked to salvage human wreckage.
With a sigh, Jarrat leaned closer. “We know all this, Harry. The thing of it is, Yvette McKinnen spent weeks trying to find any way into Angeliberty. This is the only door they left open. They don’t know it’s open, or we wouldn’t even get this chance.”
The healer’s brown eyes were very dark, very critical. “So what do you want me to do? No way will I go into the gamestream with you.”
“Good gods, no,” Stone said quickly. “The plan is to have you run the sessions like the R&D simulations McKinnen wrote for us. Those sims were the price of keeping our warrants to fly at command rank, so we paid up. Demonhawk Deep is the price of taking a shot at Angeliberty, the only chance we’re going to get. The stakes we’re playing for are this city and its people. We want you to oversee the sessions, the way you ran the sims on the Athena, on the way in to Earth.”
He wiped his fingers, tossed down the napkin and poured a second beer. “I … can do that. You’re NARCs, trained in a lot of psyche bullshit. You’ll probably romp it, especially since you’ve got the game cracks.” His gave Stone a glare. “You do have the cracks?”
“Yes. And we’re expecting access to the gamestream analysis in a couple of days. As soon as McKinnen gets through into the iDream AI, we’ll know exactly what’s already been tried, and how it plays out.”
“Understand,” Harry said tersely, “unless your character gets killed, stone dead, spat out of the game, any strategy will always play out somehow. This dumb-ass plot can run around in circles. It could take months to fight your way out of a situation and get back on track.”
“We don’t have that long,” Jarrat said tersely. “Romp it? I don’t know. It’s not my scene, Harry. But Stoney fancies some parts of it — the flying stuff, what else? The rest … like you said. NARCs. We should do all right, get through fast enough to make this work.”
“For the record,” Harry said sourly, pushing away from the table, “this is nuts. I assume you’ve had your brains examined lately?” He frowned at his chrono and swore. “I’m running late. I was supposed to be at the Foundation twenty minutes ago, then I have a meeting with a bunch of Health and Welfare representatives in two hours. Less.”
“We’ll get you a ride,” Stone offered.
“Thanks.” He stooped for the bags he had dropped by the table. “I’ll be staying at the Foundation, uptown, if you want me. When do you enter the gamestream?”
The question had been buzzing like a gnat around Stone for the last two days. They knew enough by now to go in and look around without any great danger, but McKinnen was still working on the Terlian clone which would carry in her AI spy. She had not yet hacked iDream. If they did try the gamestream to scout its world at the entry levels, the foray would not be on the same account, nor from the same location as their main assault. If an Angeliberty accomplice were buried inside iDream, as soon as new master players appeared, scything through the Demonhawk Deep gamescape, they could expect to be tracked back to source. No account location must appear as NARC Central.
“We’re still setting it up,” Jarrat told Harry. “We’ll be in touch. Just be here while we plow through enough of the game to grab Cassel’s and Leskov’s attention … and if Angeliberty pulls any stunt, we’ll get you out of Venice.”
The healer groaned expressively. “I must be crazy. All right. Tell me when and where. Now, get me to the Foundation building before I’m on the missing persons register.”
He was gone minutes later, in a NARC shuttle with priority clearances. Stone slipped on a comset to eavesdrop on the sporadic crosstalk between Cronin, Ramos, Reynolds, Auel and Gable. Above their channel — inaudible to them but quite clear to Stone — he heard Yvette McKinnen and Jack Spiteri, conferencing between Spiteri’s car, inbound to Central, and McKinnen’s lab.
One hand on Jarrat’s arm drew his attention. Stone gestured at the comset and Jarrat slipped on his own in time to hear Jack say, “No, Mac, it’s the real deal. I know this shyster from way back. He was on the iDream payroll, outsource work, till they caught up with him.”
“So he was fired.” McKinnen concluded. “How long ago? How geriatric is this data you just bought, Jack? It has to be new. This game is updated so often, year-old cracks won’t be useful, much less the base code.”
On their way to the elevators, Stone had to smile as Spiteri spluttered with indignation, “For chrissakes, Mac, you think I don’t know my way around this industry? I used to bloody work in it myself, before Equinox! I told you I know Tommy Fong, he’s ex-pat from Elysium and they don’t come any greasier. If the gaffers at iDream think they shut him out of their precious servers by firing his ass and changing a few passwords, they’re shit outta luck. Tommy was back in the mainframe, same day.”
“He’s a hacker, as well as a game designer,” McKinnen mused. “Any good?”
“As a programmer? Brilliant. As a human being? Slime. The green kind that sticks to your boots and stinks in the sun. Makes a rich living selling stuff he’s ripped off from encrypted systems that’re nowhere near as secure as the operators think. I told you: Tommy just took a thick wedge of Darwin’s scrip for the current generation base code and the cracks. Don’t even ask the price.”
She chuckled. “All of which sounds uncomfortably close to home. Tell me, does your Mister Fong have access to the AI game server?”
“Nope. I asked — obviously.” Spiteri sounded resigned to the work ahead. “I thought we might’ve lucked out for once, but there’s only so far Tommy can go. He’s in the archive, he can rip off all the files you like, but the realtime game controller’s too smart, too tight, even for him.”
“Damn. All right — that one’s my job,” McKinnen mused. “You got the exact date on the cracks?”
“Last week,” Spiteri promised.
“And this Fong has no clue you’re affiliated with NARC?”
“Nope. Till I met him to swing the deal, I had zero idea who I’d be doing business with. Didn’t even know Tommy was in Venice, and he was surprised as all hell to see me. He didn’t even ask where I was working — and if he had, I’d’ve told him, shit, I got myself hitched to this huge cabaret star from Sensations, who needs to work? And yes, I paid him in cash, honking great wads of it. You happy now? I’m about three minutes out.”
“It’ll do,” she told him. “Bring the goods straight here, then you can unpack this VR rubbish and sort it out.”
Rubbish? Jarrat and Stone shared a glance as the elevator went down, but Stone could guess. Spiteri had begged a favor, used a friend’s credit account to order a full tandem VR rig, the most expensive buddy-hooking system on the civvy market. He had specified a collection point in Fairview, so nothing tangible would link the order to NARC, Jarrat and Stone, or himself. There was even less connection back to iDream and, though them, Angeliberty.
The biggest of the building’s VR labs had been committed to the security assignment, officially codenamed Counterpoint. As Stone stepped into the semi-darkness he saw a plot of Venice to every horizon, centered on the Excelsior Hotel, the Convention Center and the Moira Halloran Opera House. Every rooftop and high-level window with line of sight, every thoroughfare aimed like a lance at the target buildings — it would all be covered by well over four thousand air mobile drones, of which NARC itself could actually supply only half.
Beyond the coast, the Neptune Gulf lay under a surveillance net through a sixty-degree arc along the horizon, while the hills behind the city were covered by three pop-up satellites, all relaying data to the carrier. Covering every valley and hillside the way the city’s canyon streets must be secured would have tripled the requirement for drones.
“What a waste o’ bucks and manpower,” Gil Cronin was saying disgustedly.
To Stone’s surprise, Bill Dupre spoke from the murk beyond the holo projection. “Very likely, Sergeant, but we’re under scrutiny ourselves,” he said, coming forward into the light as Jarrat and Stone appeared. “I regret to say, a team from Homeworlds Security is coming out on the Olympic, arriving in four days to approve our work.”
“To do what?” Joe Ramos demanded. “Some bunch o’ suits from Shanghai an’ Chicago’s gonna land here an’ tell us how to do our job, in our own backyard?”
“Apparently.” Dupre gave Jarrat and Stone a nod as he thrust hands into pockets and went over the threedee schematic in minute detail. “They’re coming here — and I’m quoting — to inspect the arrangements. If they don’t pass muster, these ‘suits’ have two weeks to drop our ideas and arrange whatever they prefer.”
The holoprojection threw odd shadows around Jarrat’s face. “Is the Olympic staying insystem?”
“No.” Dupre walked diagonally through the image to join Reynolds, who was at the ’Chef, conjuring chai. “She’s leaving, so Homeworlds Security won’t have her resources to play with. Though we could,” he added, taking a mug from the pilot, “requisition enough drones from her armory to make up any shortfall, if the Kellerway isn’t in a position to assist, and if there’s no other Army carrier or tender within reach.” He nodded thanks to Reynolds, tried the coffee and frowned into the display. “You’ve done fine work, all of you. This is good enough for me.”
Four digital representations of the Athena’s gunships patrolled over the city’s quadrants while the Corsairs flew a racetrack pattern between them. The 104s would be in the air constantly while Sorenson and Steinberg were at peak exposure at the opera house, and every time they were in transit. When the senators were safely in place at either the convention center or the hotel, surrounded by a Tactical cordon inside, Starfleet outside, the NARC aircraft would sit on the airpark not fifty meters overhead while Auel and Gable processed the datafeed from drones and satellites.
Two shifts of NARC pilots, fighter-qualified, had been called to duty. They, Jarrat and Stone would stand by the aircraft on a four on, four off schedule, around the clock until the senators departed. Four gunships would shadow the shuttle back to the docks, then escort the Starfleet-Alexandria to the hyperdrive ignition exclusion zone. The moment the ship slipped into the hyperflight envelope, NARC’s responsibility ended.
“This is as good as it’s gonna get, boss,” Reynolds said thoughtfully. “We’ve beaten this up every which-way. If some syndicate shooter can figure out how to get through us, he — or she! — is a smarter ass than any of us.”
“They’re not, and they won’t,” Dupre said, satisfied. He turned a curious look on Jarrat and Stone. “How goes your side of the battle?”
Jarrat gestured west and down, in the direction of McKinnen’s lab. “Jack Spiteri arrived a few minutes ago with the game cracks, also the base code, ripped off from iDream without them even knowing. Turns out, they fired a slime who knows his way right back into their mainframe — not the realtime game server, though. He can steal files, but he wouldn’t be able to intrude into the live gamestream, which is where Mac needs to be. She’s still waiting for some critical data from IBEX before she dives so deep into iDream. When she does, she’ll get hold of the realtime game analysis, which will make our job a thousand percent easier. We’ll know what tricks have been tried already, what works, what fizzles — what’s too smart for its own good and just turns into trouble.”
“We set up two blind apartments in different city sectors,” Stone went on, “and two game accounts. The first address and account, we’ll just go in, take a look around, get used to buddy-hooking, check out how real the full-immersion is. Get our bearings. While we’re doing this, we’ll take apart the game cracks, hammer out a strategy — and wait for Mac. Once she’s in, and gets the player analysis, we’re halfway home: we’ll know which subscriber is playing which avatar in any confrontation. Soon as she’s inserted our own specific avatar, carrying the AI spy, we should be good to go.”
“Jack bought the most expensive tandem game rig money can buy,” Jarrat added thoughtfully. “He knows this stuff backwards and sideways. Stoney and I never used civilian hardware before, but he can get us up to speed in a session or two. Harry just got in on the Persephone. He agreed to handle the sessions the way he ran the sims. Far as we can see, the only difference between the simulations we’ve been running for years and Demonhawk Deep is, our sims are always damned dangerous versions of real world situations. The game is … out there. Crashed civilizations, genetic aberrations, flying lizards, airships, dragon hunters, mad scientists, slave traders, tech scavengers, swords and guns — pillage, rape and slaughter.” He gave Stone a bleak glance. “Turns out, Harry already knows this stuff. He’s picked up the wreckage a few times. But the truth is, if the average Joe Citizen ran any of the tougher NARC sims, he or she’d get just as busted up.”  
“We can handle it,” Stone finished. “Harry’s worried, as you’d expect.”
“It’s his job to be. Don’t underestimate the game,” Dupre warned. “I’ve done a little research of my own, since Doctor McKinnen discovered our way into Angeliberty. Demonhawk Deep was actually banned on Earth. Bribes paid to key figures in Marsport secured iDream a license to get it into limited distribution on a subscriber basis in the colonies. In fact, it’s notorious.”
“Then again,” Stone said darkly, “so are we.”
The frown only deepened between Dupre’s brows. “Do what you can. Doctors McKinnen and Del will report to me, and I’ve informed the governor we have a window, an opportunity. We’re about to option it, but government should not discount the possibility that Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov might be … unapproachable. If anything goes amiss in this attempt and the Angeliberty AI tightens its firewall, locking us out, it’s over. Governor Rocher should be ready to meet whatever ransom demand. It’ll be too late for heroics right out of some spectacular fiction. Reality rarely works out so neatly. The greater truth is, hostage victims are usually forfeit. When the hostage is an entire city …” He sighed heavily. “Do what you can. Let me know what you need.”
Stone shared a glance with Jarrat, but Kevin’s head shook in a minute negative. “Right now, Colonel, just the time to take Jack Spiteri’s cracks to pieces, plan a strategy —”
“Go into the gamestream, reconnoiter the rig,” Jarrat mused. “Work out the level of reality, the time lag between thought and reaction in the game. Maybe,” he said with all due reluctance, “make some deliberate beginner’s mistake, see what it’s like getting hurt or killed. Harry won’t like it, but I’m damned if I can think of any other way to run the realtime experiment.”
“Go ahead.” Dupre finished the coffee and withdrew to the door. “When will you enter the gamestream as amateurs, observers, testing the water?”
“A day or two,” Stone judged, “after we’ve dissected the cracks. By then, Mac should be ready to slither into iDream, we’ll be in business.”
Dupre stepped out. “Keep me informed.”
The door had closed when Ramos said scathingly, “You have got to be freakin’ kiddin’ me. I heard this Demonhawk Deep crud’s worse than Doomrider 4.”
The game Kip Reardon’s young niece was so eager to play, back on Mars, Stone remembered, where it was not merely legal, but fat bribes had secured a lower rating, allowing even younger people to play.
“It is.” Jarrat was intent on the plot of Venice, the placement of so many drones. “So Harry’ll be there, while Jack configures the tandem rig and two big tough NARCs are going in. Civvies get chewed up and spat out. We’re not civvies.”
“Yeah, well, watch your asses,” Cronin said sourly. “When you’re done gettin’ busted up for the fun of it — poker, pizza, ten buck ante, you can bring the beer.”
“For the fun of it?” Stone echoed. “I wouldn’t go that far.” He glanced at his chrono. “Right now, I want to take a look at the gear Jack brought in.”
“Later,” Cronin growled as he returned to the endless task of fine-tuning the incredible detail surrounding the plot of Venice. “Any time after 19:00 — we got an appointment, Joe and me.”
“Appointment?” On his way out, Jarrat turned back. “Not JPC?”
“Yep.” Ramos puffed out his cheeks. “It’s just round one, where they check out the credentials attached to your application. They choose maybe two, three out of a hundred to come into the office an’ chat.”
Cronin looked up from his work. “We got the invite to chat. You?”
“Not yet.” Stone stepped out. “We were maybe a week or two behind you. We’ll still be lost in the avalanche of a humanity trying to catch the company’s attention. Give it time. You guys should do well. NARC descant troops? JPC Security’s idea of heaven.”
“And a couple of NARC captains in the applications basket?” Reynolds graced them with a smile. “You’ll jump right out of the crowd. Patience.”
“So people have been telling me since I was six years old,” Jarrat said dryly, on his way by Stone in the direction of the lifts.




Chapter Forty-six

So this was the town of Medrios, in the northern hemisphere of a world lost to its sisters, so far beyond the Cygnus Colonies, even the constellations were strange. Two suns shone from a brazen blue sky, but one was small, dim, ruddy, a tired old companion to the warm yellow star of Durego. This sun looked to be G2 or G3, Jarrat judged, comparable to Darwin’s Star or Sol. He and Stone stood on the shoulder of a low hill; below, a timber-stockaded town sprawled along the west bank of a wide creek which bisected this high valley in the Jedren Mountains. Morning light painted sixty or eighty modest houses, while townsfolk trudged to and fro about chores more fitting for machines.
Here, an old man carried water from the stream; there, a woman pushed a barrow of vegetables while two boys beat laundry on a rock at the water’s edge and a little girl drove six black-faced sheep toward a shearing pen. Smoke curled on the still morning air, and when Jarrat took a breath he smelled it, sharp and acrid against the sweetness of flowers and the underlying bass tones of humus and decay from the woodland behind them. Somewhere far off, dogs barked. The wind stirred in the trees, bringing the smells of wild garlic and cedar resin.
Academically, he knew peripheral impressions were generated by light impulses passed through his optic nerves along with the threedee visuals, and by input stimuli carried via filament-thin wires that had intruded into his temples, smarting the thin skin there. But the effect was absolutely convincing — real enough for him to look down and study the grass and pebbles at his feet, notice birdsong from the forest, the aroma of baking bread from Medrios.
His feet were shod in battered leather boots, scuffed and muddied. He shrugged his shoulders inside a coarse woolen jerkin, passed his hands over the soft old deerskin trousers and muttered a comment for the voice recorder. Stone had at least run the promo in full-immersion, but this was Jarrat’s first time on Durego — his first time wearing the face of the young warrior.
He looked at his hands, saw chipped, dirty fingernails and a few blue-tattooed runic symbols, the sigils of good luck. Terlian turned eighteen years old today and Sawric had already agreed to take him into the training band. Terlian, his best friend Grigor, the strange young Marouk from some settlement down the river, and the new girl, Zerena, were all to be initiated into apprenticeship this morning. Even being chosen was a major achievement. Jarrat felt a surge of Terlian’s pride as he jogged down off the hillside toward Sawric’s house, a ramshackle shed on the edge of the stockade, just inside the gate.
His legs pumped as he ran, he felt his heart beat harder, felt the impact through feet, ankles, calves, knees, as he jumped a rivulet, landed with a splash and skated in the mud. “Damn, it’s … real,” Jarrat muttered for the voice recorder.
But he also felt Stone through the empathic bond. The conflicting input streams were enough to overload his concentration if he also tried to keep a grasp on the reality outside the gamescape: a living room in an anonymous apartment, the game’s intricate tandem rig, a widescreen display on which Jack Spiteri monitored their performance. Something had to go, or Jarrat would soon lose track.
“Immerse yourself,” Spiteri’s voice said, as if from a great distance. “Don’t try to hang onto here as well as there. Sink into it. The whole point of full-immersion VR is to let it supersede everything else.”
“Hang onto me instead,” Stone suggested, sending a flare of curiosity and wry amusement through the bond. “Terlian is both of us at one time … buddy-hooking.”
“It’s not so easy playing in tandem,” Spiteri whispered, a disembodied voice. “I warned you — you need to get a delicate feel for it. Remember, when you want to talk to the voice recorders and not have everything you say picked up by the game and threaded right back into the gamestream, you have to hit the override in your palm. Everything else you say — either of you — will go right back up the wire to iDream, stored as part of the permanent game record. Got it?”
“Got it,” Jarrat said as Terlian jogged on through the dew-damp grass toward a stockade constructed of five-meter tall, unfinished tree trunks, every upright sharpened to a lance point. “Let us get our bearings.”
He and Stone stopped a hundred meters short of Medrios and turned around through the full three-sixty. There was the hill where they materialized in Terlian’s body; beyond lay Shuramen Woods, where old Sterana gathered bitter, poisonous herbs to make wickedly powerful drugs. Far beyond the canopy of trees reared the towering, snowcapped line of the Jedren Mountains, six days’ ride distant on the best horses.
They looked up, saw ravens circling, heard skylarks high above. They looked down, saw small star-shaped white flowers and dew glistening on every blade of grass. On a whim, Stone stooped and ran Terlian’s hand through the grass. Jarrat felt the cold wetness on his fingertips, the coarseness of Terlian’s jerkin as they dried his hand.
Then shouts from the far side of the creek, across the humpbacked bridge, dispelled the morning peace. Terlian ran on, quickening his pace to the muddy bank between the reed beds. He knew the voice: Leiden’s party was back. From the urgent tone of the shouting, this hunting had gone badly. Terlian’s belly churned as he saw the group of four hurrying toward the bridge. Two carried a makeshift stretcher swaying between them, while a figure lay strapped to it, limbs dangling loosely.
Even from this distance, blood was obvious. Their hunting had been a disaster. Worse, one of Leiden’s people had been badly injured, which was the most terrible failure any expedition could suffer. And this was not the first time Leiden had botched his mission. He was the eldest — tallest, strongest. He was supposed to decide the strategy, orchestrate the raid on a naraga nesting site discovered a week before by scouts, make sure all eggs were smashed, then get his people safely out and home. If he could bring down a reptile or two, he would be rewarded. Warriors cut out the biggest fangs as proof they had killed one of the creatures. Presented with these trophies, Sawric doled out honey beer and extra meat, a purse of copper coins, before the victors took their choice of Medrios’s young men or women to bed — the privilege of naraga slayers.
But this —? Horrified, Terlian watched the stretcher come jolting over the bridge, and Jarrat recalled the Level One crack. Young Evaren was already dead when the three survivors made it to the stockade, Sterana could do nothing for the girl. As the leader, failed yet again, Leiden would pay the price for the death of a valued female of the tribe. Leiden had been Terlian’s and Grigor’s friend as long as either could remember; he had been their hero for years. Like Terlian, Jarrat and Stone felt an unreasoning urge to rush to help, argue in his defense when Sawric and Sterana pointed accusing fingers.
Don’t, Jarrat reminded himself.
The truth was, Leiden had been utterly blindsided by a juvenile naraga at the nests. Over fifty eggs were smashed and he brought back three fourths of his team, but this was the third time Leiden had allowed one of his people to be injured — and today a young woman of breeding age was dead. Evaren had already birthed two daughters. According to community law, a woman’s first two children must be sired by the strongest, smartest hunters in Medrios, young men certified healthy by healers such as Sterana and guaranteed ‘no relation’ by the breeding lists, which were meticulously kept to prevent even accidental inbreeding. When the gene pool was critically small, such measures became vital. Evaren’s young were delivered when she was sixteen and seventeen. Any female aspiring to hunt naraga was compelled by law to first honor tribal duty. With at least two children, preferably girls, added to the community’s numbers, she was free to undertake training, accept the risks.
Only through such ruthless discipline could human communities maintain their numbers and vigor. Evaren had been brilliant, Terlian knew. Her bare arms carried only one sigil, the Hunter’s mark which was branded into the student’s left arm when he or she entered training. Other hunters — Leiden among them — wore symbols telling of failure on the trails; a few had the original brand cancelled as the ultimate dishonor, when they were dismissed from the service. But Evaren’s arms wore only the one mark, among many tattooed runes of luck, and victory honors.
“Jarrat, Stone — don’t get involved,” Spiteri said urgently. “Remember!”
Terlian desperately wanted to hurry forward, help his old friend, argue that none of this had been Leiden’s fault. The naraga had come out of nowhere, no one could have avoided it. But Sawric would brook no interference and the price for testing the elders’ authority was a pitiless beating. Jarrat and Stone hung back. Stone made a grab for Grigor’s arm as he tried to make the mistake.
“No, Grig,” Terlian said in the light voice of the eighteen year old, “you know the rules! You can’t help him.”
Tall for his age, round-faced, amiable, as strong as three men but not too bright, Grigor always did as Terlian advised. Terlian was almost as tall, strong for his years and height, and smart. Sawric had accepted him at once, when he asked for the privilege of being trained with the next band of students. Zerena and Marouk had also hurried to the bridge to see who was dead — Marouk, with the shaggy straw-blond hair, pale blue eyes below a high forehead, spindly limbs which were somehow much stronger than they looked; Zerena, still rounded about belly, breasts and hips from the prerequisite ‘breeding duty,’ but heavily muscled through the arms and shoulders, with the long legs of a distance runner.
Even they hung back, knowing better than to interfere as Sawric the student master sent for the witch. Sterana came stumping along with the aid of a staff taller than herself. When she pronounced Evaren dead, mourners carried the girl away for burial honors. Leiden did not have to wait long to pay his price. Terlian knew what was coming; Jarrat and Stone watched with appalled curiosity as handlers stripped him naked by the creek and Sawric brought two smoking irons.
One cancelled the hunter’s brand of courage, honor, belonging. The other sigil marked him with the third and final brand of failure. Leiden made no sound while Sawric worked, nor did he complain when the blacksmith shacked his limbs and laid the yoke of a beast of burden over his broad shoulders. Sterana read out the list of farmers and masons who had applied for the next available indentured laborer. A spirited auction began, two men and a woman battling over who would win Leiden’s services for the next seven years.
Seven years, Jarrat thought, pulling a plow, plodding a circle at the mill or carrying water, naked in sun and snow alike, fed when someone remembered, urged to work with a cattle goad. “Seven years,” he whispered.
“The price for getting somebody killed.” Grigor sighed. “Leiden knew it, same as we all do.” He turned wide, guileless green eyes on Jarrat and Stone. “What, you don’t like the rules? Fuck! Don’t let Sawric hear you say so. He won’t let you in if you sass him. Look, Terl, you wanna hunt naraga or not? I do — and there’s only one way. You just … don’t fail, like Leiden, right? Come on!”
He was off then, joining Zerena and Marouk at Sawric’s door, right beside the stockade’s open gate. Jarrat and Stone watched Leiden go by, his face sweated by the pain of the new brands. A goad flicked across his shoulders as he felt the weight of a cart behind him for the first time, and faltered. In seven years he would walk away free, if he survived. Jarrat looked him up and down, from the sturdy legs and heavy genitals to big shoulders and dark, rebellious eyes. Leiden was sure to bolt before the season was out. The truth was written in his face.
According to the game cracks, the next time a crew of Nazzar skin traders assaulted this village Leiden, driven past his limits, would change sides in a heartbeat. Before the end of spring he would fall in with the butt-ugly, one-eyed Faroud, hand him three of the community’s young bucks, who had spent months taunting the bondsman. They came to the barn after the day’s work, eager to take advantage of the rule that indentured laborers, as voluntary chattels, had no right of refusal. In the game’s later levels, Leiden would reappear as an enemy, but he remembered Terlian and would spare his life —
In fact, Jarrat could not blame Leiden for running, though he and Stone knew Terlian would be punished severely for failing to spear his old friend during the escape, when Leiden fled with captives to bribe the Nazzar. Yet killing Leiden on Level Four to avoid Sawric’s wrath only got Terlian killed on Level Nine. A year on, when Nazzar jumped him in the mountains only Leiden’s long-standing debt to Terlian would save him. Terlian’s chastisement on Level Four was the quickest path through the game. Cowardice — the killing of a childhood friend — set the scene for a player to be spat out later and sweat through it all again, perhaps wondering where he had gone wrong.
Palming the audio cutoff, Jarrat growled, “You want to do this, Stoney? Get through to Level Two, see how hard this sonofabitch actually kicks?”
Stone’s voice seemed as disembodied as Spiteri’s. “Jack, do many gamers bail on Level One? Can’t help noticing, iDream offers a refund on new subscriptions.”
“Quite a lot bail,” Spiteri affirmed, “when they find out how real it is. You gotta know what you’re up against. Terl and company swear an oath to be loyal to their tribe and their hunt masters, ‘unto death,’ the usual crud. Then you’re in, gods help you. They put their mark on you — the same harpoon blade shape you saw on that idiot Leiden, till it was cancelled. A brand.”
Already, Grigor, Marouk and Zerena loitered in the shade outside Sawric’s door, eager for the privilege. “You want access to Level Two in this gamestream, you either go in as an apprentice naraga hunter or drop out, come in again using the Faroud avatar.” Stone said bleakly. “You can play as a predator … but the path goes nowhere. Shit, just get it done.”
“It won’t be the first time,” Jarrat said quietly.
“Equinox.” A twist of memory soured Stone’s belly. “One big difference: that time was real. And you felt it, as far away as the carrier. We’re either going to do this or not, and we’ve spent a bloody week getting this set up. Go!”
By now Sawric had begun to peer oddly at Terlian, wondering what the kid’s problem might be. In some versions of the game, obviously Terlian did simply walk away after seeing the brutal treatment meted out to his friend. Jarrat swore softly and cut the rig’s audio pickup back in. “All right, we — I’m coming.”
The quartet formed up around Sawric. The older man — short, burly, dark-tanned, bald as an egg with heavy mustaches, many gold teeth, blue tattoos over every visible patch of skin — mouthed the oath of the naraga hunter. The young people parroted it back. One by one they threw off their jerkins. Jarrat, as Terlian, who would very soon command this group in battle, looked them over: Grigor, carrot haired and freckled, built like a brick outhouse before he was twenty; Zerena, black haired, blue eyed, pale skinned, heavy-breasted after the recent maternity, courageous as a tigress; Marouk, tawny and tow-haired, stringy as a colt with every rib pressing out against his skin, smartest of all of them and smug about his intelligence.
All lined up to be inspected. Sawric examined them minutely for previous marks of apprenticeship or bondage, to verify their liberty to do this. He looked at their backs and arms, searching for scars of punishment which would betray them as felons, malcontents or failures, but these four arrived as free as they were eager. Terlian placed himself first in line to receive the hunter’s mark.
Jarrat remembered to slam up the empathic shields with an instant to spare before the shock could begin to echo back and forth between himself and Stone, and magnify. The sizzle of flesh, the smell of the burn, assaulted him moments ahead of genuine pain as the filaments in his temples, the datastream pulsing unseen through his eyes, informed his brain of the outrage to his left arm. Sweat sprang from every pore, his ears roared. He might have snatched off the VR visor, pulled off the earpads, but he found his limbs too leaden, uncooperative, slow.
“Easy, careful,” Jack Spiteri said loudly. “Cuss all you like, they expect it. The game won’t let you out now till you see the Level Two titles, not unless you override it with the chicken switch — don’t. If you chicken, you gotta come right back and do this again. Just ride it, it’s not real.”
“Like bloody hell it’s not,” Stone rasped. “Tell my brain it’s not real!”
“They have a line right to the pain center,” Spiteri told him. “When you get into the sex, they have a line right to the pleasure center. On Level Four, if you can get through the mission, you arrive home from your hunt with a bag full of naraga fangs. It’s Terlian’s turn on the breeding lists. You get to roll in the hay with the beautiful apple-bosomed Renellis.” Spiteri snorted. “If you prefer, you can give the old witch a rain check on the whole breeding duty gig and jump Omaldo, the tall blond lad with the brown eyes and perfect bubble-butt. Screw to your heart’s content. It’s the tag-end of Level Four. You’ll see the Level Five titles when you’ve quite finished indulging yourself. Some gamers play the Renellis and/or Omaldo encounter happily for hours. Days. The game doesn’t care how long you stay there.”
Jarrat’s teeth clenched as he watched Grigor, Zerena and Marouk get their apprentices’ marks. Grigor did a little dance but made no sound; Marouk howled like one of the wolf-demons who prowled the mountain passes by night. Zerena bared her teeth, muttered about this being paltry against the birth of her first daughter. Terlian tugged on his jerkin, and when Sawric handed him a two-meter javelin with a massive barbed head, he accepted it, hefted it above his head in triumph. He and his friends stood and saluted the student master —
Level Two. Play now?
The words flashed up in scarlet against a field of velvet black. Stone hit the pause control and Jarrat dragged off visor, pads and filaments. He withdrew his hands from the mesh gloves, flicked the sensors from his knees and ankles, tossed them onto the coffee table before his chair. Then he clenched his right fist about his left biceps and swore fluently. “Damnit, that’s real.”
“Reality,” Jack Spiteri said caustically, “is the whole point. Otherwise you might as well watch a show. The cost of losing makes the winning a hundred times sweeter. The risk of getting hurt makes you as careful in the gamestream as you’d be if it were the real deal. Like I said, they got lines into your pleasure and pain centers, plus non-visual light pulses into your optic nerves, telling your brain stuff. There’s also sub-etheric audio tracks, way under anything you can hear … anticipation, healthy dread, pure terror.  First time you go up against naraga, you’ll be pissing yourselves. Can you take down the monster? If you can, whoa, do you get laid afterward. Get wasted, you land back in this room with the grandmother of all hangovers — strike one. You get two more strikes as Terl, then you have to come back in as Grig or Marouk. Or Zerena, if you want to try on a woman’s body for fit. It’s quite an experience. A lot of gamers body-swap for wicked thrills. When you go back in again the gamestream changes slightly along with the character, if you play another avatar. It’s … bitching clever.”
A plain, anonymous living room high in an apartment house in the outer Venice suburbs resolved about Jarrat and Stone as the pain gradually faded to nothing, leaving behind slick sweat, pounding heart, ultra-awareness of every raw nerve ending. Beige walls, green carpet, closed blinds. Jack Spiteri’s ebony face swam before them. The widescreen behind him idled on pause, displaying the last frame from Level One, the invitation to play on.
He had watched this first scene in the game as if it were a movie, and peered shrewdly at them as the room lights came up. “This is how it is in the gamestream, why folks keep coming back, get hooked … it’s different, challenging, exotic. The rewards are as real as the dangers. You can be hero or monster, beautiful, desirable, whatever. Do stuff you never even imagined before. It’s not just more of the same crap that goes on outside the window every day. And it’s very real. You can do it.”
Stone took a deep breath, stretched his shoulders. “Of course we can do it. You have no idea the simulations we’ve run, Jack.”
“Yes I do.” Spiteri shut down the game player and computer. “Working alongside Mac, I have access to a lot of stuff — need it, to make sense of what I’m doing. I wrote battlefield sims for Dupre for months, so obviously I checked out existing NARC training simulations to see what you and the descant troops already did. Had to be sure I wasn’t just retreading old ideas.” He mimed a shudder. “The iDream product is repackaged as fantasy role playing, but it won’t stretch you any further.”
“All right,” Jarrat stood, needing to move, breathe, drink. Suddenly he was ravenous. “Let’s do this a few times till the rig gets familiar, while we wait for Mac to get inside iDream. Then … do it for real. Yes?”
“Yeah.” Stone drew both hands over his face and looked at the time. “We were in there for almost an hour. It felt like minutes. We eat, take a break, go again. Did Mac say when she’s going into iDream?”
“Tomorrow, barring something coming up that neither of us can predict,” Spiteri mused. “She got the intel she needed from IBEX. We spent ten hours, yesterday, while you were ripping apart the game analysis. We debugged our Terlian avatar, made sure it’s bulletproof and reserved: nobody but us can option it. It stays hidden in the archive till we jiggle a single line of code. Then, you guys are in. You better make the real start tomorrow: give yourselves enough time to do this thing right.”
Especially, Jarrat thought grimly, since Terlian had to be killed twice to make their progress credible. Nobody went from rookie to grand master undefeated. They had chosen scenes where death was courageous, honorable, or at least clean. On Level Five, Terlian would be killed in a fall during a raid on a naraga nesting site. He would plummet thousands of meters down a crevasse in the Jedren Mountains and die in an instant. On Level Nine, he would be almost overtaken by the Nazzar. Rather than allow himself to be captured, he would challenge the bigger, stronger, far more experienced Faroud. The death opportunity there was asinine, perhaps, but it circumvented ten sidebars of sordid ‘episodes’ in which Terlian was used and abused by the skin traders until he made his own way back to Medrios. In his third incarnation, Sawric would punish him on Level Four, for the escape of Leiden; and through his own error in judgment Terlian would be mauled close to death by a naraga on Level Fourteen — healed only by strange, magic-like tech which left him not quite human thereafter. His skin tone acquired a faint blue-green sheen, his pupils took on catlike slits.
This failure rate was adequate to make their rapid passage credible enough. By Level Sixteen or Twenty, Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov would find the new gamer with the login name of BlueSteel irresistible. Jarrat was satisfied. He opened the blinds, let the afternoon sun stream in, listened as Stone slipped on a comset and talked to Central.
All four Raven units had commenced training, running the security operation over and over in simulation, responding to virtual missile alerts from every compass point. Jarrat wriggled a bug into his left ear in time to hear Scott Auel saying, “— she’s about a half hour from the docks, still out by Sabrina. We already received comm from the first bunch of clowns.”
He was talking about the Starfleet-Olympic, Jarrat knew, inbound from Earth at this time, bringing the team from Homeworlds Security who would dissect everything NARC had done and approve it — or not. Stone’s face set into lines of disapproval as he spoke with Auel. Only rarely did NARC discover itself outranked, but a team direct from the government of Earth had the influence to make even Bill Dupre stand back and cede authority.
“We’ll be aboard tomorrow, early,” Stone was saying. “Have the Corsairs prepped, Scott. There isn’t a lot of time. The rest of it starts later, for real.”
It was months since they had climbed into a 104 cockpit, and they needed to log the hours. When Operation Counterpoint commenced with the rendezvous with the Starfleet-Alexandria, there would be no space for error or hesitation. Jarrat and Stone wanted at least twenty hours in the Corsairs before Sorenson and Steinberg arrived. They had fourteen days to log them. Dividing their time between Counterpoint, hands-on flying, the lab, training exercises with the Ravens and challenge of Demonhawk Deep would make those fourteen days pass like so many hours.
“The rest of it?” Auel echoed. “So you’ve sunk your teeth into it. The, uh, game. And I use the term loosely.”
“Very loosely,” Jarrat said acidly. “We took it for a spin. It shouldn’t be a problem. If it is … we’ll work it out. The Raven units —?”
“On schedule, hitting their marks,” Gable’s voice responded. “The big problem is the number of drones we need to cover all bases. The Kellerway got us closer, but we still need another thousand. We’re hoping the Olympic can take up the slack. We’ll tell you better in a couple of hours. Are you two still on to liaise with the Tactical side of Counterpoint?”
“On the day,” Stone affirmed. “Right now, Dupre’s working with Robyn Finney. It’s coming into shape. If Homeworlds Security just butts out and lets us do the job.”
“They’re one more troll for Dupre to wrestle,” Auel said dismissively. “He’s come up to the Starfleet dock, we have four Green Ravens standing bodyguard duty. You need anything, Stoney? We’re just marking time here. Waiting for it to click together.”
“The only thing we need,” Jarrat decided, “is food. We’ll see you tomorrow, Scott, early.”
Comm had shut down when Spiteri offered, “I’m meeting Jesse in a half hour at Le Paradis, uptown. You’re welcome to come along — we have a booking, the food’s actually pretty good.”
“Done.” Stone looked down at the kaftan and battered jeans he had by now ceased to notice. He retied the long blond hair as he asked, “Do we have to dress?”   
Spiteri gurgled a chuckle. “If you did, eight months out of the year they wouldn’t let Jesse through the door. Can’t get that boy to put anything on when it’s warm or humid.” He jingled the car keys. He was parked on the roof lot, fifty floors higher above the street. “You’ll do.”
“Feed me,” Stone suggested affably. “Then I want to get my hands on a naraga hook, get the feel of it. We might make Level Five by tonight.”
“If we do, we die,” Jarrat reminded. “It’s a forty meter climb from the ledge up the cliff face to the nests. Terlian and Grigor are halfway up when Terlian misses his footing.”
“A lot of players fall,” Spiteri said darkly, on the way out. “If you don’t have a head for heights, the reality of the climb can be overwhelming. Hence the refund, if you can’t hack it. Stall out on or under Level Five inside the first week, iDream will refund you or bump your subscription to an easier game.” He thumbed for the lift up to the airpark. “You two, fighter qualified — you’ll have to fake it. Just make the fall look good, convincing.”
The lift was going up when Stone thought to ask, “You’ve played this, haven’t you, Jack?”
A shrug, a coy smile, and Spiteri admitted, “A little of it. I didn’t get too far through. But yeah, I was interested to try out the new tech in a game that pulls no punches. Rough stuff hurts. I wanted to know how the new generation game rigs deliver the goods — you don’t get full-throttle experience playing Fuzzy Duck and the Big Green Frog.”
“So,” Jarrat said slowly, knowing what was on Stone’s mind. “What’s it like to be killed in the gamestream?”
Now Spiteri looked away. “You’ll find out. You’re lucky, Harry Del will be standing right behind you when it happens.”
A chill curled through Jarrat’s belly, his own reaction or Stone’s, it was impossible to tell. “Not tonight,” he said quietly. “Tonight we’re still on the shakedown, getting used to the rig. We’re going out on Level Five. We … he falls.”
“Quick and clean,” Spiteri said tersely. “While it’s happening, try chanting to yourselves, ‘jalapeno popsicles, jalapeno popsicles.’ You’d be surprised, it strips credibility down to the bone.”
“We’ll bear it in mind,” Stone said acerbically as they stepped out into the brisk wind and cool air, a hundred floors above the Venice streets.
But Jarrat forgot, caught up in the maelstrom of the experience. The naraga hook was like a harpoon with a barbed, bent-back shape, designed to slither under the big scales on the shoulder of the reptile, just ahead of the wings. When the javelin was properly thrown, the hook slid in and caught firmly. The sheer muscle strength of two hunters would haul the naraga down — the creature was bird-boned, surprisingly light, to assist in flight. At least, Jarrat thought, the creative minds behind Demonhawk Deep had not given them any ability to breathe fire, though this was probably on the agenda for Version 3.0of the game, due next year.
Terlian and Grigor had spent weeks throwing the javelins at fixed and moving targets until they were relentlessly accurate. Marouk and Zerena were less accurate, though still highly skilled; but Zerena was agile and incredibly gifted with any bladed weapon, while Marouk had infinite patience and an uncanny ability to spy out the naraga from a distance.
The climb was probably foolish. Grigor would do anything Terlian suggested, since Terlian had both the athleticism and wits to hunt naraga with his bare hands, but Marouk and Zerena warned against the climb. An icy wind howled off the east faces of the Jedren Mountains. The black rock was already slick and getting slicker as the temperature fell. Terlian should never have made the climb — Jarrat and Stone were equally aware of the foolishness.
But Terlian was also smarting to prove himself to the band, the tribe, all of Medrios, even to Master Sawric, whom he grudgingly respected. He was recently healed after Level Four’s ruthless punishment for letting Leiden go to the Nazzar, but still sore enough for the chafe of his tunic to remind him of Sawric’s wrath and the town’s disappointment in him. Terlian was desperate to prove his worth, bury his first ‘mistake’ under a great victory. In fact, letting Leiden escape was far from a mistake, but only a gamer with advance knowledge of the later levels would know it. New players picked up tips on citynet’s VR forums, so Terlian’s decision to let Leiden live and accept the punishment was entirely convincing.
Thirty naraga nested on a ledge, forty meters above the narrow track clinging to the mountainside, where he and Grigor had stopped the horses. Grigor carried the warhammers. Between them, he and Terlian might smash a hundred eggs while the parent reptiles were hunting over the long valleys to the west, where the afternoon sun still shone. Grigor was easily convinced to make the climb. Zerena shook her head over them, mouth compressed, clearly rehearsing what she would tell Sawric when she and Marouk returned alone. They were not in command of this expedition, they would pay no price for Terlian’s death. The climb was his own decision.
The group already had a bag of naraga fangs — they were headed home to Medrios expecting a hero’s welcome, hot wine, spiced meat and all the sex they could handle. But Terlian needed more. He wanted to destroy the nests as well and nothing Zerena could say would stop him. A kilometer away, Marouk perched high in an ancient oak, watching with digital field glasses. The scavenged tech from the city ruins recorded images, the proof of Terlian’s victory.
Jarrat palmed the override as Terlian and Grigor shook out their climbing tackle. The audio recorders shut off momentarily. “You’re up for this, Stoney?” 
“Give me any better choice and I’ll take it,” Stone’s disembodied voice said with raw cynicism. “Terlian either gets killed here, or he can be cut to shreds by marauders on Six and take all day dying — no thanks. Or the big queen naraga can tear him in two on Seven, blood and guts everywhere. There’s only so many ways to get killed this side of Level Nine, when he fights his dumb-ass duel with the bastard skin trader, takes a sword in the chest. This is the cleanest way to go out.”
“All right, let’s do it. You there, Jack?”
“Right behind you,” Spiteri promised.
“Resuming audio pickup.” Jarrat released the override just as Terlian slung his javelins over his shoulder, took the rope around his torso and found the first hand- and footholds in the rock face.
The climb itself was actually not so bad. Jarrat and Stone could have done it — Terlian would have returned to Medrios the hero and spent a night drinking and debauching with two or three of the best looking, horniest males in the town. Choosing the exact moment of the error, the fall, was delicate. It came as a gust howled across the bare rock, flinging ice dust into Terlian’s face.
A rush of adrenalin hit Jarrat as he and Stone recognized the moment, and they deliberately made the grab for the next handhold blind. Fingertips touched, slipped. Feet skidded away on the increasingly slick surface — suddenly they were in freefall. The sensation was all too familiar from so many jumps from gunships, more ultralite flights than they could remember. For elongated moments Terlian seemed to fly, but in fact he was falling. The ravine rushed up to meet him, treetops expanding so rapidly, Jarrat could not look away.
Remembering to chant any litany was impossible at least this first time, but both he and Stone had the pilot’s instinct to aerobrake, arms and legs widespread to slow the descent a little, enjoy the freedom of flight as long as possible before they flipped over. Terlian fell the last few hundred meters with his eyes on the windswept sky, where an eagle spiraled against snowcapped mountain peaks. Death came in an instant, a split second of white-hot pain in every bone, muscle, nerve, then —
Demonhawk Deep spat them back into a dim, anonymous living room where a different reality jarred sickeningly with the VR world they had perceived. With a moment to spare Jarrat remembered to lift the empathic shield, protect himself from the force of Stone’s reaction, before headache and nausea like a virgin furlough hangover broadsided him.
“Christ,” Stone grunted in a voice that sounded on the edge of gagging.
Jarrat could not see him. The pain blazing through his skull blinded him, but he felt random echoes of Stone’s anguish. Spiteri killed the lights, plunging the room into darkness, for which they were both grateful. So this was the price of dying in the gamestream. Jarrat swallowed repeatedly as his belly tried to spasm, listened as Spiteri fussed with something behind them, then a shot fired into the side of Jarrat’s neck. He heard Stone grunt again as a second shot fired home.
“Compliments of Harry Del,” Jack said sourly. “He called to ask when you want him, and where. I told him you were running the experiments today, the real deal starts tomorrow at the apartment over in Genoa. He sent a courier with these. Give it a couple of minutes, it’ll soon kick in.”
In fact, the drug cocktail had already begun to smother the effects of confused brain chemistry. Jarrat kneaded his temples as Stone said hoarsely, “The bloody game messes with you on the way out? That’s wicked.”
“It’s supposed to give you an incentive to fight harder, stay alive,” Spiteri reasoned. “If getting wasted in there was easy, you could just shoot yourself to get out of any situation you didn’t like and start over. There’s twenty avatars you can play, three strikes permitted on each. You could fuck about in this world for sixty incarnations and not take on one single challenge, which also means you don’t progress through the game. iDream wants you to get to the really good stuff — the airships, the pearl divers, Terlian’s one great love affair, the city on the seabed, the magical geneticists hidden away in the mountains, the really big naraga, the cool scavenged tech. All the shit that makes the game worth the time, sweat, pain — and the sky-high subscription rates.”
The drugs dulled the pain to a persistent throb, settled the nausea, reduced light sensitivity. Spiteri waited a few minutes before he brought up the room lights, and Jarrat regarded Stone wryly. “You look like hell,” he said honestly.
“Makes two of us,” Stone growled. “Pity the poor sods who don’t have the game cracks … and somebody waiting with a shot.”
“Makes you fight hard, think before you move.” Jack put away the hypogun. “I mean, you’ll still get hurt in there, you can’t avoid all of it. But real life’s like that. How many times have you lunatics been hurt on the job?”
In fact, Jarrat and Stone had been injured scores of times, but Kevin did not say it. Technically, they had both been killed. A return from the dead zone was never easy. “All right,” he said with grim fatalism. “We can do this. We just managed to claw through five levels today.” He looked at the chrono and with a disturbing surprise saw 23:45. Had they really been in the gamestream over five hours?
“You won’t get through the higher levels so fast,” Jack warned. “Even if you could, you shouldn’t, because ripping through too fast will only look fake. You need to impress the hell out of Cassel and Leskov, so — take it slower.”
They would need to work through it at a saner pace in any case. Demonhawk Deep was only one of three projects commanding their time. Stone stood, massaging the back of his neck. “We’re on the upshuttle in six hours. We’re flying in the morning, Jack. Won’t get back to this crap till late afternoon. If Mac’s worked her peculiar kind of magic, installed our avatar, we’re good to go.”
“Harry and I will see you in Genoa at about 17:00,” Spiteri mused. “If there’s any problem with the iDream hack, I’ll let you know ahead of time. Are you guys flying every day?” He gestured vaguely. “Those damned senators get into Venice in fourteen days.”
“We’re in training exercises,” Stone told him, “with the gunships. Scott Auel has his hands full — it’s his first and last major NARC assignment, if this works out.”
“This —?” Spiteri hazarded.
“The government’s bending under pressure.” Jarrat shrugged into his jacket, stifled a yawn, trying to remember the last time he had slept more than two contiguous hours. “Health and Welfare just issued a statement. They’re almost willing to accept Rethan’s and Avalon’s data, end human trials a month early. VitaLife hits the shelves in every pharmacy — it’s over.”
“And we can expect Angeliberty,” Stone added bleakly, “to take its final option.” He gave the game rig a glare. “We’re less than one step ahead of the buggers right now. The faster we can get through to something like Level Fifteen — all right, believably, credibly — and get the invite through the firewall, the better I’ll like it.”
Spiteri nodded slowly as the apartment shut itself down to idling. “Let me work out how far, how fast we can go. I’m still running the game analysis. I just managed to get my sticky paws on Cassel’s and Leskov’s own playing history. You need to go through at the same pace as they did, maybe a few percent faster. Trust me, I’ll have it hashed out for you in a day or two. You can scramble through the lower levels fast, like today. Get killed, come back in the next day, rip through to the second death scene in a day or two — you always go through faster on the second run because you’re that much more savvy. Remember, though, the game changes every time you play: it’s never quite the same twice, so don’t rely on any move you made last time. You always have to think, or it’ll take you down fast.”
This much, Jarrat had begun to learn. He had gained a new respect for the iDream designers and programmers, though he had to wonder at the sadistic, or masochistic, streak running strongly through the engineers who designed the full-immersion VR rigs. Then again, he mused, when players rampaged through bloody encounters in a gamestream that did not inflict pain, they returned to reality with a skewed perspective, halfway believing injuries did not hurt, and any wound was fixable in a matter of minutes without pain or price.
His thoughts must have shown on his face. Spiteri sighed. “See it this way. Tactical would rather have bad-ass hoons play shit like Demonhawk Deep and learn what it’s really like to get busted up, maimed, whatever … they come out of it a tad less likely to run the wild side and maim other kids.”
“I wonder,” Stone said thoughtfully, on his way to the elevators, the airpark. “Or is getting through the game a badge of honor that qualifies these hoons to go try the same stuff on the street?” The apartment locked up behind them. Anonymous NARC technicians would be along in an hour to collect the hardware. Spiteri would set it up afresh in a similar blind location across town. “I served long enough in Tactical to see kids gone batshit crazy on this stuff. It ought to be banned.”
“It was. I looked into the file.” Jarrat stepped into the lift. “iDream paid a tonne of money to get it into subscription. Not our problem, Stoney.” He tapped his chrono. “Our problem is, we’re on the bloody upshuttle so soon, we’ll grab four hours’ sleep if we’re lucky before we’re in a pair of 104s. Forget the game, let it be.”
The night air was cool, shifting, the city lights a glittering carpet in every direction. Jarrat turned his face to the wind, let it blow away the persistent memories of another world, another man’s life, ambitions, appetites and agonies. He felt the same deep currents of emotion from Stone and they shared a rueful glance over the apple-green hood of Spiteri’s Rand Eclipse, before Stone slid into the car and the jets fired.




Chapter Forty-seven

“NARC 101, this is Gold Raven, picking up something big and fast, rising over the east horizon at four-five north.” Urgency sharpened Evelyn Lang’s voice. “It’s right in the sun. Blue Raven, do you see it?”
Blue Raven wallowed three hundred kilometers closer to the pole, still limping, one engine shut down and another streaming coolant. All personnel were suited, engineers working out on the hull while medics pressurized the decontamination hangar and set up an emergency triage area. The sun would rise over Venice in half an hour; predawn twilight lay like a shroud over the city, where few people yet knew they were under attack.
Tanya Reynolds bawled over the chaos of the NARC loop, voice cutting like a razor: “Negative, Eve, we don’t see anything in the sun glare — long-range scan’s still shot to hell. Relay what you got to the Athena … Engineer! Bud, you there?”
And Karl Budweisser, gruff, terse: “Right here, Blue. I can’t get the tractor to you one minute sooner. We got generator problems. You’re on your own — five minutes, Tan, ten, longest.”
“Shitshit,” Reynolds swore bitterly. “Athena, Athena, do you read?”
Only white noise answered. The ECM screen over northeastern Darwin’s World was close to hundred percent, sheeting out even the busy comm from the docks. Starfleet, NARC, Cygnus, Venice SkyHarbor, all screamed constantly for assistance, but little signal was audible.
Crackles, roars, spattering sounds confused every channel, but Stone heard Gil Cronin’s voice as the VM 104 Corsair described a blistering arc over the north tropic, and he threw the throttles wide. “Where the fuck’s this comm jammin’ comin’ from?” Blue Raven 6 growled. “NARC 101 — Raven Leader!”
“Yo,” Stone called, almost certain Cronin could not hear him. He had been unable to reach Gable on the Athena, Lang on Gold Raven, or Jarrat in the other 104.
The carrier lay just under the west horizon, relying on datafeed from the gunships and satellites, but Stone’s display showed him a tale of woe. Most of their popups had already been reduced to drifting wreckage. Green and Red Raven stood by the carrier, providing close defense, while Blue and Gold ranged through a thousand kilometers of Venice’s sky, tracking too many incoming targets.
Blue Raven was hit, crippled almost before the assault became obvious, as if Angeliberty agents knew where she would be — and exactly how to hurt a gunship. The knowledge of how to cripple her was no secret to any veteran of Military ‘heavies.’ Thousands of such veterans thronged the colonies. Semi-smart drones slammed into her engine deck, triggering every shipwide alarm while engineers and medics scrambled to respond to simultaneous emergency calls.
“NARC 201,” Stone called into the comm mess. “NARC 201 — come on, Kevin, where are you?”
For long, infuriating seconds Jarrat did not respond, though Stone could locate him to the meter through the empathic link, which shimmered with the bright adrenalin surge of anger. Then his voice burst through the ECM blanket: “Gold Raven, you got two missiles, coming west on a vector for Venice. Gold Raven!” Nothing. “NARC 101!”
“Here,” Stone shouted. “Comm jamming’s way too thick, 201 — Blue Raven’s not going anywhere and Gold’s blind. I just picked up the warheads — two marks, right out of the sun.”
“You got a visual on me?” Jarrat bawled. “Climbing to meet you, your four o’clock low.”
Stone had seen him moments before, following the empathic steer. With proximity comm cleaned up enough for him to get most of Jarrat’s transmission. “Make it fast — looks like these two are ours. We don’t have a lot of time.”
White noise surged over the NARC bands, isolating Stone even from his partner. He concentrated on the empathic bond, felt Jarrat’s knife-edge exasperation as the second Corsair raced up from the terminator, where day was just beginning to break over Venice. The pair of incoming warheads had reached apogee already and begun to arc down. This would be Venice’s last morning.
“Right with you,” Jarrat called as he climbed up to ride Stone’s starboard wing. “I see both of them. Gold Raven!” Nothing. “Athena!”
Not a word from either made it through the barrage of comm jamming, and Stone swore. “First, we knock down these bloody missiles, then we figure out where the freaking ECM’s coming from.”
Vincent Morello designed the Corsair for massive acceleration and maneuverability, and the 104s needed both. They dove on the warheads, racing into them, closing the distance so rapidly, Stone held his breath as he read targeting data. The ECM blanket was dense enough to interrupt instruments. A target lock eluded him and he barked, “201, can you get a lock?”
“Nope.” Jarrat was taut, nerves strumming as they stooped like a pair of hunting hawks. “I’m going to eyeball it — we’ll get one chance here, Stoney. Pick one.”
“I got the left,” Stone told him. “We gotta get closer.”
“And behind the buggers, to make this work,” Jarrat added.
They jinked up, overshot the missiles’ ballistic trajectory, braked hard and slewed through an arc so tight, Stone felt his brain compress in his skull. But as he and Jarrat dropped into nose-down stability the Corsairs found themselves chasing. Their odds improved a hundredfold. The closer they could ride the missiles’ flightpath, the surer the shots would be.
Stone’s mouth might have been full of dust, his breath rasped over the helmet mic as he nudged the throttles wide, chasing the flaretail with Jarrat not a hundred meters off his right wing. Almost instinctually, they stroked the live triggers an instant before the twin Corsairs threw themselves into savage arcs, climbing away from the imminent blast.
Hard radiation showered them as two warheads detonated and Stone took a long breath as the 104s leveled out. Jarrat’s breathing was ragged over his comm before he said, “All right, where in hell is this ECM crap coming from?”
“I got nothing on instruments,” Stone told him, “but audio monitoring shows you where it’s strongest. Looks like it’s coming from somewhere out by VenCom 600, the big platform.” He put the nose over, seventy degrees off the Cygnus docks, and Jarrat dropped in on his port wing.
Venice TeleCom operated ten comm platforms around the planet, but the sixth was the biggest, the controller for the whole network. The vast, thick disk shot through by twenty spindles, each capped at both ends by multiple dishes and spines, rode thirty-five thousand kilometers above the equatorial oceans.
Darwin’s World shrank to a globe, blue-white and gorgeous, as the Corsairs raced outward, but long before they picked up VenCom 600 the ECM blanket thickened until they could not even punch a signal between one plane and the other. “It’s here,” Stone muttered — to himself or the helmet voice recorder. “It’s close.” He had no way to speak to Jarrat, but he knew from the rush of his feelings, they shared the same reasoning.
Stone braked down, let Jarrat overshoot a little and brake harder to drop back and rejoin him. Now they prowled, using visual scanning since instruments were fried. Every tracking display showed little more than gibberish, but minutes later Stone felt the rush of Jarrat’s adrenaline: he had it.
He came around, closing on Jarrat’s location — able to feel his position while instruments remained useless — and as he dropped in right above and a plane’s length behind, Jarrat kicked on the 104’s powerful floodlights. There it was: a drone, spherical, matte black, twenty meters in diameter and bristling with the porcupine spines of powerful comm arrays.
“There you are, you little —” Stone cleared his triggers and the rotary cannons under the nose whined in concert with Jarrat’s.
The air cleared at once. Lang, Reynolds, Cronin, Gable, Budweisser, were all shouting at once, and Stone winced. “Athena, this is Raven Leader. Targets destroyed. Anybody seeing anything else?”
And Scott Auel, from Athena Ops: “Not a damn’ thing, Leader. We’ll maintain tracking — coming around to join you. Nice shooting, guys.”
Sweat prickled Jarrat’s ribs, Stone felt it clearly as the Corsairs turned back toward the carrier, which was rising over the horizon, far beyond the multiple dock facilities. Jarrat’s heart slowed, his pulse fell back to normal as he said acidly, “These goddamned sims are worse than the real deal.”
Especially when they had both been out of the action for almost too long, Stone allowed. They needed the work, and had become acutely aware of the need. Still, their reaction times were fast enough, their wits and reflexes sharp enough to satisfy Dupre’s mission analysts. They had not yet lost the combative edge, but it would happen all the sooner if they languished at Central.
Nothing else popped into tracking as they closed on the Athena and Stone indulged himself in nostalgia, watching the familiar shape of the ship he had called home for so long. Jarrat felt the same and mocked himself with a twist of rueful humor as the Corsairs nosed back into the Blue Raven hangar.
Blue Raven herself was still way out, finishing a long and difficult simulation. She remained crippled with multiple casualties, waiting for Karl Budweisser’s crew to get the engineer’s tractor into order and tow her home. She would be on the ramps for twelve hours while Bud’s people ran their own emergency drills, keeping themselves sharp while weeks became months and the Athena sat at her own dock.
In fact, Venice was her assignment. The oddness of this preoccupied Stone as he and Jarrat desuited, stacked the armor segments on a waiting sled. Stone unbound his sweat-soaked hair, dragged both hands through it and retied it. He caught sight of his reflection, distorted in the mirror surface of the NARC armor, and gave himself a grimace: blond, bronze-skinned, Maori tattoos just beginning to fade, while Jarrat’s red hair grew out of the military crop and the Celtic whorls and spirals on his neck and cheek showed the first signs of vanishing back into his natural skin tone.
As the tractor pulled Blue Raven back to the carrier, the greater part of the training exercise ended. Pilots and descant troops stood down, leaving techs and medics to take over. Stone hooked on a comset and listened to the long-familiar loop. Jagruti Patak’s voice harangued her triage crew; Kip Reardon had cranked up the OR and scrubbed. Jarrat was watching Stone, waiting, knowing what he was about to say. Stone said it anyway.
“I think I might actually miss this,” he admitted with a trace of self-mockery.
“One door closes,” Jarrat said with profound fatalism, “another opens.” He fell into step with Stone as they left the hangar.
Spinners and sirens flashed and wailed as they stepped out: the gunship was on approach. Over the comm, Tanya Reynolds spoke to Budweisser’s crew, outlining the worst damage. Jarrat and Stone waited at the wide armorglass observation panes as Blue Raven rose into the hangar. She hauled herself in with her own tractors and Reynolds set her neatly on the service ramp. The vast bay door growled closed with heavy vibration through the black steel deck. Furnace-temperature air blasted into the cavity, and with ear-popping pressure restored, Reynolds released the gunship’s hatches.
Techs swarmed over Blue Raven as the descant troops appeared. Cronin and Ramos hung back to talk to Jon Semler, but the unit’s medic would be busy for another hour, finishing out the secondary simulation. Four crew were badly hurt, two with radiation burns. The Infirmary had already configured to receive hazmat cases while Kip Reardon hassled Semler for specifics.
Chill air spilled from the hangar as the inner ’locks opened and Stone gave Cronin and Ramos a nod. “Good work.”
“You’re shittin’ us, right?” Ramos snorted. “We took a couple warheads up the ass, sat there screamin’ blue murder while you guys took out all three of them fuckin’ targets.”
“You also got Blue Raven turned around, shot three marauders to hell, got the ship patched up, contained the radiation spill, kept casualties to six and brought everybody home alive,” Jarrat added. “That’s bloody good damage control. We were blind, all of us.”
“Damn’ good sim,” Cronin said shrewdly. “Almost too good. You guys didn’t design it, or you couldn’t run it with us. It ain’t easy to work all four gunships, both 104s and the carrier in the same setup. Lemme guess: that sonofabitch Spiteri.”
“He’s the culprit,” Stone affirmed. “Hand it to the man, he’s good.”
Ramos studied them astutely. “We heard you’re doin’ that game.”
“Full immersion,” Jarrat agreed. “Stay on your toes, Joe. It won’t take long for Cassel and Leskov to notice the new thugs on their block. You kick enough ass, kick it hard enough, you paint a target on your back. They’ll take us on.”
“When?” Cronin wondered.
“Can’t be sure. Could be ten days, maybe sooner.” Stone stood aside to let the descant troops go by on their way to their own ready room.
“Before Sorenson and Steinberg get in?” Ramos’s brows rose.
“There’s no way to know, but we hope so.” Jarrat slid both hands into the pockets of the marine blue fatigues he and Stone wore beneath the armor. “You want coffee? We’re on downtime, waiting for the shuttle.”
Stone touched his comset. “Reynolds and Lang are coming over. Crew lounge three, twenty minutes. We got time to clean up and change.”
“Why not?” Cronin hung one long arm over Ramos’s shoulder and they ambled away, deep in conversation.
Stone caught the word ‘Jagreth’ and frowned after them as Jarrat consulted the status board by the hangar, checking the shuttle schedule. The next downshuttle did not leave for two hours, and he was hungry, as well as sweat-damp and sticky. Training missions were often longer and harder than reality, since a mind as twisted as Jack Spiteri’s could spend a week designing a ‘cascade event,’ where one small mishap led to major disaster. Real world, realtime events were usually brief, fast, ugly, but Spiteri had a talent for orchestrating planet-wide calamity. If Stone was any judge, his NARC record would take him into any of the services, deigning missions which tested troops, pilots, techs and medics to their limits.
Crew lounge three lay on the Athena’s port side, with an incomparable view of Darwin’s, two widescreens, five AutoChefs. Auel and Gable had already commandeered the long table under the armorglass. Kip Reardon strolled in minutes after Jarrat and Stone, while the Ravens bickered amiably over the ’Chefs. The surgeon ran shrewd professional eyes over Jarrat, even now checking all visual signs, as if he could not quite believe Kevin was fully recovered.
“Kip, I’ve never been stronger.” Jarrat offered his hand and Reardon took it.
They had not spoken since the strike on Sabrina, before the NARC group left for Thule. Reardon wore an expression of some resignation as he took a seat at the table and let Gable pass around the coffee. Stone sat opposite and lifted a brow at him in question, but Reardon only shrugged.
“Making plans, breaking them,” he admitted. “In thirteen days Counterpoint will be over, one way or another — and to be honest with you, I couldn’t actually care less if Bram Sorenson gets himself shot dead on stage at the opera house. It’d be richly deserved.”
“But it’d blot our record,” Stone said sharply, “right at the end, when we’re relying on a clean service history. Onward and upward.”
“Damn.” Reardon sat back. “Of course. Sorenson doesn’t make one iota of difference to me, Stoney, but I see your point. Me?” He permitted a smile, smug as a well fed python. “Got myself a job. You’re looking at the new Chief of Thoracic Surgery at Chryse General.”
Jarrat whistled. “Good money, home on Mars in the bosom of your family.”
“An easy commute from Lassiter,” Reardon added. “Damnit, Kevin, I’m going home.” Then he sighed, perhaps realizing what the word home meant to Jarrat, of all of them. Only a person who had never had a home knew the value of one. “What about you and Stoney?”
“Don’t know yet,” Stone admitted. “We’re still waiting.” He looked along the table at Cronin and Ramos. “You sat in their office and —?”
“Talked,” Cronin said easily. “Seems it’s a ten to one shot against even gettin’ an invite to come in and talk, so we already beat the odds. They pulled the service records, went through ’em line by line. It all looked good.”
“Then it’s all about ‘we’ll be in touch,’ the old ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you’ play,” Ramos finished. “Dunno, Stoney. It’ll happen if it happens. You?”
“Still waiting, like he said.” Jarrat selected a croissant from the basket.
The surgeon wore a shrewd expression. “And we’re talking about …?”
“JPC,” Gable said glibly, “as if you couldn’t guess. I can’t say I haven’t been tempted, but I have too much family back here to just vanish. Ten weeks at Weimann speeds? Dang, that’s a hulluva long way out.”
“Maybe,” Cronin added, “it’s exactly what some of us need. Far enough to leave the colonial crud behind, too far out to run into freespacer trash.”
“It’s the smart gamble,” Ramos said affably. “If we don’t get on the first run, we can be on the second. Trick of it is, company staff ride out there for free. Otherwise, y’know what a berth costs? You also gotta compete for work when you land.”
“Still,” Scott Auel mused, “even being unemployed on a world like Jagreth wouldn’t be too rough. Claim your service gratuity … get lost, cut timber for a cabin in the woods, put a line in the water for dinner.” He chuckled. “Yes, of course I’ve thought about it. JPC does one hell of an advertising job.”
“But?” Stone prompted.
“But I only just won the Athena,” Auel said honestly, “through your bloody bad luck, Kevin, Stoney. I’ve been thinking about staying on. I talked to Bill Dupre. Turns out, they’re working out which carrier gets decommissioned, the Athena or the Diana. NARC can only run one in this sector, so staff from both will combine to form a new crew.” He hesitated. “I, uh, messaged Gene Cantrell a couple weeks ago. Asked him if he’d come aboard with me. The command partnership would be tough for Dupre to refuse. True, the Athena might be getting older, but she’s in excellent shape.”
“Yeah, but what’s your mission?” Reynolds wondered. “I saw GlobalNet this morning. The Rocher government finally got its act into gear. They’re releasing the blocker, the VitaLife, next week. It’s over, Cap. The Angel war’s done — we’re supposed to be doing the damn’ victory dance, lighting cigars, not mooching about like a bunch of ditched lovers.”
Auel’s dark head nodded slowly. “The whole thing’s murky, Pilot, but the scuttlebutt is, government wants an intelligence service. Reassigning NARC would be a whole lot easier than floating a new service from scratch.” He gestured around the table. “Could be us. Well, not you people specifically, since you’re leaving. But myself and Gene, plus a bunch of others who’d be prepared to stay on.”
The concept had been kicked around for months now, and remained interesting enough for Cronin, Ramos, Lang and Reynolds to share a thoughtful look. “Tell you what, Cap,” Cronin offered. “If the JPC thing goes to hell, we’ll get back to you. We’d rather be out there, whole new world, but …” He shrugged expressively. “Work’s work. It beats crap out of rotating right back to the Army.”
“It’s Military Airlift for me,” Reynolds said resignedly. “I already did the transfer papers. Regular hours, good money, no danger to speak of — and I get to fly everything under any sun you can name. You?” She was looking at Lang.
“Home,” Evelyn said quietly. “I got a business to run, friends, family.” She gave Jarrat and Stone a wistful smile. “I’d say you’re always welcome, the door’s always open, but when JPC makes you the offer, you’ll be too far out to come calling.”
“In the short term, sure,” Stone agreed, “but I read the trade pages on citynet a while ago. Every commercial ship is refitting with Weimann tech. Give it a few years, there’ll be colonies strung out between Aurora and Jagreth, a regular clipper service. Later generations of Weimann engines are going to get faster … space is shrinking.”
“And who knows?” Jarrat added, “you might be outbound yourselves when you’ve had enough of Military Airlift and winching cars out of ditches.” He gave Lang a wink, and Stone felt the thread of humor. For just a brief time, a man who knew himself only as John Citizen had agreed to take a job with Roadrunner Towing and Salvage, in the stormy highlands south of Eldorado.
Stone’s memories of Ballyntyre were less welcoming, but before he could say so the combug in his left ear whispered. “Operations for Captain Stone and Captain Jarrat. Private call, level five encryption.”
“That’s us.” Jarrat shoved back his chair. “Stoney?”
How odd, to walk back into Athena Ops — wide, dim, running on minimal staff with most screens dormant and a Watch Officer on duty. By now the carrier was back at her dock, data and power umbilici coupled, NARC personnel moving on and off the ship. Old habits did not die at all, and Stone’s eyes passed quickly over the screens, where Colonel Helen Archer’s Starfleet crew reported an uneventful docking. Budweisser’s team remained busy with their own training exercise; Tina Chen had come on duty as the standby pilot.
An isolated comm relay terminal idled with the incoming call. Stone saw Yvette McKinnen’s face, wearing a curious combination of weariness and elation. Level five encryption spoiled image and sound quality. “You’re done,” Jarrat observed as they cut into the secure audio channel.
“Dusted,” she said with obvious satisfaction. “iDream didn’t make it easy. The AI is as exceptionally smart, as you’d expect, but nothing like the labyrinth of DAC Tokyo. Your Terlian avatar is installed, carrying my spy and waiting for activation. Also, I’ve set up three routines: one to monitor you, Stone, Jarrat, when you’re inside the gamestream, another to monitor the iDream server itself, make bloody-damned sure it perceives nothing amiss with our presence there. The third monitors Cassel and Leskov. It reports on when they play, how long — and most critically, which avatar they’re playing, as well as who they challenge.
“Their logon ID is EagleFire. As it happens they’re on right now. At this time they’re playing Barallus, the archetypical lunatic genius, against some second-rate attempt at Terlian from an island out near Esperance. They’re taking him to pieces with malicious glee. I’d be surprised if this Terlian-player even stays in the game. Somehow he or she has made it to Level Nineteen, got caught on the way into the undersea city. Terlian just discovered himself the subject of some very nasty genetic and biocyber experiments … also the object of Avekam’s erotic fascination. Avekam is another whack-job, the chief biocyber specialist in Barallus’s labs.
“Now, I don’t know who’s playing Avekam, but when you get into the sea city of Rasuro, you must watch out for him. It might depend who’s playing the avatar at the time, but Avekam can be a bastard who’ll offer respite or comfort in exchange for sexual favors — then renege and laugh in your face. However, from what Jack learned from the game analysis, you can kill Avekam without a backlash in the plot development.
“There are opportunities to fake him out with the offer of sex, then take him with an acid bath, a lab fire, or old fashioned strangulation with a bunch of cable. I’m triple-checking higher levels to make sure you don’t need Avekam as the game progresses, but I’m pretty sure you can end the bastard on Nineteen, before he gets too nasty. Game analysis suggests Barallus has no regard for him. Avekam’s default replacement is a pathetic little creature — so underwritten, I don’t think iDream expected anybody to actually have the energy or guts to just stand up and kill him. I’ll predict this loophole will tighten in the next version. Soon, Avekam’s replacement will be another insane monster.”
The information passed like sandpaper across Stone’s nerves. “All right. Let’s set the session up for this evening. We’re on the downshuttle in a half hour, so we’ll meet you and Jack at the apartment in Genoa, bring in dinner. Let me call Harry. Trust me, we’ll need him. We ran the experiment last night, got killed. The game messes with your biochemistry when it spits you out, but we’re still on the flight roster in the morning, running another exercise. We can’t afford to fly when we’re so hungover, we should be sick listed.”
“Damn.” McKinnen looked away. “Demonhawk Deep will do that to you. It could kill you, if you’re on call to fly.”
“That,” Jarrat said grimly, “is why Harry Del will be running these sessions. We’ll give him a call, right now. Say, 18:00 …?”
“See how far you can run by 23:00. Call it there and — sleep,” McKinnen said bleakly from the CRT. The French accent thickened with annoyance. “I wish there were another way into Angeliberty, Jarrat, Stone. I can assure you, I’m still sniffing around its skirts. No joy. This bloody game addiction is the only backdoor.” She reached up out of the vid pickup range. “Tonight, then.”
The screen darkened and Stone shared a dark look with Jarrat. “The problem is, all the characters behave differently, depending on who’s driving them. When we reach Nineteen this Avekam bastard could be a mouse, it’ll be Barallus or the other research freak, Vellia, who’s all over the lab rats.”
“So tell Jack to check out the plot permutations, make sure it’s safe, then we’ll strangle Vellia with her bunch of cable,” Jarrat said sourly. “Level Twenty-two, Terlian busts his people out of the sea city in any case. Steel fists, artificial eyes — Grigor’s become a giant with wings, Zerena’s the immortal mother of transhuman things.” He did not have to feign a shudder. “So long as Mac knows which avatar Cassel and Leskov are playing, we’ll know who to give a run for their money … but not kill, no matter what crap we have to plow through, not till they take us on for long enough to get our spy through the firewall.” His brows rose as he chewed over the challenge. “Beat Cassel and Leskov too fast, too soon, they get spat out, have to come back in on One. It’d take them days, maybe a week, to catch back up to us — sure, they’ll be gunning for us specifically, second time around, which means we don’t have to find them, they’ll come looking for us. But I doubt we have the time.”
Time, Stone thought, was the one element that had begun to expire. With the government acceding to public demand and the Angel blocker entering distribution in a matter of days, Angeliberty had only one card left to play. Somewhere in, or under, Venice was a device, and by now Dupre and Tactical Colonel Robyn Finney would have warned Governor Elise Rocher to be ready to buy Venice’s life and liberty at whatever cost.
The aroma of honey soy sauce and teriyaki chicken followed Harry Del into the apartment, high above the Genoa sector. The blinds were closed against the evening sun as he set the bags on the back of the table, well away from Spiteri’s and McKinnen’s equipment. Stone watched him sink into the nearest chair as if he were too tired to have any interest in food. He looked exhausted and Stone said so.
“I spent the whole day in the labs.” Harry popped open a water bottle, took a long drink. “We’re back on schedule, more by luck than skill. Some complete jerk is trying to build in a profit margin. I had to quote Foundation standing orders at him, threaten him with imminent unemployment.”
“Fixed?” Jarrat was setting out containers, chopsticks, glasses, while Stone opened a bottle of wine, juice for himself and Jarrat. The VR rig waited, and they must hook in with clear heads.
Yawning deeply, Harry nodded though his eyes were closed. “Luckily, I have the authority. The Foundation can hire and fire at whim. Damnit, this isn’t my scene. I never wanted the responsibility. I don’t do this kind of work well. Gotta message Cass, tell him to find somebody else.” His eyes opened to dark slits. “Would Bill Dupre take over, when the Earthers are done sidelining NARC?”
The idea was intriguing. “He might,” Stone said slowly. “What do you hear, Harry? Right now, a Homeworlds Security detail is taking apart every plot we hatched to cover the Sorenson tour. Gil and Joe are ready to quit if some ‘suit’ from Shanghai or Chicago tries to bounce them around. And I wouldn’t stop them.”
“You should be okay,” McKinnen said shrewdly, investigating the food. “Last I saw, those Earthers were running your mission profiles, the results of your training exercises. Forgive me if I eavesdrop. Bill suspects I listen in, but he doesn’t care.”
Nor did Stone. “They’re satisfied?”
“Nobody’s complaining yet,” she told him, selecting chopsticks. “Some colonel, name of Paul Allyson, has demanded five days to analyze Counterpoint in redundant, ridiculous detail. If they do object to your planning, it only leaves his team nine days to conjure a whole new profile. Which is foolishly optimistic, when you know the glacial speed these people usually move at. They wouldn’t know how to jump if they sat on a cactus.”
Spiteri chuckled. “Relax. I took a long look at Operation Counterpoint myself. It’s watertight. Not that Sorenson and Steinberg deserve this five-ring security circus, but when you guys pull it off cleanly, JPC won’t be able to turn you down.”
“So you’re doing it. JPC.” McKinnen watched them sit, open the juice, select a light meal. “You’ve applied, which means you’re handing the Athena to Scott and Gene. Speaking of whom, you’ll be pleased to know the Diana is docking about now. Blackfire was a pushover, they took no casualties at all.” She paused to eat. “I’m just surprised you’d hand over the Athena.”
But Stone shook his head slowly, aware of the riffs and rills of Jarrat’s unruly feelings. “I lost any claim to her the moment GlobalNet imaged us on Thule, unless I want facial reconstruction for the sake of the few weeks of active service she has left ... you know Psyche already grounded Kevin, pending intensive retraining, testing, whatever. We’re not even sure the Athena won’t be sidelined — it’s down to Earth Central to make the call, not Dupre. Sebastian Gaunt could easily decide to staff the Diana and decommission the Athena. Scott Auel’s still hoping, and I don’t blame him. But none of us is sure. The fact is, it’s a coin-toss.”
“Which gets under your fingernails like bamboo,” she observed.
“Yeah, it does.” Stone admitted. “But we came to NARC to fight a war, Mac. It’s over. Ask Harry. We’ll close the files on the Angel war soon enough, with the Angeliberty bust, if you want to call it a bust. Sure, there’ll be similar devices in other colonies. They’re Colonial Tactical’s problem. They can’t be NARC’s. We’re out of jurisdiction until we’re invoked — and we can’t be invoked when the Angel war ends with the release of Harry’s blocker.”
“Venice is our fight,” Jarrat said quietly. “Our last fight.”
“The data we’re about to siphon out of the Angeliberty AI will probably bust the whole thing wide open,” Stone added. “It ought to make Tactical’s clean-up job easy. And us?” He lifted a brow at Jarrat.
“We’re out,” Jarrat said with a candor McKinnen appreciated. “If they want to restructure NARC into an intelligence service, that’s dandy. Scott’s interested. Gene might be. But like Stoney said, we came over to fight the Angel war.” He gestured at Harry. “He won it, more or less on his own. NARC and Cass Brand … helped.”
“Fair enough.” McKinnen took a glass of wine from Spiteri. “NARC was already downsizing when I left Earth. I’d applied for departmental funding for two new projects, for the Paris labs. A year ago, Weapons Research wouldn’t have hesitated. Now, General Gaunt’s office turned down both. So I brought the same projects to the colonial government here and one was picked up immediately, enough funding to keep me busy for four or five years. It’s worth buying an apartment in Venice.” She tried the wine, made appreciative noises. “I’ll be working with the new generation AI tech. I promise it will astonish you. Thinking machines are about to have personality, some slight true self-awareness.”
“Very dumb,” Spiteri said tartly. “It’s dumb to make machines too smart.”
“Not if you design in the right failsafes,” McKinnen argued. “I can logic-bomb even the smartest AI to melt itself down into a puddle of goo, the instant it starts to get présomptueux. The smarter they are, the easier they are to booby-trap.”
Stone heard the beginnings of an old debate that could last all evening, and steered the conversation away. “You went over the iDream analysis? Who’s playing right now, what characters? Are Cassel and Leskov on?”
“Yes, but you can’t meet them till Level Eighteen. Right now they’re amusing themselves with Zuzu, the pearl smuggler. He has a grand passion for the beautiful young Eldovar. When Eldovar and Terlian get down to some serious shagging, Zuzu takes the predictable shot at Terl — you. Whatever. It’s a swordfight on the cliff where the apprentice pearl divers train. You can see half of Lorentia from there. Terlian can easily lose the fight. He can also be maimed. If he is, it’s a hellish trek through peril and privation to reach the gene-sorcerers of Shozan, to be rebuilt a third time.
“Meanwhile, Cassel and Leskov are having a ball playing Zuzu. He’s a badass, dangerous, he’s all over Eldovar before Terlian shows up. His character loops through ten sidebars of adventures across Lorentia, battling sea monsters and Nazzar, before he and Terlian meet a second time. It comes to a winner take all encounter, somewhere around Twenty-five. Not,” she added acerbically, “that any of that concerns us now. If this goes according to plan, you’ll fight Zuzu in a few days … and do not kill him too quickly. Never forget, we need Cassel and Leskov to invite our Terlian inside for long enough for my AI to infiltrate, settle in, hide itself, find the data, feed it back to us. Then you can knock Zuzu’s nasty head off, for all I care.”
Finished eating, Stone set aside the chopsticks. “How long will you need, after EagleFire challenges BlueSteel and invites us in?”
She had thought it through to the moment. “Two minutes would be optimum. Half that time is manageable. Thirty seconds is far too optimistic.”
“So we make it last,” Jarrat said thoughtfully. “One thing I learned in Death’s Head, sparring with Hal Mavvik: how to talk the ass off a donkey. Whatever a donkey is. Do we know who’s in the game tonight? Anybody who’ll cause us trouble?”
Her mouth compressed in disgust. “Not trouble as such, but you need to be careful. A frustrated college professor from Capetown is in the gamestream, playing Sawric the student master. He plays Demonhawk Deep to vent the frustrations of trying to force education into kids who don’t want it, kids he despises. In Level Four, when you let Leiden escape, Professor Ted Dawes’s version of Sawric is going to come down on you like a load of bricks. He can be brutal. Now, be aware, you will have the opportunity to defy Sawric’s authority, just walk away and strike out on your own. Don’t. Many gamers take this option to escape chastisement, but the choice leads to eight sidebars of wild adventure in the mountains, fighting naraga, bandits, skin traders, demon-wolves, before eventually you save Sawric’s life. The old buzzard grants forgiveness, lets you come right back to Medrios and pick up where you left off. We’re not here to fool around, playing for fun. We don’t have time to go that route.”
“So we just hang our heads and get beaten to pulp, so some college teacher can get his rocks off?” Anger sharpened Jarrat’s tone. “Give me an option, Mac.”
McKinnen sat back. “The dumb move is to kill Leiden. Sawric rewards you with feast and orgy. Don’t, because you’ll need Leiden when you run into the Nazzar. Without a friend among the enemy, Terlian dies in the battle … strike three, and it’s permanent. You’d have to come back in as another character, but Jack and I don’t have time to reconstruct another avatar to fit.
“The smart move is to let Leiden escape, let Sawric-Dawes blow his stack, but before sentence is executed, have Grigor or Zerena run for the priest. Remember this: send for old Tullo, the shaman. He’s the only one in town who can put a curb on Sawric. He won’t let it go too far. Take your licks, grab an hour’s break at the end of Four. Get through to the fall from the naraga nests and bail right there. Come in again tomorrow, you’ll sail through to Nine even if Ted Dawes is on again. When he isn’t, Sawric isn’t nearly so bad. And yes, I’ll know exactly who’s playing which avatar. Consider yourselves lucky: no other gamer on this killing field plays with these advantages.”
“Level Nine is when the Nazzar pirates hit the town,” Stone groaned, “and it’s time to get killed again.” He gave Harry a hard look. “We take a piece of sharp steel between the ribs, the game throws us out with the queen bitch of all hangovers. Six hours later we’re in a couple of 104s, pulling Christ only knows what Gs. This could get dangerous, Harry.”
The healer seemed surprised. “Of course it’s dangerous. I thought you knew. I’ll give you something. You’ll sleep like the dead for a few hours and wake up clear headed.”
“It’s far from pleasant, but it’s doable.” McKinnen stood, dropping the meal’s debris into the bags. “The second time you enter the game, Terlian won’t fall from the cliff. He’ll smash the nests, go home and party. The third time through, when the Nazzar hit the town, you’ll know enough to put yourself on the far side of the stockade from Faroud. Fight someone else, win some other battle. Faroud kills a few ‘digitoids,’ game-driven characters. You’re acclaimed as a hero for surviving, fighting bravely, then you’ll see the Level Ten titles. You won’t get hurt again till Fourteen, when the queen naraga mauls you.”
“Then we get healed by weird-ass gene-magic,” Jarrat intoned. “We turn blue-green and get cat’s eyes, just in time to take off looking for the legendary armory, where we hear the stories about the sea city.”
“By which point,” Spiteri mused, “Cassel and Leskov should be starting to notice you. If not, they’ll certainly notice when you show up in Lorentia to enlist the pearl divers, fall in with Eldovar, make an enemy of Zuzu. With a pinch of luck, Cassel and Leskov will still be playing Zuzu — we could be in right there.”
“All right.” Jarrat finished the juice, stretched his back and gave the VR rig a glare. “I just want to get this done. Stoney?”
There were any number of things Stone wanted: a soft bed, an hour to spare with Jarrat naked and eager in his arms, the comm turned off, the lights low, a bottle of something old and amber, a tub of something cool, slick and fragrant that melted on blood-hot skin.
Always sensitive to the drift of his feelings, Jarrat angled a curious, amused glance at him, but Stone just shook his head and picked up the VR rig. He mouthed, later. Jarrat’s slate gray eyes warmed for a moment before Spiteri brought the widescreen alive and the low, grinding theme music for Demonhawk Deep began.




Chapter Forty-eight

Suits. Gil Cronin had it right, and Jarrat despised them on sight. Colonel Paul Allyson, Major Judith Li and Major Ken Yasutake sat in Dupre’s office, cool, smug, invested with the power of the government of Earth itself. Not even General Sebastian Gaunt or Governor Elise Rocher could overrule them. William Dupre wore a mask-like face betraying nothing.
The trio had been career Starfleet before moving on into the political arena. Jarrat was uncomfortably reminded of Jack Brogan. He remained carefully silent as Dupre introduced the Homeworlds Security delegation. Just eight days out from the scheduled docking of the Starfleet-Alexandria, the Blue Ravens were convinced that changing any part of Counterpoint would trigger chaos. Jarrat was inclined to agree, yet his years in the field gave him a certain flexibility, left his mind open far enough to suggestion for him to at least listen to the suits.
He recognized the skeleton of Counterpoint, as he and Stone, Cronin and Ramos, Reynolds and Lang had designed it — and as Auel and Gable, the Athena and all four Raven units had practiced it through more hours of realtime simulation than Jarrat could remember. In the last week, he and Stone had logged more hours in the 104s than they had flown in the previous five months.
The whole complement was riding the knife’s edge, so sharp, they were not merely ready, but eager. It was not too late to reorchestrate Counterpoint, but tempers were shortening right across the carrier. Scott Auel had been aboard long enough to know his people intimately. They were prepared for the assignment, they had little respect for Homeworlds Security, and anger had begun to simmer.
In the rear corner of Dupre’s office, out of the light of the holoprojectors, Gene Cantrell stood with coffee in one hand, an Alpine Mist smoldering in the other. The scent of bel grass and cinnamon was tantalizing. Jarrat would not have refused a smoke as he watched Colonel Allyson skipping fast through the set phases of Counterpoint. Tactical Colonel Robyn Finney was another shadow, out of the light, seated in Dupre’s big leather recliner, offering no comment. Scott Auel had taken the end of the couch by the AutoChef; Dupre had settled behind his desk while Jarrat and Stone were too restless to be still, and preferred to stand, like Li and Yasutake.
The playback froze. Allyson zoomed on the graphic of the Starfleet dock and cleared his throat. He spoke with one of the North American accents, Jarrat had no idea which. “You have two NARC gunships standing two thousand meters off the Starfleet dock platform.”
“Correct.” Dupre leaned closer to the projection, which filled the airspace between desk, couch and window. “Starfleet can provide its own security inside your own dock, but you’re critically vulnerable to attack from outside.” He gave Allyson a grim look. “This isn’t the homeworlds, Colonel. There are eight times more light spacecraft in public hands in this system than you’ll find in Earth or Mars orbit. It only takes one to deliver a warhead with the potential to destroy the whole dock, which would almost certainly take the Alexandria with it.”
“You don’t even need a warhead,” Stone said baldly. “Would you care to run a training simulation, Colonel? I’ll fly the exercise — solo. There’ll be no survivors.”
Allyson’s eyes were dark blue, fierce, disapproving. “No need to fly the mission, Captain. It’ll be sufficient to outline it for us.”
Pained expressions passed so fast over Li’s and Yasutake’s faces, Jarrat would have missed them if he had not been watching for them. The majors apparently had some grasp. Allyson had sat on his wide backside in a Carrier Operations room as an executive officer for too many years, liaising between the man who actually made the decisions and the crew who worked the job.
“Give me a Yamazake Sylph,” Stone said coolly. “They’re common enough in any affluent system, expensive because of their powerful engines. They’re rated interplanetary. The engine potential is all I’d need. I’d park the ship way out, ‘in the dark,’ as we term it locally, on the far side of our small moon with a clear line of sight on the Alexandria’s tailpipes. Park it there a week in advance of the Alexandria docking, so she’s cold as ice, dead silent — small ship, skinny little tracking profile, tucked in behind one of the emergency barges. Eight times more civilian light spacecraft means eight times more chance of accident in space, so colonial systems always run a lot of emergency habitats, in the interests of saving lives.
“There’s less than one chance in a thousand my Sylph would be picked up by any routine scanning, and I’ll take those odds. Let the Alexandria dock and shut down engines … like any big ship, she’s sluggish to restart. She not going anywhere. Standing at her dock she can’t run Arago shielding — proximity to the dock structures won’t allow the generators to kick on. Fire the Sylph, over the redline; override automatics, safety protocols, everything. She’ll come in far faster than a missile, locked onto the Alexandra’s sterntubes. Impact will certainly detonate her drive. The reactor can easily be rigged to blow in the shock. Then the Alexandria goes up and takes the whole dock with her.”
“Against that,” Jarrat said quietly, “you’ve got long-range missile tracking and those two gunships parked outside, engines idling, weapons hot. They’re more than capable of intercepting any such attack.”
The colonel’s face settled into bleak lines, making him seem much older. “All civilian craft should be grounded for the duration.”
“They will be. And there’s hell to pay over it, I can tell you.” Robyn Finney stood, a small woman, dark, agile, terse, as hard as Allyson after a forty-year Tactical career. “Colonials don’t take kindly to being inconvenienced for the sake of bragging and self-congratulation. In any event, grounding civilian craft is a futile exercise. If I were determined to take Sorenson and Steinberg at the dock, my ship would have been hidden out there for weeks by now. And I’d have a dozen of them, Colonel Allyson.”
“Then find them,” Allyson snapped.
Finney regarded him as if he were an insect. “Tactical doesn’t have the resources. I’ve tried bringing in reinforcements from Rethan and Avalon, but they’re in the same position we are: preparing to host the Sorenson and Steinberg Show. No one has hardware or manpower to spare. If you want to search several trillion cubic kilometers of space, Colonel, that would be Starfleet’s assignment.”
“Don’t look at NARC to do this,” Dupre warned before Allyson could speak. “Our budget was halved, our carriers are being stood down, our crews are making arrangements to leave. You’re simply lucky the Diana returned from Sheal earlier than expected. We have eight gunships to deploy, and the Counterpoint blueprint has been upgraded to make use of every one of them.” He scrolled the display forward, pulled up orbital plots. “We’re trying to secure Venice SkyHarbor, the Cygnus platform and our own docks, as well as covering Starfleet’s behind.”
“And where will Tactical be, while all this is going on?” Allyson wondered.
If looks could have killed, he would have dropped dead at Finney’s feet. “We’ll be at flat chat, covering three major venues in uptown: the Venice Convention Center, the Excelsior Hotel and the Moira Halloran Opera House. Those venues are already security screened around the clock. I’ve commandeered so much staff from every city around this planet, Tactical is thin on the ground everywhere. I have no more officers to give you, Allyson, no ships or drones — and there’s none to be scrounged from Chell, Elysium or Calleran. Yes, of course I asked.”
Dupre cleared his throat pointedly to break up the imminent brawl. “May I suggest you send for the Olympic, the Marquesas, whatever’s in range with enough manpower to attempt this grid search?”
“We might get the Carson Shand,” Judith Li suggested. “She’s only a cruiser, but she’s better than nothing.”
“Or,” Jarrat suggested in a deliberately mild tone, “you could avoid confusing space with even more traffic, let our gunships intercept anything coming our way. We’ll take it, or them, before the Alexandria’s in any danger, then two gunships will escort the downshuttle direct the Excelsior’s airpark.” He leaned over to scroll the display forward, let Counterpoint play out as planned.
“Tactical is already inside all three buildings,” Finney said tersely, “and on the day we’ll double our numbers inside. Starfleet is covering the street with a Peacecorps unit, coming in on the Alexandria.” Her tone was scathing.
“You seem to perceive a problem, Colonel,” Allyson observed.
“Not enough boots on the ground,” Finney told him. “They’re sending two hundred troops. To be effective, they need five times as many … Venice is a big city, complex. Earth seems to think we live in mud huts and drive oxcarts out here, but I can assure you, securing three major venues here is every bit as difficult as running the same exercise in Chicago or London or Shanghai.”
“I’m aware of that.” Allyson spoke waspishly.
“Then stop wasting my time, Allyson,” she snapped. “If you don’t like the Counterpoint blueprint, go right ahead and design your own. And you,” she added, cutting as razor wire, “will sign off on it, take responsibility for the right royal fuckup when it happens.”
Anger whitened Allyson about the mouth. “You’re very complacent, Colonel.”
“Complacent? No,” Finney corrected. “Scared shitless? Certainly. Overstretched, overworked, underfunded, undermanned. Trusting NARC to get this right, because they have thirty years of experience on the street, a battleground where the only other service that knows where to begin to fight is Tactical — and we have the sense to know when to say ‘uncle’ and yell for NARC. Christ, a few weeks ago Colonel Dupre and I even talked about bringing in an Army carrier!”
“But the result,” Dupre said softly, “would be something like Kelso or Sheal.” He glanced at Jarrat, who had served in both theaters. “In fact, Captain Cantrell just brought the Diana back from Sheal. Captain?”
Gene Cantrell stubbed out his third Alpine Mist and stepped into the backwash of light from the holo projectors. “The corporate war ended, officially, six year ago. The colony is beginning to stagger back to its feet, but the damage is close to irreparable. Large areas of the planet’s arable zones are being re-terraformed to extract toxic waste. Both introduced and indigenous species have been driven extinct, while people still live in prefabricated shacks, hanging on by their fingernails. It’s easy to assign the blame to two rival corporations slugging it out, but Sheal’s history tells otherwise. The corporate war was contained half a hemisphere away … until the Army arrived.” He gestured at Jarrat. “He was there. Ask Captain Jarrat what became of the city of Bangor. That was the Army, Colonel, not either of the corporate factions.”
“For heaven’s sake, let’s stay on topic,” Allyson said shortly, as if he held his temper on a tight rein. “There are several aspects of Counterpoint we’re far from satisfied with. We’ve a week to redesign this operation until it works.”
“It already works,” Finney growled. “Mess with it, Allyson, and you assume full responsibility. If people die — and I don’t mean bloody Sorenson and Steinberg! — or if property is damaged, Starfleet will be paying civilian compensation, just as they’re paying in Thule. I won’t have another Mostov right here in Venice. You pull a Jack Brogan in my fair city, I’ll see you hung up to spin in the wind.”
Anger was so white hot in the room, Jarrat felt the sear of it without need of any empathy. Harry Del would have been physically in pain. He took a step closer to Stone and discreetly tapped his chrono. Stone nodded, but Dupre, Finney and Allyson were locked in verbal combat. Minutes passed before the comm chimed on Dupre’s desk and Tanya Reynolds’s voice called,
“Blue Raven for Cap Jarrat and Cap Stone. We’re holding the sim for you.”
The quiet call silenced the office for a moment until Dupre waved them off. “Go. The rest of us know Counterpoint well enough to finish here.” He gave Allyson a murderous look. “You’ll have to excuse us. The captains and Blue Raven have a training sortie to fly. City traffic has already been rerouted for it, Tactical is on standby as well as NARC personnel. The Athena is in an orbit so low, you can see her with the naked eye from our airpark, if you know where to look. The mission clock has been running for five minutes.”
With a sense of relief Jarrat stepped out a pace ahead of Stone. The door had closed, locked, when Stone swore softly. “They’ll be lucky if there isn’t a homicide in there before they’re done.” He thumbed for the elevator as he spoke.
“My money’s on Dupre and Finney,” Jarrat decided. “Finney’s a fireball — and she detested Allyson on sight. She might know him from somewhere.”
“Not necessarily. It could just be bad chemistry.” Stone stepped into the lift and touched his combug. “Blue Raven, this is 7.1, we’re on our way up. Have the techs prep the 104s, let’s see if we can make up some time.”
“Will do,” Reynolds responded. “What’s the holdup?”
“Suits,” Jarrat said acidly. “They’re going over Counterpoint right now. Again.”
And Gil Cronin, from the jump bay where the twenty-five members of the descant unit had been suited for fifteen minutes already: “I heard that. Trouble?”
Jarrat hesitated. “Possibly. Leave it to Dupre, Cantrell, Finney. They’re all in there, as satisfied with Counterpoint as we are. Maybe it could be improved. Maybe new eyeballs on the problem can turn up something we missed. I doubt it. Allyson’s going to try to get the Starfleet-Carson Shand in here. She’s only a cruiser, but she can run a grid search between here and the moons. If the bastards can tap some extra resources, let ’em do it.”
They were on the airpark as Jarrat fell silent, and his eyes narrowed in the noonday glare. The Monsoon was gone now; Venice sweltered it its usual equatorial heat and humidity. Jarrat might have wished to be far away — Montpelier, or the mountains, breathing cool air, so fresh, it sparkled like champagne. He clenched his teeth as he looked up to see the ugly slab shape of Blue Raven. The jump bay stood open and as he watched a buggy dropped out, wafted down toward them.
“Nine days,” Stone said with caustic humor.
“Then showtime,” Jarrat added as the buggy touched down beside them, a frail aeroshell riding a light repulsion sled. They stepped on and he clicked out of the loop before he added, “I wouldn’t give the proverbial flying fuck if Sorenson and Steinberg were both shot dead.” Then he sighed. “But it’d stink on our service records when the Jagreth Pioneer Company, Incorporated, is probably looking right at us at this exact moment.”
The buggy went up fast. Cronin and Ramos caught it in armored hands and hauled it aside. Ramos stabbed a steel finger at the armory sled, bearing two NARC hardsuits. “You’re late,” he said easily. “Tactical’s startin’ to work up a sweat.”
“Blame Homeworlds Security,” Stone muttered as he and Jarrat began to suit, as fast as the kevlex-titanium sections would smart-seal around their limbs.
Five minutes later they were airborne, two thousand meters over uptown Venice where the Excelsior Hotel towered above it lesser neighbors. Five blocks away, winking red beacons on the comm arrays marked out the Convention Center. Ten blocks west, the Moira Halloran Opera House stood in the heart of six hectares of parklands on the bank of the Fraser River, just short of the old road bridge. Twelve lanes of ground traffic passed by, screened from the theater by a triple rank of redwoods, genetically engineered for fast growth. Gardens filled with flowering trees flanked a building that would not have been out of place on Earth. The style was mock-ancient, eighteenth century European. Jarrat had never actually been inside, but had walked its foyers and halls in VR, getting a feel for Tactical’s job.
“Blue Raven, this is NARC 101,” he called, “assuming patrol pattern Alpha-6. Athena Ops?”
“Sitting on station,” Gable responded at once. “We’re close — look up, you might see us.”
In fact, an amber marker showed the carrier’s position in Jarrat’s display, tagged with altitude data. He glanced once at it, noted the positions of Gable’s popup drone tracking units and took a sensor sweep of the city. Tactical had cleared the air, but groundies continued to congest the streets. As of 01:00 on the day, even they would be routed out to Ferrara, Strangway and Hurtle, in a great sweep of overcrowding that would arouse dangerous anger in a population only recently calmed down.
For three days now the street had been at peace. The Angelpack had gone home, the Angel lawyers were effectively muzzled. VitaLife stocked the shelves of every clinic and pharmacy, family doctors issued prescriptions, no questions asked. If a teen or an elder admitted a problem, the remedy was on hand, cheap and effective — no need to pry into why or how Angel had first been used. The time for that would come later, when individuals chose to prosecute and the inevitable class actions began. Pranksters and spiteful rivals would be identified, penalties would be heavy —
Tactical’s business, Jarrat decided, setting the thought aside. “NARC 201, am reading something small and fast, zero-four-eight degrees at three thousand.”
“Got it.” Stone was riding Jarrat’s starboard wing. “Blue Raven, you pick it up?”
The gunship cruised two thousand meters higher, with every scan platform cranked to maximum. “Seeing four marks, Cap,” Reynolds reported. “Gold Raven, 101, 201, mark your targets. Range is six thousand meters, and they’re coming in bloody fast.”
Academically, Jarrat knew all four to be target drones launched by NARC ground staff from the northern hills, capable of making missile speed while their fuel lasted. Each would register the target lock — not of rotary cannons but of tractors. Below, in the flightpath of each missile, sprawled the busy sectors of inner Venice, as frighteningly vulnerable as Mostov.
“Target acquired … closing to tractor distance,” Jarrat crooned, “… and … got it. One for one. Am taking it up.” He stood the Corsair on its tail and threw open the throttles. Each drone was also counting down, simulating a timed detonation. An airburst over the city would pack more destructive potential than a clean hit, and the 104 climbed fast, spearing toward low orbit.
“Make it quick,” Gable urged. “You’re starting to run out of time, 101.”
Jarrat maxed out the throttles, lit the afterburners for the last degrees of overboost he could squeeze out of the engines, then cut the tractor and brought the Corsair around in a backbreaking arc. He caught the drone at the top of its ballistic arc, just below the edge of space, and caressed the triggers. Blazing shrapnel cartwheeled away, engulfed in an incandescent halo. The drone consumed itself, leaving nothing to fall. “101, target eliminated,” he reported.
Free to watch now, he saw Stone dispatch the second drone while Blue Raven towed two to altitude. In the gunbay, Gil Cronin took them both with short bursts from the big ship’s chain guns. As the indigo sky on the fringe of space blossomed briefly, Cronin gave a whoop.
“Blue Raven, four for four, returning to ground zero,” he called into the loop.
“Good shooting, guys,” Gable approved. “Gold Raven?”
“On station.” Eve Lang’s voice was calm, level. “Am tracking three … you guys are too far out to grab these. We’ve got ’em — get back down here, asap.”
“On our way,” Stone assured her. “Athena, have the Dragons come on up, we’ll have to open a gap, no way to close it — too many targets, too fast.”
“Got it,” Gable said sharply. “Red Dragon, Green Dragon, come on station — Ravens are overcommitted. Acknowledge.”
The Diana’s Dragon units had joined Counterpoint late, but from the pilots to the descant troops they were as professional as the Ravens. Jarrat had no misgivings as he and Stone watched the two gunships race up from the south and west of Venice to fill the breach. Stone rose up to ride his starboard wing once more and they cut wide around the city, giving all aircraft involved in the exercise plenty of space.
“Nine days, full on, playing with all the big boys’ toys,” Stone muttered in Jarrat’s ear. “Are we having fun yet?”
Jarrat’s hands feathered over the Corsair’s control surfaces. He might have said, ‘Last time, kiddo, make the most of it,’ but he simply watched without comment as Eve Lang threw Gold Raven up toward space with the same effortless acceleration as the VM 104, before the indigo sky lit up with multiple detonations.
Omaldo was the biggest flirt Jarrat had ever seen, and he had dealt with so many outrageous Companions of every imaginable gender, he had forgotten most of them. The tall, leggy blond with the chocolate brown eyes could have taught Jesse Lawrence and Lee. Jarrat could only stand back and chuckle as the digital beauty stalked Terlian with all the tenacity of the naraga hunter. He had dressed in silks so sheer, they were barely decent, flimsy sandals strapped to his knees to show off his long, racehorse legs. His fingers, lobes and nipples were heavy with rings and he painted his eyelids and nails emerald green.
Tonight he was hunting as surely as Terlian, Grigor, Marouk and Zerena had been hunting. Four times, they had comprehensively smashed naraga nests. Marouk had the images to prove their kills, captured with the precious digital field glasses. Twice, they had gone scavenging in the crumbling city ruins, rappelling into basement caverns while they dodged the hybrid scum known as gawgals — half-man, half-something, Jarrat did not care to inquire what. The mutated gawgals haunted any ruins, stalking scavengers. Males, they ate with relish: like snakes they preferred their food alive. Females of any compatible species, they dragged back to the basements under the ruins, where they were bred to provide more gawgals. The hybrids were perpetually short of breeding stock, since their own females were born sterile more often than not.
A great haul of viable tech from the ruins of Xiamen was almost as good as digital proof of a big naraga nest laid waste, or a bag of drawn fangs. Medrios prospered on both and always honored its heroes of the hour. Terlian’s band had fast gained a reputation for victory. They wore gold bangles and necklaces, awarded for valor and triumph. If they even glanced at anyone in the town, they would be courted. Grigor liked big, plump women, preferably with the oversize bosoms that appeared with monotonous regularity in VR fantasy. Zerena went with men and women, often both at the same time. She had grown fond of the two Medrios heroes who had sired her daughters. Tonight she had gone with both of them while Grigor chose Lucenta, the ‘maiden’ with the wide hips and cornflower blue eyes, bursting precariously out of her bodice. Marouk preferred to study astronomy, watch the stars through a fine instrument he had taken for himself, since no one else had any use for a telescope.
Which left Terlian on his own, easy prey when Omaldo got into his silks and paint, and picked up a flagon of mead on his way by the Eaglehawk Inn. Terlian lounged on the back porch in the light of three big moons and a dozen paper lanterns strung along the rear of the tavern. He watched Omaldo come sauntering between the apple trees. The night was warm, so late in spring. Apple blossom fell like snow on the lively wind, which lifted the skirts of Omaldo’s silk robe, showing him naked beneath and already inspired.
Still chuckling, Jarrat palmed the audio override. “Jack, is this character game driven, or is somebody playing Omaldo tonight?”
“Just a second, let me check. I know for a fact it’s not Cassel or Leskov — we keep a tight line on who’s playing any character with a direct bearing on Terlian’s storyline. Last time we looked, Cassel and Leskov were still fucking around with Zuzu and Eldovar, fighting sea monsters and rogue airshipmen … getting laid a lot.” Spiteri pulled up McKinnen’s gamestream monitors and scanned down the list.
He sat with Harry Del on the couch under the window, watching the game play out on the widescreen while Yvette McKinnen constantly adjusted the spies she had inserted into iDream. Harry had no interest in the game itself. He appeared engrossed in a medical journal, merely following the byplay to judge the stimuli responsible for the vital signs displayed in his palmtops. He would give Jarrat and Stone his full attention when the game approached this level’s critical point.
“Tonight’s Omaldo,” Spiteri said slowly, “is a user in Montpelier, login name of GypsyMage.”
“Man, woman, tandem —?” Stone wondered.
“Uh … looks like a single rig,” Spiteri read off. “And from the subscriber info, it’s a guy. Unless, of course, someone else is using Leon Zhao’s login, in which case, who can tell? People get careless with their passwords. The only thing you know for sure is, the gamer playing Omaldo tonight is in Montpelier, they have Leon’s password and their thumbprint reads as a certified adult. Without the password, the game won’t even enable the print scanner, then if the thumbprint reads underage, the whole game rig shunts over to Fuzzy Duck. That much is written into law.”  
“Then, Leon Zhao’s got the hots tonight,” Stone said wryly.
“If his sex life is anything like ours lately,” Jarrat muttered, “I’m not blaming him for trying it on in the gamestream.”
“What sex life?” Stone demanded. “I can’t even remember the last time we had the chance to —”
“Too much information, boys,” Yvette McKinnen said loudly. She sat at the table, monitoring the iDream feed from one of her spy routines. “Cassel and Leskov are on tonight, but they haven’t optioned any of the characters directly concerning our Terlian. Mind you, they’re … close. Means they’re lurking. Watching.”
“Watching us?” Jarrat hazarded. “This is Nine, and we’ve done some pretty damn’ impressive stuff.”
In fact, they were due to die tonight, though as yet any Terlian was not supposed to know it. He stood carelessly with a tankard of ale, watching Omaldo saunter through though the falling apple blossom and moonlight. Jarrat choked off a groan at the blatant eroticism. Stone could not help the surge of hormones as the beautiful Omaldo strolled to a halt, uncorked the flagon with large white teeth and refilled Terlian’s tankard.
“It’s … quite possible they’ve come down to Nine to check you out,” McKinnen said slowly. “They’ve optioned a very minor character tonight. Chicaro. He’d offer a good way to slide into this scenario and lurk. They know there’s a major fight coming, same as we all do. Who knows who could get killed in it?”
According to the unfolding plot, this time through the gamestream the hapless Chicaro — a less than talented student of the naraga hunt — had been disciplined without mercy on Level Seven. Terlian had watched without being able to intervene while McKinnen affirmed, once again Professor Ted Dawes from Capetown University was behind the Sawric avatar. Cassel and Leskov had not been playing Chicaro on Seven, but perhaps they knew who had. Perhaps they were here to give Dawes a taste of his own malicious medicine — and Jarrat could hardly object. Parts of his own body spasmed as he or Stone, or both, recalled the scene on Four, after Leiden escaped with the skin traders. Terlian accepted Sawric’s judgment and never made a sound until the old shaman intervened. Whatever happened here tonight, Ted Dawes had it coming.
“So Cassel and Leskov are in town for the fight,” Stone mused as Omaldo leaned over to kiss, sharing a mouthful of the rich, heavy mead.
His tongue in Terlian’s mouth inspired Jarrat to swear quietly, forcing his mind away from delicious eroticism and back to work. “We need to make ourselves visible in the fight. They can notice us right here, right now, if we’re good enough.”
Spiteri gave a ribald laugh. “They could be watching you right now, so be careful. If you’re going to bang Omaldo, make it good. Leon Zhao’s begging for it and Terlian’s been on the hunting trails, working way too hard, way too long.”
“Remember,” McKinnen said sharply, “Cassel and Leskov revel in the sensual side of Demonhawk Deep as well as the violence. It’s not all about fantasy landscapes, misty mountains, trolls hiding in the fells, it’s about this. Sex, when it’s earned … and in this game you do have to earn it. You think Leon Zhao would be stalking Terlian, wearing the Omaldo avatar, if Terlian wasn’t the big hero?”
“Find them,” Stone said thickly as Omaldo began to caress Terlian. “Find out where Chicaro is right now in the gamestream.”
“Give me a second. This is privileged data, iDream doesn’t part with it easily.”
Keys pattered as McKinnen pulled up schematics and put a trace on the Chicaro avatar, while Omaldo peeled off Terlian’s shirt and bent to do things to his nipples that Jarrat found difficult to ignore. Stone sent Terlian’s fingers clenching into Omaldo’s yellow hair, holding him there while the sensation bounced between them, familiar enough to madden. It they kept Omaldo occupied for long enough, McKinnen would find the young apprentice hunter who was still only half healed after Professor Ted Dawes finished with him.
“Got him,” McKinnen said, minutes later. “Chicaro’s on the far side of the apple trees with a good view of the inn’s porch. If you want to let Cassel and Leskov ogle for vicarious thrills, do Omaldo right where you are. Otherwise — get a room. No law in or out of the game says anybody has to watch.”
“How long till the Nazzar arrive?” Stone growled as Omaldo fell to his knees at Terlian’s feet and got busy.
“In this gamestream … a little over twelve minutes,” McKinnen judged. “I’m looking at the data on Faroud, the captain of the skin traders. Some closet psychopath in Fairview’s playing him tonight. They’re coming up the mountain path on the far side of Shuramen Woods. They can’t make it in less than twelve and you’ll get plenty of warning when they hit the town.”
“All right.” Jarrat checked Terlian’s sword, which he wore in a scabbard over his shoulder, the knife he carried at the small of his back, the Chiyoda pistol in its holster against his right thigh, with only three rounds left in the almost-spent magazine. Ammunition was more rare, more precious, than the weapons themselves, or jewels. “You, Jack and Harry — just vanish for ten minutes, will you? This is about to get ticklish, and I’ll be damned if I’ll do it with an audience.”
She snorted a ribald laugh. Harry just picked up his journal and drove the others before him into the hall. On the way out, Spiteri casually lobbed a couple of towels into Stone’s lap. He would happily have stayed to watch. Jack had been part of a threesome so long, Jarrat decided as Terlian and Omaldo got busy in the swing seat under the paper lanterns, he had forgotten what a little decent privacy was about. Jesse and Tim kept him busy, while for Jarrat and Stone the drought had been endless. For too long they had been on pre-dawn flight calls, flying every mission the analysts could imagine, spending all evening immersed in Demonhawk Deep, which had a way of leaving them exhausted, spent, in no condition to do anything but sleep before the 04:00 call.
Hand it to iDream, Jarrat decided as Omaldo paid his own tribute to the hero. They wrote a ‘digitoid’ so believable, so warm-fleshed and vibrant, Omaldo was impossible to tell from a living human. He would have liked to strip Terlian naked, but Jarrat and Stone were too aware of the time, and caught his hands. From beyond the apple trees, Chicaro would watch Terlian subside into the swing seat, bare from chest to thighs while Omaldo bent over him, hands and mouth busy.
“Time?” Stone’s disembodied voice said, outside the game’s audio pickup.
“Five minutes.” Jarrat mocked himself with a raw chuckle. “Better finish this, or I’m not going to be in any shape to get into a fight — and neither will you.”
Terlian’s hands tightened on Omaldo’s blond head, urging now. His hips lifted and Omaldo — or perhaps Leon Zhao, GypsyMage in Montpelier — got the message. A towel landed on Jarrat’s belly as he closed his eyes to the gamestream, dropped the empathic shield to zero and let Stone fill his mind, overwhelm every cell in his body. Zhao probably got his money’s worth, but Jarrat was so entangled in the tumult of Stone’s emotions, sensations, Demonhawk Deep might not have existed at all.
For long moments he was content to breathe, letting the raw eroticism dwindle while his heart slowed and coherent thought flowed back together. The sounds of the gamestream returned first: a chirp of crickets, the wind in the trees, muted music from the inn … Omaldo’s soft breathing, the mewl of the establishment’s big tortoiseshell mouser.
He opened his eyes to white moonlight, a drifting snowfall of blossom, pink and pale green paper lanterns. His voice was a croak, off the audio pickup. “Time?”
“Two minutes,” Stone said. “That was just plain weird.”
Terlian gave Omaldo a gentle push. “Go home,” he told the young man.
“Some other time? Promise?” Omaldo asked huskily, rearranging his silks. “You know what I need.” He turned to artfully to display a peach-like butt so perfect, they only existed in VR. “When’s the big hero going to fuck me? You know you want it. You know I need it, long, slow, deep.”
“I can imagine,” Terlian said, amused. “Some other time. Not tonight.”
The door opened, closed, locked. Spiteri materialized at Jarrat’s left hand; Harry dropped back onto the couch and this time gave his full attention to the palmtops monitoring Jarrat’s and Stone’s signs. “One minute,” Spiteri said urgently, “you got one minute and the bastards’ll be on you.”
“I know,” Jarrat muttered as Terlian stood, buckled his belt over the linen shirt and resettled scabbard, holster, knife. “I said, go home, beautiful,” he told Leon Zhao — or the pouting Omaldo. “It’s getting late.” And you need to put yourself someplace safe. He did not say it. If this was Zhao’s first time through the game, the assault on Medrios was about to come as a rude shock. The way Omaldo was loitering, he could never have seen this night before. If he had —
It was sudden enough to shock Jarrat and Stone, though they had been expecting it. The Nazzar came down the hill so stealthily, Terlian did not hear a pebble turn. The first they knew of the attack was the thud of a grappling hook on the top of the stockade wall, in the clotted moonshadows. A faint rustle of sheepskin-padded feet as climbers scaled the wall. Terlian could not know what he was listening to, but he followed the sound, saw the two figures drop down on the inside and scuttle quickly down the blind side of the smithy, the livery stable, the barbershop.
“Here we go,” Stone whispered. “Kevin?”
Terlian drew his sword and dove for the big bronze warning bell, a tube almost as high as a man was tall. He snatched up the hammer and swung it as hard and fast as he could. The sonorous bass chimes usually roused all of Medrios from its pre-dawn slumber. Coming just after midnight, the town would revive even faster.
Without a sound, Chicaro skidded to a stop at the corner of the inn with a sickle-bladed sword in either hand. Omaldo arrived, slack jawed, gaping like an idiot. Zhao from Montpelier could not resist rushing to see what the clamor was about, when he should have been running in the other direction. This was Nine, and by now Zhao had to know Demonhawk Deep had a profound capacity to hurt. If the Nazzar got their rapacious hands on Omaldo it would go badly. Zhao would be better to quit on the avatar, start over, rather than sweat through ten sidebars of misadventures in the hands of Faroud’s brutal crew.
As fast as Medrios stirred, it was still too slow. The Nazzar had the gate open before the town could mobilize. They poured in with a gleam of moonlight on steel blades. Terlian counted thirty marauders before he was too busy defending himself to count at all.
Then Jarrat and Stone had their hands full. If Cassel and Leskov were playing Chicaro, whatever happened before Terlian died at Faroud’s hand had to fall in Chicaro’s line of sight. Sword in one hand, knife in the other, Terlian cut his way through a rank of Nazzar. Grigor appeared, wielding his great staff, with serrated blades at both ends, and for a time they fought back to back. They cut down Nazzar like ripe wheat while Jarrat kept one eye on Chicaro.
Sure enough, Chicaro was out for Sawric. The old student master whaled into the battle with a double-handed broadsword. Ted Dawes was quite good, but Cassel and Leskov were better — and they had the advantage of surprise. Dawes thought he was only fighting Nazzar, but Chicaro slunk up behind him, cut his hamstrings before he knew what had happened. Jarrat did not see much of how Cassel and Leskov exacted Chicaro’s revenge, but the next he glimpsed of Sawric, the student master was a mess of blood, still alive, still conscious, while Ted Dawes screamed his lungs out. A college professor from Capetown was dying in full-immersion agony. Demonhawk Deep would not let him out until the virtual body expired. Whoever had been hurt playing Chicaro on Seven might be riding another avatar tonight, or else watching a flatscreen display and lapping it up.
The dangers of this game were incalculable. Terlian roared as he took the head off another Nazzar in a fountain of blood that spattered him, head to foot. Jarrat palmed the audio override. “Chicaro’s done with Sawric. Cassel and Leskov are just standing there watching, Stoney. Let’s make this damn’ good.”
Sawric-Dawes continued to scream as Terlian cut his way toward Omaldo-Zhao, who seemed to believe he was out of sight around the corner of the tavern. If Omaldo had bothered to look over his shoulder, he would have seen the Nazzar on the inn’s low roof, but he was so mesmerized by the carnage taking place in a town where he had strutted and seduced his way through eight levels of this game without injury, he stood there like a deer in the headlights and let the Nazzar drop a noose around him.
Caught around chest and arms, he threshed, struggled, but the big man on the roof pulled him up easily. Terlian hurried out of the worst of the fighting in time to watch Omaldo hooded, trussed like chicken and hustled away into the shadows. “Too late for that one,” Stone said bleakly. “He’ll have to — watch out!”
The big man who had pulled Omaldo up like a fish dropped off the low roof. Twin swords whined out of oiled scabbards across his back and Terlian swore as he recognized the ugly, one-eyed face of Faroud. The skin traders’ captain stood over two meters tall and bulked as much as any two men. The scars criss-crossing his bare torso told of so many battles fought, survived. He must have been twice Terlian’s age and would have been a warrior for most of those years. Faroud had none of Terlian’s speed or flexibility, but his reach was immense, and his skill —
“Bloody hell,” Stone panted as they worked Terlian as hard as the avatar would perform on this level. He palmed the audio override. “This is the fight we’re supposed to throw … I’m not even sure we can win this thing. Mac!”
“Right here,” McKinnen said quickly. “Do not win — you’ve only lost once on your way to Nine, this is the second cleanest way to go out, so don’t lose sight of the fact you’re buying credibility as players. Do not let the Nazzar capture Terlian. We don’t have time to sweat through the captivity, the slave-training and all the associated kink and porn before we can get back here and start over. Just take the dive and make it look convincing.”
“Third option,” Jarrat muttered as Terlian ducked desperately beneath the scything blades. “If Terlian had any sense, he’d take to his bloody stupid heels!”
“That won’t impress Cassel and Leskov,” Spiteri warned. “We can shortcut this, Jarrat. It’s just blind luck they came here tonight to kill Sawric, or Dawes, whatever. They got what they wanted — now they are watching you. Give his bugger Terlian’s best run for his money, then for godsakes take the dive.”
“Trying.” Stone gasped in a breath as Terlian dove, rolled, came up close enough to Faroud’s powerful legs to draw blood.
The big man howled and spun, coming after Terlian with a speed that seemed impossible given his size. “Jack,” Jarrat rasped, “does Terlian have the potential to kill Faroud on this level?”
“Doubtful,” Spiteri told him without needing to look at the game specifics. “Your potential accrues through your achievements in previous levels. Your Terlian’s rated at 114. This version of Faroud is rated at 139. Three options: Terlian dies, Terlian does a runner, or Terlian is taken by the Nazzar. And yes, all three happen frequently.”
But they could not afford to run, nor to be taken. Jarrat’s teeth ground as Terlian caught the very tip of Faroud’s left-hand sword and a wound opened down his arm, shoulder to wrist. Blood gushed, hot, wet, sticky. Pain ripped through Jarrat and Stone before they could slam up the empathic shields. Stone growled in distress as Jarrat’s breath wheezed in his throat. Terlian dropped and rolled.
He had exhausted every trick he knew. Fatigue dogged him, his mind was clouded with pain and his grip slackened on the sword. He dropped it, clawing for the Chiyoda pistol. “We got three rounds,” Stone grunted. “We could take him.”
“Do not kill him,” McKinnen shouted, oracle-like, across the clamor of battle. “Terlian’s rated 114, there’s nobody else on this killing field who can take him. It has to be Faroud, or you’ll void your only chance of a clean death this time through the game. The rest are ugly.”
In fact, killing Faroud was never going to happen. The rules of Demonhawk Deep were loose enough to permit enormous latitude, but certain pivot points were immutable. The relative, accumulated strength of an avatar governed what he could do, which enemies he could defeat, and the player behind Faroud might have been through the gamestream twice before. Each time through, the gamer grew wiser, strength accumulated faster. If Terlian drew the pistol, the rounds would prove to be duds, or they would miss any vital organ.
“Do we know who’s playing Faroud tonight?” Jarrat panted.
“An Idaho subscriber, name of GoblinMirror,” Spiteri said tersely. “Seems to be a woman, her address keeps changing. She’s smart. She’s also malicious, Jarrat. She’ll take Omaldo and the rest of the prisoners apart. Do not let Terlian get caught!”
Terlian had begun to struggle. His vision wavered as he tried to force the Chiyoda into line, on single shot. The first round flew wide, the second nicked Faroud’s arm, raising a line of blood across the biceps. The third round was too high, over his head, as Terlian’s senses swam. Then the magazine was spent. Hands grasped him from behind, immobilizing him, no matter how he threshed. The pistol fell from his right hand but he kept a grip on the knife in his left. Somehow controlling his fingers, he reversed the knife, palmed the handle, concealed the blade flat against the leather wrist guard.
“Jarrat!” McKinnen barked. “Don’t! Stone!”
Don’t get caught? Jarrat wondered as Terlian was manhandled between two big Nazzar. A fist cuffed the side of his head, his mind wandered for critical seconds and they let him tumble at Faroud’s booted feet. They marauders believed he was unconscious, but Terlian hung onto enough awareness and sanity to switch his grip on the knife and plunge it, left-handed, into Faroud’s abdomen. He gave it a twist as it slid home, enough to ensure that this Faroud would need major surgery, possibly genetic reconstruction, before he could rejoin the main gamestream. But Faroud was far from dead. He roared with rage and the right-hand sword scythed down like lightning.
Second death came for Terlian in a split second, a sudden blinding light, a white-hot sheet of sensation that lasted less than a heartbeat before Demonhawk Deep spat them out in a paroxysm of pain and nausea.
“Shitshitshit,” Stone hissed, gagging as he dragged off the VR rig.
Jarrat could not speak at all, content to hang onto his belly, squeeze his eyes shut as steel needles seemed to thread through his skull. Second death was worse than the first — Spiteri would have known, but it would have done them no service to be told. Harry muttered the kind of language which might have astonished his patients and Jarrat held his breath as the shots fired in, one low in his own neck, one in Stone’s.
This time, relief took longer to settle over them. Jarrat could imagine what third death would be like, and wondered what lengths a player would go to, to avoid it. He buried his face in both palms, waiting till the drugs began to settle his belly, quell the headache.
“You might not believe me, but it’s only hangover syndrome,” Harry assured them. “It’s nothing more dangerous than getting hammered at a party … it’s also why you sign the medical waiver when you subscribe.”
“Like Roy Sabuja said,” Stone croaked, “you don’t like it, don’t play.”
McKinnen made approving noises. “You did good. Very good. Mister Cassel and Madame Leskov had a ringside seat for the whole thing, after they finished with Professor T.S. Dawes from Capetown. I can tell you, you took Terlian places he’s never gone before. I’ve collated all the Level Nine results. Faroud has only ever been injured by a Terlian who’s on his third life and rated over 150 — and as you might predict, that Terlian,” she added with grim satisfaction, “was driven by Cassel and Leskov.” She was shutting the system down, highly satisfied. “They’ve seen you, they have to be impressed. Right now they’re wondering if they can take you — and I’ll be monitoring them, every session from now on. I’ll know who or what they are, and where, all the time. You’ll need to come back in on your third life, but you’ll go through even faster this time around. When you get back to Nine, your Terlian should be rated at least as high as theirs. Higher, if you can manage it — Jack and I will tell you how.
“You dropped a few points on Five, Six, Seven, in the city ruins. A few gawgals you didn’t kill, a few naraga eggs you didn’t smash, two juvenile naraga that got away from you. Third time around, Terlian won’t die in the fall. When he faces Faroud in this battle, if it’s not Cassel and Leskov playing Faroud, just pull the Chiyoda, kill the barbarian. Next time, you’ll know approximately where he’ll be: don’t hesitate, put three shots through his heart and drive on. However, if he is Cassel and Leskov — I’ll be able to tell you this the moment the session begins —”
“Your spy needs two minutes inside Angeliberty,” Jarrat said hoarsely. “We’ll tango with him, you’ll get your two minutes, Mac. You got some juice there, Harry?” He took an ice-cold bottle from the healer and drank deeply. “It might be next time. They’ll take us on, they can’t resist, because if they let us go we’re going to knock them off the top of their heap … and when they do, we’ve got them.”
“One more time,” Stone said tiredly, kneading his eyes so firmly Jarrat saw sparkles in his own vision. He took the bottle from Jarrat and finished it. “Then, I swear I’m going back to stud poker, beer and pizza.”
“It’s a whole lot healthier.” Harry played a hand scanner over them and made disapproving noises. “Blood pressure, pulse, adrenalin spikes, chaotic brain chemistry — this crap could kill you. It’s as hard on your body as anything you guys do in the field.”   
“Tell me about it.” Jarrat stood and stretched till his spine popped and crackled. He gave Harry a weary smile. “Thanks for doing this.”
The brown eyes blinked soberly at him. “Angeliberty, a device in Venice, a backdoor into the AI.” He sighed, shrugged. “I just hope you’re right, and the device is under its control.”
“It is,” McKinnen said in barbed tones. “Trust me. They can’t go anywhere near it, when push comes to shove. Soon as they make any demand of the government, this city goes into full lockdown. AI control is their only option. The only AI they can trust to keep us the hell out is their own. I’ve triple-checked with every supplier from Solstice Technologies — which used to be Equinox — to IBEX itself, back through three years of tech delivered to these bâtards. There’s one system in Windebanks House with the potential and the firewall. One. And they are about to invite us in.”
Harry lifted his hands as if she had him at gunpoint. “All right — this is your turf, Mac.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a speculative look. “Get back to Central. What you need now is sleep.”
“You think?” On his feet, Stone peered at his chrono and groaned. “Five hours, we’re in the air. Seven days, Sorenson and Steinberg dock.” He slid one arm around Jarrat, pulled him close. “Sleep, the man says.”
Jarrat plucked the keys from the table among the mess of VR hardware and the debris of dinner. “Try and stop me.”




Chapter Forty-nine

Comm blared, building-wide. “Doctor Reardon, report to the Infirmary immediately. Medical emergency — this is not an exercise.” Blue Raven’s field medic, Jon Semler, threw the winning hand into the middle of the table, swept his cash into a pocket and shoved back his chair. Cronin and Ramos, Jarrat and Stone, Reynolds and Lang threw in the hand. Cronin reshuffled the deck as the medic adjusted his comset and called, “Infirmary, this is Semler, do you need assistance — what and where?”
Stone tapped the bug in his right ear to listen in. Jagruti Patak, on duty in Central’s Infirmary since the Athena stood at her dock, responded at once. “Jonny, so glad to hear you. It’s one of your own unit’s armorers. The crew was rearming Blue Raven for the next training run. A load spilled when the repulsion sled quit. A dozen Phoenix IIIs hit the deck, I’ve got smashed legs, compound fractures — have you seen Doctor Reardon? He’s not answering.”
“Last time we saw him, he was heading for the spa.” Jarrat was on his way to his feet. “He’s on downtime, might not be hearing his comm. Jon, go do what you can, we’ll find him. Stoney?”
Central’s gym facilities were far more lavish than anything on the carrier, with a full-sized aeroball court, half-sized pool and several spas such as one might expect in a five-star hotel. If Reardon had set aside his comm and an event crowd was screaming, he would hear Patak by sheer chance. Stone keyed for the lift, down five levels and eighty meters north through the building.
“Too many training flights for way too long,” he said sourly. “These guys are going over the top, starting to get stale. Crap had to happen eventually.”
The last few days had seen an increasing number of small incidents. Something major was due if the Ravens did not stand down soon, but Colonel Paul Allyson’s team had tweaked Counterpoint just far enough to extend and magnify the workload. Many of the Ravens were furious; Jarrat and Stone were merely tired enough to want Counterpoint finished and filed.
“Four days.” Stone stepped into the lift. “Just under one hundred hours before the Alexandria docks and we’re on.” He had found himself counting down, a habit he could not break.
Listening to the loop, Jarrat shook his head slowly. “Kip’s still not answering. Damnit, is Harry in the building?”
But Stone gestured in the direction of uptown Venice. “He’s in a meeting with Elise Rocher and GlobalNet, some malarkey about putting a ‘kind human face’ on the Angel blocker, make people want come in and ask for the free prescription — get the shame out of it.”
Many people would have to come out as users, admitting to a problem they had been hoping to hide for another year before they simply vanished out of the system. Any therapy began with confession. Social problems had begun to sprout like weeds and counselors were overbooked. Stone’s thoughts often returned to young Riki Mitchell and the family who never knew, never would know. The twist of his belly brought a frown, a curious glance from Jarrat’s direction, though Kevin did not ask.
The elevator opened opposite the gym facility’s wide, open doors and Stone heard the din at once. It seemed a riot had broken out. In fact, the Athena Green Ravens had challenged the Diana Blue Dragons to a match, with a crowd of two hundred in full voice. The aeroball court filled the last third of the gym; showers, spas and locker rooms stood off to the right, beyond the daunting array of machines. The doors were closed over to shut out a portion of the noise, and Stone played a hunch.
He was right. Kip Reardon sat in the corner of the spa, submerged to his chin in frothing, churning hot water. His comset lay on the pile of his clothes, four meters away, and his eyes had been closed until Jarrat and Stone stepped in. One glance at their faces and he shoved himself halfway out of the water.
“It better be good — this is the first downtime I’ve had in a week. Robe.”
Jarrat handed him the voluminous white terrycloth. “Bad accident on Blue Raven. They brought him here. It’s a lot faster than getting back to the carrier and they know you’re in the building. Patak’s been trying to find you, but here you are. Semler already headed into the Infirmary to cover.”
“Here I am, daring to take a couple of hours’ downtime,” Reardon grumbled.
Blue and Gold Raven, Red and Green Dragon were parked twenty kilometers away, out on the NARC testing range, where full-scale, real-world, groundside simulations were staged. Stone had enough memories of the wilderness zone to inspire a shiver. Reardon shrugged into the robe and slipped the comset on at once. “Jagruti, what you got?”
She told him in swift professional terms. Semler had administered sedation, cleaned up the wounds, started IV and transfusion. Still bleeding profusely, the patient was stripped for decontamination procedures while OR 3 cranked up, minutes before. Reardon dressed quickly and dropped the robe by the spa. “I’ll be there in five. Get him into the OR, roll in the scanners, you know the routine. Jon?”
“Yo,” Semler responded.
“You want to assist?” Reardon offered. “I need a spare pair of hands — you’re there and you’re qualified.”
“Be glad to. I’ll go scrub.” Semler paused. “Uh, Blue Raven’s back on launch alert in ninety minutes.”
“We’ll be done by then,” Reardon assured him. “Thanks, Jon.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a furious look. “This whole thing is turning sour. It’s easy to overtrain your crews, and I’m seeing the signs everywhere.”
“So’re we. Dupre would agree with you.” Jarrat stepped aside as Reardon headed out. “But the Earthers invited themselves to this party.”
“And it’s going to hell,” Reardon fumed. He keyed for the lift with a slam from the side of his hand. “This is one barrel of fun I’m not going to miss.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “I got eight weeks left on my NARC contract. Bill asked me if I’d sign for another tour … he and Gene still have no idea whether the Athena or the Diana will be the operational carrier, but whichever it is, she’ll need a CMO.”
“And you told him …?” The lift closed behind Stone.
“The truth. Bill already knows I’m going home. I got a job to go to, Chief of Thoracic Surgery in Chryse, remember, it’s a done deal. This?” He gestured vaguely at the building. “I’ve been in military and paramilitary ships for twenty years. The Angel war was my fight and — enough. If they want to go hunt arms smugglers, or run dark in orbit over some colony, data-gathering for whatever government, it’s doubtlessly a sweet deal for somebody, but not me. Not this time. Ten years from now I want to be a country doctor, patching up scraped knees and fixing ingrown toenails, with a clinic attached to my house in Lassiter. Do you remember Lassiter?” He sighed. “I’ve seen all the war I care to see for one lifetime.”
The lift opened onto the wide, bright Infirmary and he did not look back as he strode across the triage area toward the ORs. Jarrat and Stone let him go ahead. “We’re leaving, ourselves,” Jarrat told him. “If JPC don’t take us on staff we can afford the fees for a couple of berths on the sleeper. The pay’s good at command rank and you can’t spend a lot, on a carrier.” He shrugged. “There’s nobody waiting for us back in civvy street.”
“And a whole new planet to explore that hasn’t been beat up by ten generations of humans who didn’t care what they dumped where,” Reardon added as he broke fresh surgical greens out of their shrink-wrap. He dropped his clothes, kicked them in the general direction of a laundry chute and stepped into the decontamination bay. “If I didn’t have family back home, God knows, I’d probably come with you. There’s always work for a good crash surgeon.” He glanced over his shoulder at them as the blue-white decon field began to scour his skin. “You get an appointment to walk into the JPC office?”
“Yeah,” Stone said with a curious sensation. “The message came through yesterday. An afternoon slot in Montpelier, the day after the Alexandria ships out.”
“Well, here’s hoping. Break a leg,” Reardon said generously.
His body was still lean and tanned, just lately beginning to develop a paunch, Stone observed. Kip was spending a few more hours in the gym recently, and like Cantrell he would almost certainly option genetic therapies soon. A chapter of his life was ending. Counterpoint was the finale for so many of them, perhaps even for the Athena herself. Stone wished he could mourn, but with the Angel war finished, grief over the orderly shutdown of NARC would have been wasted.
Reardon slipped into the greens, thrust his feet into sterile slippers and overshoes, put on the ridiculous cap and took a fresh com from the rack in the decon bay. “Jon, are we ready to roll?”
And Semler, from the OR: “Waiting for you right now, Doc. His scans are fair, but he’s lost a lot of blood and he’s still bleeding.”
“On my way.” Reardon took a deep breath, exhaled it as a sigh and regarded Jarrat and Stone with wry humor. “You’re not officially attached to the Athena anymore, but this guy was one of your own armory techs. You want to know how it goes?”
“Thanks,” Jarrat said quietly. “We’d appreciate it.”
Then Reardon was gone, through the pressure-sealed doors. When Stone turned back toward the triage area he saw Cronin, Ramos, Reynolds, Lang. Cronin passed one palm over his smooth-shaven skull, adjusted the fit of one of the diamond studs in his lobes. “We got the details. It’s Bobby Stein — he’s one of the best, career Army. This crap was nobody’s fault, it just happened.”
“Law of averages says it will,” Ramos added. “We been in the air more hours in these last weeks than we usually log in two, three times that long.”
“People are getting tired,” Reynolds said resignedly.
“You mean stale,” Lang corrected. “Overtrained. I’ve seen it before.” 
“Stale as last week’s bagels — we’ve all seen it.” Cronin’s wide mouth compressed. “Four days till showtime.”
“Can they hold it together?” Stone hazarded. “Under the new training load, after Allyson’s bastards took your work apart?”
“Our work.” Ramos nodded at Jarrat and Stone. “You sweat blood over it, same as us. We got a choice?”
“Counterpoint’s the only game in town,” Reynolds said with uncharacteristic bitterness. “Besides which, it’s the bloody job. Somebody has to do it.”
“But not again after this.” Eve Lang frowned through the observation panes into the OR, were Reardon was rearranging bones preparatory to welding them.
Amory Sergeant Robert L. Stein’s legs were laid open from hips to ankles. The last scan images commanded the widescreen by the OR’s sealed doors, and his bones looked like the pieces of a puzzle. Shattered. Stone looked away, watched Lang’s face as memories of too many Medevac flights around Sheal’s battlefields haunted her.
“What Eve said,” Reynolds muttered. “Not again after this, Cap,” she added with reluctant apology, glancing at Stone.
“Call me Stoney, for chrissakes,” he remonstrated. “I’m done with the rank crap, if it ever mattered — which it never did. A couple of months from now they’ll be calling me Mister. I can live with that.” He shrugged off the mood. “We got the invitation,” he told Cronin and Ramos. “The day after Counterpoint, at JPC in Montpelier.”
Ramos issued a bass chuckle. “So we better not fuck this thing up, huh? It’s gotta go down smooth as a baby’s ass, if we wanna slide into the JPC payroll.”
“Speaking of which,” Cronin sighed, “we’re back in the air in about an hour. Hustle, people. We got a gunship and a pile of armor to check over before we launch.”
And two Corsairs to preflight, Stone thought, watching the Ravens amble in the direction of the lifts. The VM 104s were on the airpark, the hardsuits stored in the pilots’ ready room, one floor lower. The next exercise was a chase-down, forced landing, the capture of a rogue crew equipped with battlefield gundrones — machines which had been showing up too often in civilian hands since the arms bazaar at Oromon opened for business. The drones would laser-paint the gunships and fighter interceptors with various strike signatures. If either gunships or aircraft were virtually shot down, the exercise would begin again before dawn, and again, until they got it right — with Colonel Paul Allyson’s suits watching, reporting to senior auditors on Earth.
It was a recipe for resentment, fatigue, the kind of staleness that would very soon cause major accidents. Stone felt anger coiling like a live snake through Jarrat. The empathic bond churned into a confusion of wayward, ambivalent emotion, until he eased up the shields in his own defense.
“Let’s just get this done right,” Jarrat rasped, glancing at his chrono. “We got a hot date with a bunch of pearl divers and some bastard, name of Zuzu, who’s about to try to pull a piece of sharp steel across our throats and dump us off a cliff, before this Eldovar character, the pearl diver who looks like a Greek god, finds out what the evil old bugger’s doing.”
“Just hope,” Stone breathed, “Cassel and Leskov are playing Zuzu tonight. If they are, this’ll be the last session.”
“They should be,” Jarrat said shrewdly. “According to the iDream logs, they’ve been amusing themselves with Faroud and Zuzu for a week now — sticking close enough to watch us. Every place Terlian shows up either for a big fight or a full-on orgy, there they are, lurking in some minor avatar, ogling, sizing us up. You know they’re just waiting for us. Him. Terlian.”
But this Terlian would arrive on Lorentia Prime —the big sub-tropical island in the landlocked, tideless sea — rated at 197, when available points in this ‘expression’ of the gamestream, at this exact juncture, offered a maximum of 200. Four months before, Cassel’s and Leskov’s Terlian had strolled into Lorentia, slack-jawed at the sight of Eldovar, with a rating of 189. BlueSteel was the only challenge EagleFire had left, short of heading offworld and trying the gamestream in other colonies. The whole performance was designed to be irresistible. Yvette McKinnen and Jack Spiteri were so sure, McKinnen had already called Dupre’s office with a probable alert warning.
Tonight. Stone took a long deep breath. All they needed was two short minutes for Mac’s purpose-designed AI spy to insert, piggybacked on Terlian, trawl for the Angeliberty data while Terlian manifested in full-immersion using the hard- and firmware local to Windebanks House. Then the spy would slither back out unheeded and erase its tracks.
A lot could happen in two minutes. Stone acknowledged a prickle of ice cold anticipation, not unlike dread, as he tailed Jarrat to the airpark. Jarrat picked up the sensation and echoed it back to him without verbal comment, though he sent Stone a flare of caution. They had work to do.
One thing at a time, Stone told himself. Do a single job, do it well, then pick up the next challenge. But his mind continued to stray back to Terlian, Eldovar, Zuzu, while he and Jarrat went over the hardsuits piece by piece before preflighting the Corsairs.
The routine had grown almost too familiar. Spiteri, McKinnen and Del arrived before Jarrat and Stone, bringing dinner. Jesse Lawrence and Tim Kwei often tagged along with Jack to watch the gamestream play out on the widescreen for a couple of hours before Jesse had to leave for work.
He was still at Sensations, but went onstage after 22:00, since the new routine was impishly raunchy. Stone had seen the posters. Jesse called the act Yūwaku, in the sense of temptation, allurement. Jarrat and Stone had a table booking, the night after they met JPC in Montpelier. Jesse danced in body paint and a wisp of silk that refused to stay put; his vain attempts to preserve his modesty were as hilarious as bawdy, until at last the character gave up — let himself be seduced by a pair of talented gymnasts, Rick and Becka Chen. They clowned their way through a drunk act with acrobatic falls that would have killed lesser performers. The shared routine ran six minutes, culminating in a heap of comatose bodies, Jesse collapsed on top of the Chens. The routine was physically demanding; the comic timing had to be precise, and Stone did not underestimate the skill, strength and talent of all three.
Even as McKinnen logged into iDream and opened the gamestream, Jesse was eating, stretching, working his body while Tim concentrated on dinner and music streaming to his comset. In the apartment’s deliberately chill a/c Jesse wore a bronze skinthin, a wrap about his hips, the yellow hair loose about his shoulders. His right heel was propped on the wall beside his head. Harry had just asked Tim and Jack if they were quite sure their partner was even normal, when McKinnen said sharply,
“Christ, this is it.” The room fell silent, the excellent souvlaki forgotten. She checked the iDream server feed, checked it again. “They’re in the gamestream — they’ve optioned Zuzu.” She allowed a small crow of triumph. “As troops and entertainers say in both businesses — it’s showtime.”
Abruptly Stone lost all appetite. He clicked back up into the NARC bands and called quietly, “Colonel Dupre, this is 7.1 … looks like we’re on.”
From the speed of Dupre’s response, he had been waiting. “No doubt of it?”
“None whatsoever, Bill,” McKinnen assured him. “Cassel and Leskov have been watching, waiting for their chance to take a shot at us, for days. As Grand Masters they have the right to assume whatever avatar they choose, so long as they’re never killed in the gamestream. Right now, they’ve optioned the biggest, nastiest character available on this level. They know Terlian — BlueSteel, us — will run right into this Zuzu swine. There’s no other way this level can go. Our avatar showed his preference for men early. He’s due to meet Eldovar about fifteen minutes into the Lorentia segment. Eldovar is going to fall hard, love at first sight — as can only happen in VR. This is all the provocation Zuzu needs.”
If Terlian had demonstrated a preference for women, he would have chosen the other pearl diver, Baynor: tall, willowy, golden, with masses of raven’s wing hair and huge green eyes. But Cassel’s and Leskov’s Zuzu was in bed with both, also profoundly jealous of both. Terlian’s predilection made no difference to the twist Demonhawk Deep would take at this point.
How Terlian performed right here, right now, determined the nature of the next levels. If he killed Zuzu, dumped the body off the cliff and swore it had been an accident, he would progress smoothly to the next level. If Zuzu killed Terlian, it was third death for this particular Terlian. The game would spit out Jarrat and Stone so sick, some players ran for the emergency room after a third death event. If Terlian either gave in to Zuzu and rejected Eldovar, or simply walked away from the fight, the Lorentian pearl divers would scorn him, refuse the alliance he needed to reach the sea city. Terlian had to fight —
But he did not, Stone thought, have to win. So long as they made the altercation last two minutes, McKinnen’s AI would be in and out with the data. What became of Terlian after she finished was academic, though the prospect of dying the third death was bleak enough to make Stone fight to win. He and Jarrat might hit the override, kill the session early, but the results were like a bad gryphon trip. Dizziness, nausea, headache, wrenching guts. Little about Demonhawk Deep should have been street legal, any more than Buran was legal in most colonies — which never stopped kids tripping, if they were halfway sure they could get the blockers.
Stone gave Jarrat a long, level look, knowing they were both weighing their options. Pull the plug on the game and invite another load of drugs, or finish out the fight, see the Level Nineteen titles and walk away cleanly. Stone lifted a brow at Jarrat and Kevin said baldly,
“Win this thing.” He rubbed his neck, where the shots always fired in, leaving a mottling of old bruises. “Just bloody win it — enough already.”
“All right,” Stone breathed. “Mac?”
“We’re set up,” she assured him. “The hookup is clean. Zuzu is in there right now, amusing himself with Eldovar and Baynor, humping the pair of them on a boat in the bay, in the dawn light.” She gestured at the big handypads, where the iDream analysis flowed to her in a ceaseless torrent, screened from the company’s AI behind a cloak of wicked programming. “Cassel and Leskov are waiting for you. They’ll go all-out, you know this. They’ll be trying for the kill. Taking down our Terlian on this level is worth a 95 score. If they grab those points, their Zuzu is at liberty to take off across the ocean on an armed three-master he’ll seize on Nineteen. They can pit him against Faroud the skin trader, at the markets in Alnash — where Faroud is currently about to stand a lot of unfortunate prisoners, including that young idiot, Omaldo, on an auction block.” She paused, drew a long deep breath and glanced at Spiteri. He nodded. “We’re ready to go. Did you want dinner first?”
“Suddenly I’m not hungry,” Jarrat said honestly.
In fact his belly had clenched as if this were a real, live assignment. In too many ways, it was. Stone felt it in his own gut. “We’re good. Let’s just do it,” he said tersely.
Dupre had been monitoring them since McKinnen called. “Are you certain, Doctor? Absolutely certain? Remember, if you trip the Angeliberty AI on your way through the firewall, they could trigger the Venice device now, tonight. If you have any slightest doubt, let the Rocher government wait for the inevitable ransom demand and pay it.”
“I’ve no doubt,” she said shrewdly. “This whole project exists at the governor’s behest: Elise Rocher made it quite clear, she has no desire to pay a dime in ransom to Angeliberty, much less several hundred billion colonial dollars.”
“Correct.” Dupre paused for a moment. “I’ve contacted Madame Rocher already. She’s in meetings till late, but she gave me a moment. Not that I’m passing the buck, you understand, but if her government had recently decided to pay up rather than take the risk … it’s their call to make, no matter how much time and sweat we’ve invested in this. The word is — go,” he reported, “so long as you are absolutely sure, Yvette.”
“Then we do it,” McKinnen said with a pained expression. “NARC didn’t hesitate to have me ransack the Data Access Corporation archives, which I did, cleanly. Twice. iDream was much easier. Angeliberty is no more complex than the DAC. You trusted me then, trust me now. Two minutes is all my AI needs … it might finish the job in one, with a squeeze.” She was frowning at Jarrat and Stone now, her face a question.
“We can get you the time,” Jarrat said hoarsely. “Last round, Stoney.”
“Very well.” Dupre’s tone shifted, hardened. “All Raven units are going to standby, the full descant squads are suiting. Hazmat and Containment squads are boarding as I speak. Engineer Budweisser is on the tractor, standing by on the Athena, in very low orbit. Captain Auel has been called to Operations. Awareness of this action is restricted to NARC and the governor herself. Not so much as a senator or secretary knows what we’re doing tonight. Tactical is out of this loop, with the exception of Colonel Finney alone. She ceded the final decision to Governor Rocher. As of this moment, your assignment takes priority over Counterpoint, until completion. Doctor McKinnen, I’m standing by for your datafeed.”
Time, Stone thought.
The VR rig lay on the coffee table by the widescreen, which idled with montages of fantastic panoramas drawn from iDream’s fantasy world. Durego had become as real for Stone as Avalon and Rethan. Going back there was not his concern. No few gamers chose to play lesser characters and passed through like tourists, merely trying to keep out of the way of naraga, skin traders, demon wolves, gawgal mutants in the city ruins, sea monsters, and the insane, amoral scientists from Rasuro sea city, while they enjoyed the countless sensual delights of the fantasy realm. Like any world, Durego had its share of dangers, but the people made it dark, treacherous.
Slipping into the full-immersion rig had also become seductively easy. Stone had only to settle, close his eyes, give McKinnen and Spiteri a nod. Jack spoke softly to Jesse and Tim, who were watching from the couch. “Keep it very quiet, guys.”
“We know,” Jesse whispered.
“Harry?” Jarrat’s eyes were closed behind the semi-opaque visor. The filamentary leads had already tagged into his temples but he held the earpads in his left hand, balanced delicately in the sensor-mesh glove.
“Already set up and monitoring you,” Harry affirmed. “You’re both twitchy. I suppose that’s understandable. I see no reason not to do this.”
“In that case …” McKinnen commenced the gamestream —
Grinding steelrock pounded, smoothing into symphonic tones as Terlian blinked up from the rolling deck of the schooner Wanderer to see tall white cliffs topped with dense thickets of emerald green grass and stands of bamboo. He and Grigor were looking for a safe anchorage for the ship. The Wanderer was not very deep in the keel, but with rough weather coming up from the southwest they needed to put her somewhere safe. Marouk perched at the masthead, using his powerful field glasses and calling down to the steersman: a bay lay ahead, to starboard as the Wanderer made her way north up the jagged, rocky coast of Lorentia.
“Here we go,” Jarrat said quietly as the ship slid in. The sails dropped and the twin anchors dragged across the boulder-strewn bottom until they bit.
Terlian picked up his weapons, slid them into scabbard, sheath, holster. The magazine in the Chiyoda pistol held just four rounds — precious ammunition which had cost him dearly, a desperate fight in the decaying city. In the humid heat he had stripped off his shirt, and as he handled his weapons he saw his own skin. He wore a blue-green cast now. The eyes he saw in the shaving mirror were slitted like a cat’s. Memories of the healing still made him shudder almost as much as those of the naraga attack. Claws had seized him around the chest and belly, the reptile carried him to treetop height before he could slide a sword-tip between its scales, bring it down. He crashed heavily through the branches, which broke his fall, but the damage had already been done. He was lacerated to the internal organs and not all of Sterana’s healing powers could mend him, even though people liked to call her a witch. But Terlian’s sacrifice had saved the lives of his hunting party; they brought him home to Medrios a hero, and at once Sterana rushed him to the labs hidden in the mountains. Grigor, Zerena and Marouk carried him to a watchtower overlooking a lost valley, where Terlian might be mended by gene ‘magic’ far beyond the old woman’s powers.
Healing wrought great changes in Terlian. He grew much stronger, his skin picked up the blue-green tones which Zerena swore were exotically beautiful, his night vision became very keen as his eyes morphed into those of the ulceno, the wild felinoid native to the thick forests far east of Medrios. Terlian had no objection to his mutations. Lovers found his looks irresistible, and his new strength, flexibility and vision provided a great advantage.
The decision to defy the queen naraga and save his people, added to the genetic mutations, was the strategy that propelled this incarnation of Terlian to a 197 score before the Wanderer dropped anchor fifty meters off the Lorentian beach. As the dory took the group ashore, Terlian saw Eldovar sleeping naked in the sun. It was Zerena who wolf-whistled, waking the pearl diver, but when Eldovar sat up, the young man saw only Terlian.
“Strangers,” Eldovar said in the soft accent of the islands. “What brings you to these waters? What can the people of Lorentia do for you?” Golden eyes looked Terlian over from head to foot, saying plainly, ‘Oh, what this one could do for you!’
And there in the background, seated on a boulder, drawing whetstones over a couple of hollow-ground machetes, was Zuzu himself. Stone left Jarrat to make the usual inane small talk, littered with innuendo, forging a bond with Eldovar which promised everything. For himself, he concentrated on Zuzu, sizing up the avatar at least, if not the human gamers wearing it.
He was tall, thick with muscle, black hair roped in a single braid falling to his hips. Brown eyes glared at the newcomers while hands the size of shovels manipulated blades and whetstones like a professional assassin. Zuzu had been designed using the body form of a pro aeroball full-back. Stone was strongly reminded of some cross between Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos, but Zuzu was pure fantasy — even taller, more massive. His heart gave a curious double-thud at the prospect of taking this one on, hand to hand.
It would happen tonight, when Eldovar lured Terlian away from the firelight, along the cliff where the twin moons rode high enough to provide good light. Every character in this gamestream, every human behind them, from the NARC team in a room in Genoa to the reigning Grand Masters in Windebanks House, were racing toward the confrontation. From the looks of Zuzu, Stone thought, Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov could hardly wait. Zuzu bared his big, white teeth even while Terlian merely talked to Eldovar. When they walked up the beach toward the cliff path and Eldovar’s hand lay on Terlian’s arm, Zuzu’s grimace settled into an expression of hate.
He licked the blade of one sickle-shaped knife and stood up, towering over Eldovar and Terlian. Stone heard an appalled mutter from the couch, where Tim Kwei watched the widescreen. Jack shushed him and Jesse said almost inaudibly, “Humping something that big is a challenge. You need to be double-jointed.”
And he would know, Stone thought acidly, looking over Eldovar a second time and wondering what he could possibly want from Terlian, if Zuzu had been his bedmate. The truth appeared obvious. Love at first sight was almost a fantasy, but then, Demonhawk Deep never pretended to be anything but a fantasy, where every desire for adventure, violence and eroticism was catered to. So Eldovar fell in love with Terlian as they walked up the beach, and in an instant lost interest in fooling around with Zuzu, no matter what that giant had to offer. Zuzu simmered with thoughtless rage.
Harry’s voice whispered, as if from a vast distance, “When will you get access, through the firewall, Mac? Will you know when?”
“Of course,” McKinnen murmured. “When EagleFire confronts BlueSteel they stop being mere spectators and the game goes completely interactive. Right now we’re all eating up iDream’s processor power while we go through the motions, introducing the Eldovar character. When we’ve plodded through these preliminaries and Cassel and Leskov challenge us, iDream will offload the enormous demand for processor power to the local systems, theirs and ours. Cassel and Leskov must contribute their own hardware and firmware to make the session work in full immersion VR. Otherwise, the whole gamestream would collapse. There’s no way iDream could provide enough processor power to support fifty or a hundred gamers playing simultaneously — and the popular games can have twice as many online.”
Stone palmed the audio override. “Do we know if Eldovar is game driven tonight, or is someone playing the avatar?”
“Someone’s playing,” McKinnen told him. “Give me a moment … here it is. The subscriber goes by the name of AzureBluff; looks like it might be a woman, but it’s difficult to be sure. He or she is low-key, small fry. They don’t have the system resources to get into complex stuff — probably in it for the sex, which is pretty predictable, doesn’t put much demand on the hardware. Remember, Eldovar’s not a fighter. Major life and death events are where server resources max out fast and iDream offloads the burden to subscriber systems.”
“And if Eldovar hadn’t wanted Terlian?” Jarrat wondered as Terlian followed the pearl diver toward his village. “Say, he chose Grigor or Marouk?”
“Well, I can’t imagine why he would,” McKinnen said disdainfully, “but if he did, Zuzu would pick the same jealous fight and Terlian would stand up and defend his friend. Same outcome.”
“But what if Eldovar didn’t choose any of them?” Tim mused.
“Then Zuzu would pick the fight with Terlian for some other dumb reason,” Jack said shortly. “Maybe because of his weird cat’s eyes or the color of his skin. Now, shush, kiddo, they need to concentrate. This is the big one.”
Trouble was brewing rapidly, Stone thought. The sun was low when the party came to Eldovar’s village on the cliff; the sea shone like a gilded mirror. By now Eldovar’s arm was around Terlian’s waist and AzureBluff had begin to whisper into his ear. “The blue-green skin is absolutely incredible. I never saw anything like it before. Where’s it come from?”
“Gene work … magic,” Terlian said dryly. “I needed to heal, changing was part of it. I woke up fixed, and I was like this. You like?”
“I love it,” AzureBluff said in Eldovar’s light tenor voice. “I want to taste it. Are you like that all over? You know. Even that.”
“Especially that,” Terlian assured him. Or her. Stone had lost track. “When he gets hard as hell,” Jarrat said wickedly, “he gets bluer and greener.”
Eldovar shivered. “I want to see. Can I see?”
“Why not?” Terlian chuckled.
“I want him,” Eldovar said huskily against Terlian’s ear.
“You can’t have him, he’s attached to me,” Jarrat objected. Stone stifled a laugh.
“You know what I mean,” Eldovar corrected. “In me.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Terlian relented, slung his arm over Eldovar’s shoulders and looked back at the hulking, brooding shape of Zuzu, a few paces behind. “You mind telling me, who’s the monstrosity, why’s he following us?”
“Oh, that’s only Zuzu,” Eldovar said carelessly. AzureBluff was out to score, just as the gamer behind Omaldo had been out to score, the night Terlian let himself be seduced on the back porch of the tavern. Demonhawk Deep awarded points for every sexual conquest, as well as the fights, naraga kills, nests destroyed, ammunition caches discovered, wolf demons and mutants slain.
For a moment Stone wondered if it might be possible to screw one’s way to grand master status in this gamestream, by avoiding monsters and battles and seducing every high-points hero or villain. What was Zuzu worth? He looked the man up and down, calculating. Zuzu was big points on the hoof, in any scenario, battleground or bedroom. He was bare to the waist, wearing the crossed-strap harness for the twin scabbards of his weapons over dark-bronzed skin. Big gold rings shimmered in ears and nipples. Muscles bulged everywhere, gleaming as if Zuzu had oiled himself atop curiously interwoven tattoos. Animal totem patterns coiled about his torso and limbs almost as if they might spring to life.
Terlian tried a smile and a wave at Zuzu, but the brute only glowered. “We’re annoying the man,” Jarrat said in Terlian’s voice, into Eldovar’s ear.
The pearl diver’s hair was short, black, curly, springy, smelling of the sea. “Who cares about Zuzu?”
“I will, if he turns those knives on me,” Terlian retorted.
But Eldovar made dismissive gestures. “He’s a clod. You’d fillet him like a fish. Besides, we’ll be too careful, he won’t see.” He pressed closer to Terlian’s side. “I do want you … I never saw anyone like you. I’ve been waiting my whole life for you.”
In was on the tip of Stone’s tongue to say, ‘While you passed the time with Tall, Dark and Gruesome back there.’ He swallowed the cynicism and let Terlian walk on to meet the villagers.
They baked fish over an open fire while the adventurers from Medrios told the story they had heard at the armory, of a city beneath the sea where people lived incredible lives shaped by science and priceless technology. A few of the village elders knew of Rasuro: it was no legend. Stone heard the name of Barallus whispered for the first time, though Eldovar’s simple people knew him as a great sorcerer. To them, science and magic were all the same.
The sun was soon down. The Lorentians built up the fire, made music, sang, told stories. Terlian and Zuzu glared at each other over the flames while the moons rose. Stone’s nerves began to crawl. He palmed the override for a moment. “Stand by, Mac. The prelude’s over — here we go.”
“Any time,” she told him. “We’re good to launch. The Athena and Blue Raven are on station. In your own time.”
And then Eldovar got to his feet, lithe and sinuous, and drifted away from the firelight. Zuzu watched him go. This was Terlian’s pivot point. Grigor, Marouk and Zerena had already paired off with good looking Lorentians, they were having a fine time. The village elders were hashing out whether to send divers to aid the expedition — and they would. Demonhawk Deep must always follow a loose plot, or path, through it had thousands of permutations. Here was Terlian’s chance to fall in love, or at least have a lot of mind-blowing sex with a stunning young beau; it was a prime selling point in the brochure. AzureBluff was determined. Eldovar’s lovely face swam on the edge of the firelight, smiling, beguiling, while Zuzu glared.
Terlian got to his feet. Jarrat and Stone very deliberately checked every weapon Terlian possessed before following temptation into the moonshadows.
“Wait for it,” McKinnen crooned. “Wait for it …”
Away from the fire, the night was still warm enough, a world of blues, purples, every chromatic shade of silver and charcoal. Eldovar stepped out of the shadow of the tall bamboo, naked and aroused. His arms went around Terlian, pulling him down to the grass, which was soft as a bed. He smelled of the sea and wood smoke, and Stone had to hand it to iDream. Even if the ‘digitoid’ had been game driven, Eldovar was stunning. With a human piloting him, he took on extraordinary personality and nuance.
Soon enough, he and Terlian were tangled in the grass, kissing breathlessly, hands everywhere. Then the hair stood up on Stone’s nape as he heard the whine of steel sliding out of a scabbard, before Zuzu’s gravel bass rasped,
“That’s enough, ye little slut. Get the hell away from him. Hustle yer ass back to the village — and ye can expect me to whup ye proper fer this. Go on — git!”
“You’ve no right,” Eldovar protested as Terlian clambered carefully to his feet and slackened each weapon.
“I got every right,” Zuzu snarled. “Don’t let me see ye afore morning, or I’ll whup ye twice as hard. Go.”
Perhaps Eldovar, or AzureBluff, would have argued, but Terlian stepped between them. It was vaguely possible, Stone thought, AzureBluff might have gone for Terlian’s Chiyoda and put four rounds through Zuzu’s heart before Terlian could pick up the challenge. There were so many ways to slither through this game, poaching points in underhand, unexpected places. Wisely, he and Jarrat manhandled the young man aside before AzureBluff could make an unexpected move.
“Do as the freak says, kid. Go back to the fire, I’ll catch up with you. Say nothing to no one, you hear?” Terlian said firmly. “Let me deal with him.” And to Zuzu: “You don’t tell him what to do, he’s a freeman. Lay one finger on him and I’ll lop it off at the shoulder. You got any problem, you take it up with me.”
For a split second the gamestream seemed to skip, or freeze, before it resumed and McKinnen hissed, “That was it — you just went full-on interactive, iDream’s started to offload the processor burden. Am deploying the AI … and go. Local systems are cranking up. Wait for it … iDream just passed the processor load to us. The mission clock is running, guys. Bill, you with us?”
Stone could not hear Dupre’s response. He and Jarrat had their hands full, while a countdown had begun in the back of his mind. Everything they did now was about buying time. He-Jarrat-Terlian tried a wide, warm smile. “Hey, we don’t have to do this — Zuzu, is it? The kid didn’t say word one about any commitment to you. I’m a stranger here, how should I know who belongs to who else?” He offered his hand. “Name’s Terlian d’Or, from Medrios. We’re just here looking for deep divers, to find the sea city, Rasuro. You know the place? Why don’t you come aboard with us? You look like you’d be useful in a fight. We’d be glad to have you.”
The speech was slow, drawling, affable. Seconds slipped by like so much warm oil, but Zuzu did not buy a word of it. He drew the long knives, each the length of his forearm, from the twin scabbards over his shoulders. The oiled blades shone in the moonlight. “I don’t want nothin’ to do with ye, nor any sunk city, and no load of tech junk that don’t even work no more.” He shifted into the classic swordsman’s stance. “I want to take the pretty head off yer shoulders. I’ll pickle it in vinegar.”
“That might be a problem,” Terlian mused, stepping back to make fighting space, “since I’m rather attached to this head.” His cat’s eyes had opened wide in the silvery light; he saw perfectly. “You sure we can’t strike a deal? I don’t want to fight you … Christ, look at the size of you! Do I look crazy?” He chuckled as if it were all an enormous joke. “How about a big bag of gold coins from the ruins of Chakzen? No? How about a half-box of fifty caliber …?”
Zuzu lunged, driving him back, closer to the cliff edge. “Shut yer fat yap, Turmigan.” The name was a calculated insult. A ‘turmigan’ was a yard fowl, stupid, waddling, too greasy to make good eating and usually rendered for its oil.
“I guess we’re going to fight.” Terlian leaped out of Zuzu’s reach, well back from the edge of the cliff. Stone took a breath, felt the surge of adrenalin burn through Jarrat as they drew the sword and knife. Terlian should have pulled the Chiyoda and put all four into the man, but the mission clock in the back of Stone’s mind said sixty seconds. “I don’t want to kill you,” he said in Terlian’s pleasant baritone. “All killing you will do for me is make enemies among the Lorentians. Your blood on my hands is going to make it twice as hard for me to get your elders to cooperate.”
“Shoulda thought of that, bitch, afore ye got on top of Eldovar,” Zuzu growled.
He was so fast, Jarrat swore as Terlian dove away under the double arc of the long knives, and the blades passed by so close, Stone felt the disturbance in the air. Terlian rolled to his feet in time to dive again, just inside his own sword’s length of Zuzu’s knees. He swung fast and hard, but the twin long knives were both there to stop the blow. Game-driven, Zuzu would have been a hard target; piloted by Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov, both grand masters buddy-hooking, he was beyond dangerous.
Duck, roll, dive, swing, spring back, dart in, swipe away the long knives as they came slicing toward Terlian’s throat — Stone felt the soar of his pulse, the prickle of sweat across his face, along his ribs and Jarrat’s. Jarrat’s breath shortened, he swore lividly as Zuzu’s steel grazed Terlian’s left thigh and pain ripped through him.
“Careful,” Harry said sharply, an involuntary yelp as he watched the widescreen and the palmtops monitoring vital signs and body chemistry.
Careful? Stone thought with fleeting, grim humor as he and Jarrat dropped under Zuzu’s roundhouse sweep and darted in to draw second blood. A dripping scarlet line opened across the big man’s midriff, but the wound was not deep. Zuzu roared with shock and pain, as if he had never felt a wound before. Now Stone came to notice, his bare torso wore no scars, unlike Terlian’s, which was covered in the white lines left from blades, arrows, naraga talons, and the apprentice’s unavoidable punishment.
“Enough,” Stone-Terlian bellowed. “Okay, so we both drew blood. You want to die? Don’t make me end you, Zuzu. I’ve no reason to want you dead!”
A kind of madness reddened Zuzu’s eyes. For a split second Stone was sure he saw Cassel and Leskov there, rather than the VR character. “Damn,” Spiteri muttered, “the bastards have never been hit before?”
Was it even possible to get to the top in
Demonhawk Deep without being wounded, much less killed? Stone did not think so, but it was more than possible Cassel and Leskov had ruled this territory so long, they had forgotten the bitter taste, the physical duress of actually having to fight all out and take injury as it came.
“Careful, now,” McKinnen hissed, disembodied as the voice of an oracle from another dimension. “We need more time. Don’t kill him — and don’t make them withdraw, not yet!”
“Hey, how about we forget Eldovar, and you take my hand?” Jarrat-Terlian offered. “Second blood, good enough, right? Neither of us needs to get hurt. You said it yourself — the man’s a little slut. I just got here, how was I supposed to know? He’s pretty, but he ain’t worth dying for. What do you say, Zuzu?” He gestured at the Wanderer, anchored in the bay far below. “Join up with us and we’ll go find Rasuro together. You heard of this guy, Barallus? Sounds like a genuine badass. Why don’t you take a crack at him, instead of me?” He chuckled. “You know the old saying — pick on somebody your own size!”
The scene twisted into a great joke, again, diverting Cassel and Leskov, letting them get used to the pain of a wound, just as Jarrat and Stone had set aside the fire burning in Terlian’s thigh. The crimson cooled in Zuzu’s eyes, but the fury remained. Terlian came up on his toes, waiting for the fight to resume. Jarrat and Stone let Cassel and Leskov set the pace.
“Time?” Jarrat muttered, off the audio pickup.
“Get me another half minute.” McKinnen’s voice was taut.
She had run into problems. Stone knew that tight, preoccupied tone. Terlian lunged at Zuzu and Stone deliberately mistimed the maneuver to give the impression Terlian might be tiring, perhaps feeling his own wound. Zuzu’s whole face clenched as Cassel and Leskov picked up on the hint of clumsiness. The question in Stone’s mind was if the grand masters would recognize a ruse when they saw one.
But they had been on the top of their heap long enough to become complacent. A malicious gleam replaced outrage and madness in Zuzu’s eyes — suddenly he was hunting again, with the grace, speed and agility of an ulceno in the trees. Terlian found himself on the run, Jarrat and Stone weaving and diving, darting in like snakes when any opening offered.
They drew a line of blood across Zuzu’s massive right arm one moment before a lightning backswing caught Terlian’s right shoulder. Jarrat howled as pain tore through him, overwhelming the empathic bond. Pain had a way of bouncing back and forth between them like echoes in an amphitheater, and Stone did not have the luxury of concentration to invest in securing the empathic shields.
So ride it out, he told himself, roll with it the way you take the hurt in the field, with a syndicate shooter on your heels and nowhere to run. Terlian shifted his grip on sword and knife and lunged again, fast enough to get through Zuzu’s guard and rake a sword’s point across his breast. Disbelief flickered over Zuzu’s face while Jarrat and Stone sent Terlian sprawling in the grass, gasping and panting as if he were winded, fatigued, close to spent, weakened by his wounds, his mind clouded by pain.
With a roar, Zuzu recovered fast and pounced, outlined against the twin moons. The long knives came down like javelin blades and only speed saved Terlian. He rolled into Zuzu, not away from him, taking the big man’s feet out from under him. Zuzu fell heavily, scrambling to keep his own razor-honed knives away from his torso. Terlian hauled himself to his feet and one boot kicked the weapon out of Zuzu’s left fist, before he set the tip of his own blade against the big man’s gullet. Steel pressed, not quite hard enough to kill.
“Give it up, you goddamn’ madman! You want to get your throat cut? There’s no reason either or us needs to die — I’d rather ditch the dumb kid, then you and me can go find Rasuro, take on Barallus between us. You think Barallus can take both of us at once? Not a chance in stinking hell!”
To Stone’s knowledge, the offer had never been made in the subscriber log archives of Demonhawk Deep. Certainly, Cassel and Leskov could never have heard it, or predicted it. For several moments Zuzu hesitated, prone in the grass, bleeding, growling, panting, as if he were seriously considering the offer — as if Cassel and Leskov were taking the time to analyze its merits. Characters could and did team up. The game controller divided the victory points between them fairly, according to complex game algorithms. More than twelve hundred more points were available in this ‘expression’ of the gamestream. An even split between Zuzu and Terlian would elevate them both to the status of grand master. Barallus’s death was worth a 150 score. Rasuro’s defeat, 300.
The offer had to be delicious, unexpected, different. Stone waited, listening to the clock counting in the back of his mind. The two minutes had long expired, and Jarrat palmed the override to pant, “Mac? Come on, Mac!”
Zuzu was on his way to his feet, reaching for his remaining knife, when she said softly, in a tone of wonderment, “I’m out. We’re out, clean.”
“End it,” Jack Spiteri said loudly. “Just fucking end it!”
Terlian lunged one last time with both blades and Zuzu’s head rolled loose in the grass with an expression of utter astonishment on its face. The body kicked, twitched, but the fight was over. Very deliberately, Terlian dropped his swords and shoved both head and body over the edge of the cliff. Far below, twenty shark-like teklo, which came in on every high tide to gorge on the village’s dumped trash, thrashed in a feeding frenzy. Zuzu’s remains were gone in moments.
Somewhere on the high side of Venice, Cassel and Leskov had just been spat out of the gamestream. Even if this were their Zuzu’s first death, they would return to reality with a hangover of epic proportions, perhaps for the first time in many months. Jarrat and Stone caught their breath, listened to the race of their pulse as Eldovar and Zerena appeared from the moonlight.
“What the sweet fuck —?” Zerena demanded, never one to mince words.
“The stupid bastard tried to kill me,” Terlian told her.
“You’re hurt.” Eldovar’s fingers found the blood, the wounds. Even a caress stung sharply. “Come back to the village, let me tend you. I can heal you. My grandmother taught me salves and cures. I’ve a bed for you.”
A ribald snort escaped Zerena. “Now, there’s the classic pickup line.” She waved Terlian off. “Go on, Terl, you’ve earned it. Get healed up, take a day or three … get good’n shagged while the rest of us swing a deal with the elders.”
“They agreed?” Terlian let Eldovar clean his sword and knife on the grass and slide them away before the diver tugged him toward the village.
“More or less,” she said cautiously. “They drive a damn’ hard bargain, but we’re down to how much the old farts are going to get paid when we make it back from Rasuro loaded with tech worth more than sacks of gold and jewels.” She laughed richly. “Go on. There’s a bed waiting for you and pretty-boy’s begging for it.”
So Terlian let Eldovar take his arm across his shoulders and turned toward a reed-built house at the side of the village, where lamps shone and a bright fire burned in a brazier beside a fur-piled bed.
Fade to black; steelrock pumped and ground as the titles appeared in blue and gold. Level Nineteen. Play Now?
The words were balm on Stone’s raw nerves. Jarrat hit the ‘pause’ and the gamestream discontinued smoothly. They filtered back to reality as the room lights came up, with just the lingering smart of Terlian’s wounds, fading slowly as they set aside the game rig. Stone rubbed his eyes, worked his neck around. He was as sweat soaked as if he had fought Zuzu with his own hands, and when Harry offered them juice, he and Jarrat took it.
“You got it?” Jarrat croaked, cleared his throat and drank again.
“I got everything,” McKinnen said with wine-rich satisfaction. “That’s what took the extra time. I cleaned the bastards out, right down to their message cache — way over twenty terabytes. Their AI handed it over with a smile, called it a precautionary system backup, you understand. Cassel and Leskov would have to get into the service log to know the AI performed an unscheduled backup. Only techs ever go there. Even then, it wouldn’t send up any warning flags. They auto-backup if they detect possible anomalies in their own infrastructure, dump files into any memory they can access. When the anomaly turns out to be just a hiccup, they assign it low-priority, worth checking during scheduled service work — which is done by certified IBEX drones. Users never know one percent of what goes on inside really smart machines.” She nodded slowly. “Paydirt. Bill, are you with us?”
Stone had slipped a combug into his ear in time to hear Dupre say, “Right here. We’re monitoring Windebanks House with everything we have. The gamestream has terminated — the heavy data transfer just stopped.”
“They logged off,” Spiteri crowed. “They got beat, Colonel. First time in a long, long while, the bastards got their asses handed to ’em. Means they have to reenter the gamestream on a way lower level and catch back up to this Terlian, if they want revenge — and you know they do. They’ll option Barallus, when our gang finally gets into the sea city. Then, our Terlian’ll be in shit so deep, he won’t see over the top of it. This is how Demonhawk Deep gets nasty, complicated, full of warring personalities. I’ve heard,” he added, “of gamers being murdered in the real world, on account of crap they pulled in the game.” Spiteri shuddered visibly.
“This Terlian’s going nowhere near Rasuro,” Jarrat said hoarsely as he pushed up to his feet and worked his spine and shoulders. “How long, Mac, before you pinpoint it — the Venice device?”
McKinnen was already working. “An hour or so. Bill, you see anything moving at the house, anything at all?”
“Nothing,” Dupre assured her. “Windebanks is quiet as a crypt. The only thing Cassel and Leskov know is, they just took a beating from a gamer who’s on his, her or their way to being the new grand master. At this moment, I understand they’ll be nursing a very bad hangover.” He paused to check his own datastream. “I’m bringing you in, all of you. Yvette, you’ll process the data a lot faster with major systems. Blue Raven is coming to get you.”




Chapter Fifty

Twenty terabytes unpacked into the Blue Raven mainframe while Jarrat and Stone stood under water hot enough to strip their skin, hard enough to pummel like a masseur. They had the Ravens’ showers to themselves, just off the jump bay’s suiting room. McKinnen and Spiteri had gone to work in the tiny lab behind the cockpit, and the last Jarrat had heard, they were crowing like roosters as the Angeliberty data unpacked — so much of it, once the transfer began, it had been like opening the spillway on the Capillano Valley dam.
The Zuzu encounter lasted close to four minutes and Jarrat knew he and Stone could have prolonged it. The mainframe at Windebanks House was so overbuilt, it had handled the gamestream, the house’s security cordon and the monstrous file transfer simultaneously, while Cassel and Leskov knew nothing about it. McKinnen’s spy erased its tracks on its way out, leaving not so much as a thumbprint to betray its presence. Within minutes, she had deleted their unique Terlian from the iDream server. The BlueSteel account remained active, but Cassel and Leskov would take at least a week catching back up to the specific Terlian they were stalking. Zuzu’s death cost them so many points, they lost the right to option any character at whim. Long before they could hack, shoot and hump their way through enough naraga, marauders, demons, mutants and slave traders to recover the grand master’s points, the perks, it would all be over.
Every bone, joint and muscle felt strained. Jarrat rested both palms on his knees, let the shower pound his back and shoulders while Stone leaned on the ceramic under the adjacent water jets. Hunger gnawed at them both, and at last Jarrat turned off the water and grabbed a towel. He sketched it over his chest and belly, wrapped it loosely around his hips and watched Stone, who preferred to linger in the cloud of steam. His skin still had Kai Nielsen’s deep copper hue and the blond hair hung below his shoulders by now. Jarrat permitted a wry smile. He had grown used to it.
“Hungry,” Stone said lucidly.
“Starving,” Jarrat agreed, shaking out fresh crew denims.
They were not Nick Farrell’s usual style, but tonight Farrell and Nielsen might not have existed. If they left Blue Raven at all, they would be in armor. The hardsuits had been loaded aboard, though the names of Jarrat and Stone were removed in favor simply of ‘Raven 7.1,’ ‘Raven 9.4,’ callsigns meaning nothing to anyone off the NARC comm network. Jarrat thrust his feet into sneakers and called into the fog bank, 
“Turn it off before you grow flippers.” He shrugged into a fresh white teeshirt. “I’ll go see who stocked the ’Chef. What you got a fancy for?”
“Anything,” Stone said with deep pragmatism as his belly growled. “And a lot of it.”
The Ravens had gathered in their ready room, some still suited, or half suited, the rest with their armor stacked close by. The jump bay remained closed. Tanya Reynolds held the gunship at five thousand meters over the velvet-dark NARC exclusion zone with Venice a horizon-wide light display below to the north, while McKinnen and Spiteri used Blue Raven’s heavy mainframe to work the data load.
Their lab opened opposite the small infirmary, where Jon Semler had desuited and was killing time productively, inventorying medial stores. Forward of lab and infirmary, soft instrument lights illuminated the cockpit’s dimness. Aft of the lab, ready room, showers and lockers stood opposite the armory. Jarrat knew gunships intimately, this one better than most. He glanced into the lab, but McKinnen remained deeply engrossed, Spiteri merely watching over her shoulder. Catching sight of Jarrat, he shook his head, tapped his wrist: not yet — a little longer.
Sausage, eggs, rolls, pasta, three different kinds of chili, pastries. The AutoChef offered large quantities of simple food. Jarrat plated some of everything while Stone dressed and joined him in a corner of the ready room with a view of the flatscreens. Jesse and Tim had gone home, since Jesse would be on stage at Sensations in another hour, but Harry Del sat at the next table, eating pasta salad and studiously ignoring the vidfeeds. GlobalNet had lost interest in the streetwar as it fizzled to nothing. Most stories now centered on politics: Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg would dock in four days. The public citynet pages already thrummed with multiple death threats, all anonymously posted from campus or arcade terminals, where no source could be reliably traced.
One had been courier-delivered to Tactical: an image of Sorenson overlaid with hand-drawn gunsights and a single word written above, bold in black marker pen: bang. Gil Cronin groaned as he saw it. “Shit, you gotta recognize that.”
“Seen it before,” Ramos said disgustedly. “Hudson Stadium, aeroball game, the time we gave the Starfleet-Marquesas Tropic Lightnin’ a lickin’ they ain’t forgot yet. Bomb alert — Gold Raven tore the place apart.” He stabbed his fork at the screen before returning to the chili verde. “Had to happen.”
“You know that, and we know that,” Stone said around a mouthful of sausage and eggs, “but the Earther clowns won’t believe it till they actually hear the bullet.”
“‘Clowns’ is right,” Cronin said caustically. “One thing about livin’ on a planet ten weeks past Aurora at Weimann speeds: Earther politicians ain’t got the kinda time to make the trip.”
“Gives you one damn’ fine reason for headin’ out.” Ramos sat back and frowned at the grainy long-range videos GlobalNet had captured of NARC and Tactical units training for Counterpoint. “No more o’ this shit. You bust your ass on a job that never oughtta be happenin’ at all, an’ you’re wearin’ GlobalNet like a freakin’ rash.” He spun the chair, turned his back on the screen and gave Jarrat and Stone an interested look. “You got your invite to go talk to JPC?”
“A polite note in yesterday’s cache.” Jarrat gestured at the screen — the ‘Sorenson hate parade’ — with his coffee. “All we need to do is make it through Counterpoint without a major gaffe, the rest should be easy.”
“Hey, you guys’re lucky,” Ramos said easily. “Born that way. If Lady Luck weren’t on your team, you’da been dead twenty times in the last thee years.”
“More,” Cronin corrected. He gave Jarrat and Stone a crooked smile. “It’s been a hell of a ride.”
“It has.” Stone had to chuckle. “Right on cue.” He nodded at the screen.
JPC had bought the first slot on the commercial break, every break. Ramos turned back to watch it with a guarded expression. “Even if they’re only halfway honest, it’ll be somethin’ else. Hell, eighty percent of their promo hype could be total bullshit, the planet’d still be way better than anythin’ we got left in the old colonies.”
Humans made a mess, Jarrat thought, no matter where they went. The same would doubtlessly be true of Jagreth, but the rot should not set in for a century. Even colonies like Rethan and Avalon were clean and sparkling through their early decades. The commercial played out, and he looked away as Cronin said quietly,
“We, uh, got our ticket in.”
Jarrat felt Stone’s small start of surprise. “That was fast.”
“NARC descant troops, top ranked, clean service records, no roaches hidin’ in the personnel files,” Cronin reasoned. “The company couldn’t say no.”
“You’ll get your chance.” Ramos took his empty mug to the ’Chef for a refill. “We just dove in quicker. We’d been talkin’ it over since the time we actually quit.”
“Then you let Dupre talk you into staying on,” Jarrat added.
Cronin shrugged. “The colonel made sense: might as well see it out to the end.” He looked along at Harry Del, toasted the healer in tar-like coffee. “There’s the man. Bram Sorenson don’t wanna hear a word about it, but he’ll get the truth shoved sideways down his gizzard, one side o’ the colonies to the other.”
“I wish him bon appetit,” Harry chuckled.
“’Less he chokes to death first.” Ramos resumed his seat by Cronin and frowned at Jarrat and Stone. “You guys got the intel.” He nodded toward the lab.
“Twenty terabytes,” Stone affirmed. “Give Mac a chance.” But even he glanced at his chrono, like the rest of them wondering how long McKinnen would take to unravel the torrent of data.
Her estimate of an hour was short by forty minutes. Jarrat’s pulse rate jumped as shipwide comm called all hands back to the ready room, where comm techs had configured the big screens to conference between Blue Raven, Central, the Athena and Tactical Command. Scott Auel and Curt Gable appeared on one screen, Dupre and Cantrell on another, while Colonel Robyn Finney seemed to have just stepped away from a social function. She wore a royal blue evening gown, a lot of pearls, formal hair and makeup, but the Tactical officer had taken over as she sealed the door on a private study in some uptown mansion or hotel.
Dupre gave her a hard look. “Colonel, are you on a secure line?”
“As secure as we can be,” Finney assured him. “My people set this up; I’m not networked to so much as a printer. My own bodyguards swept the room for bugs less than an hour ago and have monitored it since. They’re specialists; I’m satisfied.”
“All right.” Dupre’s dark brown eyes turned to McKinnen. “Doctor, you’ve been wading in an ocean of data.”
“Up to my neck, not quite drowning in it,” McKinnen said grimly. “Colonel, Finney, you’re aware of our current project —?”
“Quite aware, Doctor.” Finney moistened her lips, a tiny anxious expression. “I assume you have solid intel, or you wouldn’t have called this meeting.”
Now Jarrat held his breath, felt the frisson of Stone’s reaction as McKinnen said without preamble, “I got it all, Colonel. Not merely data regarding the Venice device, but all of them. Angeliberty has devices in Calleran, Elysium, Thule, Chell, Santiago … and I’m very much afraid there’s one in Sequoia, in the Jupiter system. We are not dealing with an isolated unit. Angeliberty is intricately networked — as I predicted, Colonel Finney, some time ago, if you recall. The single item of good news is, there is only one device in each of these cities. In fact, if luck had deserted us entirely, there could easily have been several.”
“Bloody hell,” Stone murmured, under the audio pickup. Several of the Ravens muttered stronger language. Like Cronin and Ramos, they had once called themselves Earthers; a few, Jarrat knew, had family among the Jovian worlds.
“So we have a major problem.” McKinnen was terse, grim. “This will need to be handled with the greatest caution. Understand, we can dismantle the Venice device tonight — and we will; but the moment the device is in our hands, deactivated, and therefore ceases to respond to other monitors, we must assume the news of what happened here will race out from Darwin’s World as fast as the deep space data conduit can carry it. Colonel Finney, Bill, you must seal the spaceport and SkyHarbor. No civilian ships can be allowed to leave with the news for at least a day, two if we can lock them down so long. Outbound ships will always outrun the deep space data conduit. Angeliberty agents must not arrive with the news before we can deliver this data to Vic Duggan, Pete Stacey, Kris Janssen, so forth. Tactical must have the opportunity and information to dismantle the devices in their cities before Angeliberty can contact their local people. If we botch this, the consequences will be appalling.”
Angeliberty would pull the trigger on those devices. Jarrat was so sure of it, his blood cooled by degrees. Dupre and Finney were nodding already while Dupre said in calm, level tones,
“Captain Auel, Captain Cantrell, lock down SkyHarbor. Do it immediately, do it quietly. Feed staff and passengers a story about … contraband cargo caught in transit on the loading docks, something highly dangerous, perhaps a virulent virus. Shut it all down tight. Put as many uniforms on the deck as you can — high visibility. Gene, bring your people over from the Diana, we’ll be terminally shorthanded until we lift the lockdown.”
Finney listened with a face like hewn granite. “I’ll have Catania Field buttoned down so tight, they’ll barely be breathing. But I hardly need warn you, Bill, ships leave orbit from private fields every hour, every day. We can’t seal them all.”
“But we can overtake civvy ships before they break orbit.” Cantrell took a step closer to Dupre. “Pipe the global ATC feeds to both carriers, Colonel Finney. All of it, system-wide. We can process it between the Diana and the Athena. We’ll put the Diana on the far side of Darwin’s. Between us, we’ll pick up anything trying to slip out. If we move fast enough we can use the gunships to cover the inner, populated worlds — there’s only ever a handful of civvy traffic outbound, beyond Darwin’s and her moons. We can catch it.” His brows rose. “We’ll need authorization to fire on civvy runaways that won’t quit.”
“Granted,” Finney said without hesitation, “if NARC even needed to ask for it — which I’m not sure you do.”
“It all depends, doesn’t it?” Dupre said with grim humor. “NARC exits only to fight the Angel war. Is this part of that war? The question is highly debatable.”
“If it’s down to me, I see this as the last battle, against a beast calling itself Angeliberty,” Finney argued. “Sounds close enough to the Angel war for me to give NARC all the maneuvering space you need, right here on Darwin’s. Thank gods you have two carriers in orbit at this time.” She nodded sharply at McKinnen. “Consider it done, Doctor. I’ll initiate lockdown protocols immediately I go offline here. I already called my lieutenants, they’re on their way. Now, you just indicated that you can dismantle the Venice device tonight.” Her blue eyes drilled into McKinnen. “You know where it is, don’t you?”
Yvette McKinnen took a long breath. The Paris accent thickened as she said, “I know exactly where it is, also what it is. They’re all the same, Colonel, in whatever city across the colonies. Only the locations differ, but I have those too. You must send the fastest couriers in every direction before we move on Angeliberty here. You’ve no time to call a conference, invite a debate or set up a mission design team. With our data in hand, your Tactical counterparts must act in a matter of hours, or …” She shrugged. “The alternative is, we call the whole thing off and governments get ready to pay over the ransom. If,” she added darkly, doubtfully, “Angeliberty even bothers to demand any ransom here on Darwin’s.”
Her tone brought Jarrat’s hackles up sharply. “If?” he echoed. “Meaning?”
She glanced aside at Jack Spiteri, who stood in the shadows. “The location of the Venice device bothers me, Colonel Finney. I have the proverbial bad feeling. Call it intuition, if you like. Our local situation might not be about ransom after all. Leo — that is, Hiro Santini — might be off by a few percent in his predictive analysis. He’s the best in the business, but even he’s not infallible; and this …” She called up the data, threw it into the display, replacing her own image.
For a moment Jarrat did not register what he was looking at, then his insides gave a lurch in the same moment as Stone’s. The streetmap of Venice was familiar enough. One location wore a throbbing red bullet, and at a glance several of the Blue Ravens sizzled the eardrums with white-hot language.
“Christ,” Gene Cantrell murmured. “You’re sure?”
“Positive. It’s no ruse, no trick,” McKinnen assured him. “This is the raw data, right out of Angeliberty’s most confidential files. The device is a nerve agent, enough of the product to kill every human and animal in a fifteen-kilometer radius, given the airburst delivered when this little beauty detonates right inside, or possibly above, the support structure of the airpark. It’s sitting inside the rear roof, among the armor and shock absorbers … the Moira Halloran Opera Theater.”
Where Sorenson and Steinberg would soon be addressing a hall packed with every politician, dignitary and celebrity in this star system. William Dupre, Robyn Finney and Elise Rocher were to be there. When the house settled and the speeches began, they would be among the first dead, minutes ahead of the city’s general population.
Schematics replaced the map: a warhead the size of a gundrone, riding a simple launch assembly very like the pyro mechanism powering a spacecraft’s escape capsule. In fact, Jarrat decided, examining the profile, it was an ejection module charge, which should provide enough force to blow the shielded warhead through the ruptured plascrete, perhaps lob it three or four hundred meters into the air over the opera house before it detonated.
“Angeliberty has a keen sense of irony,” McKinnen said bleakly. “I’d be prepared to swear Sorenson and Steinberg are Aphelion’s puppets, deployed to effectively end NARC between them — but what martyrs they’ll be, back in the homeworlds, when they’re among the dead in a barbaric act of colonial terrorism. In one stroke Aphelion will buy itself months or years to scour clean its own doorstep, leaving no loose ends to entangle them in a year or a decade, and at the same time Angeliberty can legitimately claim to have exacted revenge for the wronged Angel community. The announcement’s predictable -- they executed not only the offenders but also the draconian regime that supported them, with a single blow. Of course, at the same moment they also make the overwhelming statement to governments as far afield as Tartarus: they demonstrate what they can do, what they’re ready to do.”
Stone’s voice was hoarse. “Do we know what the nerve agent is?”
“I’m afraid we do.” McKinnen pulled up archival Army data, split the screen to juxtapose chemistry and device. “It’s an oldie but a goodie. Anyone who was front-line military twenty or thirty years ago would recognize this, though it hasn’t been used in decades, and never in any civilian context. We’ve no way of knowing if Angeliberty is using original chemistry or if they manufactured their own. God knows, it’s not difficult to cook up this poison. A college chemistry lab could turn it out by the liter. But I can tell you from preliminary research, a sizeable stock of CM-209 — it never had a name, just a number — went missing when an Army hull was badly damaged in a fight on the frontier, something like fifteen years ago. It was never recovered.
“At a guess, this garbage has been sitting in some illegal arms stockpile for half the duration of the Angel war. In fact, NARC is lucky not to have run into it before. I’d say the difficulty of controlling the thing is probably the reason no syndicate ever deployed it. CM-209 is an aerosolized weapon, meaning product will be picked up, carried and diffused on the wind, lethal at just a few hundred parts per million. If the breeze shifts, it will easily come back and bite the madman who launched it. I guess even Angel syndicate bosses have enough brains to know when to quit.
“The nerve agent was designed to be injected into the air cycling system of an enemy ship, perhaps a captured vessel, to destroy all occupants without damaging hardware. The molecule breaks down in six hours or so; in eight, the strike zone is perfectly safe.”
The assembly fell silent for some moments until Finney said shrewdly, “If the CM-209 is carried on the wind, Angeliberty could expect to drop maybe a third of the city, as well as scoring one hundred percent lethality in direct proximity to ground zero. I imagine the gas will eventually disperse to a non-lethal concentration.”
“It does,” Cantrell said gravely. “I remember this stuff. The problem is, as it disperses the lower, non-lethal doses cause neurological damage. People farther from the strike zone do survive, but you can expect several hundred thousand people to be paralyzed, blind, brain damaged.” He shook his head slowly. “If you’re even thinking about containment, Colonel — don’t. This garbage was also intended for use on military battlefields dominated by drones and armored troops. NARC can work among it, but a simple breather mask won’t protect you. CM-209 enters through the pores. All it needs is a patch of bare skin the size of your thumb and … goodnight.”
“This city wouldn’t recover for decades,” Dupre said in a hushed tone Jarrat had never heard before. “Perhaps never. In the hours after the event, government would crash due to the loss of every major political body at ground zero. Most emergency services would be gone at the same time. Resources borrowed from across the planet would max out in minutes. Expect looting, organized pillaging, as people struggle to survive — justifiable streetwar, because there’s precious little you, Robyn, or we could do to help people in the mass. A well-armed streetwar quickly leads to serious infrastructure damage. When power and water go out, Venice will soon resemble Bangor, on Sheal, at the height of the corporate war. A city doesn’t recover quickly from that. Some never do.”
The Tactical commander seemed to shake herself. “Then, we’re all guessing the device is set to deploy when Sorenson and Steinberg begin to make their speeches?” She looked from face to face. “It makes a dreadful kind of sense. Angeliberty can make a powerful example of us, then hold every other colonial capital to ransom. Our sister governments will pay up without argument. And to get this information, I believe we ran certain calculated risks, correct?” The question was aimed at McKinnen.
“That is correct, Colonel,” McKinnen affirmed. “The incursion was made with your own sanction. My AI spy passed unnoticed as it interrogated the Angeliberty mainframe. For Angeliberty to know it was ever there, scheduled or irregular maintenance work will first have to reveal the massive file transfer to an unknown source. The next deep diagnostic performed on the AI will reveal this — we don’t intend delaying so long.”
“And do we know the service schedule regarding the Angeliberty AI?” Finney’s eyes took on a hawk-like glitter.
McKinnen’s mouth compressed. “Scheduled work isn’t due for three weeks, when IBEX drones will visit the property. However, as we’re all aware, office AIs can easily become squirrelly. Diagnostics are often performed off the schedule. There is a possibility, in the order of five percent, a file transfer of this magnitude will trigger an off-schedule, medium-priority service call.” She shrugged. “One chance in twenty that IBEX drones will visit Windebanks House in the coming days — and no, I can’t be more exact because IBEX’s emergency service schedule is fluid, client-driven. Any such service check will only rate medium-priority. It’ll wait its turn, behind unpredictable emergencies.”
“Then, the faster we move,” Finney said bleakly, “the better our chances. We want this finished now, Bill.” She gave Dupre a short, curt nod. “NARC is superbly equipped to handle the assignment. Liaise with my department. Give us the chance to seal Catania Field and direct the ATC feed to your carriers. I’m about to call in the best I have, Tac Special Ops. They’ll be under your orders. The moment NARC has immobilized the device, contained it — lift it right out of the opera theater, if you can — you’ll deploy my people to hit Windebanks House with everything we have.”
“The house and grounds are guarded by a regiment of gundrones, Colonel,” Stone warned.
She flicked a glance at him. “I was informed, Captain … Nielsen.” Of course she knew Jarrat and Stone by reputation, though they had met only once before, briefly, at a formal function. “We know what we’re up against and I expect it’ll be bloody.” Her eyes returned to Dupre. “My squads deploy on your word, Bill. Now, let me call them and organize your ATC feed. I’ll remain online until this is done, one way or another.”
For a moment Dupre hesitated. “Where are you, Robyn? Are you sure you wouldn’t rather be out of Venice?”
But she made negative gestures. “This is my city. It’s been my home for a long time. Four generations of my family live here, and we can’t evacuate preferentially, so … I have the utmost faith in your people as well as my own. We can do this — we will do this.” Finney was already moving. “My comm will remain open. My squads will be waiting for your word.”
“I might be able to help,” McKinnen said slowly. “I know my way around the Angeliberty AI. Let me go back into the data, find the command codes for that regiment of gundrones. I might be able to shut down many of the security automatics. Be aware, though, at least some of the defenses will be discrete. You won’t just walk right in.”
“And you can expect Cassel and Leskov to have something very fast, armored, armed, hangared on or under the property,” Stone added. “They’ll shoot their way out, if they get any chance.”
Jarrat turned his back to the conference screens and pulled both hands across his face, forcing his mind to think. The challenge was to get a unit into the Moira Halloran Opera Theater, in the heart of uptown, unseen, or at least unrecognized. They could expect the cavities under the airpark to be rigged with a comprehensive sensor system; intrusion would surely detonate the device. The instant NARC hardsuits appeared on a vidfeed — the same.
He gave Stone a hard look, and Stone nodded minutely, acknowledging the scale of the challenge. “When this happens,” Jarrat rasped, “it’ll have to be fast. We’ll be working with seconds, not minutes.”
Dupre and half the Blue Ravens turned toward them. It was Gene Cantrell who said evenly, “This is like a wild amalgam of twenty other assignments I can bring to mind. It’s doable, Bill. Jarrat, Stone, can you wrangle this from the gunship, or do you want to come up to the Athena?”
“We’d better come up,” Stone mused. “We’ll need the big VR lab. Kevin?”
“You read my mind,” Jarrat said quietly.
“We’ll prep to receive you, Blue Raven. Your lab’s cranking up right now.” Scott Auel dropped a hand on Gable’s shoulder, and the XO stepped offscreen. “Anything else you need, Stoney, Kevin —?”
“Just the data, the lab, a couple of hours … keep the coffee coming.” Jarrat glanced over at Cronin, Ramos, Semler, Parish, the unit’s Hazmat specialist, Yablansky, their field engineer, who had recently transferred from Green to Blue Raven. All five nodded, and McKinnen made noises of agreement.
Tanya Reynolds had monitored every word from the cockpit. “Roger that. On our way home, Athena.”
“The Diana is underway,” Cantrell reported. Let’s get her on station immediately, with a major ECM cloak. The less obvious maneuvering we have to do when the moment arrives, the better I’ll like it. Nothing to tip the bastards off.”
At this moment, Jarrat thought, Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov would still be the worse for wear. They would certainly have taken something, if only painkillers and sedatives to throw off the ill effects of defeat in the game. They were probably sound asleep, not the problem. Their AI controller was the problem — and here, NARC and Tactical found their second stroke of luck. This time around, McKinnen had the key to the backdoor. She had been inside already, the Windebanks mainframe was familiar territory.
Twenty minutes later, the entire top four floors and airpark of the Moira Halloran building filled the biggest of the Athena’s VR labs with a shimmering haze of virtual architecture. Tartarus had been modeled here, and before it, Aurora’s city of Inquanoc. Jarrat and Stone walked around and through the threedee plot, getting their bearings while Cronin and Ramos looked at every possible entry to the structure. Blue Raven 21, William S. Parish, examined the device itself on the comm relay terminal serving the workstation. Scott Auel stood silently against the door, wreathed in the sweet smoke of kip grass and lime, looking on without comment as the mission specialists worked.
Tall, tow-hired Mick Yablansky had joined them. Two palmtops looked like toys in his massive hands as he ran complex calculations, figuring the stresses on the structural design, the mass of armor it already carried to shield the theater against the possibility of a major impact on the airpark. He was estimating the mass of additional shielding required to seal the roof cavities and at last shook his head.
“No can do, Caps,” he told Jarrat, Stone and Auel, in a bass voice with the accent of Elysium. “First, the structure won’t carry too much more. Second, it’d take too long to haul that much armor into place — and we’d be seen doing it, even if we dropped a couple of Arago generators on the airpark to take the weight of her, like we did with the gunships back at Inquanoc, when the city was coming down. If I understand this plan right, the aim is to lift the fucking thing out of there — or at least get inside, immobilize the launch mechanism, slide the warhead into an NBC containment tank … and do it without being seen. Right?”
“You got it,” Jarrat agreed. “We’re just covering all bases, Mick. We know the answer to the next one already, but for the record I’ll ask it anyway: any chance we can do this job with drones, telepresence, on remote?”
“Nope.” Yablansky zoomed on a segment of the roof structure. “Modern military and industrial drones are way too big to maneuver freely in these crawlspaces, and anything small enough to scoot through fast doesn’t have enough oomph. This is an old building, boss, first generation colonial. It’s been standing since the first migrants got into town. Ancient tech doesn’t mesh too well with ours. Sad to say, this one’s down to humans.”
Which was exactly as Jarrat and Stone had anticipated. “We have the containment tank?” Stone glanced aside at Parish.
“Sure. Only problem with that,” the lanky, freckle-nosed Parish mused, “is the size of the thing — same as your question about handling drones. I just checked the gapping between the stanchions and ceiling armor, directly under the airpark. The NBC tank will slide through only up to this point.” He stepped into the body of the threedee projection, indicating the columns supporting the building’s emergency ‘heavy’ zone, the area on the roof designed to land a Medevac transport, a Fire Control unit, or a large airbus intended for top-floor evacuation. It would also land two VM 104 Corsairs. Jarrat and Stone expected to be parked there during Counterpoint —
If the opera house still existed in a viable form by dawn tomorrow, Jarrat thought bitterly. Shutting down the launch mechanism, getting the warhead into a hermetic tank designed to contain nuclear, bacterial and chemical weapons, might easily compromise the building, close it pending structural repairs. Dupre and Finney would call it collateral damage. If the governor was unhappy in the morning, she could explain to Sorenson and Steinberg why their speeches would be delivered at the prestigious Sangster-Chung Auditorium across town instead.
“So we can shove the tank in to this point: X25, Y147, L16,” Cronin mused. “After that, she’ll just jam between them pillars. Cut the stanchions out, we compromise the roof. We can slap a grav-resist unit up top — even so, it’d take some serious time to torch them pillars out carefully — meaning, if you also wanna save the floor, which is the top-side of … what is this? The Mario Zucherman Conservatory, whatever the hell that is.”
“Still, be ready to take out the pillars if we have to,” Stone said thoughtfully. “If push comes to shove, the conservatory might be the price Venice pays for safety, and they’re getting off bloody cheaply.”
“Pack in cuttin’ gear, four sets, grav-resist unit,” Ramos said to his palmtop, making notes as they went. “Thing is, Stoney, if it was me stashin’ this baby in there weeks or months back, I’d fix her up with so much surveillance, any dumb-as-mud little ’bot’d see us comin’ from way out — an’ detonate.”
Jarrat nodded soberly. “Which is why we’ll stun the whole building senseless with a massive EM burst. Same as we did on Los Tres Dragones, if you recall. That buys us a minute before the best tech on the market reboots, if your lady was anywhere in the ballpark — and we know she was.”
“Callie knows her stuff,” Ramos said with something that might have been a sigh. IntelScan’s sensor specialist, Callie Dalton, had gone on to the Calleran office, reassigned when the company needed a consultant on Brennan. From there, she was bound for Earth. Like NARCs — like Ramos — she went where she was sent. Management paid no more attention to personal relationships than did NARC.
“So we have one minute before the surveillance system reboots,” Stone said evenly, before he hesitated, heart giving a peculiar skip.
“What?” Jarrat demanded as he caught his breath on the adrenalin rush.
But Stone’s blond head shook slowly. “Just a nasty thought. If the device is riding a dead-man switch, the second we hit it with an EM pulse, it’ll auto-trigger — but no, they wouldn’t rig it that way. Not in Venice.”
“Not in a tropical city where electrical storms roll in three times a week,” Jarrat mused. “Micro-outages are way too common. Christ, if it was rigged that way, it’d have detonated long ago.”
“Not a dead-man setup, then,” Ramos decided, shrewd as any demolition specialist. “So, what’d be the nearest entry point to the device?”
“Here.” Jarrat and Cronin already had it. “This other one,” Jarrat said slowly, “looks closer, but it’s a rat’s maze inside there. Hatch 16-12, on the south side, gives us the faster, shorter passage, especially when you consider we’ll be handling the tank and a load of gear.”
“How far does ‘shorter’ mean?” Parish came around the display for a better visual angle on the location. “Looks like a fifty meter sprint from hatch to device, ’round two right-angle corners, all messed up with a/c trunking.” His brows rose, an expression of fatalism. “No space in there for armor either.”
He had identified the insurmountable problem. NARC riot armor would have safeguarded them against both the nerve agent and the explosive launch of the device, but a hardsuit would barely fit through the crawlspaces. Armor would render them so slow, they would need the hardsuit before they laid their hands on the device: its sensor cordon would have rebooted before they got close, they could expect the warhead to initiate.
“Lemme get this right,” Cronin growled. “CM-209 goes back way before my time, but accordin’ to Cap Cantrell, it needs bare lungs or bare skin.”
“Right.” Stone pulled up the data, handed him a palmtop. “I’m going to suggest we option the kevlex pressure skin — flight suit. Full-visor helmet and rebreather, smart-sealed into the collar, gloves, the whole thing vacuum-rated. Duct tape over the closures, to be sure. The skins won’t slow us down, and they’ll give us enough time to manage containment, even if we get a spill when we move it.”
Scott Auel’s dark eyes widened. He paused with a third Alpine Mist unlit, his lighter burning. “A spill? I seem to recall, this stuff is rated lethal at a few hundred parts per million, and nasty at a lot less than that.”
“Nothing wrong with your memory,” Jarrat said bitterly. “The tiniest leak in the warhead, not even enough to register on a pressure sensor, would drop all of us in an instant. And if we go down, the bloody thing continues to leak till somebody arrives in a suit, to stop it. Thousands will die.”
“Fuck,” Auel whispered hoarsely. “You, uh, aren’t expecting the warhead to leak? You’re expecting it to be rigged, booby-trapped?”
For a moment Jarrat and Stone hesitated, sharing an ominous feeling. “Yablansky and Ramos will be in ahead of us to disable the sensor cordon and identify booby-traps. They’ll disengage any tricks before anybody touches the thing. Then … the truth is, we don’t know, Scott,” Jarrat said honestly. “Can’t know. If this is original ordnance, thirty years old, it could be bloody damned fragile. Gil, find out if CM-209 is corrosive, see if there’s any available data on the construction of these warheads, how long they were safe-rated for, before they were supposed to be trashed.”
He felt Stone shiver as he asked the question, as if this delicate aspect of military technology had not occurred to him. For centuries the most heinous weapons had been created with little care wasted on their future. Even now, NARC seldom intruded into the darkest areas of military tech, but Army veterans had seen enough. Cronin, Ramos and Jarrat shared much in common.
“Here we go,” Cronin read off the palmtop. “I waved the NARC ID, got access to a whole shitload of stuff the Army’d be happier if nobody saw … CM-209’s corrosive as all hell, but well packed. Safe-rated for twenty years, so this says.”
“Ah.” Jarrat pulled out a chair and sat. “And we don’t know if this specific device is original ordnance or some contraption Angeliberty lashed up six months ago.”
“Even if it’s original,” Parish said carefully, “it might be safe enough. Depends how it’s been stored. Let’s assume it spent its last fifteen years stashed in the bottom of a bunker on Oromon at zero degrees, never exposed to sunlight, moisture or vacuum.” His brows arched. “Still, I wouldn’t take the risk. We go in there in kevlex skins, full-visor, and a whole lot of vacuum-rated duct tape.”
Without comment, Ramos added the items to the growing list of hardware requirements. Auel considered the schematics of the device itself with a disgusted look. “If it does spring a micro-leak, even if you guys are suited, the rest of the building is going to turn into a death trap. The theater should be empty before you start … better yet, can we lay our hands on a vacuum extractor?”
The idea was sound. Even before the warhead was touched, a vacuum extractor would begin to devour the air around it, compressing all filtered materials into a hazmat capsule. “Vacuum extractor,” Ramos said to the palmtop. “Okay … so we’re suited, we got a minute to reach the device, we got an NBC tank. Yablansky, you can separate the warhead from the launch unit?”
“No problem.” Mick Yablansky paused. “Dead easy, so long as the little bugger isn’t tricked.” He looked up from face to face. “Anti-tamper goodies. Thermo-detector, trembler, old fashioned mercury switch.”
“Oh, great.” Jarrat remembered far too much of this from his third tour on Sheal, by which time he was an officer, always given the difficult assignments because he had a reputation for making the impossible doable. “Expect the worst.”
“If you need to call in a specialist, now’s the time, Mick,” Stone mused.
The field engineer gave him a mortally wounded look. “I am the specialist.”
“All right. Sorry.” Stone pulled the candy bar from his breast pocket and tossed it to Yablansky. “So, figure it’s rigged.”
“Means an extra two, three minutes to make it safe to shift,” Yablansky said shrewdly. “We kick on the vacuum machine before Ramos and I start fucking about with it. Then Parish and I lift out the warhead, seal it in a hazmat bag and tote it very, very carefully to X25, Y147, L16, where Gil has the containment vessel open. Lock the tank on it … done. Get the whole shebang back out through Hatch 16-12, right back up onto the airpark and out. Nobody the wiser.”
“Soon as we shut the tank on the little bugger,” Cronin growled, “call Colonel Dupre: Doc McKinnen does her thing with the Angeliberty AI, Tac hits the mansion and bam. All over barrin’ the squealin’, and there’ll be plenty of that.”
It looked good, Jarrat thought. He stepped closer to Stone, shoulder to shoulder with him for the small luxury of physical contact. “I want to use the Kitakaze. Land right on the freight dock, on the airpark. An Apogee doesn’t have the cargo space to carry this mass of gear, not to mention the containment tank, but the Kitakaze will pass for a freight truck. It’d get us in without raising any warning flags. Stoney?”
Stone glanced across at Auel. “You still have a Kitakaze aboard?”
“We kept both,” Auel affirmed. “They’ve been useful.”
“So,” Jarrat mused, “six of us: Yablansky and Joe to handle any booby-traps and decouple the warhead. Parish on Hazmat; he and either Joe or Mick to nurse the thing back to containment; Gil on the tank. I’ll handle worklights and vacuum machine, carry your gear — let the specialists do your stuff. Stoney, with the plasma torches —”
“We’ll also handle whatever cutting you need,” Stone added, “and we’ll wrangle comm relay back to Blue Raven and the Athena.” He paused. “How come we get all the fun?”
“Anything goes pear-shaped, comm goes down, suddenly we need to take the architecture apart in the roof to get through,” Jarrat said acidly, “you and I are the ones with the command authority to vandalize a billion dollar, heritage listed building. EM pulse, busted-up comm, it could get messy.”
“Understatement.” Stone gestured at Yablansky. “Make damn’ sure you know where we can cut safely without jeopardizing the roof. We can’t afford to bring the whole thing down.”
“Been working that part out since we started, boss,” Yablansky assured him. “Got it all marked.” He threw the blueprints from his palmtop into the big display, pointing out the green flashes where cutting was safe, the red flashes where structural integrity would be so compromised, the roof would begin to yaw and sag at once. “I accessed the most recent Tac Fire Control records, crunched a lot of numbers. This’ll work.”
For some moments the whole company stood silently, taking the scheme apart piece by piece, before Auel said softly, “It’s this or nothing. We don’t dare even hint at public evacuation before Sorenson and Steinberg get in. Try that one, and Angeliberty will guess we’re onto them. They’d pull the trigger early.”
“Last question.” Stone thrust hands into pockets and glanced from Jarrat to Auel and back. “When?” He glanced at the chrono in the upper rear corner of the threedee projection. “Venice time is 02:09. Cassel and Leskov are sleeping off the grandmother of hangovers. The opera house is already closed up for the night, even the cleaning drones will have finished. The place should be a crypt. Colonel Finney’s online and waiting for a call.”
Auel jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “We already locked down Venice SkyHarbor with a story about toxic contraband. Tactical’s all over the groundside spaceport, same story. Gene reports the Dragon gunships are in place to cover the inner, populated worlds.”
“We’re getting the ATC feed?” Jarrat wondered.
“An hour ago,” Auel confirmed. “The Diana’s on station, other side of the planet. Gene and Jason Cobb have taken Ops. Gable has Athena Ops right now. We got the whole show covered. A gnat couldn’t get out of this system.”
“And the high-speed couriers, taking McKinnen’s data to Duggan, Stacy, Janssen —?” Stone wondered.
“Don’t know.” Auel held up one hand to stop him. “Let me find out.” He turned away. “Curt?”
And Gable, from Carrier Operations: “We’re cranked up, ready to go. What do you need?”
“Find out if Colonel Finney launched her couriers,” Auel told him.
“Give me a minute.” Gable clicked out of the loop for half of that time before he was back. “They departed over an hour ago for Chell, Elysium, Calleran, Thule. The Starfleet-Andromache is on her way back to the homeworlds. She just shoved off, twenty hours ahead of schedule, left a bunch of personnel on Darwin’s. They can hitch a lift on a tender next week. An Army ship will take the data from Aurora out to Tartarus.”
“We’re covered,” Jarrat breathed. He gave Stone a speculative look. “The job won’t get any more doable for waiting, and in another four hours we’ll lose the night. I’d prefer the cover of darkness.”
“If we’re fast enough, even GlobalNet won’t see this one coming … go,” Stone agreed. “Gil, have Flight prep the Kitakaze, load the gear.”
“I’ll brief Dupre and McKinnen,” Jarrat added. ”Stoney, why don’t you pick up the pressure suits?”
“Lemme get Blue Raven briefed,” Cronin said grimly. “You want the gunship somewhere close?”
“I want to put Blue and Gold over the NARC exclusion zone,” Stone hazarded. “That’s close enough. Like Gene said a while ago, nothing to tip the buggers off. After all the training exercises lately, people are used to seeing them.”
Auel was moving even then. “I’ll brief Cantrell and Cobb, he said briskly. “We’ll hold the Athena in low orbit. Red and Green Raven have been on a five minute launch alert since the fun began. They’re primed to run down civvy ships trying to rabbit — none so far. The story about toxic contraband is pretty convincing. You need backup, just shout.”
“I’ll brief Gold Raven myself.” Stone rubbed his palms together as if relishing the challenge. “Kevin, give me a reason not start the mission clock.”
“None, unless Mac and Dupre have some objection,” Jarrat allowed. “And I’m just about to ask.” He turned the speculative look on Stone again as he clicked into the loop. “This is 9.4, looking for Colonel Dupre.”




Chapter Fifty-one

A millimeter’s thickness of woven kevlex-titanium protected the fragile human body against vacuum. Every flight suit began with this pressure skin. It fit like a glove, so familiar, Stone let the smart-seals form up about wrists, ankles, neck, without a thought. But Jarrat was watching him, the gray eyes wry, mocking them both, and Stone glanced down at himself. The silver-green skinthin molded impartially to every curve he possessed. Before he pulled on the marine blue coverall with Blue Raven’s unit patches he gave Jarrat a wink, teasing and promising in one.
Half amused, he tried to remember the last time they had enjoyed the luxury of an hour of uninterrupted downtime, a chance for intimacy which did not involve a VR seduction scene, an ensemble of digital characters controlled by strangers. Stone permitted a groan of frustration as he looked Jarrat over from Nick Farrell’s red hair, tattoos and earrings, to his bare feet, by way of the elegant silver-gray pressure suit.  Easy to imagine peeling Jarrat out of that, pressing him into the soft sand of a secluded beach, for once letting warm, healthy bodies have what they wanted while gulls called and the sea wind rustled the trees along the shore. 
Fantasy was delicious. Jarrat made an artlessly seductive figure in the skinthin, but even then Cronin, Ramos, Parish and Yablansky were busy on the open loop.  Consigning the daydream to the future with a vow to make it real, Stone forced his mind back to work. Of course Jarrat knew. The waft of fleeting arousal rippled through belly and breast, inspiring a smile, a chuckle. He clasped Stone’s hand, a momentary connection, the refuge — or illusion — of closeness, before the comm intruded and their fingers slid apart.
Flight techs reported the Kitakaze ready to fly while Curt Cable triple-checked the hardware inventory with Ramos, and Cronin spoke with Tan Reynolds and Eve Lang. Blue and Gold Raven stood on the launch ramps. Athena Ops was fully staffed, running hard to process the Air Traffic Control data for half the inner system.
For convenience, Jarrat and Stone had commandeered the decontamination bay off the Gold Raven hangar. Four sets of plasma cutting gear, a compact, powerful EM pulse generator, two matte olive green containment sacks, six fat rolls of vacuum-rated duct tape, Yablanksy’s tool case, a full field medkit, six worklights, the most powerful grav-resist unit that remained man-portable, plus the NBC containment tank itself, all lay stacked, ready to be loaded. Cronin, Ramos, Yablansky and Parish had suited ten minutes before. Semler and Reynolds were already on the gunship, cross-talking with Lang and Gable. Minutes before, Dupre had called Auel and Cantrell to confirm: ready to roll.
Two of Finney’s four Tac Special Ops squads sat in position, just eight kilometers south of Windebanks House. Tactical Command reported them concealed under a stand of acacias in a hillside paddock belonging to a riding school. They could move on the property at a word, but for the moment all remained so quiet, Stone knew Cassel and Leskov were sleeping it off. The psychological shock of being badly beaten in a game they believed they owned, plus the physical duress imposed by Demonhawk Deep, were very much to NARC’s purpose.
As Stone watched, Jarrat slipped his feet into the boots, let them smart-seal to the skinthin, then deliberately laid three layers of matte black suit-sealing tape over the closure. He shrugged on the slender rebreather pack, which lay between his shoulder blades, before hauling on the coverall and zipping it around the ankles.
Without a word they traded off, taping the fine mesh gloves over the smart-seals at the wrists. Six identical helmets sat on the bench by the equipment stack. Jarrat passed one to him, picked up another and tested its power, collar, visor, while they listened to Auel and Cantrell over the open loop. Cantrell had an interesting question, but the answer would likely only come from Georgiou Cassel or Adele Leskov, under interrogation: “How in any hell did they get the device into the roof cavities of the opera house?” Gene demanded.
It was one for post-mission analysis and Stone did not intend to waste time or brain cells now. The device might have been in place for months. For all they knew, the choice of the Moira Halloran Opera Theater as the venue for Sorenson’s and Steinberg’s orgy of self-congratulation might be no more than happenstance, the unexpected cherry on Angeliberty’s cream.
If Stone were to guess, he would have said some syndicate hacker breached Hazmat and Fire Control records, pulled up the building’s plans, and the device was delivered like a reverse burglary: override the old theater’s security system, come in off the airpark, crack a maintenance hatch — much the same as NARC was planning at this moment. The Moira Halloran building stood just south of the heart of uptown, with Venice’s most densely-packed suburbs aligned with this season’s prevailing wind. No one could argue the choice of location.
A whisper over the loop told him McKinnen’s part in this was almost complete: “We’ve assumed control of the theater’s own security system,” she reported with quiet satisfaction. “It’ll see nothing when you go through. I also took a good, close look around the surrounding streets via the Tactical CCScan network. I can guarantee, Angeliberty is not running external surveillance — they’re not observing the outside of the building, nor the approaches to it. There’s no need. Trying to maintain such a vidfeed would inevitably draw attention. It’s the old ‘kiss’ rule of thumb: ‘keep it simple, stupid.’”
”People in the building?” Stone prompted.
“At this hour, it’s almost empty,” she told him, “just two security officers on the ground floor, overseeing ten patrol drones. Those drones are now under our control. A Tactical squad will remove the human staff when you’re on approach to the airpark. I’m done with the opera house.” McKinnen paused. “Right now, I’m going through the Angeliberty data, hunting for the shutdown codes for as much of the Windebanks security cordon as I can access.”
As she spoke three techs appeared with a freight sled. Stone watched them load the gear with professional care. The plain black Kitakaze stood in the hangar beyond, framed against the vastly bigger, even blacker shape of Gold Raven. Red and Green had been in the air for twenty minutes, escorting two outbound civilian craft to Venice SkyHarbor. The civvy pilots swore they had not heard any order grounding all outbound spacecraft. Stone saw no reason to disbelieve them — many outdistricts pilots seldom bothered to check current flight warnings. These two sounded like good old boys from the backwoods of the southern continent.
The Kitakaze swallowed the gear into a small corner of its cargo area. Six full hardsuits had also been loaded, and on a whim Stone had requisitioned one of the Athena’s two Apogees. Cronin and Ramos exchanged curious glances at that, but Jarrat and Stone had long believed in being over-prepared. They were alive, as Ramos had noted. Stone liked to think luck was not the only reason for it.
Cronin stepped into the decon bay to pick up his own helmet and Ramos’s. “Gear’s stashed,” he said shortly. “Parish is bringin’ up an Apogee. You call it.”
Venice time was 02:56. Darkness was wasting, but between three and five in the morning the city fell as dormant as it ever would. Like any major city, Venice never really stopped or slept, but at the deadest part of the night it slowed a little.
As they walked out to the Kitakaze, Stone touched his combug. “Athena Flight, this is 7.1, we launch in five.”
“Roger that, 7.1,” Gable said crisply. “Blue and Gold Raven are on launch alert. Stand by to cycle hangars.”
In Gold Raven’s high-mounted cockpit, Evelyn Lang raised a hand in salute. “One more joyride, Stoney, Kevin … watch yourselves.”
“Joyride?” Jarrat echoed. “Lady, you got a weird idea of fun.”
“You kidding me?” she scoffed. “After Sheal?”
“Don’t remind me.” Jarrat led Stone up the Kitakaze’s short, steep side ramp and closed the hatch behind them.
In the harsh overhead lights within, Cronin and Ramos were already running up the harness on the left side, behind the cockpit, while Yablansky checked over the gear. Parish nudged the Yamazake Apogee aboard, a tight fit in the functional, ugly cargo space, but he put it down neatly and popped the canopy.
Over the loop Tanya Reynolds called, “Blue Raven, we are ready to roll.”
“Go,” Lang invited. “We’ll be right behind you.”
The Kitakaze’s cargo ramp growled up and locked as she spoke. Jarrat deliberately cross-checked all hatches as Parish slid out under the half-raised canopy and strapped in beside Yablansky. Stone had taken the pilot’s seat. He brought the instruments online as the lights dimmed across the Kitakaze and said into the loop,
“Athena Flight, cycle the hangar. Ops, this is NARC 101.”
“Yo,” Scott Auel responded. “We’ll keep a track on you, 101.”
Powerful lift engines hammered in the deck and tail and the Kitakaze lifted, not quite like a feather but buoyant on its repulsion cushion. Jarrat slid into the copilot’s seat and cinched the harness. “All away, Venice time, 03:02.”
Kitakaze and gunships formed up under the carrier’s vast, flat belly. Stone gazed up at the great darkness of her, running without lights in an orbit so low, the planet below seemed close enough to reach out and touch. Venice lay strung out along the incurvation of the Neptune Gulf like a froth of golden carnival lights, enticingly beautiful. Dawn hovered over the horizon, still three hours away as the gunships dropped onto a steep angle for a fast, turbulent repulsion reentry.
They approached the city from the south, over the lightless NARC testing range, and there, Blue and Gold Raven fell astern. “Holding at five thousand,” Lang called, “got you on track. You need backup, yell.”
“Roger that,” Jarrat responded as the Kitakaze continued to give away altitude until at last Stone was skimming rooftops.
Like any working freight truck, the vehicle threaded into the quiet traffic lanes of the early morning hours, riding directly above the Cameron Expressway to the parklands south of uptown. The eight-lane Cameron went straight through to the spaceport on the northern horizon, but Stone dropped out of the airway over the trees and illuminated fountains of Madison Plaza.
They came up on the Moira Halloran Opera Theater from the rear, over plascrete yards reserved for the massive trucks that moved big shows from theater to theater. Three trailers stood in the ground-level parking bays, wearing the gaudy trappings of an extravagant production entitled Aida. Taking the Kitakaze up over the floodlit but deserted airpark, Stone glimpsed the art and pageantry of Ancient Egypt, overlaid by the names of opera stars familiar even to him.
He nosed toward the loading dock at walking speed. Four tall, wide roller doors — vibrant with art derived from recent shows — stood locked at this hour, but McKinnen had them. Her voice murmured over the NARC loop: “Am with you, 101 … doors open, soon as you’re in position. I have your vidfeed.”
Stone spun the Kitakaze inside its own length, nudged it to port till the side hatch behind the cockpit lay snug against the nearest of the four doors. He let the truck settle on its landing struts. The door rolled up as he extended the ramp.
Lights flickered on cross the cavern of the vast, dusty warehouse. Freight drones woke and turned solicitously toward the incoming load, but McKinnen had them too. In moments they lapsed back into dormancy.
“Down and ready to unload,” Jarrat said quietly. “Lock helmets now.”
A chilling precaution, Stone thought as he left the flight systems idling and reached for his own helmet. If anything went wrong here, Venice would need all the qualified people she could get. Losing six of the best at ground zero was unacceptable. He dropped on the helmet, twisted it thirty degrees to the right till it clicked into its locks. Power, lights and air came on; the headup display showed one hundred percent on the cell, sixty minutes on his rebreather. A fresh oxygen cartridge rode clipped to the pack between his shoulders, but for this job to take longer than an hour meant something had gone so badly wrong, Stone did not want to think about it.
Again he and Jarrat traded off, laying a triple-layer of tape over the collar seals. In the back, the Blue Ravens were doing the same before the inner hatches cracked on the Kitakaze. Jarrat thrust the tape into a cargo pocket on his left thigh and turned to look at Stone through two layers of armorglass. “We’re good,” Stone said into the loop, though not for Jarrat’s benefit: the empathic bond thrummed between them, alive with every nuance, every sensation, far more than comm or data channels could convey.
If Stone closed his eyes and concentrated, he could feel through Jarrat’s nerve endings so keenly, it was almost like being Kevin. The thought inspired a shiver, and Jarrat’s hand fell on his shoulder. “Time,” he said simply.
In the back, the Ravens had already broken out the gear. Yablansky and Parish were laden with their own equipment. Stone shouldered the four plasma torches and pressurized tanks, plus the medkit. Jarrat took worklights, EM pulse generator and the vacuum unit with its own Hazmat tank, bright with red and yellow caution markers. Cronin and Ramos had the NBC containment vessel between them: bigger than a gundrone, a drum-shape sheathed in starship armor, designed to open in any axis and both smart-seal and manually lock down.
These tanks were so nearly indestructible, Stone had heard of them hard-landing from orbit without rupturing, but the penalty was in their size and mass. This one rode a repulsion unit, since it must be manhandled. Parish and Yablansky performed redundant checks on their gear while Parish flourished the remote controlling an industrial repulsion generator. The unit was far larger than the small one carrying the tank, poorly suited to carrying small freight, since it belonged on a construction site or shipyard. But the generator was not chosen for its looks or size: in case of accident, it had the power to hold up the opera theater’s roof. Blocky, rectangular and battered by use, it scudded ahead of Parish, following Cronin and Ramos while Jarrat and Stone threaded through a dusty, shabby warehouse.
This was the face of show business audiences rarely saw, Stone thought. “Mac, we’re in.”
She responded at once. “Take the freight elevator on your right, down one, repeat one floor. When it opens, go through the fire doors directly ahead of you.” Her voice whispered harshly over the loop. “Follow the emergency passage forty meters. There’ll be a door on your left marked ‘Staff Only.’”
The big work-stained elevator went down fast and the double armorglass fire doors opened automatically before them as McKinnen released the locks. Ahead stretched a plain plascrete corridor, windowless, lit by harsh blue overhead strips, its walls punctuated by signage outlining emergency protocols. Stone listened to the rasp of his breathing over the comm inside the sealed helmet, and shifted the weight of the cutting gear over both shoulders.
The staff door unlocked with a heavy thud, opening onto a machine shop strewn with every kind of gadget in various stages of decomposition. Stone spared it a single glance before McKinnen took them right, through an inner door. They stepped out into a small, plush antechamber adjacent to several rehearsal rooms, the only public area of the Moira Halloran building they would see.
“Maintenance Access 16-12 is twenty meters to your left,” she said levelly. “You’re sixteen floors above the reception center, on the south side. Stand by to open Hatch 12. Be aware, your EM pulse is going to kill comm, HUDs, everything. It’ll all be fried for a minimum of forty seconds; even some of our own systems could take as long as a minute to come back up. I’ll lose you during that time. The keypad to open the access hatch is directly to the left of the hatch, at head height. Find it now.”
“Got it,” Jarrat intoned dutifully. He had already pried off the cover.
“Your EM pulse will knock out the lock mechanism too,” McKinnen reminded, outlining every step, by the book. “The code to release the door is 3475RT. Please repeat that.”
“Three-four-seven-five-Romeo-Tango,” Stone echoed, watching Cronin use a waterproof marker to scrawl it on the back of his glove.
“Do you require anything before you proceed with the EM pulse?” McKinnen asked, terse with stress. This might have been the first time she had served in realtime, almost in the field herself.
They had stacked the equipment beside a door sized, door shaped hatch carrying official signage and ‘no public access’ warnings. Stone glanced quickly around the group, but they were poised like runners under the gun. “We’re good,” he told McKinnen. “I’ll give you a three-count to the EM pulse, then we go dark — and we hustle.” Again, he looked around the group; one by one they nodded.
Jarrat had the pulse generator in both gloves; the safety cover was off, the switch armed. Two worklights already blazed at his feet; Yablansky and Parish had two more, while Cronin and Ramos wore the last two over the shoulders. Jarrat’s right hand hovered over an old-fashioned rocker switch, impossible to trip accidentally. He gave Stone a nod. Ramos and Yablansky took position by the hatch. Ramos would key the release code while the field engineer clenched like a spring, ready to sprint. Parish fell back to the tank, with Cronin.
“Three,” Stone called levelly. “Two. One. Go.”
On one, Ramos keyed in the hatch code. The door unlocked with a heavy metallic sound. The instant it swung outward by a finger’s breadth, Jarrat’s thumb hit the simple, fail-proof rocker switch.
Every light flicked off, plunging the area into stygian darkness. The HUDs in the helmet visors died, even the rebreather feed. Stone had taken a deep breath before Jarrat trigged the EM pulse, and now slapped the emergency restart for his oxygen feed. All six worklights rebooted in an instant, while Yablansky dove through the hatch, Ramos not a meter behind him.
Following, cramped by the gear they carried, Jarrat and Stone angled their lights into a tight, claustrophobic passage in which the dust of eons wafted up into a knee-high pall. The overheads were too low for the Ravens to stand straight, the deck was confused by trunks, conduit, loose cable, everything apparently designed to entangle, trip.
In the rear, Parish and Cronin maneuvered the containment tank while Parish waited for his Hazmat sensors to reboot, stabilize, offer sensible feedback. Stone’s breath rasped in his ears as the comms struggled, sheeting out to rasping white noise. He counted seconds, watching as Ramos and Yablansky — unburdened by the weight and bulk of heavy gear — sprinted ahead, vanished around a right-angle corner to the left. They moved with startling agility while the others labored and Stone counted.
Electronics continued to stutter but his connection with Jarrat remained strong as a pure white light, through an empathic link they had left open. Stone had no contact with the others, but he knew exactly where Ramos and Yablansky would be. The field engineer must cut a line direct for the device while Ramos followed, using every tick of nearly twenty years’ experience to find the tiny hardware of the surveillance cordon he had predicted, and neutralize it piece by piece. 
At twenty seconds Stone tried the comm, heard only a sputtering hiss, and swore. He and Jarrat were around the tight, ninety-degree turns, clambering through what seemed to be an obstacle course of naked girder, much-patched conduit, the trunking of a system no longer even in use and decaying into gray plastex shards. He might not have been able to hear Jarrat, but he felt the surge of adrenalin driving a rush of energy, the anger as Jarrat found the gear he was carrying snagging on ancient piping where an octopus-ravel of abandoned cabling, loosely bunched together with disintegrating tape, protruded from a wall.
Ramos was just a few meters ahead now, deliberately picking acorn-sized sensors out of walls and floor, crushing them underfoot. His hand scanner had come back up, he would miss nothing as he made his way swiftly to join Yablansky, playing the palmtop over every square meter of wall, floor ceiling.
At thirty seconds Stone tried the comm again and caught a thread of Jarrat’s voice, quickly strengthening as systems struggled back online. His helmet display flickered distractingly as he heard Jarrat calling ahead, and he had Ramos a moment later:
“Yeah — here she is, right where the doc said she’d be … an’, shit, they got her tricked out like a ten-dollar hustler. Keep well back outta the way.”
“Time, Joe,” Cronin bellowed. “You got twenty before the thing powers right back up!”
And Yablansky: “I already cut the power lines to the launch unit. The pyros will not blow. We’re down to the tricks now.”
“The surveillance feed’s trashed,” Ramos reported. “I went over it twice: fifteen bugs, all squashed. I even looked up, Gil — you wondered how they were gonna blow this thing through the armor plate under the airpark?”
“The ceiling’s rigged,” Yablansky rasped. “I pulled the powerpack and the detonators. Relax, we bought ourselves time to figure out the tricks, Gil.”
Now they were looking for booby-traps, Stone thought acidly as he and Jarrat reached the too-tight stanchions beyond which the tank would not fit. Without a word, they dropped the gear and flattened against the wall to let Parish go ahead, before Jarrat snatched up the vacuum unit and dove after him.
Still, Stone was counting. He heard the high-pitched whine as the extractor started up, and Parish reading off data in a steady bass mutter. “Whoa, there’s plenty of toxic muck in here … old, old chemistry, heavy metals, contaminants coming out of the fucking walls. No readings off the warhead, but the explosives in the pyro charges are seriously decaying. Lemme get in there, Joe. Oh, that’s nasty.”
The HUD had stabilized by now. Stone selected Ramos’s vidfeed, a thumbnail image to bottom-left of his visor. The niche into which the Angeliberty techs had wedged their device was not big enough to properly accommodate two men working at once. It seemed to be a leftover from yesteryear, probably a recess where circuit breakers and physical switchboxes were once installed long in the past, perhaps during one of the building’s several restoration projects. Yablansky had crouched on his heels, spine contorted as he reached in, under, behind, to examine the tricks on the coupling between warhead and launch unit.
And Parish was right: the hardware borrowed from an escape module was very old, battered. Delicate. “Careful, Mick,” Ramos said sharply. “These things’re touchy when they get along in years.”
“Aren’t we all,” Yablansky crooned, working with tools so fine, at normal resolution the vidfeed did not even capture them. “There’s one … two down, one left. I got the thermo sensor. Got the motion sensor. Fuckitall, I can’t get my hand in here! There isn’t space, no way to manipulate tools … don’t dare turn the bastard around till I can disable this — just some kind of switch, probably an old fashioned mercury switch as a dumb backup to the rest, in case all the over-thought tech goes tits-up. I just … shit. Can’t get my goddamned hand in there. Too big. Who set this thing up, a bloody pixie?”
“Let me try,” Jarrat offered. “Smaller hands.”
Of them all, he was the smallest, the most fine-boned. Jarrat might never have predicted a time when his stature would be an advantage in the field, Stone thought, but the day had come. Yablansky wriggled out and around, somehow squishing himself into the space beside Parish to give Jarrat access.
With the powerful extractor whining constantly and Parish’s scanners still registering nothing off the warhead, Ramos headed back along the passage for the Hazmat bags. Stone switched between Yablansky’s vidfeed and Jarrat’s as the field engineer rasped,
“You’ll have to reach in, down to your left, way back there. Feel your way, now … find the loose leads where I pulled the motion sensor. You want to wiggle a camera in there?”
“No. Got ’em,” Jarrat muttered, breathless, on one knee, chest compressed into his belly as he reached in left-handed.
“Reach further, about the length of a finger,” Yablansky crooned, “find the blind socket were I took out the thermo sensor.”
“Yeah, got it,” Jarrat grunted. “What else? I can feel —”
“Careful!” Yablansky snapped. “It’s going to feel something like a cigarette lighter, not too big, maybe plastex, maybe metal, doesn’t matter. Jacked in at the right side, one or two short cables fed directly into a socket on the back. You’ll have to wrench your hand around to work the cables, they’re screwed in. Can’t get a tool in there — no space, I tried. Find the plug, maybe a centimeter in diameter. Make a quarter turn to the right, then pull the cable. Got it?”
“My right, or its right?” Jarrat demanded. “I can feel it … one cable, socketed in, tight. Sonofabitch, which way am I turning this, Mick?”
Yablansky hesitated to get his orientation in the harsh, confusing worklights, the crushed, inky shadows and pall of ancient dust. Stone felt the millrace of adrenalin thudding through Jarrat, the painful stretch of the tendons in his left arm, the stress on the contorted wrist, and held his breath. He met Cronin’s eyes over the containment tank as Yablansky said deliberately,
“If you’re looking at the device square-on from the front, turn to your clockwise. But for godsakes think first, Cap, because your wrist’s screwed around, right back on itself.”
Sweat sprang out across Jarrat’s face and breast under the thin kevlex-titanium skin. Stone felt it prickle as Jarrat stopped to think, find his orientation, before he turned the cable, pulled it. Stone felt a pulse against his fingers as it came loose. A tiny static discharge tingled through the cramp forming in Jarrat’s back and shoulders as he contorted his spine into a space where none of the Ravens, possibly not even Stone himself, would have fit. Finer bones, Stone thought grimly, often had their own advantages.
“Got it,” Jarrat breathed. “Is that it? Nothing else back here?”
“I don’t think so,” Yablansky muttered.
“Don’t think, be bloody sure!” Jarrat snarled as he freed himself and moved aside, spine and shoulders protesting with a burn of swift pain. “Get the camera back in there now.”
“Gimme space, let me do the job,” Yablansky said just as tersely, brandishing the tiny, cable-fed camera.
“Parish,” Stone prompted.
“Still got nothing off the warhead,” Parish assured him. “If it’s leaking, it’s under anything I can detect. And the extractor’s on it like a case of zits.”
Stone picked up Jarrat’s vidfeed again as he moved aside. “Kevin, give me a clear angle on the thing … damn, this looks like original ordnance.”
“It is.” Jarrat had caught his breath as he worked the blood back into hand, arm, shoulder. “This one’s old, Stoney, probably older than we are. Way past its expiry date. It was supposed to be taken out and trashed years ago.”
“And who knows where it’s been stored, or how,” Cronin added.
“Hazmat.” Ramos gestured with the olive green sack — vacuum-rated kevlex-titanium mesh, twelve millimeters thick with a fluid jacket sandwiched between two layers of armor-like fabric. It would smart-seal around three sides, and Ramos carried two rolls of tape to reinforce the closures.
Jarrat swore softly. “Moving this is going to be a bitch. It’s jammed in tight, Stoney, and it’s old as God.” His helmet angled toward Yablansky. “Ideas, Mick?”
“Yeah. Treat her like your kid sister’s little baby daughter, that time they handed you the sprog to hold and you didn’t know what the Christ to do with it,” Yablansky said acerbically.
Not that Jarrat had a sister or a niece of any age, but Yablansky painted a vivid image. The field engineer studied the vidfeed from the rear of the device for another half minute before he withdrew the camera and beckoned Ramos closer with the hazmat bag. “Set it down right here, Joe, flat-out open. Parish, keep a good close eye on this thing. Cap Stone, gonna have to get you in here.”
“On my way.” Stone could guess. He had dumped the cutting gear and clambered over trunking and conduit, into a cubic space so small, Yablansky, Parish and Ramos overfilled it, leaving Jarrat squeezed out on the edge of the group.
Now Yablansky drove Ramos and Parish ahead of him. Demolition and Hazmat specialists squeezed by Stone, and at a glance Stone saw he was right. The niche in which the device nestled was too tight to accommodate the Ravens’ big hands. “Can we maneuver it with tools?” he suggested.
“I … think it’s too damn’ delicate,” Parish said sourly. “It’s reading hard but brittle. Like an eggshell. Pick its mass up with anything solid, like tools, we could get micro-leaks.”
“Which means you also don’t want to be cutting out these walls,” Jarrat mused. “Same story — don’t bounce it around, don’t get it warm.”
“How in any hell did they shove the bugger in there in the first place?” Ramos demanded.
“Blissful ignorance plus a whole lotta luck,” Cronin guessed. “They bought this piece o’ shit off some black market arms dealer, had no clue about what they were buyin’. Jockeyed it in here — it could’ve failed, any time. But I wouldn’t count on bein’ so lucky twice.”
“Dame Fortune’s probably sick o’ the sight of our smilin’ faces,” Ramos added.
So Yablansky’s best guess was soft human hands in smooth kevlex-titanium mesh gloves — delicate enough to hold a child, careful enough not to break eggs — and Ramos, the unit’s demolition specialist, agreed. Stone met Jarrat’s eyes in the harsh worklights; they shared the echoes of misgivings, apprehension, unease, a little healthy dread. Then Stone flexed both hands and moved into Yablansky’s place, directly before the device, while Jarrat dropped into a crouch at his left.
The satin-sheen chrome sphere fit the recess with less than three centimeters off either side, ten centimeters of free space at the top. Its lower hemisphere sat in a cradle affixed to the pyro charge from some long-trashed escape module. Yablansky had already released one out of four clamps holding it to the launch unit. The clamps were common enough, simple twin-position fixtures from any tech store. Yablansky had freed the front one. Jarrat might be able to reach through and free the back one, but those at left and right demanded more clearance than the niche permitted.
“It’ll have to come out all of a piece,” Stone warned.
“We might pick it up by the launch unit.” Jarrat ducked down, looking for firm handholds on which they dared exert enough pressure to make the lift. “Damnit, I’d prefer to get a repulsion unit in here … no space. Mick, how much is this whole thing likely to weigh? Best guess.”
“I’d say, maybe fifty kilos, not counting the warhead,” Yablansky hazarded. “Maybe seventy or so, all up.”
Heavy, for such an awkward, delicate lift. Stone licked his lips and looked down into Jarrat’s upturned visor. “It has to come right out, right down, gently into the hazmat sack. Then we back off, let Mick and Joe separate it, seal and tape it.”
“Doable, if it holds together.” Jarrat rubbed his palms to get a feel for the surface of the gloves. “Mac, Scott, Gene, you hearing any of this?”
Cantrell was there at once, as clearly as if he had been standing in the passage behind them. “Every word since comm came back up, 9.4 … and if you’re about to ask, no, there’s not even a mouse moving at Windebanks.”
“We’re standing by to cue Tactical,” Auel added. “Colonel Finney has Hazmat and Fire Control on a two minute launch alert, less than one kilometer from your location, every direction. They think it’s another drill, more senatorial clown-circus bullshit.” His voice was level, taut. “How’s it look?”
“Delicate. Touchy,” Stone told him, an appalling understatement. “Give us a minute, Scott, we’ll get back to you.”
With exaggerated caution Jarrat slipped both gloved hands in on either side of the sphere. They only just fit — if Stone concentrated, he could actually feel the pressure of plascrete surfaces against the backs of Jarrat’s hands. “Careful, Kevin,” he murmured, “don’t abrade the gloves.”
“Kevlex-titanium,” Jarrat whispered. “Parish, I’m laying palms on this thing. Give me a fresh reading off it.”
The Ravens shuffled in the cramped space, cursing an architect who might have been dust for more than a century. Parish read the warhead for several moments and made dubious noises. “I dunno. It’s just old. Remember, I can’t register micro-leaks, not with the extractor running.”
“Then, bring the extractor in closer, close as you can. Give us all the vacuum you can, before we lift it.” Jarrat froze in place as Parish maneuvered the whining open jet. “Okay, Stoney, when you’re ready.”
Stooping, Stone settled both gloves to left and right of the battered old launch unit and took a deep breath. He took the weight, felt the outrageous pull in his back at the awkward lift, trusting Jarrat to cradle the delicate old warhead as it came up, out, down. Abused muscles pinged on both sides of his spine as they maneuvered, hunting for space that was not there, nursing the assembly slowly, gently, onto the thick pad of the hazmat bag.
“Parish,” Jarrat barked as he took his hands away.
The extractor was close enough to raise surreal vortices of ancient dust, whipping around the curved surfaces of the warhead. Again Parish took careful readings, but his helmeted head shook. “Can’t read anything — doesn’t mean it’s not spilling, just that any spill is fractional and we’re catching it.”
“Out of the way, Caps,” Yablansky insisted. “Joe, gimme a hand here. Gotta get this thing uncoupled, pull the power cells to the warhead and the launcher, close the bag on it.”
“Gil!” Ramos slithered along the wall, letting Jarrat and Stone work their way out of a space so cramped, Stone could barely breathe.
“Containment’s open and waitin’ for you,” Cronin assured him. “Can’t get it no closer, not without takin’ out at least one of these stanchions.”
“Do we need to?” Stone asked seriously. “Do we want to? Tell me now, Joe, Mick. Cutting will take time.”
“Don’t think we need to,” Ramos said slowly as he stooped over Yablansky, who was on one knee, cautiously releasing the clamps.
They snapped open one by one while the extractor howled and Parish clucked like a hen over his readings. Jarrat and Stone could see nothing, and picked up the feed from Ramos’s helmet camera. “Guys, I’m not liking this,” Parish muttered.
“What?” Stone switched to Parish’s visual, but the numbers in the scanner display meant little to him.
“Irregularities in the surface.” Parish hesitated, then, whip-like, “Guys, make it fucking fast.”
Ramos’s big hands could be delicate as an artist’s when he was working with ordnance. They closed about the sphere, took its weight, lifted it a few centimeters. “Mick, get the launcher out now.”
With a grunt, Yablansky pulled out the old pyro unit. He shoved its bulk behind him and reached forward to hitch the hazmat bag up around the warhead as Blue Raven 7 eased it gently, gently down. As soon as Ramos’s hands were out of the way, Yablansky pressed the bag shut and hit the red control in the corner to activate the smart-seals. Immediately, Ramos held his gloves to the howling extractor, back and front, fingers spread.
The simple nano were still meshing when Yablansky began to rip lengths of sealing-tape. Ramos backed off to give him space while Parish pushed in. He leaned over the top of Yablansky, scanner in one hand, extractor in the other, forcing as close as the engineer would let him.
“Done,” Yablansky grunted at last.
The extractor whined into silence and Parish barked loudly, “Everybody still, nobody move.” He went over them individually at a range of no more than ten centimeters, head to foot, before he shut down the scanner and tossed it to Jarrat. “We’re clean enough. This whole place is pure filth, but it’s all industrial garbage from way back. The mega-rich, royalty and divas down below have no bloody idea what’s a few meters above their heads.”
“Not our problem,” Stone breathed. “Safe to move the warhead?”
“Carefully,” Parish warned. “Stand by the tank, Gil.”
“Any time,” Cronin assured him. “Better dump the pyro unit in here as well. Unstable, you said, explosives decaying. Don’t want the bugger takin’ out the ceiling for no reason, dumpin’ a load of muck all over them nice people.”
“And tank the extractor’s filter cartridge,” Parish added. “There’s enough poison in there to make a platoon sick, even if the warhead didn’t leak.” He was collecting the discarded gear as he went, making space for Yablansky and Ramos to smoothly, gingerly, manhandle the bag toward the containment tank.
Stone watched it go by without comment. When Jarrat had swiped up the second bag, they squeezed through the grimy, claustrophobic maintenance space to retrieve the pyro unit. Jarrat deliberately kept his gloves off the lower surfaces, treating is as if it were a carton of very old, ripe eggs until the bag meshed around it. Even then they handled it with utmost caution. Stone did not relax until Cronin sealed the NBC tank and its display winked over into green.
A second time, Parish covered them with the scanner in morbid detail before he stepped back. “We’re clean enough, but — keep the helmets locked, guys. I want full on safety protocols. Let’s be sure.”
“We seem to be done here,” Stone said hoarsely into the loop as his pulse began to slow. “Colonel Dupre, where do you want the NBC tank?”
Dupre answered so promptly, he must have followed every word and as much of the vidfeed as he could access. “Bring it in to Central, we’ve prepared a nuke bunker to store it. When all this is over, I’ll have the Army come out and collect their lost property.” He paused. “Do we have a go to move on Windebanks House?”
“Confirming that,” Jarrat told him. “They can pull the trigger any time — the device is disconnected, disarmed, in containment.”
“Stand by,” Dupre said crisply. “Doctor McKinnen, you have control of the Angeliberty security cordon?”
They did not hear McKinnen’s response. She, Finney and Tactical were on another frequency, and Stone did not chase it. He and Jarrat listened to Blue and Gold Raven instead as they followed Cronin and Ramos back the way they had come. Blue Raven 6 and 7 maneuvered the tank through the maze-like warehouse and, just minutes later, clamped it to the Kitakaze’s deck while Jarrat and Stone, Parish and Yablansky restacked the gear.
Still not satisfied, Parish called ahead: “Blue Raven, come pick us up. I want this whole unit in decontamination — best to be sure. Put a cleanup crew on the truck, have the drones go over it, one hundred-fifty percent.”
“You got it,” Reynolds acknowledged. “Be with you in five.”
Dawn twilight had begun to brighten in the east, though the Venice sky was so overcast, morning would be dim, unlovely. Jarrat and Stone stood at the south parapet, where the warehouse crouched behind an artistic façade rendering it invisible from any other angle. Seen from the airpark, the external walls fluoresced in the new daylight; animated show posters turned the blocky, functional structure into a great advertising display. Stone turned his back on it.
Still helmeted, he and Jarrat watched the ugly and very welcome shape of Blue Raven approach over the city — such a common sight throughout so many security exercises, civilian observers would not remark on it. A bevy of industrial drones dropped from the jump bay. Like scavenging ants, they swarmed over the Kitakaze while flight techs sent down two buggies to lift personnel directly into the hermetic compartment where contaminated machinery was treated.
The bay sealed and swiftly blew down to vacuum. Stone sighed, accepting the procedure. They stripped off the coveralls, cast them into Hazmat disposal and stood spread-eagled, turning slowly while the kevlex-titanium skins took a pummeling with chemistry, UV, intense heat, cold, high-pressure steam jets.
Full decontamination took over five minutes and left a human body feeling bruised, but at last the lights winked green, the bay repressurized. Swearing fluently, the Ravens stripped to the skin and dumped suits and helmets, abandoned them to the service drones. Stone watched Cronin’s muscular back retreat toward the showers as he peeled off the silver-gray suit, heeled out of the boots.
Naked, tawny, stretching like a cat, Jarrat scrubbed both hands through his sweat-matted hair. A rack of comsets hung by the open door, beyond which fog billowed from the showers. He slipped one over his ear and listened as he watched Stone with lazy sensuality. “Sounds like Tactical’s almost through at Windebanks.”
“That was fast. No trouble?” Stone paused on his way to the showers.
“Plenty. A bunch of gundrones, autonomous, prowling the grounds. Tactical blew them — two casualties; one serious. Medevac lifted out the wounded. Both guys should make it, but one’s going to take awhile and a lot of replacement parts.” He glanced down at himself and shrugged fatalistically. “McKinnen shut off all systems she could get hold of.”
“The house AI?” Stone wondered.
“Triggered everything it still had control over — and let out the dogs. They were darted in mid-attack.” Jarrat was still listening, and whistled. “I’m eavesdropping on Fire Control. Half the house is gone. Tac made one big mother of a mess, woke the whole neighborhood. The fire didn’t spread to other properties, but Windebanks is up for demolition.”
“Did Cassel and Leskov get out?” Stone could have taken a comset for himself. He could also read the mission report in a few hours. For the moment, hot water was on his mind — and a quiet word with Kip Reardon about the numerous strains in his back. The human spine was never designed for the lift he had made.
“They’re alive, in custody. They were tranked out of their gourds, according to Medevac. Didn’t even know what was happening. When they logged out after Zuzu went off the cliff, they left the AI to handle business. Hit the sack to sleep off the bloody stupid game.” Jarrat cast the comset aside and followed Stone into the billowing steam, the scents of cedar and pine, where the four Ravens were making desultory conversation. “The lieutenant in command of the Tac Special Ops squads just told Finney, Cassel and Leskov were so far out of it, the lads had ’em cuffed before they knew they’d been hit. Colonel Finney’s taken responsibility for them. Says she’s going to handle the interrogation personally.”
Stone turned his back to the heat, let it soak into him. “Do we know if the AI tried to trigger the device?”
“Oh, yeah. McKinnen picked up the command signal.” Jarrat ducked his head under the water. “They actually did it, Stoney — they took their best shot at Venice. Pulled the trigger on an empty chamber.”
“No surprise. Knew them bastards’d do it,” Cronin growled.
“Like to be there when Finney teaches ’em what a cattle prod’s really for,” Ramos said darkly as he wrung out the long blue-black hair, preparatory to rebraiding it. He yawned expansively. “Christ, I gotta sleep.”
The same thought was on Stone’s mind, but he and Jarrat knew Dupre would want a brief preliminary statement. The in-depth report could wait, but he would be looking for the summary on his desk in minutes. Stone tried his back, acknowledged the damage as he took a towel from the stack in the heating cupboard and padded barefoot in search of crew denims, a fresh teeshirt.
Jarrat grumbled as usual, making do with anything that came halfway close to fitting. Nothing on a gunship would fit properly, but Blue Raven was already holding at three hundred meters over the NARC airpark. “You’re hurting,” he said quietly as he zipped a too-large coverall to mid-chest and rolled both sleeves above his elbows. Comfortably barefoot, he frowned at Stone, flexing his own back and shoulders — trying to work out the echoes of Stone’s abused muscles and ligaments.
“It’ll fix. I’ll see Kip in the morning, get a shot of something.” Stone untangled the long hair that had begun to annoy him. “You could rub it down for me,” he added, deliberately sultry as he headed out.
“Among other things,” Jarrat offered, before he raised his voice. “Later, guys — we’ll go over the mission report.”
“You better make it way later,” Cronin’s voice growled from the fog bank. “Somethin’ about sleepin’ till the middle o’ next year.”
Blue Raven’s training schedule would be under revision even then, and Dupre must approve. Eventually, continuous training exercises became counterproductive, but the real deal punched hard and sharp.
The night’s work unfolded in countless vid- and datafeeds in the comm relay terminals in the corner of their apartment. Jarrat made a quick selection of the clearest and arranged them by time index. Stone laid down a swift commentary while Kevin ransacked the bathroom for oil, the cabinet for something with enough kick to loosen tight muscles.
A double tequila materialized on the workstation beside him as he appended Blue Raven’s signoff on the tank. “Immediately on return to Central, Pilot Reynolds delivered the NBC vessel to Sergeant Nakamura. And she,” Stone stifled a yawn, “reports it bunkered as per Colonel Dupre’s requirements. Reference storage order #GJ-857-92.  Hazmat Specialist Parish is entirely satisfied with decontamination data … Blue Raven suffered one minor casualty. Captain Kai Nielsen wrenched his back making the dead-lift from hell — no other strategy feasible in situ — and will refer to Surgeon Captain Reardon in due course for treatment. Comprehensive report to follow, after unit debriefing and medical evaluation. Summary closed on this time index.” He tagged it for Dupre’s office, hit send and picked up the tequila as he swiveled out the chair.
“That,” Jarrat decided as Stone tugged him closer, “was a damn’ good night’s work, even if you do need somebody to walk on your back.”
“Somebody?” Stone tossed down half the tequila, caught Jarrat’s head and pulled him down to kiss with a soft-tongued caress, a harsh rasp of dawn stubble.
“Say, somebody who doesn’t mass quite like the riot troops,” Jarrat suggested. “Seriously, Stoney, you need it.” He pressed his knuckles into his own spine. “Don’t even try to con me. I’m feeling everything.”
“Like I said, it’ll fix.” Stone dispatched the rest of the tequila, waiting for the booze to take the edge off.
But he let Jarrat strip him, stretched out across emerald green sheets and listened blindly as Jarrat dropped the too-large coveralls. The mattress dipped before soft-soled feet began to work a magic Stone had not felt in almost two years. Buried in deep cover as a professional gambler with expensive tastes, he had paid a small fortune for the services of a hotel masseur. The service that time was entirely platonic. Stone slept alone, not even daring to spend an hour talking with Jarrat, since he was sure his comm was monitored.
He groaned in relief as Kevin worked, at last oiling up his hands and finishing the job with kneading fingers, slapping palms, raising the blood from shoulders to buttocks. Jarrat toweled him off, and Stone rolled over with a soft curse of gratitude. “Good as new.”
“Not quite.” Jarrat threw the towel in the general direction of the bathroom. “You’ll be damn’ stiff and store tomorrow — and you don’t want to be doing medical nano while we’re flying every exercise Spiteri and that Earther sonofabitch Allyson can dream up.”
“So Kip’ll give me a couple of shots.” Stone caught Jarrat’s hand as he sat on the bedside. “Old fashioned ‘quickheal,’ I’ve used liters of the stuff.”  
“So’ve I.” Jarrat closed his eyes, searching through the bond, rummaging for Stone’s physical feedback. “You’re comfortable now at least.”
“My spine is.” Stone guided the hand he had captured across his belly and lower. “This could use a little help.”
Jarrat chuckled richly as he reached for the oil, slicked Stone from root to crown and worked him slowly, the way he liked. The empathic bond sang; Jarrat knew what Stone liked. He paused with the hard, blood-hot shaft clenched in his fist. “You reckon the back might be strong enough for a ride?”
Stone shivered — gooseflesh prickled sharply along Jarrat’s arms. “After that massage? Be gentle with me,” he said with a moment’s deliberate self-mockery.
More oil, a slow, careful mount, and Jarrat’s weight settled on him. Stone’s hands splayed around the narrow hips as his heart thudded with the double load of sensation, speared to the heart, sheathed like a sword, at one time. His belly churned, he caught his breath as he looked up into the shadowed face, noticing how Dominic Farrell’s tattoos were by now more than half faded, though the earrings gleamed in the amber lamplight. Jarrat dropped his head back, eyes closed, concentrating on every feeling, every erg of awareness thrumming back and forth through the bond. Stone thumbed the length of him, up and down, making him hiss. Then Jarrat was moving, unable to be still, but careful, mindful of the pangs he felt in his own back as Stone moved, sharing even the injury.
A long time later Stone rolled over, threw one leg over him to hold him. Jarrat was sound asleep and he murmured to the computer, “Window, dark. Lights off.” The last he saw, the idling monitor showed 07:52 while the building trembled with the deep vibration of something heavy touching down on the airpark.




Chapter Fifty-two

A scanner whirred repeatedly over Stone’s back while Reardon made noises of disapproval. The Infirmary was quiet, only two beds occupied. Both casualties were Red Dragons injured in a hard landing — yet another training exercise. They would recover fully after surgery, but would not return to duty in time for Counterpoint. Both men were furious to have sweated through the rehearsals only to miss the show.
Stone had reported to Reardon at Dupre’s insistence. The nagging pain of wrenched muscles troubled Jarrat as much as himself, and Kevin was less inclined to patience. Dupre watched them shrewdly, correctly guessing that an injury to one plunged both under par. A shot of medical nano and a full day’s rest were what Stone needed, but the flight schedule was tight, demanding. Reardon had seen it. The shot smarting into the meat of Stone’s shoulder contained only drugs.
Today, Tactical units would invade the Moira Halloran Opera Theater in plain clothes. They would remain on-site until Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg reboarded the Alexandria. Personnel stranded by the Starfleet-Andromache had been sequestered to patrol the high docks. Tomorrow, NARC went on system-wide alert.
With appalling speed, GlobalNet degenerated into a morass of political infighting while Governor Elise Rocher appealed futilely for order and sanity. The feed played, muted, on one of Reardon’s screens until he noticed it, swore at it and clicked up to the playoffs of some rugby tournament. Jarrat did not recognize the team colors, but the mud — and the players’ delight in it — suggested an Earthside game. He watched while Reardon prepared another shot and fired it into Stone’s lumbar. This one bit with a waspish sting, and they both flinched.
“Be brave,” Reardon said acerbically. “You’ve done some middling-serious damage in three places, Stoney, but it’ll fix. It’s not like you to make a stupid lift, what were you thinking?”
“At the time, the city of Venice and a unit of six specialists, including the two of us, were top of my priorities list,” Stone informed him tartly.  “Angeliberty pulled the trigger last night, Kip.”
Reardon’s hands stilled on his back. “I haven’t seen the reports. Bill didn’t need my input, since you scrambled through without casualties — if you want to discount this. You …?”
“Did the job,” Stone said sourly as he hopped off the bench and reached for his shirt. “No more Venice device, Kip.”
“Also, no more Angeliberty,” Jarrat added, “soon as Finney’s couriers get where they’re going, with the data Mac filched.”
“A sore back is a cheap price to pay.” Stone tugged the shirt down and flexed his spine with all due caution. “You done, Kip?”
“You’ll need to be careful,” Reardon said critically. “Try to give it some rest. I know you’re flying, but outside of mission air-hours, work it gently, slap an ice-pack on it, put it down flat as often as you can. Those shots’ll have you healed in a couple of days. I’d normally prefer to prescribe nano, but — not when you’re flying. Bloody Bram Sorenson!” Anger sharpened the surgeon’s tone. “That man is the senator for half of bloody Mars — the electorate where I’ll be voting myself, this time next year.”
“So don’t vote for the jerk.” Stone bunched Nielsen’s long fair hair at his nape and retied it, making no secret of the fact it annoyed him.
“The fact is, I don’t know too much about homeworlds politics, not anymore.” Reardon took the cartridge from the hypogun, set both into their tray and appended a series of spinal scans to Stone’s open file. “I guess I’ll learn.”
Jarrat glanced at the images, saw the hotspots of inflammation. He dropped the empathic shield, compared the burn-hot feedback from Stone with the images and growled in disgust. Still, the price was cheap, as Stone had said. “We have to go, Kip,” he said resignedly. “We still have to hammer the formal report into shape, and we’re in the air in three hours.”
“I saw the schedule. The last of the training sorties — you, the Ravens, the Dragons. After this, it all turns real with a vengeance.” Reardon’s brows rose, tracing deep creases across his forehead. “Me? I, uh, booked my clipper tickets. Home. I’ll be heading inward about the same time as you guys are on your way out.” He nodded upward, outward.
“Don’t jinx it,” Stone said quickly. “We haven’t done any deal with the company yet. All we got is the invitation to have a seat in their office and talk. The first thing we’ll need to do is get it through some bureaucrat’s thick skull that these characters, Nielsen and Farrell, are a cover. Jarrat and Stone were listed deceased, remember.”
“Killed in Elysium citybottom, syndicate assassination. Dupre transferred over your service records to Nielsen and Farrell,” Reardon mused.
“But the fact is,” Jarrat said bleakly, “when the JPC Personnel AI tries to cross-reference Kai Nielsen and Nick Farrell with Army, Tactical, whatever, it’ll come up blank even though the NARC records are perfectly legit. It’s … delicate.”
“How often would Jagreth Pioneer deal with the security services, maybe Tactical?” Reardon wondered. “They might have run up against this kind of covert bullshine before.”
“Or not,” Stone said philosophically. “I wouldn’t have been surprised to be passed over in the selection process on round one. The truth is, it could still come to nothing. If push comes to shove and we land in their ‘too hard’ basket, we can buy a couple of berths, the way Petrov’s family did.”
“Now, that’s expensive.” Reardon whistled. “You sure you have the bucks? I guess the investment looks kosher, if there’s the promise of good work, good money, where you’re going. You’d be hoping for something firm before you signed, right?” 
This was Jarrat’s and Stone’s reasoning also. “Dupre, Gene, Scott, Harry, Mac,” Jarrat said thoughtfully. “We have some influential referees. We’ll hash it out.”
“You need an extra, tell them to call me,” Reardon invited as they stepped out.
He made a strong point, Jarrat thought. If JPC did not offer a contract, signing away every colonial dollar they possessed presented a foolish option. After so many years with NARC, several at command rank, the department would pay an annuity. Half-salary, for ten years. Even if they paid for the ride with JPC and work proved elusive, they would not be broke. But distant new colonies could get expensive. Aurora and Tartarus were on Jarrat’s mind, laced through by memories of Sheckley, until Stone said,
“Kevin, what?” The elevator had opened, but he canceled it and beckoned Jarrat into the staff lounge opposite the Infirmary. The broad windows offered a view over the NARC testing range, forested hills marching away into the morning haze. The small room was deserted, and Stone closed the door on it for privacy. The inevitable politics — the faces of Sorenson, Steinberg, Rocher, Finney — cycled through the widescreen over the small AutoChef. He ignored it utterly and turned back to Jarrat. “What? If you don’t want to head out — fine. Jagreth’ll keep. It’ll be there in a year, or ten years. We don’t have to make any decision in a hurry.”
“And this?” Jarrat ran his palm over Nick Farrell’s short red hair, tattoos and earrings, and Kei Nielsen’s long blond hair, which Stone had taken to wearing in a braid unless they were on the street, when the hair was part of the Nielsen façade, best worn loose and untidy. “Fact: we have an urgent need to outrun the risk of being recognized and shot. Nowhere in the old colonies is safe, Stoney. We’ve known the truth for months.” He laced his fingers at Stone’s nape. “One way or another, we go. But if JPC won’t play nice, it could be bloody rough. You given any thought to being close to broke in an expensive place that’s so far away, you can’t get out?” He gave Stone a crooked smile. “Money’s the one thing we never had to worry about. I went right from the hospice to the Army and NARC. You were loaded till you went to Tactical and NARC. I don’t think either of us ever learned how to count beans. We never had to.”
Stone’s hands rested on Jarrat’s hips, feeling the solidarity of bone through warm denim. “There’ll always be work for people with our qualifications. We’re licensed to fly almost anything, including hyper. Nobody wrangles security and data better.”
“Still, if JPC Personnel turn us down, it’s a risk,” Jarrat mused.
“But not a coin toss.” Stone leaned over to kiss, enjoying the boyish smoothness of an hour-old shave. “The odds are with us. We always played the odds, every time we hit the street. This is no different … and nobody’s shooting at us, unless we go up against freespacers. I’m guessing Gil and Joe got it right. Jagreth’s way too far out for freespacers to hit it inside of a decade. Before then Jagreth will have its own defense force up and running, a full-on colonial militia. When the time comes to set up the taskforce, they’ll come looking for Army and NARC veterans. We’ll be in the right place.”
He made a strong argument. Jarrat gave the short braid a tug. “We go, Blondie.” He laid a biting kiss off-center of Stone’s mouth. “But first, we got a report to file.”
The Ravens, plus Auel and Cantrell, had gathered in the large briefing room on Level 4, and the comprehensive report was close to done. Much of it was Yvette McKinnen’s province. Her material was prepared earlier, in her own lab. She and Jack Spiteri appeared briefly in the supporting documentation. Jarrat ran the files swiftly while Stone fetched green tea, but Auel and Cantrell seemed satisfied with the structure and content of the report. Yablansky and Parish were merely working over a few snags only they could see. Cronin and Ramos had already signed off; Jarrat and Stone appended the signatures of Nielsen and Farrell minutes later.
“Neat, tidy job,” Cantrell approved, “and damn’ fast. Then again, it had to be. You open up a can of worms, they’re going to wriggle out of there.” He offered a pack of Sapphire Silks and a lighter.
Jarrat shook his head, but Stone took one. Bel grass and rose clouded him, helping to dull the nagging aches. “Scott, do you have a feed from Tactical?” Jarrat wondered, settling in the seat opposite Auel.
“The hit on Windebanks or the interrogation?” Auel pulled up both.
Gundrones had been bunkered in the grounds, autonomous, out of McKinnen’s reach. Jarrat counted eight. Two Tactical Special Ops squads took them on in a display of flying and gunnery that was a credit to Finney’s department. The drones themselves, not Tac, cut the north corner off Windebanks House with overshoots before something blew. Machinery, installed below ground level, erupted in a dirty yellow-green fireball.
There, Auel froze the playback. “Hazmat came in fast, but it’s not toxic — which is lucky, because the pall drifted over a kilometer. Apparently this was a humungous generator. We knew Cassel and Leskov’s operation was off the grid. Looks like they lifted a power plant from a ship of some kind. It made for one hell of a bang.”
He released the playback and Jarrat watched as the house tried to defend itself. McKinnen had shut down most of the security cordon. Tactical accounted for the rest piecemeal, including the sedation of five big, furious dogs, before their own drones stormed through the mansion room by room. Georgiou Cassel and Adele Leskov were just waking, groggy, disoriented, when officers burst into a sumptuous bedchamber. They lurched out of a massive bed, naked and panicked, looking ridiculous, feeble, wretched, as officers and drones surrounded them.
The next Jarrat saw of them, the two were sullen eyed, rebellious, wide awake. They were clad in plain prison coveralls now, bright orange, cuffed by the wrists and ankles. Tactical separated them into different interrogation rooms. “Are they saying anything?” Jarrat glanced up at Auel and Cantrell.
“Not a squeak yet, except to demand an attorney, which they may or may not get.” Cantrell regarded the pair with bleak interest. “The nature of the crimes, and the evidence, virtually preclude any normal process of law. These are matters of colonial security at the highest level. And it hasn’t been twelve hours yet. Give Colonel Finney a chance to play a few mind games.”
“With these characters?” Stone’s fair head shook slowly. “Cassel and Leskov are gamers, Gene. Grand masters in some of the nastiest scenarios. Try playing tricks, they’ll strike back with tricks of their own.”
“Still,” Cantrell mused, “Tactical knows a good mindfuck or two. Robyn Finney’s been in this game longer than you and Kevin have even been alive, Stoney. She hasn’t started yet.”
“Not,” Jarrat added, “that we need to pry a hell of a lot out of them. McKinnen snatched every byte of the data they had. There’s not much Cassel and Leskov could add to what we’ll already know after she’s finished picking it apart.” He glanced at his chrono, and up at the Ravens. “Are you guys done? We’re on launch alert, right off the carrier.”
Auel pushed back his chair. “Our transport’s due — the flight techs’ll have the Corsairs prepped. Blue and Gold Raven didn’t see any action last night. Reynolds and Lang say they’re good to rock and roll.”
“And I,” Cantrell sighed, “must hustle back to the Diana.” He hesitated, looking from Jarrat and Stone to Scott Auel. “It looks like I’ll be transferring aboard, right after Counterpoint finishes up.”
It took a moment for the sense of what he had said to hit Jarrat. He swallowed an odd lump in his throat and forced a smile. “To the Athena?” Cantrell nodded. “Then you’ve had the word — they decided to sideline the Diana after Counterpoint, leave the Athena operational.”
“The courier arrived from Earth, early hours of this morning,” Auel affirmed. “It makes sense. The Athena is actually in far better physical shape, from the airframe right up to computer core. And Jason Cobb is formally retiring right after we slide Sorenson and Steinberg out of here,” he added with a wry look, “leaving me in dire need of a partner.” He gestured at Cantrell. “Gene spent months aboard as your observer. He knows the ship and the crew. We work well together. I can’t think of a better deal.”
“Neither can I — or I wouldn’t have taken it.” Cantrell pocketed the Sapphires and lighter. “Oh, wipe that look off your face, Jarrat, you know we’re just going through the motions. We were all about the Angel war, and it’s over. What, you wanted it to drag on —? God, what an idea. Time to hang the swords and shields on the wall and go find out what life is about.”
“Wipe what look off my face?” Jarrat demanded, though he could guess.
“Like somebody just stole your candy,” Auel told him. “You and Stone both. She was your ship — how long? Damnit, you lasted so long at command rank, some of us thought you must be bloody indestructible.”
The Ravens were drifting away as Cantrell mused, “Not indestructible, just well patched up. Which reminds me, Harry Del called a while ago. He’s staying over at the Marcus Brand Foundation since he hates being anywhere near this building. But the moment the senators get in, he’s out. Says he’s booked himself a small hotel in Montpelier with a view of the ocean, but don’t bother calling, you’ll get the ‘gone fishing’ message.”
Stone laughed, a sound of genuine humor. “Good for Harry.”
No matter what he threatened, the healer would be reachable, Jarrat knew. Counterpoint was set to be a high stakes game, dangerous. Harry knew so many of the people who would be in harm’s way, he would spend the three days of the action listening for a call, praying not to hear it. Jarrat followed Stone to the crew mess serving the airpark, watched him rummage through the AutoChefs and turn up an eclectic assortment of nachos, sushi, ravioli.
The drugs were hitting him hard; heat bloomed across his back as if he had been pummeled. Healing would begin to accelerate now, not as rapid or sure as medical nano, but good enough. Jarrat dropped the empathic shield to feel it, relishing the relief. And Stone wore a curious smile, a little wry, a little nostalgic, perhaps even sentimental.
“So it’ll be Scott and Gene.” He saluted the partnership in booze-free mojito. “The Ravens know Gene well, and they’ve worked with Scott for weeks now. They’ll trust him. That’s the hardest part of breaking in any new command. Winning trust. Good enough.”
In fact, the deal was quite good enough, Jarrat thought with an odd twist of resentment, relief, anguish, release — too tangled for him to identify the emotion — for them to walk away from the ship they had considered home for so long, and know it would survive, thrive. Stone shared the ravel of his feelings, mirrored them with a layer of rueful humor at their own expense. Jarrat tried the sushi, found it tangy with wasabi, aromatic. “Gene’s looking better than he has in years. He shouldn’t have waited so long to take the therapies.”
“A new lease on life, a new command.” Stone tried the ravioli. “After the Huntress, I’m surprised he let Dupre seduce him into flirting with another contract. He has family somewhere back there — he was ready to quit when we got in from Tartarus.”
“The magic of gene therapy.” Jarrat sat back with a chuckle. “Our time’ll come. Maybe thirty years or so … one day when you peer at me over the breakfast table and say, ‘You know, honey, you’re starting to look a little ragged around the edges.’”
Stone only shrugged. “It might be different when it’s two people getting older together, one day at a time. Truth is, I don’t have any experience with it. Maturity seems to suit some folks, others won’t have a bar of it. My parents took the therapy so early, you’d think they were younger than we are. Then there’s Harry. I can’t imagine him young, but if you didn’t know how old he is, you couldn’t guess. We might want to take age for a spin. See how it sits on you.”
The idea surprised Jarrat, but the reality was far too distant for him to connect with it. As Stone said — one day at a time, he told himself as the comm intruded with the call for the transport. They finished the food quickly, still eating as they left the mess. The training flight preoccupied him as Stone keyed for the elevator.
As a mission profile, the assignment was deceptively simple. The way it played out would be very different. The script called for a fast, hard slingshot out around the docks, halfway to the small moon. They must rendezvous with a barge set up as an incoming vessel on a collision course with the Starfleet platform where the Alexandria was due to dock all too soon. The barge had been armed, armored, fitted with a semi-smart AI which had a tiny, one-track mind. It believed the dilapidated, recycled hulk to be a mid-size freighter loaded with fuel and ordnance, and it possessed a single objective.
Destroy the Starfleet-Alexandria. Blue and Gold Raven, Red and Green Dragon would stop it while techs, flight crews, medics, descant troops and pilots all jumped through the hoops, went through their paces one final time before Counterpoint went live.




Chapter Fifty-three

Fury seethed just beneath a veneer of peace and order so thin, Jarrat thought he could see it pulsing there, like watching veins throb through pale, thin skin. Venice and its airspace, out to the orbit of the large moon, remained ominously quiet as the Starfleet-Alexandria docked. She cruised to her berth and cracked hatches inside a lockdown so tight, so thorough, both GlobalNet and the public citynets ignited with anger. People were inconvenienced, commuters faced two- and three-hour trips to uptown; civil pilots were grounded. Couriers serving the inner worlds found themselves either barred or stopped and searched so often, delivery times quadrupled, warehouses overflowed.
And the anger ran much deeper. Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg strutted as they began their colonial tour, as if they had ended the Angel war with the Sorenson Act, for which Steinberg’s supporting campaign had swung almost half the votes on Earth itself. In the homeworlds they enjoyed such favor, they were considering running for higher office. ‘President Sorenson’ was far from impossible, though no one in the colonies shared the delusion.
The Marcus Brand Foundation was the force driving the end of the Angel war. Doctor Harry Del and Governor Cassius Brand were by now so renowned, their faces appeared as often as Sorenson’s and Steinberg’s, while GlobalNet’s anti-Sorenson campaign fell just short of actually inciting violence. Robyn Finney and Elise Rocher appealed repeatedly for sanity, sense, moderation, but GlobalNet attorneys flexed the legal muscles which supported the media’s right to speak with ‘the free voice of the free people.’ Colonial populations were so furious, citynet pages between Darwin’s and Aurora ignited with anonymous, untraceable death threats. So many were uploaded, so fast, they seemed to multiply though monitors deleted scores every hour.
Four gunships had held position at the hyperdrive shutdown perimeter, Three million kilometers outside the orbit of Sabrina. Without ceremony, they escorted the Alexandria to the Starfleet dock, where Red and Green Dragon continued to stand by the ship while Blue and Gold Raven and the Corsairs flanked the downshuttle, every meter to the airpark crowning the Excelsior Hotel.
For days now, the building had stood partially empty. Sorenson, Steinberg and their entourage of twenty took the Presidential Suite, as well as the Viceregal and Ambassadorial Suites, which spanned most of the top floor. The ten levels directly below remained unoccupied, busy with surveillance hardware, patrolled by over a hundred drones and forty Tactical officers.
Relentless, unforgiving, GlobalNet imaged the whole ‘preposterous political extravaganza’ in long-range video. Analysts estimated the revenues the hotel must be losing by the hour — costs to be covered by the Venice taxpayer, even before one factored in the resources consumed by the Tactical and NARC cordon. Finney had stripped personnel from every city around the planet for the manpower to clear the streets of traffic and escort a scanty workforce to critical offices that must remain open. Retail, hospitality and entertainment closed their doors and took a financial beating.
Even Jesse Lawrence was offstage for two days. The lights went out across Sensations. Only the humid wind stirred across its airpark and a hundred just like it on the approaches to the Excelsior, the Venice Trade Center and the Moira Halloran Opera Theater.
The Alexandria disgorged eight platoons of ‘peacepolice’ who hit the streets in combat armor, fully armed, with authorization to fire on civilian targets. The seventy-hour mission clock began to count the moment the Alexandria shut down at her dock — and the circus began.
All eight available NARC gunships plied between the city skies and orbit; flight crews rotated through a four-on, four-off schedule. The Athena’s VM 104 Corsairs took station on the Excelsior’s airpark, and Jarrat and Stone settled into the schedule. They and four NARC pilots drawn from the Athena and Diana bunked in the same room — an administration office converted to a barracks for the duration. The 104s were flight ready, engines and weapons hot every moment, surrounded by a swarm of technicians and drones. The Diana’s 104s remained on their carrier, on a five minute launch alert around the clock.
In the last hours before the Alexandria docked a forest of tracking and sensor hardware sprouted like monstrous toadstools around the Excelsior airpark. Civilians complained bitterly that the constant torrent of active scanning interfered with local comm bands; advertisers and show producers demanded refunds when they saw the mess made of their airtime. Within hours GlobalNet was howling for blood.
Booted feet up on the corner of the table, dipping into a bowl of otsumami, Jarrat watched the media coverage for want of anything better to do. Holloway and Cheng, from the Diana, slept restlessly in the bunks stacked against the west wall. Jarrat and Stone had never served with them before Counterpoint and knew nothing much of them now, save that both were exceptional pilots, dedicated as any NARC personnel. Yip and Callum from the Athena were in the Corsairs, sitting out their watch, waiting for launch orders that had not yet come. Both were Starfleet veterans, Yip a tall, rangy woman with sharp cheekbones and startlingly direct eyes, Callum a small and thickset man with olive skin and a brooding quality which spoke to Jarrat of pain he had suffered, or witnessed, and could never forget. So many who came to NARC were like him. 
Stone stood at the long side windows, gazing at a blustery afternoon skyline devoid of traffic. They would relieve Yip and Callum in an hour. Boredom and anger were the worst enemies any of them faced, Jarrat was sure. The NARC loop roiled with cynicism, scorn, white-hot cussing, from the pilots on down to the armorers. The Ravens had spent too long on standby, he thought. Too many weeks in simulation before Counterpoint went live ten hours before — and they remained on standby. The descant troops lived in their ready room, half of them in full armor at any one time, with sixty hours ahead before the Alexandria shipped out. At that point the senators became Chell’s problem.
Good news was sparse, but Dupre and Finney seemed grimly satisfied this afternoon. Finney’s courier had shot like a missile into the Rethan system and Colonel Pete Stacy moved on his targets in a matter of hours. His report made good reading. The Angeliberty representatives in Chell had leased a mansion just a kilometer east along the hillside from the site of Hal Mavvik’s long-demolished palace. The ‘Chell device’ was concealed in the roof of an office building, one of the highest points in the city. Warhead and delivery system appeared identical to the ancient military hardware Blue Raven had removed from Venice’s opera house, but Stacy was luckier. His team’s objective proved infinitely easier to reach. Weeks or months before, the device had been situated in a nook between the air conditioning trunks, behind a false wall.
Tactical’s Hazmat specialists did good work there — much the same operation NARC had performed on the fly. Minutes later Stacy’s two Special Ops squads hit Morabito Park, a mansion imprisoned in its own acreage of landscaped tropical gardens. In less than an hour, Angeliberty lost Francine McNeil and Nandalal Bhavsar. Pete Stacy looked ten years older when he filed the report, but relief etched itself into his face.
He cracked a genuine smile as he recorded the summary for Dupre’s and Finney’s departments: “NARC filched the data right out from under their asses? Cheers on the bust, Dupre. I’ll guess that means Blue Raven was at ground zero — last I heard, the Athena’s still home. I keep one finger on the pulse. I owe those guys a few cases of beer, any time they want to swing by and collect. Jarrat and Stone? Tell me that pair of lunatics weren’t up to their nuts in it. That’s another one I owe you, Dupre … on behalf of Rethan Colonial Tactical, thanks.”
The news from Elysium, Calleran, Thule, would not arrive for days yet, and any news out of the homeworlds would be weeks in transit, even by courier. Jarrat did not doubt Tactical’s ability to handle the situation. He looked away from the GlobalNet feed at Stone, who had gone to the ’Chef for his second coffee in an hour. A yawn was gathering; Jarrat felt it. Before he could tell Stone to step out, take a lungful of fresh air, the JPC commercial began to run and they both turned toward it.
Again, the panoramic landscapes, flights through a pristine city just waiting for people, clear skies, brilliant stars — unfamiliar constellations, Jarrat saw. And by now the company had begun to promote its second flight out to Jagreth, as if the first were already fully booked. Ten weeks, at Weimann speed; two flights every year, a half million souls aboard on each run. Cronin and Ramos were already riding company contracts, booked aboard the first —
“Let it be,” Stone said quietly, too aware of the rush of Jarrat’s turbulent feelings. “A few more days, we interview. It won’t come any faster, or go any better, for chewing on it.”
He was right. Jarrat sighed soundlessly. Meanwhile, the senators were two floors below this makeshift barracks, shaking hands, drinking wine, congratulating themselves in the company of statesmen and celebrities, most of whom were reluctant to attend. This evening, in a live broadcast from the Venice Convention Center, Bram Sorenson and Charles Steinberg would face the media to answer carefully prearranged questions. Every word and gesture were engineered to build homeworlds heroes out of a bundle of deception and self-serving malice.
“Harry called.” Stone dipped into the otsumami bowl. “While you took a walk around the airpark, stretched the legs —”
“Woke myself up,” Jarrat said sourly.
“He’s on a charter boat, ten K’s off the Esperance south coast.” Stone washed the hot, spicy crackers down with a swig of coffee. “Montpelier Tactical assigned a bodyguard.”
“A what?” Jarrat swung his boots off the table.
“Harry was recognized coming into the local airfield. His face is too well known now. The scene turned into a mob, Security called Tactical, they assigned a bodyguard to keep the adoring public from actually killing him in the throes of affection.” Stone snorted a laugh. “It’ll be on GlobalNet soon — he’ll need to take way more care, now he’s turned into quite the celebrity.”
“Oh, Harry’s going to be loving this.” Jarrat fetched coffee, stretched his back, looked at his chrono. “We’re back on in thirty. Want some air?”
A lively breeze skipped across the roof, bringing the mingled scents of humid parkland, distant traffic, approaching rain, hot machines. The afternoon downpour could be no more than an hour away while the eastern sky darkened steadily. Venice residents barely noticed. Evening would steam; by midnight the sky would clear to light clouds and westerly winds, the familiar daily pattern.
This was the longest time Jarrat had stayed in any one place since he left Sheckley, and an odd restlessness had begun to settle in his bones. Stone knew, but since he shared the feeling they rarely spoke of it. They stood at the parapet, enjoying the wind while the sky became sullen, listening to the acerbic chatter between the Ravens.
Reynolds, Lang, Cronin, Ramos, Semler, Budweisser, were debating the dubious merits of civilian spacecraft, resorts, good beer versus lousy wine, regional cuisine. All were heading out on downtime after Counterpoint. Only Bud would be returning to NARC. Jarrat clearly heard low, dark undercurrents in their conversation. No one mentioned that this was the last time they would fly together professionally, but everyone was keenly aware of it.
“Captain Farrell, Captain Nielsen, you’re on in five.” Athena Flight monitored the crew roster. The carrier rode an orbit so low, any lower and she would skip on the atmosphere.
“Copy that,” Stone said into the open loop. “Blue Raven, Gold Raven, you got 7.1 and 9.4 for the next four thrilling hours.”
“Oh, bliss,” Eve Lang intoned. “It’s holding mostly quiet across the city. A small protest group got together in Campbell Park. Twenty Peacecorpsmen moved them along, no shots fired. Couple of cars tried to sneak through the cordon … turned out to be folks trying to get in to stores and cafes. Three arrests; a Tactical guy got a black eye, so someone’ll be explaining to a magistrate in the morning. A civvy plane strayed into the exclusion zone, roof-hopping. We dropped in, dead in front of them. They turned around fast and did the proverbial runner. We sent Tac the reggo. They might chase it up, but we think it was just sightseers hoping for a thrill.”
“Which all adds up,” Reynolds yawned, “to the sum total of the last four hours’ action. The excitement could kill you.”
In fact, the lack of it could do just that, Jarrat thought. Tedium eventually dulled the wits, and when at last the whole barrow-load hit the fan, no one would be awake to see it. He fell into step with Stone, back toward the matched Corsairs, which stood in the lowering gloom of the tropical afternoon.
Yip and Callum were even then climbing down the boarding ladders. Six assorted flight techs and four drones puttered around the aircraft, keeping their own schedule, talking over their own loop, several channels bellow the Ravens. Jarrat slapped Stone’s palm as they parted. As he settled into the long-familiar cockpit, ran up the harness, the first large, fat raindrop fell.
He closed the canopy, watched the rain sluice over the armorglass and tried not to think of the fifty-nine hours remaining before the Starfleet-Alexandria shipped out.
At ‘departure minus fifty-three  hours’ the senators met the media in the convention center, but Holloway and Cheng were in the 104s, flying an endless racetrack pattern between Blue and Gold, which hovered almost at rooftop level. Engine noise thrashed the street; citizens complained bitterly — Jarrat agreed with every word. By now he was tired enough, bored enough, to cancel Counterpoint and leave Sorenson and Steinberg to the mercy of a public they had driven to rage.
NARC, Tactical and Starfleet security ramped into overdrive the moment the senators moved. An armored limousine transferred them from the Excelsior to the Venice Convention Center, surrounded on all six sides by Tactical squads, which were in turn flanked by the gunships. The Corsairs held up five hundred meters above, providing oversight.
The whole five-ring circus displayed in a wall of comm relay terminals in the cargo space of the plain, unmarked Kitakaze NARC had optioned as its mobile command platform. The skyhauler slunk around the perimeter, so low profile, it might have been invisible. Jarrat and Stone watched the parade leave the hotel as the last turquoise after-sunset glow faded in the west. Venice steamed, the equatorial heat evaporating off the afternoon’s rainstorm.
The Kitakaze cruised in like an innocent freight truck, nosed up to the loading docks, and Jarrat climbed the side ramp, a pace ahead of Stone. Scan platforms inundated the city so thoroughly, anywhere in uptown, GlobalNet was close to incoherent. Like the general public, the broadcaster was screaming about invasion of privacy, the ‘theft of liberty’ as well as loss of revenue.
Again, Jesse was offstage, but he, Jack and Tim Kwei had taken a leaf from Harry Del’s book and headed out of town. Jack Spiteri called from Ophir, a resort on Kincade Island, with pictures: Jesse lounged naked by the pool under bobbing lanterns and found himself mobbed by another kind of crowd, all eager to be imaged with him, or have him sign something, frequently a body part. Jack and Tim looked on, amused, appalled.
“Take a look at this,” Spiteri offered, turning the palmtop around to show Jarrat and Stone the poolside.
“And the lad makes how much money?” Stone demanded.
“Oceans of the stuff,” Spiteri admitted. “I think I might retire, let him keep me in luxury, just learn to enjoy it.”
“You poor boy,” Stone mocked. “You were smart to get out of Venice. It’s turning ugly — we knew it would.”
“They’re shooting?” Spiteri’s tone of banter was gone. He dropped his voice.
“Squealing,” Jarrat corrected. “GlobalNet and Joe Citizen are baying for blood, but right now shouting’s the worst of it. The city’s locked down tighter than a hustler’s corsets.”
The Kitakaze loitered on the Excelsior’s airpark for over an hour before it lifted, ambled downrange a few K’s and settled again behind the crimson signage atop the Rand building. From that vantage point they commanded a view of the Venice Convention Center, the gunships, 104s, the swarm of Tactical squads flying the periphery.
For two hours the senators chatted with representatives from the legitimate media, covering topics as controversial as Steinberg’s new trophy wife, Sorenson’s vacation plans, the upcoming presidential campaign to put Bram Sorenson into the high chair at the World Congress, the health of one of Steinberg’s four dogs. These interviews were designed specifically for homeworlds viewers who had no interest in colonial politics or culture, save to convince themselves that homeworlds grit and initiative had rid the colonies of a disgusting disease.
At 21:00 exactly the whole pageant moved back to the Excelsior, while GlobalNet peered from enormous distance with massive lenses. They captured an occasional grainy image of an angry face, framed in a limousine window. Sorenson in particular seemed to be fuming.
“They’re mad enough to spit,” Stone observed. “Bram and Chaz really expected to arrive out here and be greeted as the public saviors. They stopped the Angel war by condemning every victim to a painful, degrading death.” He looked up from the screen, where an image of Sorenson’s glowering face had frozen while the show host laid a scathing voiceover.
“By now they gotta know how it really happened,” Tanya Reynolds said from Blue Raven, which moved with glacial speed, not two city blocks from the Kitakaze where Jarrat and Stone watched the bank of comm relay terminals. One CRT showed Blue Raven’s own feed, a wide shot of the Tactical cordon, the limousine, one of the Corsairs, as the senators touched down on the hotel’s airpark once more.
“Oh, the senators knew how it went down before they left the homeworlds,” Eve Lang growled from Gold Raven, riding a repulsion hover two city blocks beyond Blue. “It’s no state secret back on Earth that our Angel blocker beat those bastards to the draw — they just won’t publicize it. You don’t hear word one about it in the media on Earth and Mars, so it’s like it doesn’t exist in the public mind.”
“You reckon they’ll be calling Sorenson ‘Mister President’ one day soon.” Reynolds sounded disgusted.
“Safe bet.” Lang sighed audibly. “Throw enough money at the campaign, it’s as good as done. Hey, Joe.”
“Yo,” Ramos called from the jump bay.
“You get mail from home lately?” Lang wondered.
“Coupla times, why?” Ramos yawned noisily.
“Do your folks know what goes on out here?” Reynolds echoed the yawn. “Don’t start me — it’s gonna be a long night.”
“Coffee,” Cronin recommended.
“My folks don’t pay much mind to what happens outside their own neck o’ the woods,” Ramos admitted. “The kids sometimes ask, so I tell ’em what we’re allowed. Like the Angel blocker. Yeah, they know ’bout it, cuz they got it from me.”
“But not from no homeworlds freakin’ newsfeed,” Cronin growled. “Get used to calling that shithead ‘Mister President.’”
Athena Ops intruded with Gable’s voice, chuckling, mollifying, remonstrating. “Hey, guys, we are on flight recorders. Be nice.”
“Why?” Cronin demanded. “They been sittin’ on their fat asses drinkin’ champagne all day while we’re sweatin’ in armor. Fifty hours before they fuck off the hell out of here — and everybody already knows what we think.”
“Also that we’re all leaving,” Lang added with bitter humor. “Curt, I’m on a flight to Rethan in a few weeks. I doubt I’ll ever fly a gunship again after this … what’re they going to do, demote me?”
“Hey, kiddo — I know,” Gable assured her. “Tan’s got a ride with Starfleet out to Brennan. It’s Military Airlift, based right there in Calleran, city of the green skies and big storms, ‘world of the wide green waters,’ as they say in the brochures.”
“You sound envious, Curt,” Scott Auel observed.
“I might be,” Gable admitted. “Not for Military Airlift — though it’s a whole lot of fun flying the really big birds. But Calleran’s one of the exotics.”
“Hey, you’re leaving too, Curt?” Lang sounded surprised. “I thought, since the Athena’s the carrier they’re keeping operational, you’d stay on.”
“I am,” he told her. “XO of the Athena suits me just fine, flying with Auel and Cantrell. Christ knows what assignment we’ll draw, but … I kinda like it here.”
The limousine had set down by now. The senators and their entourage hurried in out of the equatorial night, as if they took the dense humidity as a personal insult. As the gunships resumed station around the Excelsior, the 104s touched down.
“We’re on again,” Stone said resignedly. “Anything we should know?”
Reynolds piped a feed to the Kitakaze, which was even then slinking around the perimeter to approach the hotel’s loading bay as unobtrusively as the truck bringing in orchids on ice and fresh oysters for the restaurant. “There’s another ruckus at Campbell Park. Bunch of citizens have parked a catering truck, and it has a license to trade, and the park sits astride the fringe of the exclusion zone, so technically Tactical can’t move it on. But it’s attracting a big-ass crowd — they started out singing rude songs about Sorenson, but they’re a little drunk now, starting to shout. It’s got all the makings of a riot.”
But not an Angel riot, Jarrat thought. A political protest and an Angel riot were two very different animals. Scott Auel made unhappy noises over the loop. “Tactical already tried calling us to put armor on the street.”
“Shit,” Cronin hissed. “Dupre didn’t go that way?”
“Not a chance,” Auel assured him. “Relax, Gil. Let the peacepolice take it, if they think it’s anything that ought to be broken up. Fact it, I don’t see anything unhealthy about it — just a bunch of people blowing off steam. Who’s it going to hurt?”
“Still, keep an eye on it,” Jarrat mused as the Kitakaze settled on its struts and the side ramp extended. “We’re in a better position to monitor it than Tactical. If it gets ugly, we’ll know before they do, even though we won’t get involved.”
“Well, golly,” Auel said fatuously, “why didn’t I think of that?”
Jarrat indulged himself in a chuckle. “Sorry. Old habits.”
“Don’t apologize, Captain,” Auel told him. “The flight roster says you’re back in the cockpit in ten. You got lucky — the graveyard shift. Nothing’s going to happen before dawn. The senators will settle in, call room service for a company Companion, get good and laid and go to sleep.”
“The next garbage on the social horizon is 10:00 tomorrow,” Gable added, “when they meet Governor Rocher. But since she’s coming here, it just means more of the same for us. The Angelpack won’t hit Rocher. They love her to death since she released the blocker onto the street weeks early, even sent out for a shipload to keep supply coming.”
The graveyard shift, Jarrat thought with the old pragmatism he had learned in the Army, where the roster seemed to be designed without rhyme or reason, and kids learned to work any hours they were told to, often double- or triple-shifting around the clock. Stone would have learned the same routine in Tactical. It had been a lot of years, but they settled into the rhythm, watching the mission clock tick away on Counterpoint.
Midnight brought a flurry of fresh death threats delivered to Tactical and government. The most vicious were sprayed on the walls of a basement parking garage by two figures so anonymous in hoods, jackets, boots, they could have been male, female, any point between the poles, young or old or too gene-tweaked to remember, fat, thin —
“Bloody useless vidfeed,” Gable said disgustedly. “We got zip from the CCScan, then the Hudson Building security found that exact gear dumped in a skip a half block south. Before anybody asks, something, probably a drone, blew a squirt of filthy old machine oil right into the pickups serving the CCScan feed for that alleyway, maybe three minutes before the activists dumped their gear.
The threats were specific: Sorenson must die. Would die.
Hate thrummed in the air, a fire only fanned by the news the senator would soon be confidently running for presidential office. The man who had been so eager to consign millions to an ugly death seemed destined for the highest seat on Earth, the adulation of billions, power beyond reason, plus an unimaginable fortune.
Before dawn broke over Venice, Dupre’s features settled into lines so grim, he seemed to age before Jarrat’s eyes as he adjusted the vid pickup over the antique desk in the big office at Central. Framed in a small display off one side of the bank of screens in the Kitakaze, he looked from face to face. “It’s time we took this business seriously,” he told Jarrat and Stone, Yip and Callum, Holloway and Cheng. “I want all of you armored, for the duration. Take no chances: expect the move to be made on Sorenson — like it or not, we’re responsible for the gentleman for the next forty-four hours.”
Gentleman? Jarrat could have argued the term and deliberately bit back his remarks. He and Stone shared a moment of bleak, mute conference. The threat messages gave no clue as to how, when or where. Stone dissected them as he and Jarrat ate, while Yip and Callum sat out their four stultifying hours in the Corsairs. Jarrat acknowledged the jagged edges of frustration, his own and Stone’s, and the deep soreness of growing fatigue.
“This tells us nothing,” Stone grumbled. “While we sit here with every cannon primed, Sorenson’s twice as likely to drop dead at the banquet table from rotten shellfish!”
“You said it,” Reynolds sighed over the open loop. “They want us to go hold the caterers under the gun?”
“You reckon they ain’t covered?” Cronin demanded. “Tactical started seedin’ agents among the cooks and cleaners a month ago.”
“Christ, this is a farce,” Lang said acidly from Gold Raven, where she was on downtime, playing poker in the Ravens’ ready room and watching the non-stop coverage on GlobalNet. “Hey, check this out … there we are, live in realtime.”
Jarrat angled a curious glance at the screen, where the NARC ships shimmered amid the haze of grain unavoidable in ultra-range imaging. A plane in orbit streamed a visual on the Athena, with better quality. She was a rare sight, Jarrat decided — a kilometer long, daunting with her massive drive modules and the spines of sensors and comm arrays, silhouetted against the crescent of the planet as the terminator crept closer to the city.
“Armor, the man said,” Stone muttered, dumping the refuse of a swift meal into the disposal. He raked his nails through a day’s worth of beard stubble. “I’m going to scrub up and get a couple hours’ sleep. Kevin?”
“Yeah,” Jarrat agreed. “Blue Raven, send a tech down with the hardsuits. You heard the word.”
“Armor,” Reynolds said resignedly. “That goes for the whole bunch of us, or just you lucky 104 pilots?”
“Cap Auel?” Lang prompted. “You happen to know if the colonel wants hardsuits all around, or just the guys jockeying flimsy little airplanes?”
“Armor all around, when you prep for the next phase,” Auel told her.
A ‘phase’ was the hour or three of furious activity when the senators were on the move, outside the impenetrable cordon placed around them at the Excelsior. Lang groaned over the loop. “Bloody hell. If there’s one thing I hate, it’s climbing in and out of goddamn’ armor.”
“Beats the alternative,” Ramos said cynically.
“I guess. But this,” Lang growled, “is something I am not going to miss.”
“Techs are on their way to you, Cap Nielsen, Cap Farrell,” Reynolds reported. “Six hardsuits, Colonel’s orders. Have fun.”
‘Fun’ was not quite the word Jarrat would have used. He and Stone made their way back to the improvised barracks while the east began to brighten and a handful of stars paled in the tropical overcast’s few breaks. He shaved quickly while Stone washed, and tossed the buzz-box razor to him. They slid into the two bunks stacked against the rear wall. Cheng and Holloway were immersed in some game, ignoring the surveillance feed; from the 104s, Callum and Yip talked to the techs bringing down the armor.
Stone was asleep quickly but for some time Jarrat listened to the loop. Cronin, Ramos and the pilots made idle conversation, killing time with senior Tactical and Starfleet personnel, picking apart the death threats. “It’s just the language of hate,” Corpsman Norah Wells insisted. She and a squad of twenty were on foot, patrolling the empty street three blocks from the Excelsior. “We hear it all the time, it comes to nothing. You don’t hear it so much in NARC — you work with syndicate crap — but any time you gotta deal with the public en masse, you get this malarkey. It’s like people have to threaten, it’s the strongest expression of the hate that’s burning them up. But it doesn’t often add up to an assault.”
“Define ‘not often,’” Lang challenged. “One time in five? In ten? And what level of hate are we talking about?”
“You mean, if hate had a Richter scale?” Reynolds mused. “And remember, it’s a logarithmic scale.”
“Ain’t it just too damn’ sexy when she uses them big words?” Ramos said with arid humor.
“This is Blue Raven Armor,” a young voice interrupted, “reporting hardsuits down, checked and stored. Am returning to the gunship.”
“All quiet in the zone,” Lang yawned, “unless you care to notice Tactical turning a bunch of groundies back at the exclusion lines … it’s going to be a fight.”
“Shots fired?” Cronin wondered with scant curiosity.
“Fistfight,” she told him. “I’m watching long-range vids. Hey, one guy’s pretty good, he’s had some training. Feint to the head, he ducks under the Tac idiot’s attempt at restraint, kicks both legs out from under him … here comes the stun shot. Bam, suddenly everybody’s on the ground.” She yawned expressively. “Time out, 05:47.”
Jarrat turned over, punched the pillow and courted sleep.
At ‘departure minus thirty-seven’ the governor’s motorcade streamed in from the white-granite congress building: two armored limousines flying the flags of Darwin’s World and Earth, four Tactical flyers, two Peacecorps transports loaded with fresh security to buttress the tired, stale cordon that had been in place for too long. And skulking well behind, just on the skirts of the exclusion zone, the Kitakaze with Yip and Callum monitoring groundside surveillance while Jarrat and Stone flew the racetrack pattern between the gunships.
Blue and Gold rode high, to southeast and northwest of the Excelsior, relaying Tactical scan feeds plus their own datastream to the Athena. Scott Auel and Curt Gable were back in Ops, handling a surveillance load far beyond anything they would have seen during a syndicate bust. This work — Counterpoint itself — might be a proving ground, Jarrat thought. If the scuttlebutt were true, and the government of Earth had indeed suggested reforming NARC as an intelligence agency, the Athena and Diana would show their worth right here, right now.
After twenty minutes of hectic activity Elise Rocher’s party moved smoothly from the airpark to the Presidential Suite. Starfleet’s corpsmen took station; the gunships settled into a repulsion hover, every weapon on standby. Jarrat and Stone took the Corsairs to the northeast parapet, an area bounded by lilac and frangipani in vast plascrete troughs, usually reserved for executive transports. They touched down lightly; canopies lifted as the jets whined into silence.
Jarrat took off his helmet to breathe fresh morning air and glanced across at Stone. The riot armor fit with glove-like familiarity, cool, rendered light by its own repulsion yet filled with so many memories, Jarrat felt its weight on his shoulders as if the grav-resist had failed. Stone shared the deep churn of old feelings and mirrored them so clearly, Jarrat felt no need to speak.
He closed his eyes against the sun, perched a pair of green lenses on his nose and listened to the constant feed from gunships and carrier. He had been listening to it for so long, the background chatter had taken on soporific qualities. His mind longed to wander with a dangerous torpor. He had yanked it back on track for the third time in an hour when Scott Auel’s voice bawled from Athena Ops:
“104s, immediate launch — bounce right now, Code Black.”
The hands moved on automatic: helmet locked, canopy dropping, jets coming alive with an angry dragon roar. Jarrat felt the thud of Stone’s adrenalin as languor dropped away like a castoff snakeskin. “9.4, what you got?”
Ranging data streamed to onboard systems before Auel could speak. Stone swore as the Corsairs lifted in a repulsion storm, raising a curtain of grit and dust from the plascrete. “Looks like a civvy crate.”
“It is a civvy crate,” Reynolds affirmed. “We saw it five seconds ahead of the rest of you — she’s coming right in out of the east, damned fast.”
And the heading, Jarrat saw with no skerrick of surprise, was the Excelsior Hotel. He zoomed his nose cameras to maximum and made out a profile. “Looks like a big Marshall.”
“Bigger than my Skyvan,” Lang muttered. “Big enough to be armored.”
“Careful,” Stone warned. “Gil — for chrissakes check out the flightpath before you shoot!”
And Cronin, from Blue Raven’s gunbay: “Already did, Cap. She’s comin’ in right over Rosario and Corinth. That’s some expensive real estate, not to mention full of folks just sittin’ down to lunch. You want two hundred dead — shoot the bastard down right on top of ’em.”
“Can’t afford to shoot,” Jarrat said bitterly. “Tan, Eve, make it fast. Get between it and the hotel —”
“And prep every tractor you’ve got,” Stone added.
Reynolds already had Blue Raven underway. “You want to try a tractor catch?”
“Give me any other option.” Stone brought his Corsair up alongside Jarrat’s. They rode right in the flightpath, nose-on to one of the bigger Marshall freight haulers, close enough by now for the naked eye to pick it out of the city haze as a dust mote.
“Blue Raven,” Jarrat called, “inform Tactical — stand by Fire Control and Medevac, just in case. Put everything they’ve got into Corinth.”
“They can leave Rosario,” Stone added, “target will be out of that airspace before any of us makes a move. Get Rocher’s group moving: stand by to blow the fire escape capsules.”
“On it,” Reynolds called tersely.
“What is this, a crash job?” Jarrat read range and altitude. The big Marshall continued to approach, straight and level, using the densely populated suburbs below for cover. “They steal a truck, load it with fuel, anything flammable, plow it right into the Presidential Suite, let the engines blow the lot?”
“Could be … but it’s not on remote,” Stone paused to triple check instruments. “I can’t isolate any command channel. The pilot’s aboard, even if it’s a done.”
“Confirming your data,” Lang told him. “Cannot pick up any command signal … it’s got to be a drone, if this is a suicide flight — God knows, it’d be the easiest, cheapest way to take a crack at the target.” Gold Raven nudged up to port while Blue Raven swung around to starboard of the 104s.
For the moment ignoring the ranging data, Jarrat frowned over the Marshall’s visual profile. “Stoney, does this bugger look modified to you?”
“Modified how?” Cronin wanted to know. 
“It’s wider. Asymmetrical,” Jarrat mused. “Stoney, you seeing this?”
“Yep — she’s asymmetrical as a lame duck.” Stone’s voice sharpened. “Reynolds, Lang, watch yourselves. Anything tacked on this truck can only be —”
Red enunciators blinked across every instrument surface “Missiles!” Jarrat barked. “Tracking three away, headed right into us.”
Cronin snarled a curse. “You want me to take ’em? I can take ’em all, but for fuck’ sake, look what’s down below!”
Private houses, manicured gardens bordering quiet streets, backyard pools among the landscaped woodland of Venice’s most exclusive area. Two schools, a shopping mall, a transport terminal. Population, perhaps six thousand; potentially, three thousand people scattered along the flightpath at this time on an average day. Directly in the path of scything white-hot shrapnel.
And the people who had designed the strike knew all of this. They knew the Excelsior would be empty save for drones and Tactical, through the top ten floors. They knew the flightpath to fly, the missiles to option.
“Picking up a powerful laser target lock, right from the truck,” Reynolds reported. “What a surprise … top of the Excelsior.”
“I can acquire the laser emitter,” Cronin offered, “but takin’ it without knockin’ the Marshall down is one hell of a longshot. Any weapon I got here’s more likely to punt the truck right out of the air.”
“Hold your fire, Gil. They’re not getting through us,” Stone said with bitter calm. “Missiles read as three Paladins. The full rack, dumb as mud.”
“Shoot ’em down, they fall in the suburbs; let ’em hit the building, there’s maybe five, six hundred people in the lower levels,” Jarrat said sourly. “They can’t all get out — we’re running out of time as well as options, Stoney.”
“Rapidly,” Stone agreed. “We got one shot, people. Kevin?”
They were on the same page. “Ravens — make your priority the truck,” Jarrat rasped. “Catch it. After you, 7.1.”
“Leave the missiles to us.” An ice-cold resolve leveled Stone’s voice to a monotone. “9.4 — break left.”
The Corsairs pirouetted, agile as dancers. Jarrat ignored the loop, the desperate bellowing from Tactical and Starfleet, the terse crosstalk between the Ravens. Only one thing existed for himself and Stone: presenting the incoming trio of Paladins with super-hot tailpipes on which their limited, narrow intelligence would fixate.
The weapon was ‘dumb,’ as Stone had said. It could be fired blind, untargeted. The unguided warhead would fuel-out and ditch at random on a battlefield — or it might acquire its own target. It could also be laser-guided, and would slavishly follow a hotspot. But given a sun-bright target, hotter than its own laser ‘target-paint,’ it would always default to the brightest, hottest object in its path.
Three Paladins, two Corsairs. Jarrat held his breath, waiting to see which of them the missiles would acquire. In seconds a red telltale winked in his helmet. “I got one,” he told Stone. 
“Looks like I picked up two,” Stone said with curious calm. “Range — way too close. Gotta go right now.”
Cronin’s bass voice scythed across the loop: “They’ll fuel-out in under thirty seconds. You ain’t got time to make the coast, they’d ditch in the burbs by the river.”
The same thought had occurred to Jarrat as he glanced over the groundscan. “Altitude,” he muttered to Stone, “give ’em enough ballistic potential … take ’em home?”
“They’ll need some serious height to make the down-arc long enough to be useful.” Stone might have run the calculations, but they were out of time, out of options. He took the 104 up, riding Jarrat’s port wing. The three Paladins followed, obediently as terriers, through a vast rising curve. “It’s going to be bloody close,” he warned.
He had a gift for understatement. Jarrat watched the tracks dead astern, monitored altimeter and groundscan, performing mental gymnastics as he gauged time against distance and elevation. Right ahead, sprawling up across the low hills south of Venice, the NARC testing range opened up — out of bounds to the public, sparsely populated even by the department’s own personnel. Anyone caught near the perimeter — perhaps techs setting up or dismantling a job — would already be racing for the blast shelters.
The open comm loop brayed with warning calls. Tactical had hustled the VIPs into the fire escape capsules and strapped them down. They had not yet blown out and Scott Auel called sharply, “Hold — stand by, but hold. Blue Raven!”
“The truck’s heading right into us,” Reynolds said with professional composure. “Tractors coming to bear … Gold Raven, you’re closer, don’t wait for me.”
A clock in Jarrat’s mind had been counting down. Gil Cronin’s estimate was off by just three seconds. The Paladins lost thrust over the Valdivia sector, a light industrial precinct, a snarl of factories and warehouses straggling along the fringe of the NARC exclusion zone. Even here, too many people would be in the path of the missiles for Jarrat to breathe properly as the Paladins hit the crest of their ballistic arc and began to fall.
He and Stone peeled away to left and right and broke hard, taking swift readings off them. All three had ‘gone ballistic’ within the same second, but even a second at missile speeds made for a lot of ground. Stone swore quietly as he read the numbers. Jarrat saw them in the same moment. “Two’re safe, they’ll fall well beyond the perimeter. The third — shit, the way she’s coming down, she’ll hit in the middle of the Solectric plant.”
“Damage control. Two out o’ three ain’t bad,” Cronin said sourly.
The flood of Stone’s adrenalin made Jarrat’s heart pound. “Give me space, 9.4 … let’s see what kevlex-titanium’s actually worth.”
Jarrat knew exactly what he was planning, and the worst thing he would do was get in the way. He took the Corsair west and dropped steeply for a clear visual of Stone’s aircraft as he matched speed with the falling Paladin. The wings swept out, vortexes streamed about the tips and raking canards as he adjusted speed minutely, nudged his starboard wing under the nose-heavy, down-arcing Paladin.
“Careful,” Jarrat whispered against the mic, “they’re shock detonated.”
“I know that,” Stone crooned. “Just a little bit closer …” He coaxed the stick over minutely, just a few percent, to slide his starboard wingtip gently under the missile and caress it, lift it, give it the altitude it needed.
He was hoping to lend the dead mass enough energy to send it over the NARC perimeter fence, where clouds of parrots were even then racing away from the approaching jets. Jarrat held his breath. He would have sworn the lifting nudge was too delicate to trigger the warhead, and his pulse jumped like a startled deer as a gasoline-yellow inferno wreathed the Corsair. The sudden hammer of  Stone’s heart reverberated through his own chest, he felt the heavy kick through the airframe as the explosion picked up Stone’s VM 104 and tossed it like an aeroball.
But the hull was sound, only the starboard engine stuttered three, four times before it reignited. Stone’s repulsion’s ramped up automatically to catch the plane with a scant two hundred meters between it and the hills of the NARC testing range. Jarrat felt him heave in a vast breath, then the blistered, blackened Corsair dropped her tortured right wing and Stone opened both throttles to climb out of the maneuver.
For a moment Jarrat watched him against the overcast — he was short on power, the 104 was far less agile than she should have been, but Jarrat dared to breathe as he turned his eyes back to the tracking data. “Maybe,” he whispered. “Maybe … come on, you little bastards … do it. Do it!”
The two lead Paladins crossed the boundary fence so low, one almost clipped the razor wire, then they were over and skimming the treetops. They detonated where the hillside rose up steeply behind Valdivia, in a staggered double burst. The blastwave blew out windows along the south side of the white-plascrete factory buildings, but the damage was minor. Casualties should be light — lacerations, shock.
Intent on sensors and visual, Jarrat divided his attention between the wide-scattered, still-falling shrapnel from Stone’s collision, and Stone himself. He dropped the empathic shield far enough to know the punch of the blast had found every recent strain in Stone’s back and spine. Pain stitched through him, he swore lividly as he coaxed the damaged aircraft around, but they both knew the injuries were minor.
Wrestling the empathic shield into place, Jarrat took his cameras to maximum, pinpointing the super-hot debris as it began to land. “Two, three — four hunks, over the perimeter fence … brush smoke, here and the main impact sites,” he called. “NARC Central, launch Fire Control, get those fires out. Am seeing … two small hunks coming down in the staff parking lot, south side of Solectric.” No human was in sight as cartwheeling fragments plowed in, and Jarrat whistled. “Damn — a couple of executive cars took the worst of it. Bill the city, guys.”
“Medevac, Hazmat, stand by Solectric Industries,” Stone called into the Tactical loop, in a voice betraying nothing of the raw adrenalin coursing through his bloodstream. “Possible injuries, possible industrial cleanup. Gold Raven!”
And Tanya Reynolds, from Blue, since Lang had her hands full: “Nearly there. Five seconds, Cap … three, two … tractors have it, but it’s kicking like a mule. Goddamnit, its engines just redlined. Hold on, Eve — am coming around to cross-grab the bitch.”
The massive explosions had faded to fingers of black smoke angling away on the southeast wind when Stone dropped back onto Jarrat’s starboard wing. “Damn’ neat flying,” Jarrat said tersely as they wallowed in a heavy repulsion hover. “But you scored some major damage.” He frowned at the blackened, blistered starboard wing and fuselage.
“Tell me about it,” Stone said quietly. “Am getting critical overheat warnings. Got to put this bird down, fast — heading into the NARC zone. Pick me up, Kevin, then we’re out of here. Blue Raven!”
“Got it!” Reynolds crowed. “Hold on, Caps — we’re coming to you. We don’t trust this thing not to detonate. It reads heavy, even for a truck. Christ knows what it’s loaded with.”
“Enough to turn the Excelsior into a pile of smoldering rubble,” Lang guessed.
Stone’s Corsair was charred, even the canopy smoke-darkened. Jarrat stood well off to watch it lumber over the four meter perimeter fence. The starboard engine died before Stone made the crest of the hill where the Paladins had impacted. Jinking it around on one engine and stuttering repulsion, he dropped it hard between the eucalypts and acacias on the skyline. The canopy went up as the gunships came around in a vast arc over Valdivia. They danced a strange, ugly quadrille of brute power, carrying the Marshall truck on tractors between them like a macabre puppet. The only safe place to drop the Marshall was well inside the NARC testing zone.
“Kevin!” Stone lifted himself out and jumped from the side of the cockpit as Jarrat fell toward him.
Jarrat watched the armor impact lightly, with an apparent mass no more than twenty kilos. Landing sent fingers of pain scampering through Stone’s back, but he ignored them with a livid curse, and beckoned. As Jarrat feathered the Corsair into the grass they watched the two gunships thunder overhead like horses running in harness. The rogue skyhauler juddered between them, shuddering and bucking as its overworked engines tried to tear it away.
The canopy whined up as Jarrat lost line of sight on the gunships. The moment Stone had dropped into the rear cockpit the Corsair kicked off. Twenty meters over the treeline he had visual again, while Stone’s eyes skimmed the displays. They both swore.
“Make it quick, Tan, Eve,” Jarrat called urgently. “She’s getting hot. Those engines are close to melt down and if it’s loaded with flammables —”
Red enunciators had begun to wink among his instruments as the gunships roared over the exclusion zone. Reynolds and Lang, working together as if the exercise were a performance in some flying circus, accelerated hard, putting all the distance they could between the imminent blast and Valdivia.
“Release tractors on my mark, pull out fast,” Reynolds called, the professional calm now underscored by a layer of ice, brittle as ancient glass. “Three, two —”
They were climbing in overboost, headed out in a fast-widening vee, headed back to Corinth and uptown, when the Marshall plowed into the hillside, two gorges beyond the perimeter. The blast dwarfed the Paladins, bright enough to dim the sun for an instant. Again red lights peppered Jarrat’s panels.
“Radiation spill,” he read off the HUD. “Hazmat — get in here. It’s not so big, but it’s damn’ nasty and Valdivia’s way too close for comfort.”
“Tactical, sound general alert — evac Solectric and the factories along the NARC perimeter,” Stone added. “Best stop this thing before it reaches people. Kevin, you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“I expect so.” Jarrat lifted the nose and fell upward, scorching high above Venice. “Tactical Command, this is NARC Raven Leader. Field conditions have become too hazardous to permit the executive package to remain in situ. Get the senators back to the limousine. Blue Raven will take you aboard immediately.”
“Copy that,” Reynolds said darkly.
A pause, a hiss over the loop, and a too familiar, cable-taut voice called, “NARC Raven Leader, this is Major Allyson, commanding Starfleet Security.”
“Just the man we wanted to talk to,” Stone said with deliberate bonhomie. “There is no secure place in Venice at this time, Colonel. Your people won’t be safe until they’re on the Alexandria. We cannot guarantee your security. Acknowledge.”
“I hear you, Captain,” Allyson said levelly.
“Our primary concern has to be the population of Venice,” Jarrat added, “and the hazard to them, which we deem to be untenable.”
Allyson skipped several beats. Jarrat heard the reluctant agreement in the man’s tone even while he said, “Raven Leader, I will confer with Senator Sorenson.”
“You have no time,” Stone said crisply. “Confer with the senator when you’re in a secure position. Tactical is bringing the limousine to the airpark. Blue Raven will be on station to lift it out in one minute. Conference with Colonels Dupre and Finney and Governor Rocher when you are airborne.”
Again Allyson hesitated. Jarrat was almost certain he was about to argue, but moments before the Tactical loop had erupted with warnings of a radiation spill heading into Valdivia on a ten kilometer southeasterly. The pagan whoop of sirens howled over the city, Tactical squads were converging by scores to control air traffic out of the precinct, while emergency medical services scrambled to establish an impromptu triage in the open green-space of Atherton Memorial Gardens.
Then, “I am compelled to agree,” Allyson said reluctantly. “In their own best interests, we are moving the senators and governor at this time. NARC Raven Leader, you will hold position, flying forward observation and command?”
“Roger that.” Jarrat could see the Excelsior airpark by now.
The polished black beetle shape of the stretched limousine stood snug against the doors while twenty assorted Starfleet corpsmen and Tactical troopers milled around, armed to the teeth, armored for the battlefield. The two hunched, scurrying figures in black suits were Sorenson and Stenberg, flanked by bodyguards, hustled along like prisoners until they tumbled into the limousine. Rocher followed moments later, with as little grace. The gullwings had barely locked when the car rose swiftly into the spilling blue-white floodlights of Blue Raven’s open hangar.
Jarrat and Stone watched until the belly hatches closed, then the Corsair came around to fly the gunship’s port flank as Reynolds headed for orbit. “NARC Command, this is Raven Leader,” Stone called. “We’ll shadow the gunships till they transfer the limousine to the Alexandria. Will hand over to Starfleet Security at the dock. Do you want us to stay on station there?”
William Dupre spoke with well-guarded relief. “Affirmative, Raven Leader. Groundside, it seems to be over, barring the shouting. Venice ATC reports nothing moving. Hazmat has the spill under control, our own fires are out. Casualties from Valdivia are minor — collateral damage was restricted to window glass. That,” he said with overt satisfaction, “was damned good work, people. I believe Counterpoint is finished. I just spoke with Colonel Finney and Governor Rocher. They already made arrangements canceling tonight’s assembly. Colonel Allyson is fully aware of how insecure the Alexandria is at her dock. Engineers are prepping engines. She should be shipping out in under an hour. Athena, Diana, all Raven and Dragon units, stand by her, out to the hyperdrive exclusion zone.”
And then, good riddance, Jarrat thought acidly, though he said only, “Copy that, Command. Gold Raven, Blue Raven, acknowledge.”
Pilots and gunners called in, echoed by Starfleet Security from the docks above, Tactical Command from groundside, Gable from the Athena, Cantrell from the Diana. Jarrat engaged long-range scan, already searching for any sign of an assault on the docks while the sky darkened from blue to mauve, to black, and the stars began to blaze. But space was clear even of routine civilian traffic, all of which had been diverted or grounded days before.
He stood off, let the gunships cruise ahead to the Starfleet facility, where Reynolds rolled Blue Raven onto her starboard side to present the belly hatch to the waiting docking bay. They did not glimpse the limousine, and Blue Raven backed off minutes later. All NARC craft withdrew ten thousand meters to the east.
“Are we done?” Gil Cronin wondered. “For chrissakes, tell me we’re done.”
“Unless the senators want to push their luck,” Stone mused. “On the way up, Allyson should have spelled out to them how bloody simple it would be to take a crack at the ship standing at her dock.”
“You think a presidential candidate’s going to press his luck in Hicksville, where the hayseeds seem to detest his guts — and they’ve gotten their hands on military weapons?” Lang scoffed.
“He’s got this powerful need to be Mister President back home,” Ramos said caustically. “Any more dumb-ass pranks like this, the only thing he’ll get to be president of is a hole in the ground at the family plot. Bet you tonight’s beer, they’re outta here, soon as they get them engines lit up.”
“Poker tonight?” Cronin offered. “Nachos, ten buck ante, crew mess at 22:00?”
“You’re on,” Jarrat decided.
The NARC ships held station well out, coordinating long-range sensors while the Athena and Diana broke low orbit and rose to meet them. With both NARC carriers in the vicinity, the Starfleet dock was safe enough. For some minutes Jarrat actually wondered if Sorenson and Steinberg might try their luck, push a little further.
But no: this might be the first time either man had ever been badly scared — or scared at all. The news from Venice was sixty people injured, only five transferred to hospitals across the city with deep lacerations caused by flying glass, and various mild cases of radiation poisoning. But thousands of fresh death threats appeared all over the planet like fungal spores in the immediate aftermath of Counterpoint. Every citynet community page sizzled with them. If Sorenson or Steinberg returned to Venice, they would only endanger the public — and Allyson would surely have counseled them strongly against trying to hold the Alexandria at her dock.
Not even Bram Sorenson was so insane. Or was it shrewd self-interest, Jarrat wondered, that persuaded him? Twenty minutes after the limousine went aboard, both reactors came online and the sublight drive ramped up in test. Fifteen minutes later the pilot logged a flightplan, destination Chell, Rethan.
She cast off umbilici, and four gunships, Blue and Gold Raven, Red and Green Dragon, cruised out with her, headed for the line, far beyond the orbit of Sabrina, where the Alexandria’s flight crew could initiate Auriga-9 ignition procedures.
“All away, Venice time 14:22,” Stone said for the record, “and assuming no trouble this side of hyperspace — they’re Pete Stacy’s problem.” He did not say good riddance, but Jarrat heard the words.
“We got one queen bitch of a debriefing ahead of us,” Cronin said resignedly.
Jarrat was not so negative. “Counterpoint was a nice, clean operation. We hit our marks, took every target. It looked good to me. Gene, Scott —?”
“Clean as a whistle,” Cantrell said from Diana Ops.
“You want to come aboard, Raven Leaders?” Scott Auel invited. “We can hammer most of the mission report into shape before we dock. I got an ocean of data here, all your vid and audio, plus the entire feed from Tactical, Fleet, ATC, just waiting for voiceovers and signatures. Curt’s already pasting it into order.”
“That,” Stone decided, “is the best offer we’ve had in days. Kevin?”
“Have them load the ’Chef for lunch, Scott,” Jarrat agreed, “we’re coming in.”




Chapter Fifty-four

Two hours southwest of the island of Esperance, Pentecost rose like a dragon’s fang from the Neptune Gulf, an ancient, extinct volcano cloaked in the dense jungle of Tangawarima National Forest. Ninety kilometers by fifty, the island was one of a hundred scattered across Darwin’s World, where fragments of the planet’s native ecosystem survived, preserved in quarantine. Only a few species had been rendered extinct in the wild, and even these lived in protected habitats, safe from humans and the modified environment on which humans depended.
Darwin’s World had needed little terraforming. Even Tangawarima was safe to hike throughout most of the year, though the island offered no accommodation. A service station, restaurant and tiny marina clung to the steep shores of Moresby Harbor, on the east side; a science station perched on the shoulder of Mount Macklin, under the comm relay towers. Otherwise, Tangawarima might have been off the map.
Which suited Stone. Kai Nielsen’s long hair had been shorn this morning. The city’s relentless heat and humidity sent him to Central’s barber, though the cosmetic nano remained active in his follicles, maintaining Nielsen’s blondness. The tattoos had faded almost to nothing. Neither he nor Jarrat saw a reason to renew them. As far as citybottom was concerned, Jarrat and Stone were eliminated in Elysium, while Farrell and Nielsen —
“Late,” Jarrat said with rich satisfaction, raising his voice over the thunder of the river far below. He walked a meter ahead of Stone, climbing a rocky trail too narrow to pass two abreast. On the left, native hemlock towered over them, so tall, their crowns seemed to dissolve into the mist rising off forest which steamed in the midday sun. To the right, the gorge dropped more than a hundred meters, at the bottom filled with mud-brown, brawling waters and smooth-worn boulders. “We’re late enough by now, they’ll know we bloody meant it.”
Stone glanced at his chrono and permitted a chuckle. In the aftermath of Counterpoint, Governor Elise Rocher had awarded Nielsen and Farrell the coveted Star of Valor, to be presented this morning at the Moira Halloran Opera Theater. Jarrat and Stone chose to be almost two thousand kilometers northwest for three sound reasons.
One, the odds promised that GlobalNet would beat the security cordon and image them. Before the day was out some citybottom fugitive with a Scorpio or Equinox pedigree was sure to recognize Jarrat and Stone — the deception game would be up. Stone had already grown weary of it. He was reluctant to adopt yet another alias, change their appearance again, when the Angel war had dropped off GlobalNet’s radar so completely, the words had not been mentioned on-air in weeks.
Second, getting from a theater in Venice — a ceremony not scheduled to end till 12:45 — to an office in Montpelier by 13:15 was physically impossible without assigning a VM 104 Corsair to out-of-duty activities. And the Jagreth Pioneer Company appointment would not wait. By all accounts, the super-sleeper’s first flight was booked out, and company contracts had grown scarce weeks before. Cronin and Ramos considered themselves among the fortunate last to get in.
Finally, after the years of work, peril, personal sacrifice and physical suffering Jarrat and Stone had endured in the name of NARC, for the Star of Valor to be awarded for a simple job — decoying a brace of missiles — merely because the lives of two despised senators were at risk, irked them both past the point where they could have walked up to the podium and smiled. Elise Rocher should have known better. More than likely, she did. Stone smelled the taint of political point-scoring, sure he recognized the stink of a couple of Earther senators.
“Right about now,” he mused, clambering over a lichen-crusted outcropping and a tangle of tree roots like sleeping pythons, “Gene Cantrell and Scott Auel will be accepting the awards and telling Rocher we couldn’t be there — duty.” They had informed Dupre a prior engagement made it impossible. He knew where they were. Likely, he knew they would have found a way to miss the engagement even if JPC had not been waiting.
“And if GlobalNet slithers through, and suddenly Gene and Scott are on every public screen?” Jarrat glanced back over one brown bare shoulder.
“Scott hasn’t had the chance to make ugly enemies yet,” Stone said easily. “He’s busted a lot of arms smugglers, but they’re in a different league. Even if GlobalNet gets a lens on him, he’ll probably be safe enough, especially since NARC’s standing down. Sure, Gene’s made regiments of enemies, but he could slide into retirement, if he didn’t want to run with a new ID.” In Cantrell’s place, Stone would certainly have taken retirement.
The stand down order went into effect as the files closed on Counterpoint. The Diana’s personnel packed immediately and vacated the ship. A watch crew took her out to the shipyards on Darwin’s big moon, placed her in a permanent parking orbit, shut down engines and reactors, purged the entire hull to vacuum. Her AI remained online; beacons marked her, squadrons of security drones patrolled a perimeter about her, but the carrier lay dormant, like the old Virago in orbit over Mars and two of the three carriers serving the distant Cygnus Colonies.
Only the Athena remained operational now, while Central itself seemed to be settling into a leisurely routine, almost drowsing. William Dupre had signed off on the documentation concerning Angeliberty. A caretaker was already installed in his office in Venice, while Dupre prepared for long-overdue leave.
NARC crews had even now begun to disperse. Most optioned furlough before rotating back to their original units. Scores left daily to join new ships, Army, Starfleet and merchant astra, while many more were heading home. Like Kip Reardon and Eve Lang, Stone thought. A comparative handful, Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos among them, waited for the Jagreth Pioneer itself.
According to JPC updates, the leviathan lingered in the homeworlds, falling a little behind schedule as she fitted and loaded for a voyage so long, few ships had ever covered the distance once, much less established a firm biannual schedule. A very few berths remained open, but company contracts were almost entirely filled.
Stone had resigned himself to waiting out the half year, at the end of it paying most of the cash he and Jarrat possessed for the privilege of a ride to the new world. Work at destination was far from guaranteed, but at least on Jagreth, months beyond Aurora in a place where colonists were hand-picked and security screened, Nielsen and Farrell could be set aside. Decent employment contracts were only a matter of time. Their skill suite was too wide, too rare, their experience and references too good, for them to languish for long.
He glanced at the time again and watched Jarrat’s lean, lithe form on the trail ahead of him, steadily climbing out of the gorge. Sweat gleamed across his back and along his bare limbs.  He was in ragged cutoff denims and sneakers, bare-chested in the dense humidity. He had rolled his teeshirt and jacket with his pack, which he carried slung from one shoulder. “We’ll have to pick up the pace,” Stone called over the din of the river, “or we really will be late.”
“Ninety minutes from Pentecost to Esperance,” Jarrat shouted unconcernedly, “and reserved parking waiting for us. There’s time.”
They had parked on the cliff before dawn, swum in the deep, chill pool at the bottom of the trail two hours later, eaten sparingly from the packs while they dried off in a patch of sun which somehow struck deep into the gorge. If they were late, Stone thought, blame it on the delicious, impulsive sex under the ramparts of the old volcano. Jarrat was unworried, though he quickened his pace — fast enough up the last, steepest section to make Stone’s breath shorten, and to demonstrate how well the new heart had settled in. By now no hint of a surgical scar showed anywhere on Jarrat. The meticulous medical report Kip Reardon had furnished for JPC quoted numbers at optimum for a man five years younger.
A fresh wind whipped over the headland as they came up out of the gorge into sparse woodland and knee-high ferns full of tiny, darting indigenous animals unknown on the mainland. The cloud-tossed sky wore the deep blue of the tropics, though the predictable weather front lurked low in the west. Stone turned his face to the wind, let it dry his hair as he fell into step beside Jarrat, back to the parking lot. In every direction the blue-green Neptune Gulf stretched to the horizon and far beyond. Esperance lay northeast, where the noon sky arched blue and cloud free.
Their macaw-scarlet Yamazake Eclipse was still the only vehicle up here. Twenty more assorted cars stood between the restaurant and marina down on the bay, and trucks continually whined in and out of the science station on the mountain, where biologists and ecologists continued to study the planet’s indigenous life. Too many fertile worlds had been erased to bare rock and mud, every native form obliterated to make space for mankind. 
Fresh clothes, comb, razor. Stone changed to the skin in minutes, splashed on a little cologne and slid in under the wheel while Jarrat packed the damp, mud-spattered hiking gear and slammed the cargo hatch on it. The Eclipse lifted while Kevin drew the comb through Nick Farrell’s red hair — longer now, familiar save for the copper color.
They had chosen the kind of formal clothes Stone always thought of as reserved for courtroom appearances and funerals. He might have said so, but Jarrat must have picked up on the wry humor and indulged in a chuckle.  “You realize, if some bloody miracle happens and we do score company contracts, we’ll be right back in uniform. First time in — how many years?”
“It’s an elegant uniform,” Stone allowed. He liked the blue and gray, side-meshed, high collared jacket, plain slacks, boots similar to those he recalled from Tactical and had always favored. “It’ll look good on you. Besides, we’ll spend most of the time in the fatigues.” JPC Security used black denims rather than blue, a variety of teeshirts, a crew jacket with unit and mission badges, like any of the descant units. “I can live with it,” Stone decided.
“After baggy Army greens with the knees and elbows busted through,” Jarrat said self-mockingly, “I could live with almost anything. There’s a strong headwind coming up. Give her some gas, Stoney, or do you want to go up, see if we can get over it?”
He threw the twin throttles wide, climbed until the headwind eased, and recalculated for Esperance before kicking in the autofly. Jarrat had tipped back the passenger’s seat, stretched out his legs and closed his eyes while the canopy darkened against the sun. Freedom felt strange, Stone thought. For the first time since he transferred from Tactical and came out to Darwin’s for the mandatory three months’ classes in the NARC Academy, the future held nothing firm. No carrier assignment, no syndicate, no training exercise.
With Scott Auel, Gene Cantrell, Curt Gable, Karl Budweisser, Helen Archer, the Athena rested in good hands, but what work awaited her, Stone could not begin to guess. As Dupre, Finney and Rocher deemed Counterpoint closed and NARC Personnel consigned the files on 7.1 and 9.4 to the ‘inactive’ register, Jarrat and Stone lost the privilege of classified information. They knew only the broader details. It was no secret in a military town that fresh descant troops were coming in from the Diana and the ill-fated Huntress to flesh out her squads; the Diana’s CMO was already aboard, working with Reardon to reconfigure the Infirmary for his own methods. They also knew, the Angel syndicates had almost gone.
From Mars to Aurora, clinics and pharmacies stocked the Angel blocker under a variety of brand names. The Marcus Brand Foundation watchdogged every colony to shut out profiteers, and with the collapse of any need for an Angel supply the syndicates dissolved. The drug still haunted citybottom shadows from Chell to Chryse, probably always would. But when a fool used it — or a victim was assaulted with it — any local practitioner had the remedy on hand for the asking, confidential, cheap.
Harry Del had so much to be proud of, Stone thought as the Eclipse sped northeast and he caught the first glimpse of Esperance, a dark smudge on the horizon. But celebrity status sat uncomfortably on Harry’s shoulders, especially since he knew a media spectacle awaited him back on Rethan. He could expect to walk right into GlobalNet at the Cygnus docks. Tansy Del might still be laughing gleefully, but the novelty of fame and affluence would soon wear off.
Eventually the media would turn elsewhere, but for the moment GlobalNet journalists had driven Harry into hiding. He was on Montpelier, Stone knew. He had called the evening before, from a hotel so small, the room was noisy at night with the din from the sports bar below. He might complain about the smell of beer and bel grass in the early morning, but the cheap, threadbare Shamrock Lodge was the last place GlobalNet would expect to find a celebrity. Harry was at liberty to sleep in the sun, hire a horse and ride the forest trails or fish off the end of the jetty, while he waited for the outbound Pacifica.
The animated JPC logo appeared well ahead of any other feature on the Montpelier skyline, and Stone took the car back on manual. Park 117 awaited them, one of three reserved for incoming interviewees, on the southeast corner of the roof under the vivid, energetic company signage. The long, wide Yamazake fit the space with a hand’s span to spare on either side. Security cameras panned toward them as they stepped out. Jarrat and Stone — Farrell and Nielsen — deliberately turned to the lenses, let themselves be imaged, recognized.
With fire minutes to spare they walked through double smoked-glass doors into cool, dry air conditioning and fronted up to a tall reception desk. They spoke briefly to a politely detached JPC Personnel officer who evinced no interest in them — and waited forty minutes to be called.
Only Stone would have known how thin Jarrat’s patience had worn, or that the smile on his face as he shook the hand of Peter C. Fielding, CPO, was a well-crafted sham. Fielding could have been forty or twice that age. Lately, Stone thought, it was becoming more difficult to tell who was gene tweaked. Often, the only difference between several apparent thirty-somethings was the eyes. The shrewd, astute, even cynical individual was almost certainly the mature one — or, he allowed, the callow airhead was far more likely to be the youth. Fielding reminded Stone of Bill Dupre, though the man had Curt Gable’s muscular body type, something of Scott Auel’s easy good looks and bright blue eyes, which seemed at odds with his dusky complexion. He also wore the company uniform, which Jarrat examined closely as Fielding gestured for them to take the two chairs before the wide glass-topped desk.
Vast windows framed a view of Montpelier and the ocean, but Fielding settled with his back to it and swiveled his chair in to the desk. Stone could almost glimpse the outlying suburb where he and Jarrat had lived so briefly. He sighed imperceptibly before he gave the company man his attention. Deliberately, he pasted on a smile when the first words out of Fielding’s mouth identified him as an Earther. The accent had begun to scrub Stone’s nerve endings, though the CPO seemed agreeable enough. He was the predictable Euro-mongrel, Stone decided — like himself. The accent hinted at a little London, a little Zurich, a little Rome, with a suggestion of the Indo-Chinese communities in all three cities.
“A pleasure to meet you, gentlemen,” Fielding was saying, “though I’ll admit, you gave us considerable work. Our AI has never been such a diva before. The challenge of sorting Captains Farrell and Nielsen from Captains Jarrat and Stone proved too intricate for the machine mind. It understands cross-indexed and cross-referenced identity searches. It doesn’t — yet — understand about multiple personalities superimposed of necessity by our executive security services.” His smile widened, creasing his face attractively. “I should mention, the machine came within a whisker of simply rejecting your application before a human technician looked into the reason the damn’ thing was chewing so long on a single file. A joint application — you’re handfasted, I believe? Thank gods Joyce Takahara is brilliant at her job and has the security clearance to recognize the frosting on the cake when she sees it. But for her intervention, and an urgent call she placed to me, I’m rather afraid you’d have received the company’s usual polite auto-rejection form, plus the congenial invitation to book a berth on the next cruise.”
“We did wonder about that,” Stone admitted. “The best we could do was append affidavits from Colonel Dupre, Colonel Finney, Captain Cantrell, Captain Auel, Surgeon Captain Reardon, Colonel Archer, Doctor McKinnen, Doctor Del … and hope.”
Fielding’s brows rose, he puffed out his cheeks. “Those were the affidavits Technician Takahara saw. She knew the names and called me at once. Naturally, I verified one or two, but it didn’t take long before I’d seen enough to realize the state of play.” He sat back, surveying Jarrat and Stone with interest, from their shrewd expressions to the matching gold rings. “Before I transferred to JPC Personnel, I spent six years with the Security Council serving the World Congress.
“Now, I admit, I’ve no experience with Narcotics and Riot Control, but on many occasions I worked in conjunction with Tactical on Earth. Zurich, London, Chicago, Shanghai. And on Mars — Chryse, Marsport. Fortunately, I’m intimately aware of how deep cover assignments are staged, how multiple identities accumulate … how delicate an agent’s personal security can be. You know, I actually saw the story on GlobalNet some time ago, where you were reported shot dead in Elysium. In fact, just last week I pulled their archival material and viewed it again.
“In GlobalNet’s coverage, if their research can be trusted, you two are credited with the destruction of Black Unicorn, Capricorn, Equinox, Basilisk, Talon, Death’s Head, White Lightning, Scorpio, Aphelion, Scimitar — and of course, as Farrell and Nielsen you’ve just been decorated for the action codenamed Counterpoint. The Star of Valor, I believe, awarded for your astonishing performance inside Venice’s metropolitan airspace. Like most of the planet, I watched the whole thing live on GlobalNet.” He shook his head slowly, as if scarcely believing it. “And here you are.”
“We closed the file on Counterpoint,” Jarrat said with a deep fatalism. “We knew it had to be our last assignment with NARC. The carrier passed to Auel and Cantrell awhile ago, but … where do you send a NARC carrier, with the Angel war finished, and won?”
“Indeed.” Fielding steepled his fingers on the desk before him. “I couldn’t imagine what the government of Earth will do with a department whose only purpose was to fight a war which the illustrious Doctor Harry Del appears to have curtailed single handedly. I can tell you, many NARC personnel have been coming to us in the last three months, as their contracts expired. Engineers, technicians, pilots, medics, even a fair number of your riot troops.”
“A few NARC-Athena Blue Ravens.” Stone glanced aside a Jarrat. “Master Sergeant J. Cargill Cronin and Sergeant Joseph L. Ramos are already with you. We served together for years.” He paused. “We hope to serve together again.”
Now Fielding dropped his voice, as if he thought the walls might be listening. Stone felt a flicker of interest scurry along Jarrat’s nerves as the company man leaned forward almost secretively. “All being well, gentlemen, you will. Please understand, I’m not authorized to say very much before you sign JPC contracts, which of course require the usual non-disclosure agreement. But I can tell you a little.” He hesitated, as if hunting for difficult words. “Among our staff you’re almost unique, in that you’ve worked in freespace, or close enough to it.
“You went into Tartarus, that shitpit system belonging to the Montserrat Lode. Obviously, I’m not privy to the details of the job, but I do know a great deal about the system, the company, its business … and the syndicate that was the thorn in its ass for years. You took down Basilisk, so you’re fully cognizant of the risks of freespace.”
Icy fingers seemed to scamper down Jarrat’s spine, bringing Stone’s arms and breast up in a prickle of gooseflesh. “You’ve got freespacer trouble already?” Jarrat asked, surprised. “Your new world’s so far out, we figured you’d have to be safe enough for years.”
“So did we.” Fielding sighed. “It turns out, independent colonization throughout freespace runs a lot deeper than anyone ever realized. Also, ‘indie’ privateers have a vision we didn’t credit them with. Naturally, these independents have been seeing JPC’s broadcasts — it’d be tough to miss our commercials. We run an ongoing campaign costing billions in advertising revenues. What we didn’t realize was that bastard freespacers would have the vision, much less the ability, to get together a fleet of upwards of a dozen vessels, some of them very large indeed, and spend eight months en route to our new world with the express intention of looting it before the first colonists can set foot there!
“Our smaller ships are making the crossing, Jagreth to the colonies and back, continually, as you should know. We have teams of engineers, terraformers, biologists, data couriers, moving through at Weimann Drive speeds without pause. They carry the news. We know precisely what’s going on out there. And it’s not pretty. Yes, it takes months to make the crossing: that’s now, this year —
“Arago Technologies informs us, well within ten years the next generation Weimann Drive will be enormously faster. During that decade the Jagreth Pioneer is scheduled to make twenty voyages, carrying ten million colonists to the new colony, before her engines will be stripped and replaced. Arago estimates that running the second generation drive, she should make the journey between the cities of Thule and Westminster in thirty days. 
“However, in the meantime it’s still ten weeks from Aurora to Jagreth. I regret to have to inform you, this virgin colony of ours is already beset with problems.” Fielding sighed heavily. “The new city of Westminster has been comprehensively looted. As the saying goes, the bastards took anything that wasn’t nailed down. Every kind of drone, state of the art medical equipment, mainframes, cars, trucks, agricultural machinery, entertainment facilities, even the furniture … we had a city ready for people to take up residence and go right to work, start their new lives. Squatters moved in, living wherever they choose and trashing everything they touch. We have a bloody great shambles on our hands, with the media looking on and the clock counting down.
“You can’t have failed to noticed, the Pioneer is still back in the homeworlds. She’s leaving weeks late. The official media handout is, she’s having multiple redundant backup systems installed to safeguard human life in the remote regions of space, unquote. The genuine reason for the delay is, she must reload with everything to replace what’s been looted. Upon arrival, around a thousand technicians will be woken weeks ahead of the passenger complement.
“They’ll have to go to work immediately, heading off a workforce of around ten thousand drones, to straighten up the chaos before we can open the doors and say, ‘Welcome home, new people of Jagreth.’ Otherwise this company will be staring right down the gun barrel of a class action, when a half million people get together to sue the pants off us, for breach of contract, misrepresentation of the goods!”
“Bloody hell,” Stone said baldly.
“It’s worse than that.” Jarrat leaned closer, elbows on his knees. “If you don’t get the marauders out of the Jagreth system, they’ll stick around where the pickings are richest. They’ll be back with numbers on their side and prey on the new colony — on its people, which is one hell of a lot worse than losing a bunch of hardware.” He lifted one brow at Fielding. “You’re aware, I hope, there’s a very nasty trade in warm bodies on the far side of the frontier. If you don’t know about the skin trade, the labor markets, you need to research this before you ship a half million potential live commodities out there and ring the dinner gong.”
The JPC man visibly ouched. “Yes, Captain, in fact we learned about this skin trade through a data exchange with the Montserrat Lode. They routinely buy back their citizens, contract employees. Apparently, Tactical Colonel LeFevre works deals, arresting freespacer miscreants, smugglers, mercenaries, in the space habitat cities like Santiago. He holds them till he makes a connection, then trades them back for victims snatched for the, uh, how did you put it? The labor markets.
“And yes, we realize JPC can’t place legitimate paying colonists in any kind of peril.” Fielding sighed again, an expression of resignation. “I’m an Earther, myself, and not ashamed of it, but I’ve read a great deal of your colonial history. The situation was very different some centuries ago, when worlds like Darwin’s, Rethan, Avalon, were opened up. In those days freespace was barely even a concept, much less a reality. Rogue crews numbered in the dozens, they didn’t have the fangs to give any colonial militia a standup fight. Now?
“Suffice to say, Jagreth is new ground. Absolutely virgin territory. We’re all making it up as we go — but I assure you, we’re far from stupid, Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone.” Fielding paused, frowning deeply at them. “I imagine retiring officers with your service records were probably hoping to enter the company on a sweet, lucrative contract, safe work in corporate security. If you walked out of this building right now, I wouldn’t blame you, because the deal I’m offering won’t be what you applied for. But I would call you in a week or two, trying to change your minds.”
Stone felt the prickle of Jarrat’s interest. “You need to hire on a company of veterans,” Kevin speculated, “to clear the marauders out before you wake the colonists.”
And Fielding’s dark head nodded slowly. “We’ve hired numerous veterans of the Army, the Starfleet Peacecorps, NARC’s own riot troops — including, as you said, a certain J.C. Cronin and J.L. Ramos. We have the raw materials to form a formidable unit, already around a hundred strong, recruited from as far afield as Marsport and Thule. What we don’t yet have,” he said cautiously, “is a viable command structure.
“The highest rank we’ve hired to this point is lieutenant. We have four officers with wide experience — ranging from Tactical to Starfleet — little of it applicable to the task of winkling freespacer trash out of the Jagreth system. These officers can certainly handle themselves, but they’ll be wading in alien territory with too much to learn and no time to learn it in. Worse, psychological profiling indicates they’re inclined toward power struggles, each trying to assert authority, establish a chain of command in his or her own favor.”
“Which is typical of any of the services,” Stone observed. “NARC was always very different. We didn’t recruit. The people who applied to join us were long-term professionals with exceptional skills, an eagerness to do the job, get it right — a crusade to fight. The Angel war was long and vicious. The two of us were just lucky to be in at the end, see it finish.”
“And play a major part in its ending.” Fielding gestured deliberately at Jarrat and Stone. “We’ve hired quite a number of these long-term professionals. With the close of your war, such people find themselves … ‘loose canons’ with the all skills to fight a major campaign and no good use to put them to. Surely you, yourselves, fall into this category.” He studied them mutely for some moments, as if evaluating them pore by pore. Then, “At this moment, a half million civilians, many just kids, are up against a particularly ugly wall. This company is busting its collective ass to fix a problem we blundered into. To us, it looks like a ball-breaker, because not one of JPC’s executives is a military veteran.” He shrugged. “We’re Earthers. What the sweet fuck do we know about fighting on the frontier?”
Yet if the company did not learn, and learn fast, the situation would deteriorate into one of worst disasters chronicled by colonial historians. Deep unease had begun to churn through Jarrat’s gut. Stone knew where his thoughts were: Sheal, a corporate battleground where civilians found themselves trapped, somehow devising ways to survive against the odds. ‘Ugly’ was too mild a word. 
“So join us,” Fielding invited tersely. “Keep your rank, gentlemen. Maintain the NARC style partnership of commanding officers. God knows, your department has proved for over three decades, it works. NARC’s history of success is more than good enough for JPC. Retain your senior sergeants: you know them, trust them. In any case, I believe Cronin and Ramos are the most senior of the non-commissioned personnel we’ve hired to date.”
The wasp-sting of challenge burned, acid-sharp. “Armory,” Jarrat said quietly. “Do we know how the freespacers are equipped? How many of them, how many ships, what class of ships? Drones, military hardware, from what source? Are they based in the Jagreth system or do they launch from somewhere close? Have your scouts at ground zero identified a forward strike base? Do you have frontier scouts? What resources does the JPC taskforce have to fight with?”
“All this,” Fielding said evasively, “is a matter of highest internal company security. I’m not authorized to disclose more, until or unless you join us. If you do sign, the files will be available at once, your clearance will be equal to my own. I guarantee you’ll have a very generous budget to work with — and if company bean counters even attempt to get cheap on you, call me and I’ll rap knuckles. JPC can not afford to screw this one up. The freespacer trouble caught us unawares. We thought the sheer distance involved would buy us years, maybe a decade — instead, we have one chance to fix our trouble and safeguard the company’s image in the media. We can lose face so disastrously, we’ll fight for decades to rebuild our reputation.”
“Not to mention,” Jarrat said tartly, “the thousands of noncombatant civilians who’ll end their days as slave labor in mines and sexshops nobody ever heard of.”
A hint of color flushed in Fielding’s cheeks. “Of course. I’m sorry, Captain, if I appear mercenary. Rest assured, people are our priority. Often, one can forget … those accountants are a royal pain in the ass. They have their purpose too, but the bald truth is simply that none of us anticipated the magnitude of the freespacer problem. We should have. No excuses. All we can do now is admit culpability and maintain a strict media blackout over this whole operation while we work, fast and hard, to remedy the situation.”
“It won’t be cheap,” Stone warned. “You can expect freespacers to stand up and fight. You might not be aware of this, but NARC lost a carrier in Tartarus. Its not common knowledge, but the Huntress was destroyed.”
Fielding nodded slowly. “Actually, we’ve been sharing data with Santiago Tactical Colonel LeFevre. He tells us he was peripherally involved with the Basilisk operation, the NARC action. It was he who invoked NARC, brought you in, when the Montserrat Lode executive body preferred to flounder around, hiring mercenaries. LeFevre made certain very senior JPC officers privy to information that might be classified … if he breached security, rest assured it was done purely in the public interest. In fact, we’re indebted to him. We have video of the Basilisk, the syndicate ship.” He hesitated. “We’re aware of how the Huntress died, though I realize we probably shouldn’t be.”
How much did JPC actually know? Stone wondered. He studied his palms for a moment before asking, “Are you familiar with the work the Athena has been doing here at Darwin’s, since she got home?”
“The munitions smuggling trade, isn’t it?” Fielding said vaguely.
“Close enough.” Jarrat shared a frown with Stone. “Last year we busted a major arms bazaar on an abandoned colony world, Oromon. Military weapons have been heisted from Army, Starfleet, manufacturers, freight convoys, for decades. The hardware is turning up in civilian hands as close as our own streets. In recent years the powerful syndicates were supplied like corporate armies. This was the contemporary Angel war we walked into, when we transferred to NARC.”
“Expect your freespacers,” Stone added, “to be armed the same way. They won’t roll over and play dead, Mister Fielding. Pickings on Jagreth were too rich for too long, not to mention too easy. Soon there’ll be an incredible fortune’s worth of certified-healthy human bodies.” He chose his words carefully. “JPC must acknowledge the fight it’s taking on, and go into it to win. If you underestimate the opposition, the results … well, NARC lost the Huntress. I think that outlines the gravity of the situation.”
The analysis sobered Fielding but did not seem to surprise him greatly. “Right up to the CEO, we understand it’s going to cost, big time, to straighten out the mess. And it’s our mess. The company is ready to pay. First, we’re reloading the Pioneer with every item our agents on-site report as looted. Second, we’re recruiting and equipping a strike company with the manpower and hardware to clean our system up — and keep it clean.
“Third, when the shindig is over we’ll wake our colonists, introduce them to a pristine world, a new city where everything’s spotless, functional and safe — not missing, broken, or so damned dangerous, you’d live every day looking over your shoulder, wondering when the raiders’ll hit you and you’ll lose your kids!” He spread his hands expressively. “I know this deal is not what you expected, or wanted to hear. But this is our plight, our problem.
“If you’ve no interest in coming aboard, I understand. Even now, I’ll insist you sign a provisional nondisclosure agreement, since JPC must maintain a complete media blackout for most of the next year. GlobalNet knows nothing of this, nor can they. You’ll understand how a security breach would damage us. However, by the time the Pioneer’s second voyage docks at Westminster SkyHarbor, Jagreth should be clean. We’ll steadily increase the colonial defense force, keep it well armed and manned, for the protection of our system, our population … and, forgive me, our investment.” He tried a hopeful smile. “In ten years, we expect a population of something like twelve million.
“Many young people are heading out to start families. Our medical facilities are cutting-edge, right up to the finest genetics labs. The death rate due to age will be remarkably low, the birthrate unusually high. Then, with second generation Weimann technology we can confidently expect Jagreth to blossom rapidly into something like a cleaner, newer, brighter Darwin’s World. If,” he added soberly, “she makes a healthy start.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “I don’t know what else to say, to persuade you.”
For a moment Stone weighed the offer, listening closely to the unruly tumble of Jarrat’s feelings. Fielding was right: this was far indeed from any proposition they had expected. He might have hoped for safe work in a quiet place, on a secure paycheck, but neither of them had ever been able to resist a challenge. Fielding made a strong case: humanity en masse was heading into a potential hornets’ nest — among them, Cronin and Ramos.
And at the rank of sergeant, Stone doubted Gil and Joe would have heard many hard details from JPC before signing. By the time they knew the facts, it would be too late to get out; not that they would opt to walk away. Stone knew them both too well.
“Why don’t I show you the company contract?” Fielding suggested, almost as an afterthought. He threw the data into the shimmering glass desktop. “It’s the standard three-year hitch, nothing you haven’t seen before in Tactical, NARC, Army, any corporate body. Nothing hidden, no nasty surprises — if there were, civil lawyers would have chopped us to pieces long ago. Our contract carries the usual buy-out clause, in the event you resign in less than one year. You can resign and remain on Jagreth as citizens, or finance your own passage back to the colonies. We hope you’ll stay; it’s a beautiful world, and it needs people. The contract is also open ended: renew by the two-year re-up as you desire, with accruing seniority, pay entitlements, retirement and insurance credits. The salary package is there at the bottom. Of course, as company contractors, your passage out to Jagreth is on JPC’s buck, as well as your apartment in Westminster.”
Nothing about the document was irregular. Both Jarrat and Stone had seen many like it. At its foot were several high figures followed by a great many zeroes. Jarrat and Stone shared a sidelong glance. With a curious twist of his insides, Stone nodded minutely. Jarrat held out his hand to take the palm scanner.
Their prints entered the company record in seconds. At once the AI displayed open files: current NARC ID images, comprehensive service history back to the Army and Tactical, complete medical records supplied by Reardon, current through Jarrat’s reconstructive surgery and on up to Stone’s recent back injury, just prior to their transfer to the ‘inactive’ register.
Only one item of information was absent. JPC would never know it, since the data was classified too highly within NARC. Kip Reardon made no mention of Stone’s fleeting Angel addiction, the T/87 mutoid’s healing methods, or the inevitable empathic bond between Stone and Jarrat. JPC had no reason to know any of this, and in any event, NARC Weapons Research would not have permitted Reardon to release the information. If JPC learned of it in due course, Stone thought, they would find themselves dealing with General Sebastian Gaunt’s office, perhaps negotiating with Homeworlds Security.
Instead, the company files promptly turned to the usual details: contract inception date, marital status, banking information, salary standing, intra-company rank effective immediately: Corporate Security Captain with level 9 clearance, just one rung under the CEO.
Fielding seemed to breathe in immense relief. “Welcome to JPC, Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone. Your ID will be available shortly, providing access to any part of this building, any sector of the archives. I expect you’ll want to review the files returned by those frontier scouts you mentioned. In fact, if you’d like to conference with Captain Katherine Schaller, she’ll be on Darwin’s for the next forty hours. At that point the armed freighter Phoenix Corona will be returning to Jagreth under Weimann Drive, loaded with another consignment of the gundrones you’ll be deploying in a few months.”
“You’ve established a perimeter,” Jarrat observed.
“And we’re actively defending it,” Fielding said grimly. “Captain Schaller is ex-Army, a highly capable Military Airlift veteran. But as I indicated, we’re sadly lacking in battlefield experience. This,” he added with a look of guarded optimism, “will be your province, gentlemen.”
The challenge was delicious, irresistible. “We’ll need an office in the building,” Stone mused, “if you want to maintain airtight security. In your place, I wouldn’t want a syllable of this making it to public ears. GlobalNet are bunch of bloody vultures with no social conscience. Their live media coverage on Thule literally killed us. They’d take a great delight in dissecting JPC.”
A knock intruded; a tall, fair-haired young man appeared at Fielding’s door with a handful of fresh ID. Fielding gave him a smile, a nod. “My PA, Roger Surtees … and you’ll notice we’ve generated two sets of ID. In public, you’ll continue to be Farrell and Nielsen. Be safe until the Pioneer shows her sterntubes to the old colonies. Upon arrival, you’re at liberty to bin that ID. The colony AI will recognize Farrell and Nielsen as well as Jarrat and Stone, but I assume you’d rather discontinue the charade?”
“You assume correctly.” Jarrat stood, clipped the tag to his lapel and offered his hand. “Is it too soon to take a look at the office and run those files?”
A low chuckle escaped Fielding as he shook Jarrat’s hand, and Stone’s. “Not at all. The company AI already knows you — there’s an enormous volume of material for review. You should find our archival system entirely familiar, but if you’ve any questions, feel free to call on Roger. He’s a magician with the machines. If you need your own PA, tell him and he’ll arrange it. I’ll inform Captain Schaller to come in tomorrow afternoon — say, about 15:00? Will you be staying in Montpelier?”
With Counterpoint concluded, the only business taking them back to Venice was the Yamazake Eclipse, which belonged in the NARC garage, and a table booking at the Sensations club, late tonight. They would sign the car back in, Stone thought, hire something comparable. “We’ll let you know, when we know ourselves,” he told Fielding, sharing Jarrat’s wry amusement.
“Then, come this way.” Fielding paced around the massive desk. “Let me show you to your office.”
Harry Del was right. Until midnight the Shamrock Lodge was likely to roar with the noise of its sports bar, and when the Venice Hotspurs played the Capetown Orcas to a draw in penalty time, the aeroball crowd took off the roof. The hotel’s brochure quoted a Montpelier address, but in reality the timber and local stone building stood on the south side of the marina, across the bay. There, its rowdy clientele — fishermen, boaties, freight pilots, charter operators — could drink well past licensing hours and carouse without bringing down a Tactical squad.
Three hundred meters farther around the bay, the houseboat Lorelei rocked gently on the falling tide. Harry had rented it days before, in the interests of sanity. Leaning on the stern rail, cradling a deep glass of something red and semi-sweet, he regarded Jarrat and Stone curiously in the moonlight. Darwin’s two moons were up, gibbous, white, riding in clear air between widespread cloud banks. The sea rolled gently. Long after sunset the air remained warm, moist, fragrant, though a squall line low in the west promised rain and wind before morning. The Lorelei was well maintained and moored. Stone had no qualm about dropping his bags in the bedroom, half below the waterline, and watching Harry grill the fish he had pulled out of the bay not two hours before.
The Pacifica had docked forty hours earlier. She shipped back out tomorrow, bound for Rethan, Avalon, Aurora. Her vast spiral course took her on as far as the ports of the near Cygnus Colonies, before she turned around. She would swing back through Brennan, Kelso and Sheal, then dock at Darwin’s for a three day stopover ahead of the run into the homeworlds. The ‘great circle route’ took three months, with lavish layovers on each garden world.
Very soon, Stone thought, Harry must run the GlobalNet gauntlet, perhaps for the last time. He might not revisit Darwin’s World for decades, if ever, but the Jagreth Pioneer would dock at Rethan for two weeks to take on passengers — colonists. Her first cruise was a deliberate public relations exercise: she would be on display, with prospective immigrants invited to come aboard, take the tour of the immense ship, see the vaults upon vaults of cryogen tanks where colonists slept through the months to the new world. Most of those who boarded in the homeworlds and on Darwin’s would not wake when the Pioneer made its stopovers at Chell, Elysium, Calleran, Thule, but a few like Jarrat and Stone, with friends groundside, could schedule ‘retrieval’ and take the downshuttle.
“We’ll catch up with you and Eve in a month or so,” Jarrat was saying. “Passing though.”
“After that, it’ll be a long time before I see these faces again,” Harry said philosophically. “Ten long weeks back to the inner colonies, no clipper service — there’s not enough population out there to warrant it.”
“Yet,” Stone amended. “Give it a couple of years. Cygnus just informed its shareholders, they’re upgrading every hull in the fleet to Weimann tech. And JPC runs its own couriers, fast little buggers.”
“Still, you’d have to take half a year away from work,” Harry scoffed. “You won’t last long with the company, if you try that one.” He turned his back on the view, leaned on the rail. “Be honest, Stoney. This is goodbye, at least for a long, long time.”
Again, he was right. Stone breathed a sound of regret. “You know how fast time passes when you’re working hard. I spent an hour on the Arago Technologies pages yesterday. They’re tipping the next generation Weimann tech in seven years. Westminster to Chell in thirty days. Cygnus will put clippers on the route, especially since you know they’ll find six or eight exotic, spectacular, dangerous worlds to sell to gawking tourists between here and there. It’ll be huge business. Expect my family to be deeply invested.”
Harry chuckled. “Remember your grade school history? Clipper ships carried tea and wool from China and Australia to England. They sailed Shanghai or Melbourne through to London, no stops, not an engine between ’em. Passenger ships raced people from India to Europe in — oh, just a few weeks. People expected the voyage to be long, hard, even dangerous. Technology’s spoiled us.”
“Still,” Jarrat admitted, “it’ll be years, Harry. We owe you.”
“Rubbish,” Harry protested.
But the truth remained, undeniable. Everything Jarrat and Stone were, everything they could become, they owed to the T/87 mutoid. Stone was not about to deny a syllable of it. Harry’s brown face creased in a smile as Jarrat poured the last of the red, refilling their glasses.
“What are we drinking to?” Kevin lifted his own.
“The future?” Stone suggested.
“The new world?” Harry touched his glass to the others with a ringing chime. “From what little you’ve told me — and yes, I know it’s classified! —you’ll be among the first awake, when the Pioneer arrives. Then it’ll be bloody hard work. For you lunatics, just business as usual, I suppose.” He drank, set aside the glass. “You’ve signed on to fight another war, haven’t you?”
But Jarrat made dismissive gestures. “Hardly a war. A good-sized skirmish. You’re right, this is classified corporate crap, but you’ve traded data with Bill Dupre and Cass Brand. JPC is way down the ladder — you’ve got clearance CPO Peter Fielding can only dream about. The truth is, Stoney and I spent two days digging through a stack of mission reports from company scouts. They run thirty ships, the proverbial Weimann bats out of hell. Mostly mid-range freighters, quite well armed and armored, constantly shuttling back and forth between here and there. Never less than a dozen ships on station in the Jagreth system at any one time … too little, too late. They know they need to do a hell of a lot better.” 
“They’re feeding us excellent intelligence,” Stone allowed, “and nobody blinked when we handed them a preliminary assessment of the hardware requirements to get this job done right, and fast.”
“Gunships are what they need, rotaries, chain guns, Phoenix IIIs, plenty of riot armor.” Jarrat leaned on the rail and looked out over the harbor, where the multicolored lights of Montpelier danced in reflection. “We bounced a query over to Vincent Morello on Rethan: one hundred hardsuits, fully armed, rotary cannons, the works, plus a million rounds for every kind of cannon you can imagine, and plenty of spare parts. Possible supply date, costing guesstimate. I’d like a couple of Corsairs, but it’ll be the company’s call. They’re not critical, and they’ll come expensive.”
Harry whistled. “And this isn’t a war?”
“A … very small one,” Stone admitted. “The faster we wrap it, the sooner we’ll get back to Plan A.”
“Which was?” Harry asked astutely.
“Safe work in a quiet place, on a secure paycheck.” Jarrat looked back from the city lights. “Trading one war zone for another was never part of any plan. I’ve walked that road since I was seventeen. You want the truth? I’ve had enough. But this — this is doable.”
“Cheers. Here’s to common sense.” Harry raised his glass in salute, and drained it. “Do you know when the Pioneer ships out?”
In fact, no firm date had been set. For some time JPC had been scrambling behind a cloak of secrecy, now they must load gunships, ordnance, hardware. The only upside Stone perceived was that the majority of executive board members were smart enough to confess their own ignorance. They were ready to take on a staff of specialists and stand by their recommendations.
“A month,” he guessed. “They’re playing it safe. It’ll do us no good to land belly-deep in the muck ten weeks beyond the colonies, then find out we’re under-equipped. You can’t call out for help.”
“Read a little of Earth’s maritime history,” Harry suggested gravely. “This is so similar, it gives me a shiver.” He forced a smile. “I don’t say I won’t visit, ten years down the track, but there’s not much of a pioneer in here.” He tapped his chest. “Just an old country doctor … with weird-ass mutoid genes.”
“Also an epidemiologist, analytical biochemist, pharmacologist, toxicologist, surgeon, did I miss anything?” Jarrat scoffed. “There isn’t any other individual who could have taken on the challenge of Angel and beaten it — in his own backyard.”
“Hardly the backyard,” Harry argued. “Cass Brand laid on computer systems as powerful as anything at NARC Central. Without them, I’d probably still have been working in five years’ time.” He shrugged fatalistically. “I suppose the Angel war would have dragged on that long, while the syndicates grew more powerful, better armed.” He gave them a bleak look. “Young people like you, Auel and Gable, Janine and Eve, would’ve lost your lives in a struggle that seemed like it’d never end.” He took a deep breath, held it, released it slowly. “No, I’m very glad I ran into you. Through you I met Cassius. The Angel blocker came along years early and a lot of people will stay alive who wouldn’t have.”
“Amen to that,” Stone said quietly. “Any plans now, Harry?”
But the healer only shrugged. “A long vacation. I’m going to see if I can drag the family together, spend some of that quality time people talk about but never get. Then … genetics interests me. What the hell are the mutoid genes? Do they lie dormant in ordinary humans? Can they be turned on? For that matter, can they be turned off in Rethan mutoids who’d prefer to be normal!” He smiled ruefully. “Pure research; call it a hobby. If I happen to stumble over the genes, along the way, to extend human life by an extra thirty or fifty years, I’m sure Cass Brand would be interested. He’s strong now, robust, but he’s not young anymore. Being old gets him mad as hell.”
“And his kid?” Jarrat wondered. “You’re in touch through Foundation channels, so you must have your finger on the pulse.”
“Still comatose,” Harry said quietly. “I warned Cass. Twenty-five years in cryogen is probably too long … but even this wasn’t Marcus’s real problem. The boy was pronounced dead before he was placed into cryosleep. If I had to make the astute guess, I’d use the ancient term. The kid ‘gave up the ghost,’ literally, meaning the spark of life — intelligence, consciousness, whatever drives living creatures, divides us from fresh meat — moved on. It’s gone. And it doesn’t want to return.” He made expansive gestures. “Even now we don’t know much about the gray zone where life meets death. Anyone who claims he knows one damn’ thing for sure is lying. Billions of people believe in reincarnation. Now, if you examine the evidence without prejudice, it’s entirely anecdotal but bizarrely compelling. For all we know, the spark of Marcus Brand could be alive and well right now, living a completely different life, who knows where, with no slightest memory of being murdered in the Angel war. Little wonder the old body doesn’t wake up!”
“Cass accepts by now?” Stone pulled a chair closer to the stern, sat and propped his feet on the rail.
Harry made sounds of dark humor. “Like the old man has a choice? I warned him when he insisted on going through the motions. He accepts. There is no answer. Cryosleep’s effect on the brain isn’t fully understood even now, but if you’re worried about spending ten weeks tanked, out to Jagreth, there’s no reason to be. Even twenty-week sleeps are well documented, commonplace. Given today’s tech, the failure rate in recovery is far less than a hundredth part of one percent. You want to wake at Jagreth, you’ve a job to do, lives to live, you’re not done here yet, so you stick around. Marcus was done when he actually died. It was all over, the night some syndicate bastards overdosed him before he could rat them out. The rest is Cass’s fantasy. But it’s harmless,” Harry admitted. “The boy’s body is well tended at the mansion in Argentia. Cass is coming to terms with his loss day by day, as we do. In his own time he’ll let his son go. It’s a healthy process.”
For some minutes they were silent and Stone watched the stars. From Montpelier one could actually look in the direction of Jagreth’s yellow G2 sun, but the naked eye did not see it. Much closer, Rethan’s home star showed as a dim, insignificant pinprick off the tail of the constellation Aquila. Harry often gazed at it with a wistful expression. Soon enough the Pacifica would turn her nose to that pinprick, ignite one of the last of the Auriga hyperdrive engines to see service in the colonies and —
“Home,” Harry said deliberately. “I hope you guys find your place. If Jagreth isn’t it, you know where Rethan is. You’ll always be welcome.” He offered his hand. “And I need to hustle, I’ve a shuttle to catch.” He nodded toward the Shamrock Lodge. “My cab gets in, in fifteen minutes. Time’s up, Kevin, Stoney.”
With an odd feeling, part regret, part grief, part sheer pragmatism, Stone took the offered hand, clasped it. “JPC promises a routine courier service connecting to the deep space data conduit. Messages’ll back up in the last node, out by Tartarus, waiting for a comm ship, till they get around to dropping nodes out to Jagreth. We’ll be in touch.”
“See that you are.” Harry clasped Jarrat’s hand, cuffed his head good naturedly. “Damn, I invested a bunch of work in you two lunatics. Don’t go out and waste it, don’t get yourselves killed fighting somebody else’s war.”
“Trust us.” Jarrat leaned into the deckhouse for Harry’s bags, which had been stacked just inside the door since before he grilled the fish. “Have a good flight home. We’ll see you soon enough — the Pioneer’s laying over at Rethan for a couple of weeks.”
“Tansy and I’ll be expecting you. And Eve. We’ll party,” Harry added as he shouldered his bags and headed down the ramp to the old worm-eaten and warped timber landing. Warm darkness swallowed him as he called back, “Watch out for each other.”
Then he was gone, and Stone felt a ridiculously hollow sense of loss. He watched the healer’s shape until Harry disappeared in the moonshadows on the path back to the inn. A cab would have him on the mainland, the spaceport, in time to make the early upshuttle.
Night settled over the bay, silent but for the lap of water, the rustle of the wind in the trees, the hoarse calls of distant shorebirds. Stone offered an embrace. Jarrat took it, warm and solid against him, with kisses still tasting of wine and chocolate, and hands that knew him so well, Stone had only to relax into long-familiar caresses and let desire begin to smolder.




Chapter Fifty-five

Three meters from snub bow to massive stern, the schematic of the Jagreth Pioneer filled the office’s dimmed space. Jarrat skirted the holoprojectors on his way back with coffee, the better to see the configuration. Six gunships would be locked to the ventral surface, forward of the immense Weimann engine module and aft of the midships freight loading hatches. Engineers in the heavy industrial yards in the Jupiter system were fabricating aeroshells to protect the externally coupled load from the torsional stresses of the hyperflight envelope. The gunships themselves remained in drydock at the Army facilities at geostationary, above Brennan. They would join the Pioneer during her ten-day layover at Calleran.
These were older ships — ten years older than any gunship NARC flew, Jarrat thought, but entirely serviceable. He was far too familiar with their kind, from Army days he would never quite forget. Engineers on Brennan had sent full specs and maintenance records. Salvaged from Army hulls consigned to the wrecking yards, the gunships had been shut down in storage for eight years. Still, they appeared to be in good shape, needing only the full armory load plus engine, generator and AI service, before they would come right back up to optimum. JPC insisted all refurbishment be completed before delivery, including new mainframes, navdecks and avionics. They struck a hard bargain, but they got what they wanted.
When the Pioneer paused at Rethan, Vincent Morello Aerospace would deliver one hundred suits of fully-armed kevlex-titanium armor, identical in every major detail to the NARC suits, six hundred Phoenix-III missiles, plus two million rounds of ammunition for a wide variety of cannons. Jarrat was satisfied.
Many of the company’s recruits knew their way around gunships. NARC or Army veterans had the advantage, but the rest would be up to speed in a matter of days. Jarrat, Cronin and Ramos recognized more than twenty of the names appearing on the personnel lists: Army veterans, men and women with long experience and impeccable credentials as well as a burning desire to get out of the increasingly dirty and overcrowded old colonies. Stone knew several more of the Tactical veterans, and eight of the Diana’s descant troops had signed with JPC in the last week.
Getting the whole unit suit-qualified was Ramos’s priority, while Cronin applied himself to their weapons certification. The Pioneer would arrive in the outer Jagreth system — a frozen realm of gas giants and multiple asteroid fields — and rather than driving directly in to the colony world, she would cruise on momentum for ten days while technicians and troops woke, prepared and trained.
Then, Jarrat thought, the big ship would announce herself like the freespacers’ worst nightmare. Survivors would scatter and the three elite companies would hound them out of the system. In their wake, JPC technicians were scheduled to spend another week laying down fields of sensor drones and gun platforms. If the marauders returned at all, they could expect no element of surprise. They would discover soon enough, they were outgunned and outclassed.
JPC’s board of directors was gleefully satisfied, though the growling soon began. Numerous corporate accountants warned of budget overruns, financial losses which might not be recovered before the second voyage. Chairman Madison Vanderzaalm and Vice Chairman J.V.S. Pataldi brushed the accountants off as short-sighted vultures. Two vastly successful colonization voyages would guarantee such long-term profitability, Vanderzaalm was already exploring the possibility of running two super-sleepers in tandem, within the next five years. A few years later it could be four, operating the upgraded Weimann Drive. Vanderzaalm prophesied flights arriving into Westminster SkyHarbor every few weeks.
Gil Cronin looked up from the comm relay terminal on the workstation opposite the long windows and rotated the schematic of the Pioneer, peeled away the outer layers to expose the cargo holds. Virtual models marked the positions of ships and weapons due to load at Rethan. An engineer’s tractor rode in the hold, plus two courier ships very like the Persephone and the Ariel, just aft of ten Kitakaze skyhaulers. Forward of these were the masses of gun platforms and sensor drones.
Time, Jarrat thought with a twist of something like anticipation, was growing short. Cronin and Ramos had transferred to the JPC building weeks ago, when their NARC contracts expired. Their ‘furlough’ was a five-hour working day, a four-day working week, a white beach and blue-green ocean not three hundred meters from the staff parking garage. The work was so easy, the pay so generous, Ramos had begun to sniff around, looking for the catch.
The only catch Jarrat could see was the inevitability of a battle waiting for them, but with the resources of six gunships, specialist personnel and almost unlimited ordnance, they could have taken the Basilisk. Cronin and Ramos harbored no doubts. Any misgivings Stone had entertained were dispelled with each new supply update from Jupiter, Calleran, Chell.
“I’d say we’re done here,” Jarrat decided as Cronin collapsed the threedee schematic and called up the personnel register. “You got a training schedule worked out?”
“Yesterday,” Cronin informed him. “Five of these guys, we recommended get shifted to dock patrol. They’re good Tactical people, but we need more like Reynolds, Lang, Yablansky, Semler, Parish. We need two more ‘heavy’ pilots, good ones, at least one top field medic, plus another master gunner, two’d be better.”
Jarrat had joined him at the CRT when Stone appeared, returning from a meeting with Fielding and Pataldi. Fresh personnel applications scrolled without end; the only real challenge was selecting the right people, getting them on contract in the short time available.
Five weeks had flown by like as many days while Jarrat, Stone, Cronin and Ramos worked the strike force up to its current level, and still niches remained unfilled. Hundreds more applicants — many so new, these people did not expect to make the first voyage — awaited the ruthless winnowing process. Jarrat was about to go through the newest lists when he caught a spike of something like exasperated curiosity from Stone. He put the job on hold.
“What is it?” he asked as Stone stepped into the murk, the multi-colored glow from the holo emitters.
“Priority call,” Stone told him, “on a NARC override. JPC isn’t happy about it, but we’re Reserves listed, it was part of the severance deal. NARC Flight sent an Apogee, it’ll be on the airpark in twenty.”
The words were so unexpected, for a moment Jarrat blinked in surprise. “Any idea what it’s about?”
“Nope. The call issued from Dupe’s office, but we’re headed up.” Stone nodded at the orbital docks. “That’s all I know. I guess Dupre doesn’t want JPC eavesdropping on NARC business.” He glanced past Jarrat, at Cronin. “Put it on hold, Gil.”
“What, they want me and Joe —?” Cronin demanded.
“Better round him up.” Stone stood aside to let Cronin go by and gave Jarrat a bleak look. “Whatever this is, it doesn’t bode well.”
Fifty thoughts fled through Jarrat’s mind in a scant half minute. The most stubborn to banish inspired a chill in his bone marrow: some unforeseen side-effect in the Angel blocker? A long-term malaise that only showed in a minute percentage of the population, over many months at high dosage levels? A backdoor that would let the Angel cartels back into the business? Deliberately, he clenched his teeth on the speculation and collected his jacket on the way to the elevators.
An odd hint of autumn lingered about Montpelier. Not the fall Stone described from London and Spain, where aspen and birch turned first to spun gold, then to skeletons for the endless European winter — but still autumn. Esperance lay just far enough north of the equator, sheltered by the mountains, for the air to cool, the rain to take on a slight chill while deciduous trees, scattered among eucalypts and acacias, began to redden. Jarrat perceived difference, though for him there was none of the nostalgia Stone felt. Kevin shamelessly poached the secondhand emotions, reveled in them.
Seen from the airpark the city was lovely, following the line of the great bay. They waited in the shade of lilacs and tree ferns were tiny gardener drones watered and weeded. The Apogee dropped in from the west, and the combug in Jarrat’s ear crackled before Tina Chen called,
“JPC Flight, this is NARC 101 requesting landing permission.”
The building’s AI responded, androgynous, polite. She feathered the aircraft down in the heat haze from its own engines and lifted the canopy. She was off again before Jarrat had run up his harness. Before he could ask their destination she called,
“Athena Flight, this is 101, coming right up.” The nose lifted toward the overcast and she opened the throttles for a gentle climb to orbit.
“The carrier?” Stone echoed. He was in the back with Cronin and Ramos, while Jarrat took the shotgun seat beside Chen.
“That’s what the Cap ordered,” she said unconcernedly. “Ours not to reason why, and all that crap. Don’t ask me what goes on: they don’t tell plots squat.”
How often had Curt Gable said the same thing? Jarrat touched his comset, clicked up several channels. “Athena Ops, this is 9.4.” If he and Stone were still active enough on the Reserves list to be summoned at whim, they were at liberty to use the old callsigns.
The familiar voice answered at once. “It’s been a while, Cap,” Gable said redundantly. “How’s the new job working out?”
“Busy,” Jarrat said, deliberately evasive. “What’s this priority call about, Curt?”
“Not on the air, 9.4.” Gable paused. “Tina, they want you in Hangar 9.”
The executive security hangar? Jarrat twisted in the seat to look back at Stone, but Stone’s head, still Nielsen’s blond, shook: who knows? Beside him, Cronin stifled a yawn while Ramos looked merely bored. The sergeants were on JPC’s ticket; what they did to pass company hours was of little consequence.
  With the Diana decommissioned, the Athena had the NARC dock to herself. A thousand meters long, magnificent in her own way, she rode off the west side of the wide central disk, at the midpoint between the station’s comm arrays. A few small ships scudded about — techs would always be busy. But the dock had lapsed into a quiet so deep, the word Jarrat would have used was drowsy. The sheer oddness set his hackles rising, and from Stone he felt a frisson of apprehension.
“You ever get them shivers, right in the bones?” Joe Ramos asked thoughtfully.
“You mean, like somebody tromped on your grave?” Cronin wondered. “S’what my folks used to say, way back when. And yeah, I feel it.”
“Somethin’ ain’t right,” Ramos growled. “What the fuck goes on here, Gil? We got two skinny weeks to get this job done, wrapped, ’fore the Pioneer gets in. Ain’t no fartin’ around time left.”
“Tell me about it.” Cronin passed the buck neatly. “This one belongs in officer country … when you guys find out, let us in on the big secret.”
“They called you too,” Stone reminded. “It won’t be classified past your pay scale. Not,” he added caustically, “that they’re paying you any longer! You got your severance check, they transferred your retirement credits, you’re out.”
“Reserves listed, still,” Cronin mused. “Ah, what the hell?” He set his head back, closed his eyes.
Blue-white floodlight spilled from the hangar as the hatch slid open in the big ship’s belly. Chen took the Apogee up and in, shut down engines in a storm of spinners and sirens while the compartment blew back up to pressure. Jarrat’s ears popped as the canopy rose, his skin prickled in the hangar’s dry cold, but he felt a certain thrill as his boots hit the deck. The Athena was a vast part of his life, and Stone’s. Their first command, the ship where it had all happened for them.
Even aboard, the uncanny quiet persisted. She was barely half-staffed, oddly deserted, merely idling as she did between assignments with half the regular crew on downtime. Sill, the Athena had a sound, a feel, even a smell Jarrat recognized. He savored it as Gable called them to Ops. Resigned to being out of the loop, Chen retired to the pilots’ ready room.
With the ship idling, they would have expected Carrier Operations to be dark, unmanned, but banks of screens were alive and the doors stood open to the adjacent briefing room. The aroma of fresh coffee issued from the AutoChefs. Jarrat saw Gable first, a moment later, Scott Auel and Gene Cantrell. The surprise was Bill Dupre, standing by an isolated workstation, apparently skimming through a document too massive to actually be read.
He looked away from the datastream as Jarrat and Stone appeared, but the smile playing around one corner of his mouth was grim. “Jarrat, Stone, good of you to be here.” He gave Cronin and Ramos a nod as they went for coffee.
The former Blue Ravens stood back, wary, cautious, content to listen as Stone said quietly, “When you quote the NARC override of course we’ll be here. There’s been some kind of accident?”
Then Jarrat held his breath, waiting for it. Where? Who? Imagination played wicked tricks until a voice he knew said from the direction of the long briefing table,
“Not an accident, Captain. Nothing so simple or innocent. We might wish it were … and no, Angeliberty did not get the better of us. Elysium Tactical found the device and swept out the syndicate trash.” Leo Michiko stepped around the briefing table, elegant in a gray silk suit, black high-collared shirt. He inclined his head in a formal half-bow. “Congressman Hiroyuki Santini, of Belgravia Prefecture in South Elysium … with the honor to serve the colonial public yet again.”
“Congressman?” Stone echoed. “I thought you were aiming at councilman.”
“I got the better offer, and seized it,” Santini was undeniably smugly. “Lenore Maddigan won the governorship. She and I appear to be in accord on a great many matters.”
“Congratulations,” Stone said dutifully.
“Onward and upward,” Santini said with a trace of sourness, “if the bastards will ever give me the chance.” He glanced over his shoulder. “By which I do not mean you, Colonel Duggan.”
Stone’s jolt of surprise caught Jarrat unawares. “Vic?” Stone had just taken coffee from Cronin, and moved on around the plot table.
The Elysium Tactical Commander sat at the briefing table, pleased to leave his presence unannounced until Santini had taken his accolades. He stood now, tall, with the wide shoulders and red hair Jarrat remembered. Duggan gave Stone his hand. He wore plain clothes, the anonymous denims and leather that would take a man anywhere, let him vanish into a crowd. 
“Nice to see you, Vic, but what the hell,” Stone demanded, “are you doing here? Visiting Venice, I can understand. But here?”
“You mean, on your carrier?” Duggan allowed a wry smile. “Oh … not yours anymore. They told me, Stoney. You’re with JPC now.”
“Like the man said,” Jarrat said impatiently, “onward and upward. A pleasure, Colonel — but you’ll forgive me if I’m waiting for the other shoe.”
“Then let’s drop it and be done with the pleasantries,” Santini said in curt tones. Anger lanced through every word. Since Scorpio and Aphelion, when he had earned his amnesty and fresh identity under Duggan’s surveillance, he had done well for himself. He had played a large part in breaking Aphelion, provided critical intelligence leading to the downfall of Angeliberty. If he had been elected to public office in Elysium, Duggan would surely discontinue the surveillance.
The other shoe fell with a soft patter as a screen came alive over the briefing table and a threedee representation of a complex molecule began to rotate. Jarrat was no chemist. Harry Del and Kip Reardon might have known what they were looking at, but complex long-chain molecules all tended to look alike to the layman. A fuel, a venom or toxin — a drug. He and Stone shared a glance, and Stone said acidly,
“Anybody care to enlighten the grunts without the chemistry degrees?”
“Nobody here has a chemistry degree,” Dupre said with deceptive blandness. “This is lab analysis from Rethan, based on samples collected by Tactical in Chell and dispatched for the expert’s examination.” His brows rose as he studied the molecule. “Colonel Duggan isn’t the only Tactical commander growing increasingly concerned by developments in citybottom. We’ve had reports from Calleran, Thule, Eldorado, even Sequoia. I asked Doctor Reardon to look at this. We sent it to the lab before we called you — we’re lucky, he’s still aboard, helping set up the new CMO’s machinery while he waits for his flight home.”
He let the data play, and Jarrat groaned as two faces they recognized appeared. One window framed Pete Stacy; another, Harry Del himself. Harry’s feed had paused while Stacy spoke tersely, candidly — angrily. Fury made him seem older. The stress of recently months had stripped a good deal of the flab from him, but he did not look healthy, Jarrat thought. That job — or doing it in a city like Cell — would be the end of Pete Stacy if he did not learn when to quit.
“This little fucker’s been showing up in the dreamhead dens for a few months now,” the colonel said without preamble. “Took us a while to even know it was there. You don’t notice much till a bunch of autopsy reports start to correlate, then the City Coroner drags your ass into the office. Don’t even ask me to pronounce the name of the molecule. I called in an old pal of ours. Damon Vaughan was a mine of information; he was glad to trade data to shave another year off his sentence and score some upgrades to the prosthetic hands. I guess that’s fair enough.
“On the street, the dreamheads call this trash Incubus. The name should tell you something. Yep, a new drug: designer shit, something we never saw before the syndicates went down. It’s at least as addictive as Angel, just as lethal, but the stupid buggers in citybottom think it’s the coolest thing in the whacked-out la-la land where the Angelheads live.
“According to Vaughan, users say the ride’s like ‘Angel on overdrive.’ And, ‘Dude, it blows away the old Angel crud’ … yeah, I’m quoting,” Stacy said sourly. “This thing is lethal in three, maybe four years, so the lab guys tell me. So life expectancy’s a tad better than it was with simple old Angel, but Vaughan’s info is, the death at the end of it’s potentially a whole lot uglier. Peripheral circulation eventually fails. Something about extremities turning black before they fall off. And you guessed right: there’s no cure, zip, nada.
“The first overdose cases started showing up about the time the syndicates went down. The local dickheads are still trying to figure out how much to snort up their bloody stupid noses, and when they get it wrong, they’re out like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Lucky for us, we got the specialist himself right here on Rethan. So I put an agent into Citybottom, bought a smack or two right off the street, sent it over to Doctor Del for analysis.”
There, Stacy fell silent and Harry Del’s vidfeed began. His face set into grave lines; his voice was a monotone. “This one is bad, Colonel Stacy — but this much, you already know. I’m going to ask you right now to share data with your counterparts, particularly in cities where the major syndicates grew up. I … I’m suspicious. I’d be grateful if you’d make sure this data package gets through to Doctor K.F. Reardon, that’s Surgeon Captain Reardon, retired, lately of the NARC-Athena, though I’m fairly sure he’ll have returned to the homeworlds by the time you can get it to him. You’ll find him on Mars, he has a new position, Chief of Thoracic Surgery at Chryse General Hospital. I want him to confirm what I think I’m seeing —
“Kip, I expect you’ll be seeing this package, though I don’t know how soon. I’ve appended the full analysis of some garbage the locals are calling Incubus. Most of it’s just passenger rubbish, contaminants, a lot of remnant trash from the manufacture process, as if the samples I received were slapped together in somebody’s kitchen without bothering to clean the sink after cooking week-old seafood. But if you scrape off the rime of muck you get down to the active molecule, the rocket-fuel powering this stuff.” He sighed. “It’s a nasty bastard, hallucinogenic, euphoric, aphrodisiac, sedative. I understand its enthusiasts claim it’s like turbocharged Angel, which I’d guess is pretty accurate. It’s absolutely addictive, but I think a user could tolerate maybe two or three small doses before terminal addiction sets in. Mind you, I’ll have to observe it in live subjects — and a wide sampling of them at that.
“I haven’t been asked to participate in any such study. I’ll do it if I’m asked, of course. But I can already hear the questions: ‘Can you develop a blocker? How long will it take?’” He sighed again and for a moment looked simply tired. “The honest answer is, I have no bloody idea. Yes, I developed the Angel blocker in the teeth of every contemporary specialist telling me not to waste my time. And yes, of course I’ll set up the machines and we’ll see what can be done with this Incubus garbage. But the molecule is a weird hybrid of something halfway familiar …
“Kip, take a look at it. Is it just me, or am I seeing underlying structure to the molecule, something borrowed from an older toxin, a weapon, perhaps? Since I left NARC I don’t have access to classified materials. I realize you’ve also left the service, so we’re both relying on memory! But if you still have any connection to Bill Dupre, you might ask him to release a little confidential information. I’m halfway to recognizing this beast. It reeks of something. I’m just not quite sure what.
“Anyway — Colonel Stacy, have your specialists look over the files attached here. Please do bounce data to Tactical in the major cities. It’s vital this package gets to Doctor Reardon as quickly as you can manage. I don’t know whether to thank you for showing it to me or not. I’ll be candid: I slept a hell of a lot better before I saw it.”
Again Harry’s vidfeed froze, and Vic Duggan stopped the whole datastream. He perched on the edge on the table, rolling an empty mug between his hands in thought. Gene Cantrell and Scott Auel had watched from the adjacent ops room. They joined the group now while Gable attended to routine carrier business.
“Stacy took Del’s advice, contacted me,” Duggan said bitterly. “By then I’d already heard of Incubus, obviously — it’s gotten into citybottom in Elysium, spreading like a disease. After seeing Del’s material, I called Leo … Hiro.” He frowned along at Santini, who stood with hands in pockets, waiting to be consulted. “However he managed it, he has gangland connections on one side while he won his way into Congress on the other. Damned if I know how, but it can be useful. Hiro?”
Santini stepped into the light from the multiple screens. “I made some calls, spoke to people who owe me favors from the old days. The old old days, if you take my meaning.”
“Scorpio,” Jarrat guessed.
“And even older. Aphelion.” Santini smiled thinly. “Yes, there’s still a few of them out there. You may believe me, they are infinitely more useful right where they are. A day will arrive when you need a pipeline into sewers you never knew existed. That day, you’ll be glad you have them. No, I will not name any names.”
“We’re not asking you to,” Duggan assured him. “Even if it does worry crap out of me, knowing Aphelion agents are loose in Elysium.”
“They’re everywhere, Colonel,” Dupre told him. “We live with it, a fact of life. They go back a quarter of a century, to the homeworlds —”
“They go back half a century,” Santini corrected, “to the labs where Angel was bred and born. I know what Del means when he says he’s halfway to recognizing the molecule. It’s familiar to me too, and I’m no analytical chemist. But I do have a long memory and I spent some considerable time affiliated with Aphelion on Mars, also with Pietro Denehy’s PharmaTech on Aurora.” His lips compressed. “Ask Doctor Reardon to comment, if he’s finished running Del’s information.”
Dupre glanced at the time. “Two hours might be enough.”
“It’s closer to three,” Gene Cantrell said quietly. He touched his comset. “Kip, you anywhere near done? You want to come up to Ops?”
And Reardon, from the familiar territory of the Infirmary: “You timed that well, Gene. I finished up two minutes ago. Give me five.”
Restless, unable to be still, Jarrat paced between the conference table and the bank of screens serving Ops. “This sounds hideously familiar. Lethal designer drug, the crazies are in love with it, it’s spreading like a plague in citybottom — big business, is it, Vic?”
“Not quite yet,” Duggan said carefully, “but it soon will be.”
“What sort of time are you predicting?” Stone asked.
“Six months. A year, longest,” Duggan guessed, “we’ll be seeing the first cartels beginning to appear. The supply right now is haphazard, almost random. The shit’s coming in with smugglers, getting onto the street through Buran and gryphon dealers who should bloody know better. We shut them down, fast as we can. We’re cracking down hard on smuggling.” He gave the NARC people a hard look. “You know what that means.”
Shutting down the chaos of the backyard manufacture and smuggling of a new public fad opened the gates on an organized supply chain, specifically structured to defeat Tactical. If a hungry market wanted Incubus, it would grab for the poison anywhere it could find it. With smugglers forced out of business, customers would be howling, willing to pay high prices. Soon enough, middlemen would welcome the authority and order of a syndicate, just to keep supply flowing.
“Well, shit,” Gene Cantrell said succinctly. “You knew it was too good to last.”
“There’s too much money out there, just waiting to be raked up.” Duggan sounded bitter, sour, tired. “Incubus is already widespread, it snuck in during the last Angel days. We didn’t even notice — we were all too busy pulling down the old empires to see the new ones starting to put up shoots.” He gave Dupre a frown. “You must have a load more data than we do.” Challenging.
“Some,” Dupre admitted. “And yes, before you ask, Incubus showed up first on Mars and in the Jupiter cities. Sequoia logged a number of ODs five months ago, then Marsport reported a lot more.”
As he spoke Kip Reardon appeared, still in his lab whites, wearing an expression of intense frustration. He helped himself to coffee on his way by the ’Chef, took a deep gulp before he jabbed a blunt forefinger at the screen where the Incubus molecule continued to rotate, as if mocking them.
“If this hadn’t come direct from Harry, I’d have accused some warped bastard of pulling a nasty joke. It’s genuine, though, isn’t it?” He glanced from face to face, Duggan, Santini, Jarrat and Stone, Auel and Cantrell. “Bill?”
“Quite genuine,” Dupre affirmed. “I wish it wasn’t. Harry seems to think you might recognize — what did he say, the underlying structure of the molecule?”
“More like its precursor forms,” Reardon said disgustedly. “This little bugger has a pedigree. You can trace it back through two, maybe four generations. A weapon, an experimental drug once touted as a miracle treatment for mental illness, decades ago. Oh, yes, it’s old. And it has PharmaTech written all over it, which means it’s also a close second-cousin to the garbage coming out of Aphelion’s labs, way back at the beginning.”
For a moment Jarrat wrestled with Reardon’s findings, and held up both hands to stop him. “Old? How old? When you say back at the beginning —”
“I mean,” Reardon told him, “this horseshit goes back maybe fifty years. Harry’s dead right, he usually is. If I had to guess, I’d say Aphelion developed this poison at the same time as Angel, or very soon after, at the height of their powers, when they were unknown, less than a shadow in the homeworlds. It’s been in the freezer a long time, since the days when they had the labs, the investment capital, all the expertise to design Angel, Incubus, who knows what else? They bloody knew Angel would be beaten sooner or later. It took us fifty long years, but here we are. Angel’s history, so is NARC … and a whole bunch of homeworlds fortunes just started to deflate. Time,” he said bleakly, “to raid the freezer.”
“Damn, that’s some forward planning,” Auel mused. “You see the hand of Aphelion in this?” Reardon nodded mutely. “Mister Santini knows a few stragglers from the original hegemony, but they’re divided, scattered. They wouldn’t have the resources to recreate this work. Would they?” He turned a hawkish look on Santini.
The Congressman for Belgravia only shrugged. “How many genii does it take to invent a light bulb? Technically, a lone chemist bumbling in a garden shed could eventually come up with something like this. Don’t assume you’ll enjoy everlasting serenity because Aphelion and Scorpio were shattered. But this is unimportant — and not the point Doctors Reardon and Del are making.
“They correctly perceive the antiquity, the pedigree, of Incubus,” Santini said darkly. “As Colonel Duggan said, it’s merely a matter of time before syndicates arise, new empires. When they do, they will trace their lineage directly to a generation of corrupt political and corporate identities in the homeworlds. I helped you dig into the roots of Aphelion, but some go so deep, to eradicate them you would need to prosecute the governments of Earth and Mars. You cannot. Accept this as another fact of life.”
He said no more. The words thickened the air like smoke. Dupre looked up at Jarrat and Stone, Cronin and Ramos. “This is why I asked you to come aboard.” He gestured at the screen, where Harry Del’s face remained paused on the last frame of his vidfeed. “We’re all seeing a storm on the horizon. It’s still a long way out, but it’ll broadside the colonies like a hurricane.”
“And NARC,” Duggan sighed, “has been cut to the bone. We got nothing left to fight with.”
Dupre stirred uneasily. “What I’m about to tell you is so highly classified, I shouldn’t be sharing a word of it. A courier arrived from Earth just days ago. The news of Incubus … isn’t actually news to officers at General Gaunt’s level. We poor dumb colonials eventually worked it out for ourselves but the truth is, Earth Central has known for some time that Incubus will be the next plague. The next empire builder, if you prefer. There’s already discussion about a reactivation.”
A chill rushed through Jarrat and Stone at the same moment, so strong, Jarrat actually took a step back while Stone’s skin prickled with a peculiar flinch. “They’re talking about bringing the carriers back online?” Jarrat rasped.
“Certain homeworlds interest groups have mooted it.” Dupre studied his palms. “Namely, the industrial dynasties — a hundred or so families — that are heavily invested in ship construction, munitions. There’s considerable opposition, as you’d expect. Senators Sorenson and Steinberg will certainly campaign against any reactivation of NARC … of course, they were supposed to have died weeks ago, the glorious deaths of martyrs to their cause, as they celebrated their victory —
“I should imagine they’ll be assassinated soon enough. A simple gunshot, perhaps at home. I’m very much afraid I see a pattern.” Dupre looked tired to the core. “Colonial citizens, our cash, built the Angel empires; colonial taxation also built and manned the ships to fight the Angel war over thirty bloody years while those homeworlds dynasties grew obscenely rich. Mister Santini, would you say the colonies are being played like puppets, for the revenues, legal and otherwise, that can be bled out of us?”
“Of course.” Santini folded his hands, his face a calm mask. “It’s merely supply and demand, Colonel. In every citybottom there’s always an insane element hungry for something like Angel, or Incubus. You want to know how to defeat Incubus?”
“We do,” Dupre growled. “Get to it, Santini, no games.”
“I’m not playing games.” Santini’s eyes were hard as flint. “Legalize Angel. Do it soon, before Incubus can get a foothold. Package Angel and Del’s blocker in the same pretty little box. Sell it cheaply. Make Angel attractive, easy to obtain, while Incubus is expensive and deadly. Then sit back and let nature take its course. The utter fools will scurry to Incubus for that extra thrill. Let them — even encourage them. In a year or three they’ll be gone, and their absence benefits the gene pool. You already have the weapon to defeat tomorrow’s Incubus syndicates: Del gave it to you — the blocker, allowing you to drown the Incubus plague in the milder, treatable poison.” He smiled genially. “You would never have believed you’d be glad to have Angel, but you should be.”
“Christ,” Auel breathed into the dense silence. “Could you convince government to do it?”
Santini shrugged again. “That must be your problem, not mine. Professionally, I can ill afford to involve myself any more deeply. As the representative for Belgravia Prefecture, I’ll make all due recommendations to Governor Lenore Maddigan, that prompt legalization of Angel is the surest way to curb the imminent Incubus problem — but I’ll not jeopardize my political career at the outset by saddling up for some ridiculous crusade.” He regarded Dupre thoughtfully. “This is profiteering of the worst kind and we already know the source. They are bastards, and they are untouchable, Dupre. Make the professional recommendations to Colonel Finney and Governor Rocher, then —” He smiled, spread his elegant hands. “You won your war.” He turned the faint smile on Jarrat and Stone, Reardon and Cantrell. “For a short time we fought side by side. I owe Doctor Del for my life; I owe NARC for my liberty and future prosperity. But I can do no more, Colonel. If you wish to fight on … well, I’ll wish you luck with that.”
“Bloody hell,” Kip Reardon whispered hoarsely.
“You want it in stronger language?” Jarrat ran both hands back through Nick Farrell’s red hair, clenched his hands into it for a moment. He gave Dupre a glare. “I hope you didn’t bring us here to ask us to jump back into the rat-circus. We barely got out with our lives. If we go back — Stoney?”
The barrage of Jarrat’s stormy feelings had ripped through Stone before he could slam up the empathic shield. He took several moments to calm the millrace in his own belly. “We couldn’t, Kevin, even if we wanted to. These faces are too well known. Call us Farrell and Nielsen if you like, put on the tattoos and the rest — it won’t take us far. A lot of scum escaped when the syndicate bosses went down. When the Incubus cartels rise, the slime will climb right back aboard. Too many of them know us.” He frowned at the display, where the molecule seemed tauntingly benign. “All we could offer, Colonel,” he told Dupre, “is consultancy work. And God knows, you’ve got Gene, you don’t need us.”
“Besides,” Jarrat said slowly, gesturing at Cronin and Ramos, whose faces had become masks, “we have our own fight. The new colony is clean. There won’t even be a pop of Buran in there, much less Angel. The company turns down anybody with a habit, so there’s no need to import Angel or the blocker. The ship’s redundantly scanned, contraband won’t get aboard. The Jagreth system’s so far out, smugglers won’t show up for years. When they do, that might be our fight. Start out with a clean slate, keep it clean. Guys?”
Cronin had been nodding. “Yeah. Been thinkin’ the same, Cap. Sorry, Colonel, but if you’re recruitin’ here …” He looked sidelong at Ramos.
“Nice to be asked, an’ all. We appreciate it,” Ramos admitted, “but no thanks. Like Mister Santini said, in the old colonies an’ the homeworlds you’re up against a pack of rat-ass bastards that can’t be beat. Out there, a whole new world a long ways out — now, there’s a scrap we might just win.”
“You gotta fight the ones you can win,” Cronin added.
And Dupre made no attempt to argue. “Gene?”
“Oh, I think they said it all,” Cantrell said quietly. “I’m ready to retire, Bill. I’ve been ready for some time. If Scott wants to try his hand against Incubus syndicates in a year or two — you’ll ship out with my best wishes, kiddo. Bill, you want me to stay on staff, do consultancy? Sure. But Angel was my war. Our war.” He nodded at Jarrat and Stone, Cronin and Ramos. “We rode away victorious. I take the congressman’s point: this one is about homeworlds corruption, profiteering, public manipulation, the industrial dynasties behind shipbuilding and munitions. They’re bastards, utterly untouchable. Santini makes a strong case. Legalize Angel, give the dreamheads all they want, right along with the blocker. Forget carriers and gunships. Beat Incubus at market. This,” Cantrell said philosophically, “is one for Finney and Rocher here, Duggan and Maddigan on Avalon, Janssen and Brand on Aurora, Stacy and his new governor, Poul Huang, on Rethan.”
“God knows what they’ll do in the homeworlds,” Dupre admitted, “but I’m in agreement, Congressman. You can be sure I’ll do what I can to influence Tactical and government. I’ll also try to conjure some funding to assist Doctor Del, since he’s willing to begin the hunt for an Incubus blocker. If any such thing exists.” He gave Jarrat and Stone a nod. “Thank you for coming up. Call this consultancy, if you will — I appreciate your input. Now, I assume you’ve a great deal of work waiting, so I’ll let you go.” He thrust out his hand. “I doubt we’ll meet again before the Jagreth Pioneer ships out, and given the distance, the time, to this new, clean world of yours, I believe this is goodbye.”
With an odd sensation in the pit of his stomach, something like falling, Jarrat took Dupre’s hand, trying to remember the last time he had shaken it. Not since he had joined the department, he was sure. “It’s been an honor, Colonel.”
“Entirely my honor,” Dupre said with old-world decorum. “Stone?”
“Colonel.” Stone clasped the offered hand. “We’ll get the news, it’ll just be ten weeks old when it arrives by courier. We’ll see how it plays out. If you ever feel like packing up, leaving the war zone behind — call us.”
Dupre chuckled. “It’s an attractive idea, but like Gene I’ve family here. I wish you both well. You’ve a battle to fight, but with your resources and experience, I’ve no doubt of your victory. Sergeant Cronin, Sergeant Ramos. Be lucky.”
They shook his hand, surprised at the gesture, and Cronin said bluffly, “It’s been one hell of a ride, Colonel. One to remember.”
“Indeed it has.” Dupre withdrew to the ops room, where Auel and Gable were busy with the ship’s business, their voices too low to carry. “Pilot Chen, prep the Apogee,” Dupre said into the loop. “Four passengers for JPC.”
In the sudden quiet, the soft audio tracks of several overlapping vidfeeds seemed intrusive. Cantrell and Reardon joined Jarrat and Stone by the ’Chef, where Gene took green tea and saluted them with it. Reardon accepted a second coffee. “You guys still on for the get-together at SkyHigh?”
It would be a bittersweet gathering, Jarrat thought. Tanya Reynolds was shipping out on a tender, headed for Military Airlift on Brennan. Jon Semler had booked aboard a passenger-carrying freighter, bound for Eldorado and medical college, where he was resuming his studies at the same institute where Harry’s son, Malcolm, had started pre-med. The Cygnus-Indiana would board final passengers at midnight, Venice time, final destinations Marsport and Chicago. Reardon was headed in, to Chryse and Lassiter, while Eve Lang caught a ride on a Starfleet supply ship on the Rethan run. She would be home in a week, taking over the reins of a business where Jarrat might still have worked, if John Citizen’s memory had never returned.
“We wouldn’t miss it, Kip,” Stone assured him. You know the Pioneer gets insystem tomorrow, late. You’ll catch a glimpse of it before you leave.”
“She’s quite a sight,” Reardon said with a certain wistfulness. “If I hadn’t spent the last year having fantasies about going home, I might be tempted.” A smile creased his face pleasantly. “Then again … home. Don’t knock it.”
“We never do,” Jarrat assured him. “One day, I hope to find out what the word actually means.”
The comm intruded rudely with the voice of Athena Flight: “Captain Farrell, Captain Nielsen, Mister Cronin, Mister Ramos, your flight is waiting.”
“Mister —?” Cronin echoed. “Now, that sounds too damn’ weird.”
“That’s what you get for quitting the service,” Cantrell retorted. “And from what I hear, you scored the same rank in JPC Security. The Colonial Defense Taskforce. Take care, Gil, Joe. I’ll make it to the SkyHigh for the revels if I can. If I miss you there … good luck, be safe.”
“Safe as you can be, with a battle to fight,” Jarrat assured him. “Scott, can you and Curt make the party?”
“I don’t see why not.” Auel gestured into the dimness, where Carrier Operations was closing down, business concluded. “Truth be told, we’re just idling here, waiting for assignment — don’t ask me what, or where. Even if I knew, I couldn’t tell you. Classified intel, the old departmental bullshit.”
“The beer’s on us,” Jarrat promised as the lights dimmed across the briefing room, and Hiro Santini followed Vic Duggan to the ‘Chef.
“You’re on your way back to Avalon?” Stone wondered.
The Tactical man made a face. “A few days and a little Tactical business here, confidential meetings with Robyn Finney, then — crammed back into a courier with my knees under my chin.” He arched a brow at Stone. “You’re shipping out very soon. According to JPC, the Pioneer docks right here in two weeks.”
“We’ll catch up with you in Elysium, on the way through,” Stone promised, clasping Duggan’s wrist briefly. “You be damn’ careful with the whole Incubus thing. It’s got the makings of a big, nasty mess.”
“That,” Santini said caustically, “is what I shall be telling Colonel Finney and Governor Rocher at this time tomorrow.”
“Luck,” Jarrat said quietly.
“Thank you, Captain.” Santini produced a faint smile. “I doubt we shall meet again, but I’ll eagerly await the news from Jagreth.”
“You won’t see much of us in official stories,” Stone warned. “Our work is —”
“Classified.” Santini’s smile widened, his eyes glittered with something very like mischief. “What makes you assume, Captain, that I’ll be watching GlobalNet?”
A chuckle escaped Jarrat before he dropped his voice. “You know a lot more about what’s going on out there than Cantrell and Dupre do?”
“I know … enough,” Santini said cautiously. “I have, shall we say, alternative sources.”
“A tentacle up everything,” Stone concluded. “Good luck with Finney and Rocher. We’re here for two weeks yet — if you need us, you’ll reach us through JPC.” He turned to Duggan with a smile, a wave. “Later, Vic.”
“Later, you maniac,” Duggan said easily as he helped himself to coffee and pastries.
The lights dimmed again as systems settled back into dormancy. Jarrat took a last long glance around the ops room, sharing Stone’s twist of emotion, and as Athena Flight called them a second time they walked away.




Chapter Fifty-six: Epilog

For an occasion where alcohol flowed freely, the gathering was oddly subdued. People retold old stories, traded contact information, promised to keep in touch when in fact most connections were about to be severed for decades, if not forever. Jarrat had seen this too often. New personnel were assigned to a unit, served a two- or three-year tour with comrades who became closer than family, but when the tour was up the company split in twenty directions. Most would not meet again for years, when a chance encounter in some bar inspired a reunion only half-remembered in the morning. This was the way of any of the services: no one in the Callisto Room at the SkyHigh Club pretended any different.
And over it all, the monstrous ship loomed like a leviathan creature from epic fantasy. She had dropped out of hyper far beyond the orbit of Sabrina. Eight tugs escorted her into a low parking orbit, easily accessible to shuttles and tour groups. Seen from the club, which perched on the perimeter of Venice SkyHarbor’s widest disk, she rode against a backdrop of sickle moons and stars, unthinkably immense, so ugly she was almost beautiful. The Jagreth Pioneer dwarfed the entire Starfleet dock, so large, she could not berth at any existing facility.
Instead, she offloaded her own prefabricated structures. Handling drones clamped together a girdle-like ring about her midships section, where airbridges extended and docking ports opened. Shuttles buzzed around the super-sleeper without pause. Colonists and their freight had begun loading within hours of her arrival, while GlobalNet fussed over every kilometer of her, feeding endless video to a fascinated, hungry audience. Senior crew granted scores of interviews, delivering urbane statements obviously written by public relations professionals.
But GlobalNet had no access to the JPC Security forces. Farrell and Nielsen were not approached — not even identified — for which Jarrat was grateful. Their work continued, with final recruitment still unfinished and training programs under design. Two military ‘heavy’ pilots were waiting on Rethan, veterans of Army and Medevac. They would be gunship qualified soon enough, and Jarrat and Stone could afford to relax as the Athena veterans met a final time.
Some were staying: Mick Yablansky, Bill Parish, Sven Helstrom and Buck Dumas had signed for an extended tour. The Incubus scuttlebutt had begun to percolate. Facts remained thin on the ground, so the Ravens amused themselves spinning elaborate theories. Curt Gable, Scott Auel, Colonel Helen Archer and Engineer Karl Budweisser all knew something of the truth, but were saying nothing yet. By chance, Medic Jagruti Patak had overheard Reardon and the new CMO and knew a little more, but she was wise enough to dodge around questions.
New personnel would transfer aboard in the weeks ahead. Staff from the Diana and numerous Huntress survivors had been offered incentives; Dupre was reputed to have struck attractive deals to assemble one fine crew from the remnants of three. By now Jarrat and Stone were too far out of the loop to know anything beyond rumor. Cantrell would have shared what he knew, but Jarrat did not ask. Gene was headed out in a few days to meet his family for a vastly-overdue vacation on Brennan. Kip Reardon spent the closing hours of the veterans’ farewell watching the clock, listening for the last boarding call for the Cygnus-Indiana.
Jesse Lawrence, Jack Spiteri and Tim Kwei arrived early, already settled in at the bar when Jarrat and Stone left the upshuttle. The surprise was Yvette McKinnen. After Counterpoint, Stone had included her on the ‘farewell shindig’ list without expecting a response, but she sat with Jesse’s group, nursing a champagne flute — mellow and amicable as she greeted Jarrat and Stone.
She had bought an apartment in Venice, Jarrat remembered. The Rocher administration had funded one of her research projects after NARC Earth Central rejected both. Sebastian Gaunt’s accountants had clearly begun counting costs the moment the Sorenson Act passed into legislation … or perhaps when street corner pharmacies across the colonies placed bulk orders for Harry Del’s work. The answer to a fifty-year-old prayer came in an attractive blue and white box, labeled with smiling young faces.
Stories filtering back from Elysium, Calleran and Thule raised roars of laughter. In every city on their colonial victory tour Sorenson and Steinberg were pelted with abuse. Graffiti, posters and GlobalNet informed them constantly of the Marcus Brand Foundation — the genuine reason for the peace on the street, the dismantling of NARC. Stewards at the Chell Viceroy Hotel found a way to smuggle a case of VitaLife into the Presidential suite and stashed boxes of the Angel blocker in drawers, cupboards, under pillows. Bram Sorenson grew puce with rage, and some security officer at the Viceroy managed to filch a few minutes of surveillance video. It hit the public citynet pages and went viral in seconds.
Predictably, Jack Spiteri had a copy. Accessing the SkyHigh’s threedee display from his palmtop presented no challenge. He fed the vid to the holo projectors and the room erupted as a purple cheeked Sorenson threw things and lashed out at his aides until Charles Steinberg summoned a medic. The video would eventually appear on Earth’s citynet pages, but Jarrat doubted it would much damage Sorenson’s presidential campaign. Earth’s political history was a mire of vice, absurdity and corruption; Bram Sorenson would merely contribute a little more.
An assortment of booze made the stories all the more delicious. NARC veterans everywhere rejoiced in them and the Callisto Room became noisy, rowdy, while the clock counted through the departure schedule. 
Tanya Reynolds was the first to leave. A SkyHigh steward looked in and called her name with an urgent summons from the Army tender Seattle. Her three duffels sat under the table, she had only to drain a last glass of light ale and clasp a few hands — Cronin and Ramos, Eve Lang, Jon Semler, Jarrat and Stone.
“I know where you’ll be,” she said huskily. “Any kid can find the new world on a chart.” She nodded at the immense shape of the Pioneer, framed in the long viewports along the curving side of the Callisto Room. “You two,” she added to Lang and Semler, “will be on Rethan.” She gave her hand to Kip Reardon. “Good luck, Doc. I never visited Mars, but I hear good things about Chryse.”
Then she was gone, and Lang glanced at her chrono for the third time in an hour. “Relax,” Semler told her, “your ship doesn’t shove off till 23:00.”
But Semler himself was expecting a call any time. Techs aboard the civilian freighter Hudson Marlowe had tinkered with the sublight drive all evening. They would not slap the hatch covers back into place before they were satisfied. Semler had settled himself to wait. He was several scotch and sodas over the sobriety budget as Reynolds shouldered her bags and followed the steward.
“Buggeration.” Eve Lang breathed a noisy sigh. “Three or four days, I’ll be up to my eyeballs in green mud, pulling civvy crap-bangers out of ditches in the high country while the rain runs down the back of my neck. And I just remembered, the monsoon’s about to drown Bally.”
“Having second thoughts?” Jarrat angled a curious glance at her as Stone went for more beers. “We told you, we’re still short of a certified gunship pilot. The company’s advertising on Brennan, but we can pull strings right here, right now, if you want in. It’s not too late,”
She hesitated for the space of three heartbeats before shaking her head with obvious reluctance. “You ever get the feeling that you just want to be home?”
“You’re talking to the wrong person,” Jarrat admitted. “I still don’t know what the word means. Sheckley? Christ, I spend a lot of time trying to forget. The Athena was the closest thing to home I ever knew, but no one’s dumb enough to believe it’s permanent. Officers don’t last long at command rank, then it’s reassignment. Can’t afford to let yourself get ‘sticky’ with any ship. Or people. At least, not usually,” he added, watching Stone return with a schooner in either hand. “Then there’s us.” He took a glass of Cascade Premium and saluted Stone with it. “Cheers.”
“I’ll admit, I’m envious,” Lang admitted. “I never found anybody.”
“Yet,” Stone argued. “Give yourself a chance. You’re young.”
“Forty, late next year,” she mused. “The truth is, I don’t know if I want somebody I never even met to come marching into my life and turn it all around.”
“Till it happens.” Stone was gazing out at the Pioneer. “Then you’ll be glad it did.” He gave Jarrat a sidelong smile, a blue-eyed wink.
An amber light flashed ominously in the status board by the door. Lang gave it a glance and swore softly. She finished the margarita she had been nursing for too long and pushed back her chair. “Hey, if you’re ever in the highlands above Ballyntyre and you need a towtruck —”
“We know who to call.” Jarrat offered his hand. “It was good, Eve. All of it. Even … that, in its own way. I owe you, always will.”
“No way.” She clasped his hand in both of her own. “Anything you ever thought you owed me was paid off a long time ago. You got my useless kid brother off his ass. You know Simon’s in second year college now? You won’t believe it, but he’s doing quite well. Art Pedley says the little snot regularly sends home for cash when he’s broke, but Simon’s clean, Kevin. No heavy drugs, not even Buran, much less shit like Angel … Incubus.” She shuddered visibly. “Yeah, the crap’s gotten into Eldorado. It’s there on Simon’s campus, he knows about it. Only complete dickheads are using it, but there’ll be a toll, there always is.” She dropped her voice. “Did I hear right? The rumor mill says the carriers are coming back online.”
Jarrat and Stone shared a mute conference, and Jarrat shrugged. “It’s possible. There was a tonne of money in the Angel war. Mind-blowing fortunes were made, not only by the syndicates. A bunch of homeworlds industrialists just realized their gravy train jumped its tracks when the blocker hit the market and the carriers were decommissioned. It was never going to take long for somebody, somewhere, to figure out how to get the cash flowing again. Incubus?”
“Kip and Harry took a look at the stuff, did you know?” Stone wondered. “Stacy got his hands on it, sent it right to Harry — ask Tansy, when you drop by. Turns out, the molecule’s so old, it came out of the freezer at a moment so convenient, you have to be suspicious.”
“So … the carriers come back online, which means new construction contracts — big money starts flowing back in the homeworlds, new syndicates rake billions out of every citybottom in the colonies.” Eve’s face settled into disgusted lines. “You think Incubus will blow up into a war? I’m smelling industry and politics all over this one. It’s not my fight. For chrissakes, the Angel war turned out to have political roots — Aphelion. But who knew it, till we were in over our heads? What I did for you, Kevin, even for NARC, I did for Stevie Lang. It’s someone else’s turn now. You?”
“The same,” Stone agreed. “Besides, we have a different war to fight, very short and sharp as a sushi knife. We’ll set up JPC’s system-wide security. Jagreth is starting out clean. It’ll stay that way. No Angel, no bloody Incubus.”
She slung two crew duffels from her shoulders, both battered and carrying scores of patches and badges from Airlift and NARC operations. The Gold Raven unit badges were the newest, still glossy. “There used to be a saying. A pinch of prevention is worth a cartload of cure.” She gave Stone her hand. “Be lucky. Be safe. If you can manage it, get down to Bally when the Pioneer lays over on Rethan. If you can’t make it, at least give me a call. But we might split a bottle at Harry’s place one last time — Malcolm should be home for the semester break.” She gave Jarrat a wistful smile, already drifting away toward the elevators feeding the shuttle bays. “He’s still sweet on you, but he found himself someone. A nice Eldorado boy, good looking as well as smart — third year law school student, according to Tansy. I … gotta go.”
As she vanished into the crowd waiting for the elevators, Gene Cantrell looked out at the Jagreth Pioneer. “I do believe I’m almost envious. Almost.”
“But you have family you can’t leave, they’re happy where they are, not about to move,” Jarrat guessed.
“True. Although,” Cantrell said thoughtfully, “the bigger the mess this Incubus garbage makes, the more people will be lining up to move out. In the next few years it could get very ugly indeed. Mac?”
McKinnen stood at his elbow, apparently hypnotized by the monstrous ship. “Oh, Bill’s had me running some studies, predictive analysis based on what we know of the spread of Angel, the rise of the empires. It won’t be the same this time around. Fifty years ago, Angel ran amok — people like Hawass and Denehy and Cornelius Wu had it all their own way for over two decades before NARC was formed. In the early days, as Gene will tell you, the hostilities were purely gangland antics. I’m not saying NARC crews had it easy when he and Bill took out the first generation carriers — they didn’t. One of the reasons syndicates like Death’s Head are so dangerous is because they’re rogue, vicious, half organized, volatile and bloody unpredictable. But the gunships, the riot armor, made the work doable.” Her head shook slowly. “If Incubus is allowed to erupt into a full-on war, tomorrow’s young captains like Scott and Curt will run up against the likes of Equinox, Scorpio, Basilisk, every time. It’ll be much more like the corporate battlefield, because we can expect the Incubus empires to be armed as well as we are.”
“As I said, it’ll be ugly. If government lets it happen,” Cantrell said grimly. “Bill Dupre has already convinced Finney and Rocher that the way to beat Incubus is at market. Damnit, Michiko — Santini — is dead right. Even so, the Incubus situation will get worse before it gets better. The best case scenario predicts a mess. I wouldn’t be surprised if even some fine old colonial clans pull up stakes and git.” He frowned at Auel and Gable, who were at the bar, bickering amiably over the aeroball highlights on the widescreen. “Those two are good together. Bill’s bringing in a senior captain from the far side of the Cygnus Colonies to replace me, but if he gives Curt a year or so, the kid’ll be ready for the promotion.” He looked Jarrat and Stone over shrewdly. “He’ll do well in the field; they both will.”
“I hope they do.” Jarrat raised his glass. “I give you, Auel and Gable. As Eve said — be lucky, guys, be safe.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Cantrell finished his third pink gin and gazed out at the Pioneer. “When do you go aboard?”
“Nine days.” Stone set down his glass, stretched his spine and shoulders. “There’s a lot to do. We’ll have to work through a lot of the Rethan stopover, loading freight from Vincent Morello, running training gigs, getting the Tactical vets who boarded here and in the homeworlds qualified on armor and weapons.”
“Same as the Calleran stopover,” Jarrat added. “There, we’ll grab Gil and Joe and check out the gunships. They’re a tad old, but given a lot of refurbishment, they’ll do the job. We can take the chance to bring a bunch more recruits up to speed before we shove off. Then —” He nodded outward, perhaps in the direction of Jagreth.
Cantrell whistled softly. “Ten weeks in the tanks.” He frowned deeply at Jarrat. “Do you dream?”
“In a way,” Jarrat said carefully, aware of Stone’s eyes on him, the odd churn of Stone’s feelings. “But the dream’s so slow, it’s more like a single image or feeling. Maybe part of a thought that stretches on and on.”
“Damn.” Cantrell stood. “So make sure the last thought in your head when they close the lid’s pleasant, because grunge will haunt you for months. And I,” he sighed, “must go. I’ve a day’s work to do at Central, prepping for Captain Chris Watanabe to step into my place.” He took Stone’s hand. “I won’t say it was a pleasure, exactly, but it was never dull. Kevin?” He clasped Jarrat’s hand for a moment, let it go. “You’ll be in the news. Jagreth will be major for years, so we’ll watch it come into shape. Like you said — be lucky.” He stepped back with a smile. “Yvette, are you coming with? We’re sharing a ride, right?”
She drained the flute, set it down among the clutter of empty glasses and gave Jarrat and Stone a curious smile. “Take care. Maybe one day you’ll regale me the stories.”
One day, Jarrat thought, watching them step out of the Callisto Room. Perhaps. He and Stone returned to the bar, where Cronin and Ramos had joined Gable and Auel, Jesse, Jack and Tim. They were all gambling idly on the aeroball while Kip Reardon criticized both teams and made cynical comparisons between the low-gee sport and the rugby he preferred. Jon Semler seemed content to watch, but a steward intruded before the highlights finished and he swore as he hopped off the tall stool.
When a unit was as small as twenty-five men and constantly under fire, those men soon became close. Semler, Cronin and Ramos had called themselves Blue Ravens for close to four years. They hugged, cussed each other, slapped hands, before Semler hefted his bags and went to board the freighter headed for Rethan.
Jesse Lawrence watched them with a deep frown. He had left family on Avalon when he joined Jack and Tim in Venice, Jarrat remembered. He knew about separation firsthand. Still, the question he had for Stone surprised them both. “Did you tell your folks back home, Stoney? That you’re actually alive — leaving?”
“Not yet,” Stone admitted, looking away from the aeroball. He turned to lean both elbows on the bar. “Security, remember? I’m Kai Nielsen till the Pioneer lights up her Weimann Drive on the way out of Thule, no stops this side of Jagreth.” He gave Jesse a wry look. “We expected NARC Venice to at least get a message, after we were reported dead. I was sure the parents would want the ashes sent home.”
“We even prepared a cover story,” Jarrat added. “They were mingled and scattered on Rethan, were the two of us first got together.” He made cynical noises and took another beer. “Damn’ waste of a good cover story.”
“Your folks never —?” Jesse looked up at Stone, appalled.
“My folks never,” Stone affirmed. “But I recorded something. They’ll get it through legal channels after the Pioneer leaves Thule.”
“Well, shoot.” Jesse finished his vodka and spread both arms. “The least I’ll accept is a hug, Captains. We gotta run, to make our shuttle. So I guess this is it.”
He was slender, hard, warm in Jarrat’s arms for a moment before passing on to Stone while Jarrat clasped Spiteri’s hand, and Tim’s. The last he saw of them, they vanished into the crowd waiting for the elevator for a swift ride around the periphery of Venice SkyHarbor to the shuttle terminal.
Stone sighed heavily and draped one long arm over Jarrat’s shoulders. “Tactical squad reunions always get just as bloody maudlin. Army?”
“Worse,” Jarrat told him. “Twenty marines sniffling into a pail of beer, trying to pretend they’re blood brothers, when two days ago they were punching each other’s lights out over a hand of cards.” He lifted his glass. “Absent friends.”
The last departure was Reardon. Jarrat glanced at the chrono with a soft curse. The Indiana shoved off at midnight. They had already heard, and disregarded, the second call. Reardon lingered as long as he dared, indulging in coffee, waiting for the words over the public address he could no longer ignore:
“Final call for passengers for the Cygnus-Indiana, for Calleran, Sequoia, Marsport and Chicago. Would all departing passengers please report to Gate 14 at once, or contact Cygnus immediately with cancellation advice. Absolutely final call for —”
“My old grandmom was a country gal from Lassiter,” Kip Reardon said. “Farm stock, bred and born, watched her kids and grandkids ship out to one war after another. Several didn’t come home. She used to say, ‘I don’t give no flyin’ flux for nobody else’s pollytix an’ profits. You jess make me proud an’ live well, y’hear?’”
“She was one smart lady,” Ramos observed.
“She still is.” Reardon indulged in a chuckle and shook himself. “I’m for home, guys. You’re rushing in the opposite direction, but — live well, y’hear?”
The group had dwindled to Jarrat and Stone, Cronin and Ramos. When Auel and Gable peeled themselves away from the aeroball to settle their bets with the ex-Blue Ravens, silence fell on the Callisto Room.
“There’s not much to say.” Scott Auel looked long at the Pioneer. “We’ll all see how Incubus plays out. I wouldn’t be surprised to be a few flights behind you. The old colonies are getting stale. Too many people, not enough opportunity … Incubus brewing up a storm.”
“I thought you and Curt wanted to take it for a spin.” Stone clasped Auel’s wrist, slapped his palm.
“Taking it for a spin and getting buried so a bunch of rich Earthers can get even richer,” Gable said shrewdly, “are two different things.”
“There used to be another old saying,” Auel added, “if you recall anything of Earth history. ‘Go west, young man.’” He chuckled. “We’d have to say, go out. I doubt I’ll see you again before you leave, so — to quote the redoubtable elder Reardon, live well.” He sketched them a salute and ambled away.
The last to go was Gable, who lingered to study the Jagreth Pioneer while he finished a third black coffee. He had an early watch, and would get little sleep. He clattered the empty cup into the disposal under the self-service ’Chef and turned an odd look on the super-sleeper. “That’s the future you’re looking at, right there. When I was a kid, I’d dream about being a pioneer.”
“All kids do,” Stone told him. “Growing up on Earth, I had the same dreams.”
“Now you’re doing it.” Gable shook his head over them, almost amused. “Actually doing it. Well, damn. Be lucky, you lunatics.” He clasped hands, stepped away, hesitated as if something important remained unsaid; then he was gone.
To Jarrat it felt as if mooring lines had been cast off. He and Stone were still bunking on the houseboat in Montpelier Bay, with three weeks’ work to do in nine days. The time would rush by, and something in the back of Jarrat’s mind doubted they would see Darwin’s World again — or if they did, it would be so long in the future, everything they knew would be gone. He shook himself hard, knuckled his eyes, which were gritty in the dry ‘canned’ air of SkyHarbor.
With a noisy yawn Cronin tapped his chrono. “You wanna be on the last Venice shuttle, it shoves off in twenty. Else we’re stayin’ here till mornin’.”
“Go,” Stone decided, pressing the heels of both hands into his eyes until Jarrat felt the pressure. “I have to sleep. We’ll be at JPC sixteen hours tomorrow, to get through all the crap they’re laying on us. Kevin?”
“Go,” Jarrat agreed. “I might just swim, then head right to the office.”
“You want some company?” Ramos offered. He and Cronin were billeted high in the JPC building, where several apartments were reserved for techs and security staff who worked odd hours.
“Why not?” Jarrat set his thumb on the scanner to settle the bar bill — ouched as he saw the total.
Stone slid an arm about his waist, tugged him close and steered him out. “The salary we’re pulling down, it doesn’t matter. They’re about to pay us to sleep for ten weeks.”
“The work we’re plowing through before we ship out,” Jarrat muttered, “I’ll be ready to sleep ten weeks!”
But the challenge was irresistible. No two days were alike, yet, while the future yawned ahead of them like an abyss, filled with potential. Cronin and Ramos went ahead but he and Stone paused to look back at the Jagreth Pioneer, framed in the viewing windows along the rim of the lounge. Gable had it right. JPC’s monstrous venture embodied the future. “Don’t give no flyin’ flux for nobody’s politics’n profits,” he said so quietly, only Stone heard. “Live well.”
“I intend to.” Stone’s teeth tugged on the sensitive lobe of Jarrat’s ear. “I’ll swim with you, clear my head before I put it down … you feel a hangover coming on?”
“Where’s Harry when you need him?” Jarrat slung an arm around Stone’s hip as they followed the JPC Security sergeants toward the shuttle terminal
Nine days passed like so many hours, and much remained unfinished when the last JPC shuttle headed up. Like many others in the mass of staff, Jarrat and Stone saved the work to redundant backups and shipped multiple cases of datacubes. Their own freight had been loaded two days before; they carried only minimal baggage as they returned the company car and boarded the last upshuttle to leave the JPC airpark. Cronin and Ramos had ‘gone up’ the day before and were already tanked among more than four hundred thousand souls. The ship would continue to load at Calleran, Chell, Elysium, Thule. Her maiden colonial run was a sellout.
The departure angle offered a final glimpse of Darwin’s World, the Montpelier skyline, the blue-green vastness of the Neptune Gulf, a smudge in the hazy distance that might have been Pentecost, Tangawarima, and the enduring smog in the southeast marking out Venice. Then Jarrat deliberately turned his back on Darwin’s, and the past. Instead, he watched the sky shift through blue to indigo and black as the shuttle made orbit.
“You okay?” Stone asked quietly from the aisle seat.
“Yes. No.” Jarrat grasped after the odd, dislocated sensation. “It felt a little like this, boarding an Army transport out of Sheckley. Except I was a kid then, a raw conscript, green as a gourd, drawing pay that wouldn’t feed a dog. But … you knew you were headed out, never coming back. Even though you didn’t want to come back it still felt bloody-damned weird. Make any sense?”
“Of course it does.” Stone laced their fingers together. “Now you’re a captain drawing top salary, in command of a hundred of the best troops we ever worked with, plus all the hardware to win a small war. Don’t tell me you don’t relish the challenge — I know exactly what you feel, remember?” He paused, brow creasing. “I still felt something when you were in cryogen after Tartarus. Will we hold onto that, ten weeks to Jagreth?”
“I don’t know,” Jarrat admitted. He forced a smile. “One way to find out.”
The Pioneer rode a medium-low orbit for ease of access. The departure clock had been running for twenty-four hours while GlobalNet swarmed around her, jockeying for the best angles from which to image her leaving. The moment this last shuttle had unloaded, the handling drones would dismantle the prefabricated dock and store it while Pioneer Flight performed final Weimann diagnostics.
The aeroshells that would shield the gunships against the stresses of the hyperflight envelope were already in place, though empty. Forward of them, in hangar bays ringing the midships section, the colony ship carried forty shuttles, each rated for one hundred passengers; sixty more shuttles had been delivered to Jagreth by the terraformer fleet. Operating smoothly, she could land over a hundred thousand passengers and their baggage per day.
The numbers were too immense to mean anything to Jarrat. He and Stone focused only on the objective: bring the strike force to optimum, clear the system, lay down the hardware to keep it clear. Life would begin again when the job was done, and an old sensation he had not felt since Sheckley dogged Jarrat every meter to berths 494686 and 494687, paired side by side on the dorsal foredeck. The section was reserved for company staff, just a hundred meters aft of the hull segment housing Starship Operations, Engineering, Medical, a warren of labs and workshops, the armored module containing the AI.
On launch countdown, the ship was already cool and getting colder, dimmer. The gravity had cut back to forty percent and would drop to zero before Weimann ignition. Status boards at the docking ports showed the hyperdrive at close to hundred percent efficiency, sublight engines purring, all personnel accounted for. Just one hundred staff were boarding now, ahead of a scheduled departure time of two hours, twelve minutes.
Endless silver-gray walkways separated racks upon racks of cryogen caskets. Jarrat had no idea where they were, but Cronin, Ramos and four of Mischa Petrov’s family were here somewhere. They walked lightly in the partial gravity, escorted by a technician and a medic, company specialists who had done this so many thousands of times, they made small talk, laughed over private humor, oblivious to the unavoidable apprehension threading through newcomers.
Stone had never been tanked before. For Jarrat this made the third time — but he had never done this fully conscious. On both previous occasions he had been certified dead, or as close to it as made no matter. Healthy trepidation stitched through Stone’s chest and belly as Jarrat saw 494686 and stopped. He wondered if the air really was frosty, or if apprehension made it seem so.
But the tech’s breath plumed as she primed the mechanisms, ran the diagnostics twice for each tank, and stepped aside. She was a tiny woman, brunette, brown eyed, with an infectious smile and absolute professionalism. “Captain — now, is it Jarrat or Farrell? The system’s showing both … corporate security bullshine, I expect.”
“It’s Jarrat,” he said. “And Stone.” Again. As he unclipped the ID he had chosen when they left the office, he caught sight of its image. Nick Farrell’s copper hair had faded, lightened, since the cosmetic nano deactivated. Stone was dark again. Kai Nielsen’s dusky skin had also begun to pale, though in the weeks on Esperance he had picked up a deeper natural tan than Jarrat had ever seen on Stone. It suited him.
Technician Tyler took their ID and turned the handypad for them to record their palm prints. As she keyed the release on the cryogen tanks, twin capsules slid halfway out of their recessed space. The canopies rose like gullwings on a plane. Medic Yueh passed a medical scanner over Jarrat, head to foot, before moving on to Stone.
“And we’re good to go,” he said easily. “If you’d like to make yourselves comfortable, Captains, we’ll get you on your way.”
Jarrat took a deep breath, clasped Stone’s hand for a moment before they sat and swiveled into the smart-forming couches. Foam seemed to hug him, skull to heels. Before he could speak the canopy was whining down. He might have told Stone, ‘sleep well,’ or ‘sweet dreams,’ some small, taut humor. The canopy clicked into place too soon and a sweet androgynous voice said,
“Please relax, close your eyes and begin to count slowly backward from twenty. You may experience a moment of slight disorientation. You will feel the desire to simply fall asleep. Please do.”
Twenty. Nineteen. Eighteen.
He caught a waft of something like boyish excitement from Stone, mirrored it back to him. The empathic bond thrummed, like the time they had flown Rachel Rinaldi-Stone’s ultralite over the Mediterranean coast. Affection raced alongside the elation of the challenge, while Stone mocked them both with a rush of amusement.
Seventeen. Sixteen. Fifteen.
Then Jarrat felt Stone’s feelings dissolve into dream, and a moment later let himself sleep.
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