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Chapter One

Salvage tug Wastrel

Halfway, Freespace

 

From space the colony was a dazzle of lights, a storm of comm noise, a confusion of ships of every type, headed in every direction without order or reason. Neil Travers had seen a great many cities with congested skies, chaotic traffic lanes, but Halfway was a Tactical ATC officer’s nightmare.

For half an hour the Wastrel’s pilots held off, waiting for a clear approach lane, until Richard Vaurien’s patience had worn thin. He was leaning on the back of a vacant chair, cradling a coffee mug in both hands as he glared over Yuval Greenstein’s shoulder at the tangle of Halfway. Travers had watched his patience steadily erode as they waited for any semblance of order around the ramshackle space city.

A ship the size of the Wastrel would make her own traffic lanes as other craft hurried out of her path, but forcing a way in was a swift way to make the locals resent her presence. For the third time, Curtis Marin – in the copilot’s seat at Greenstein’s right hand – called Halfway’s rudimentary hangar authorities, and this time his voice was as harsh as his words were annoyed.

“Halfway control, this is the Wastrel – again. We’re coming in, in five, with or without a coherent syllable from you morons. We already scanned that monstrosity you call a rink, and we see three docking ports that’ll suit us just fine. If you’re even remotely bothered which one we use, or don’t, you better make some noise, because Rick Vaurien is ready to take his pick. And once this baby’s docked on, she’s not moving again till we bug out. If anyone is bothering to listen to this channel –”

So it took anger and harsh words to make the haphazard traffic control take an interest? Travers chuckled into his own coffee and traded rueful glances with Marin.

“Hold your water, Wastrel. Who the hell is this? Is Vaurien there?” The voice belonged to a woman, bass and husky.

“I’ve been waiting for a half hour,” Vaurien said in the direction of the nearest comm pickup. “You think I’ve got nothing better to do with my life than kill time looking at the most butt-ugly pile of scrap iron in the Deep Sky? What do you want, a docking application in triplicate?” 

He was glaring at Halfway as he spoke, and Travers could only agree with the observation. The colony had to be the ugliest agglomeration of mismatched spare parts he had ever seen. Two potato-shaped minor planets had been blasted hollow and tethered together, end to end, by driving the bows of an asteroid miner into one of them, and the stern into the other. The engine deck was buried in the gray-brown rock; the drive engines had been torn out, but the two Prometheus generators were still online, powering most of Halfway. And they were misbehaving, Travers saw. He was watching the monitors on the engineer’s panel at his left hand. Storms of hard radiation showered constantly out of those generators, and Halfway’s careless tech crews preferred to throw up rad-shields rather than service the powerplant.

The miner had become a conduit between the shelled-out worldlets – a kilometer long and pocked with the craters of scores of docking ports. The Wastrel’s AI had scanned the whole unlikely mess from a safe distance, and reported around forty ships of every size and shape docked on. Some were enormous industrial hulls, and permanently docked. Their engines were shut down or even removed, and their cavernous hulls had long ago been gutted, converted to more living space for a colony which was not recognized as a colony, and yet continued to grow, to sprawl, even to thrive in its own way.

Up on top of the asteroid miner which had become the spine and conduit of Halfway were the three big docking pylons, loosely reserved for ships the size of the Wastrel. In fact, she was massive enough to dock on at the middle pylon and occlude the other two, and Vaurien was annoyed enough by now to do it.

The traffic controller with the whisky-hoarse voice cackled over the comm like a broody hen. “Damnit, Richard, you don’t seem to be mellowing with age, do you?”

He made a face, while Travers disguised a snort of humor. “Should I be? Do I know you, lady?”

“Dunno if you’d deign to remember me, but I know you,” she told him. “We dealt a few times, you knew me as Shiffiano … MarakCity, a long time ago. Turns out I might owe you one, Vaurien. I was about to get shafted by a right, royal bastard. You busted up the deal before he could make a fool of me … so hold your water for one minute while I clear you an access lane – and for chrissakes use 27, not 26. You take the dock in the middle, and there’ll be a shitstorm when the Baishan gets home.”

“Well, thank you, ma’am,” Vaurien said acidly.

“Don’t mention it.” Shiffiano echoed his caustic tone of voice. “And while I’m doing you favors, you might want to look at your civvy comm band once in a while, if that sort of thing isn’t too mundane for you.”

The comm shut down with a muffled belch of static suppression and Marin glanced up at Vaurien. “She’s right. There’s a half dozen calls on hold, and you’re not going to like who’s calling. Thank gods Jazinsky isn’t up here.”

She was in the lab, as she had been since the Wastrel shipped out of Borushek eight days before, and to Travers’s eyes she was looking ragged around the edges. The work never stopped, never paused. She and Tully Ingersol were wrestling with elements of the same work which possessed Mark and Dario Sherratt. The Zunshu technology was not yielding up its magic without a battle, and the fight was taking its toll out of them all. Given two years or five, the best labs and computers in the colonies, and unlimited funding, it would still have been the project of a lifetime. But time was as much an enemy as the Zunshu or the DeepSky Fleet, and Barb Jazinsky knew it.

The queued calls all carried the same ID, and Travers groaned as he saw it. They were coming in from the Mako, which meant Sergei van Donne had not only made it to Halfway ahead of Harrison Shapiro’s covert mission, but he had his own interests here. And apparently he was prepared to draw a line in the sand and defend it.

The look on Vaurien’s face would have soured a pitcher of milk. “What the hell does he want?” He dropped a hand on the pilot’s beefy shoulder. “You heard the lady, Yuval. Dock us while I get a few more gray ones, wondering how Sergei’s trying to screw me this time.” 

“You could always try asking the man,” Marin said with caustic humor. “Just be sure to chain down anything you don’t want to walk away on its own. I know he’s been angling for your technology for years.”

“He’s tried to kill me twice,” Vaurien muttered. 

“Old scores to settle,” Travers said quietly. “Sergei is the kind to harbor grudges … speaking of which, Richard, don’t flatter yourself too much. It could be Curtis and me he wants this time. We hurt him a while ago, and he has to reckon we owe him the price of it.” He looked down into Marin’s hazel eyes as he spoke, saw them darken with memory.

The scene on the Oberon science platform, on the very fringes of the Rabelais Drift, haunted them both. Felix Cheng had died there – not blood kin to van Donne, but an old, trusted associate. And van Donne had walked away from the encounter with a bullet in him, a dislocated elbow, as well as deeper, keener wounds to his pride. He had been comprehensively beaten on Oberon, as he was beaten on the high slopes of Mont Katerine on Velcastra, and both times it had been Travers and Marin, on Vaurien’s or Shapiro’s business.

“Christ,” Vaurien muttered, “we don’t need the complication.” He passed a hand before his eyes, and gestured at Marin. “All right, put him on. I can always tell him where to go.”

The comm crackled and the AI, Etienne, played the last call in the queue. Sergei van Donne spoke with the same accent as Jazinsky, in a deeper voice issuing from a bigger chest. He was half Pakrani, taller and broader than Jazinsky, just as blond, with something of the same look about him. Framed in the threedee in the middle of the forward console, his face was a study in annoyance. 

“You want to pick up, Vaurien? What, suddenly you’re not talking to me? After we fought together at Ulrand? I’m hurt.” The tone was taunting and the man’s angular, striking face hardened. “Pick up, Richard. I know what you want here – and you’re not going to get it. Not without me. And for one damn’ moment, it turns out we want the same deal.”

The threedee blanked, returning to the standby display of routine data, leaving Vaurien, Travers and Marin frowning at each other. “He wants the same deal?” Marin echoed. “He sure as hell isn’t here for the Fleet prisoners who’re standing on auction blocks round about now!”

“He … might be,” Vaurien mused. “Sergei will take a profit wherever he can find out, and he’ll double-cross anybody, anywhere. He has a history of it. So maybe he took a contract a couple of days ago. Maybe somebody hired a mercenary crew to go get their kid out of hell. We might be on the same side. In which case Sergei might also know a lot we don’t.” The French accent thickened with frustration. “He’s here ahead of us, he’ll have done his share of snooping already … and the prisoners are not the only reason we’re here.” He lifted a brow at Marin.

“Damn,” Marin whispered as he swiveled the copilot’s seat out from the console and stood. He gave Travers a dark look. “Boden Zwerner is the other reason we’re here … and van Donne’s wanted to put Zwerner in a hole in the ground for some time.”

“And here we are,” Travers finished. He finished his own coffee and held out his hand to take the empty mug from Vaurien. “You want a refill, while you talk to the man?”

“Yeah, why not?” Vaurien rubbed his face hard with both hands. “All right, Etienne, call the Mako. Tell van Donne I’m willing to talk.”

The autochef in the rear corner of the pilots’ cab was configured to suit humans, since the Resalq were not aboard. Travers was brimming the mugs when the AI whispered in its soft French accent, in a tone that soothed while the words stood a man’s hair on end.

“I am being probed,” it informed Vaurien. “A deep system scan has been launched from a location within Halfway.”

“You’re – what?” Vaurien was on his toes, fists clenched. “Are you reading van Donne, the Mako, on the other end of this probe?”

“No. The Mako is docked at Lock 19. The scan originates from a secured mainframe on Level 44, in the chassis previously identified as the Rotterdam Explorer. I am trying to establish the source, but Captain van Donne is not involved.”

“Zwerner,” Marin said in an acid undertone. “You could expect this, Richard. He has to know we’re here … he has to wonder why. Can’t blame the man for trying his luck with a probe. You’d do the same.”

“I would,” Vaurien agreed brashly, “and I’d expect him to cuss a blue streak about it, so you’ll forgive me if I do.” 

The following diatribe was in the native French, and Travers chuckled as he picked up a word here and there. Before Vaurien was done the threedee shifted to blue-green, signaling an incoming call.

“Captain van Donne for you,” Etienne said calmly. 

“And the probe?” Marin wondered.

“Still trying to identify the source,” the AI reported, “but I have discovered most of Halfway infested with similar security measures, all of them issuing from Level 44 in the remains of the Rotterdam Explorer. Whoever is trying to probe me has subjected all of the colony to the same treatment. We might not be a specific target. We are merely here.”

For a moment Vaurien was silent, and when he turned to take his mug from Travers his expression had darkened. “This is too weird.” He gestured at the waiting threedee. “Halfway used to be the one place you could scuttle off to and be made welcome, even if you were a mass murderer, wanted by every colonial government. Now they’ve got the kind of security you’d expect to run into on a Fleet base? Something’s wrong.”

He was right. Travers felt the clench of his insides as the old animal instincts came online. “Careful, Richard. I know you want to get the prisoners of war out of here as much as Shapiro does – and I know you want to put Zwerner in a deep, unmarked grave. But it’s getting risky, and there’s too much more at stake right now.”

“There is,” Marin agreed, “but I’ll give you short odds, bloody van Donne knows exactly what’s going on.” His brows quirked at Richard. “The man’s on hold right now.”

“Merde,” Richard swore. “If we come out of this owing the bastard a favor, Barb is never going to let me live it down.” And then without pausing for breath he addressed the AI. “Live feed, Etienne, level three encryption ... Sergei, you wanted to talk to me?”

He was exactly as Travers remembered him. White-blond, with pale blue Pakrani eyes and handsome features, but a hardness, a coldness, which rarely encouraged people to approach him. Sergei van Donne was one of a kind. What Travers knew about him was not much. He had served out his hitch on the Chicago and then re-enlisted, but when he was caught up in the corruption scandal which ripped through the command corps, he was cashiered out of Fleet and reappeared later on Halfway. He had flown with Los Hachazos, and even now he wore the old unit tattoo, the winged knife, on his left cheek.

“You’re looking beat-up, Richard,” he said baldly as Etienne stabilized the comm feed. “You want to try sleeping sometime.”

“You called me to make small talk?” Vaurien demanded. “Don’t waste my time. I didn’t come here to dance with you.”

“No? You wound me,” van Donne said, one hand on his heart for mocking effect. “What did you come here for?”

“None of your business.” Vaurien turned his back on the threedee. “You called me, Sergei. If you’re trying to screw me, get on with it – you’re welcome to try.”

With a snort of humorless laughter, van Donne dropped the taunting banter. “Did I say I was trying to screw you?”

“You always try.” Vaurien took a swig of coffee and passed the mug back to Travers. “Put a slug of the Irish in this, Neil. Thanks.”

“Yeah, well, maybe not every time,” van Donne was saying. “You here on business, Richard?” The blue eyes narrowed on Vaurien’s back.

“Like I’d come to this pile of scrap iron of yours for the pleasure of it.” Vaurien shared a wry look with Travers as whiskey poured generously into the mug.

“My pile of scrap iron –?” van Donne echoed. “Hardly mine. And even if I ever had a claim to part of it, not anymore.”

Again, the hackles rose on Travers’s nape. “Richard.” His voice was barely a murmur, under the audio pickup.

Vaurien’s brows rose, and he turned back to the threedee. “What’s your business, Sergei? We’re about three minutes from docking and I have better things to do than play word games with you.”

For a moment van Donne was silent, and then he said, cryptically enough to make Travers more annoyed than curious, “Flamenco Rosado. An hour.”

The threedee darkened as he cut the feed, and routine shipboard data replaced the man’s face. Travers saw the proximity warnings, the countdowns in seconds, meters and inertial characteristics, as the Wastrel approached her pylon, but Yuval Greenstein and Etienne were handling the docking in a curiously symbiotic dance of living human brain and millions of tonnes of semi-sentient ship. Travers ignored the data and looked from Marin to Vaurien and back again.

“Flamenco Rosado? Is that some kind of Pakrani insult?”

“It’s a club,” Vaurien mused. “I know it … and I guess he knows I know it! If anyone wants to put sense to this, we better meet the man.”

Marin’s face was etched with suspicion. “Don’t tell me you’re going to trust him!”

“Never in a thousand years,” Vaurien said dryly, “but I’ve known Sergei for a long time. As usual he’s up to something. And it has something to do with me.” He set one hand on Travers’s shoulder as the AI whispered through the last five seconds of the docking procedure, and a deep, bass chime rang through the Wastrel’s hull. “I want you with me. Both of you. Contrary to popular belief, I don’t actually have eyes in the back of my head. For those, I trust you. An hour, so he said. I better give Barb the joyous news. You know she’ll want to be there.”

“If she is, there’ll be blood,” Marin warned.

The proposition inspired the first genuine smile Travers had seen on Vaurien’s face in a long time, and Richard was still chuckling as he stepped out of the pilots’ cab. Marin turned his eyes to the gods as he helped himself to coffee and gave the mug a liberal dash of the whiskey.

“Flamenco Rosado. It sounds a little lurid. I’ve no doubt Halfway will live up to its reputation.”

Travers’s big arms draped about him from behind, drew him into an embrace and held him, back to chest. “Dancing boys in pink jockstraps? Don’t knock it – well, not before you’ve tried it.”

“And you’ve tried it?” Marin leaned back heavily against him. “Or are you trying to tell me you’re not getting enough?”

“After last night?” Travers whispered against his ear. “Well, I can handle a little more, but … seriously, it sounds like a Fleet furlough club. I saw the insides of way too many of them. You didn’t?”

“I was studying most of the time.” Marin set aside the mug and turned into his arms. “Furlough came up, and you’d more likely find me somewhere quiet, jacked in and reading.” He shrugged off the ambition which had driven his early years. “If I’d stayed in Fleet, I’d have been the XO of a carrier by now, and I shudder to confess, there was a time I thought that’s what I was working for.”

“Thank gods you changed direction,” Travers said honestly. He leaned down the hand’s span that separated them in height, and set his mouth on Marin’s. 

The eight day voyage out from Borushek was the longest break they had enjoyed since the assignment to Omaru, and the rest had gone a long way to healing old wounds. They were in better physical condition, and Bill Grant was quite satisfied with the results of tests which never stopped. A little flesh had begun to accumulate on Marin’s bones, and it suited him. Travers approved. It was a rare pleasure to have the hard, solid curves of a healthy young body to hold onto, and he might have said so, but Greenstein chose that moment to unlink from the system. 

The pilot left Etienne to monitor the ship and negotiate with Halfway’s much more primitive AI. The mainframe from a freighter had been installed as the brains of the colony, and it was barely adequate for the task. Etienne was idling, waiting for it to spare a moment of its precious processor time. 

Here, there was no customs routine, no immigration to clear or quarantine procedures to be observed. Halfway was so far beyond an authority recognized by any colonial government, there were no actual laws enforcing the weapons one could carry, the substances one could bring in and out, the characteristics of the hustlers in the bars and clubs around the rink. And if a dead body should be discovered in the shadows, it was put on ice until someone claimed it if there was space, and jettisoned if there was not.

“Be advised,” Etienne said quietly into the loop, “the attempted deep system scan of this vessel has resumed.”

Travers lifted his head from a kiss that had begun in the vicinity of Marin’s throat and ended in a leisurely sharing of breath. “You have the source yet?”

“The mainframe is on Halfway, but it is not the colony’s own AI,” Etienne reported.

“The scan won’t be hacking through your firewall, though,” Marin mused, “so whoever launched it must be getting mad enough to spit. Brief Richard … and do not let the bastards in, Etienne.”

“Captain Vaurien has already been briefed, and my firewalls are quite secure.” The AI’s voice was enviably calm. “Docking procedures are complete. Drive engines are shut down. Technical crews are standing down. Computer core activities are reassigned to the laboratory.”

It meant, Jazinsky had just commandeered every spare erg of processor power and memory Etienne could find, and Travers was unsurprised. The work she was doing was so far over his head, he could grasp only the concepts. She, Mark Sherratt and Tonio Teniko were inventing, or reinventing the science day by day, and they were scrambling both for time and for answers.

The Zunshu technology was slippery, elusive as a wraith, dancing on the periphery of any understanding humans or Resalq yet possessed. But like the will-o’the-wisp it would lead them into forbidden waters where great prices would be paid for learning, and great rewards might be earned for courage.

The notion brought Mick Vidal to Travers’s mind, and he felt the grief of loss keenly. Marin frowned at him, too close to him to be unaware of the twist of emotion, but Travers shook his head and laid one fingertip on Marin’s lips to forestall the question.

“If we’re going clubbing,” Marin said instead, in a caustic tone, “we probably want to get changed.”

He made a good point. If they were going to walk into Flamenco Rosado, face to face with van Donne, heavily but not obviously armed, the normal style of dress aboard the Wastrel was hardly suitable. Travers was comfortable in black silk slacks and a teeshirt several sizes too large; Marin was barefoot, in Tai Chi pants and a pale blue webshirt that displayed more of his torso than it concealed. In uptown Sark the dress would have been seductively chic. In the snakepits of Halfway, it was just dangerous.

Two Zamphir 40s, the heavier Chiyoda machine pistol and a palmgun lay in the gun cases in the bottom of the closet in their quarters. Marin set them out on the workstation by the threedee, checked them over with complete professionalism, while Travers threw a selection of clothes across the bed. For himself, the soft bluejeans, the leather jacket, full enough through the shoulders to conceal several weapons. For Marin, the black denim and red leather jacket, still seductively chic, but much more practical than the uptown faux variety.

He was looking good, Travers thought as he watched Curtis dress. The therapy after Omaru had been a trial for them both, but the color was back in his face, his muscles were hard, his spine was straight, and in bed he was the lover Travers remembered. He was sliding one of the matched pair of Zamphirs into the holster against his left ribs when he looked up, met Travers’s eyes in the long dressing mirror, and lifted a brow in question.

“Just admiring you,” Travers told him honestly. “I’m allowed.”

“You’re allowed.” Marin turned toward him, set a hand on his chest. “Don’t take your eyes off van Donne. I don’t trust him not to take a crack at Richard while he has the chance.”

“Or at us,” Travers added. He caught Marin’s hand, lifted it and kissed the palm. “You think he isn’t still smarting after Oberon? I would be, and van Donne isn’t the kind to forgive or forget.”

The red leather jacket settled over the Zamphir and Marin slipped the palmgun into the holster at the small of his back. “Flamenco Rosado,” he said, on his way to the door. “How long since you indulged in a little nightlife?”

The question intrigued Travers. It was so long since Harrison Shapiro’s schedule had allowed them downtime, he could barely recall the last time he walked into a club for simple recreation. He and Marin could hardly complain, because Shapiro had spread himself so thin and was working so hard, he had only the most tenuous contact with the lover he had met on Ulrand. Jon Kim must be constantly on Shapiro’s mind, Travers thought, but at least the man was out and running. 

In the confusion after the Battle of Ulrand, Kim had grabbed his cash, cards and the dogs, packed a bag and fled before he could be arrested. Too many innocent people were being picked up. Few would be executed or imprisoned for long terms, but for Jon Kim to prove himself innocent of complicity would take months or years, and resources he did not possess. It was easier to subtract himself from the political muddle, and sheer luck had put Mick Vidal in Shapiro’s office when he called. 

As far as Travers knew, Kim was still en route to Velcastra on a tramp freighter which could take months to get there. But when he got into any Velcastran port he had a number to call – Daku contacts who would get him out of harm’s way. Shapiro must fret every day about Kim, yet he never allowed so much as a frown to show. 

Until this war was over, individuals and personal relationships would come second or last. Travers was thinking of the few days he and Marin had spent in Elstrom City, when they had met Robert Chandra Liang to inform him of the death of Sergeant Roy Neville, when Barb Jazinsky’s strident voice cut across the memories.

“Think again, Richard,” she was saying as she and Vaurien, Marin and Travers converged in the loading bay just inside the docking rings. 

“I’m serious, Barb.” Vaurien was tall, broad, angular, in black from head to foot with two sidearms Travers could actually see, which meant he was carrying another two more surreptitiously. “You’re far too valuable to just walk into some Halfway club, where a bullet could put an end to you. The work you’re doing is critical. If Shapiro were here –”

“Harrison Shapiro is not my commanding officer, Richard, and neither are you. I’m not military, and you’re my partner, not my superior.” She was in a pale yellow skinsuit, a bronze silk jacket, and the white-blond hair was clasped back. She had just walked out of the lab, but Travers saw the outline of a sidearm under the jacket.

Vaurien was exasperated. “This is pure self indulgence. You can’t afford to put yourself at risk.”

“Who says I’m at risk?” Jazinsky demanded. “You, Neil, Curtis, all carrying enough firepower to start a small war, and the Wastrel right here, close as a yell. If you’re worried, task a few security drones. Just tell Etienne to keep them out of Sergei’s face, or you’ll get him pissed enough to forget why he wants to talk to us.”

“Me,” Vaurien corrected. “He said he wanted to talk to me.”

“Same difference,” she retorted. “You, me, this ship, this tech – it’s all the same to Sergei. And for what it’s worth, you’re no more safe than I am. Probably less.”

“But the colonial war, and the bloody Zunshu war, don’t pivot around me,” Vaurien said tersely. “Stay aboard, Barb.”

She hesitated for one moment and then stepped out through the docking rings. “If Sergei wants to talk to you – or me! – it means he needs something. He’s not going to shoot on sight, and I want to look him right in those cold, calculating eyes of his when he says what he wants.” She looked back over her shoulder. “ Flamenco Rosado.”

“Well … shit,” Vaurien sighed, and hung one long arm over Travers’s shoulders as they followed. “Security assignment, Neil.”

“You mean, tag, we’re it?” Travers allowed a chuckle. “So, what is this club, anyway?”

“Just a club. Down six decks, closer to the bottom of the rink. As you go down, it gets colder, darker, harder. This is your first time out here in Halfway, isn’t it?” Travers answered with a nod. “Then get your bearings.” Richard pointed to left and right. “The big rocks … that’s your Brightlights, your uptown. That’s where you find the big money, the elite, the best of everything. Here on the old Rotterdam Explorer, you’re close to the bottom end, and the lower you go, the rougher it gets. This is the rink. Ten or twelve big ships docked together, gutted, claims staked on their space. The whole place is a maze. Nobody knows how many people live where, doing what – living, dying, who cares? This is Halfway. But up in Brightlights, now … well, you’ll see.”

 He had led them to a big service elevator, and Jazinsky punched for a car headed down. The old ship was cavernous, and so comprehensively gutted that a cold wind stirred restlessly through it. Travers could almost believe he was close to an alleyway, just off a street in the citybottom of some major town like Sark or Elstrom. From the inside, it was hard to believe that all of Halfway was artificial, hulls, platforms and mined-out asteroids, welded together into a single whole which nobody owned or commanded. Halfway simply was.

The service elevators did not seem to have been serviced in an eon. This one ground and shook, trembling on an Arago cushion which brought Travers’s heart into his mouth twice in less than two hundred meters, between the dorsal docking pylons and the mid-body deck where Flamenco Rosado and several clubs like it were nestled cheek by jowl with the utilities conduits. Power, air, water and data threaded their way through the old asteroid miner, from the rock at the bow to the one at the stern. Few people seemed to notice, much less to care, that enough current to flash-fry half the colony’s population was carried via ancient, unserviced mains, just inside a patched, taped-over fascia.

“These people are crazy,” Marin muttered as the lift’s cage doors opened onto a cold, dim, breezy promenade.

Music issuing from several clubs overlapped into gibberish, and the bass rhythm of the air pumps underscored the din, a heavy vibration through the legs and spine. The sub-etherics got into a man’s bones, reached his glands and wreaked havoc there. Travers swore softly as he fell into step with Marin and Vaurien, a pace behind Jazinsky.

She knew where she was headed. The club van Donne preferred was at the end of the half-lit promenade. Neon strobed out through its doors; noise barely classifying as music issued from within. Little wonder van Donne had chosen the place. It was so chaotic, human senses were confused. The instincts of the predator were useless here.

Three meters short of the frontage, Vaurien set light fingers on Jazinsky’s arm and produced a handy. She stood back to let him scan the interior, and Travers gave a low whistle as he peered over Richard’s shoulder at the display. 

“The place is fairly toxic,” Vaurien said disgustedly. “There’s airborne levels of gryphon, chimera, angelino, that would be two, three times over the limit on Borushek or Velcastra. I’m reading thirty or so individuals. All of them armed … some of them carrying heavy-duty pieces. Five look stoned or drunk, or both … one’s face down in the back, dying. Six more are too busy screwing to even notice we’re walking in. Comm signals bouncing between three of these idiots and various ships docked around the rink. They’re drinking something strong, young and … indeterminate. Probably manufactured on the premises. God knows what it is, but take pity on your liver! And then there’s the EM field leaks from the mains, and the background rad-count, which is way over anything you’d find acceptable on any ship of yours or mine – and that’s the same all over Halfway.”

“You see van Donne?” Marin wondered.

“Oh, yes.” Vaurien fine-tuned the handy. “He’s easy to pick out. He’s the only guy in the club with enough body mass to be Sergei. There’s some big guys here, but no other Pakrani, Kuchini, or the hybrids like Sergei.” He turned the handy to share data. “Holstered gun, another in his right boot. A knife in his left boot, another in his left back pocket. Comm in his left breast pocket – and it’s open, transmitting.”

“Which means someone’s monitoring him,” Travers mused. “He’s sitting on his own, you notice.”

“Which doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a half dozen friends hovering close by.” Jazinsky reached in below her jacket and eased the sidearm in its holster. “The first thing I want to do is look for faces. If I recognize more than two in this fleapit, we’re gone. Richard?”

“Yes.” Vaurien slid the handy back into the inside pocket of his jacket and glanced at Travers and Marin. “Security is your business. Shapiro’s come to trust the pair of you before he trusts anybody with the possible exception of that beau of his – what’s his name?”

“Jon Kim,” Marin said, sighing. “And yes, he trusts Kim. The two of them work well together, and Kim connected with Harrison Shapiro by choice, not because he was press ganged, like Neil and me!”

“Press ganged or not,” Vaurien said acidly, “Shapiro trusts you because you’re the best there is, and that’s good enough for me.”

Marin made negative noises. “But we’ve never set foot in this madhouse before. We don’t know the faces Barb’s talking about.”

“I do.” Vaurien gave the club a dark look, and flexed his fingers deliberately before heading on inside.

Flamenco Rosado was bubblegum pink, from the floor to the bar, the prefabricated walls, even the furniture. Travers had never realized how hideous the color could be. Enormous plastex flamingos stood guard to either side of the door; the walls were hand-painted with unlikely frescoes in which obnoxiously pink fowl entwined in courtship dances with long-limbed, willowy humans of all genders. The art seemed to make no sense, until the human lungs had taken in three, four breaths of the hazardous mix of chemicals on the air, and then any kind of sensuality became reasonable. If a scrawny guy with his whole body painted pink wanted to dance with waterfowl, who was going to tell him no?

Inside, the music was loud enough to rupture the eardrums. Travers saw the pained look on Marin’s face, the compressed mouth. Curtis was acutely aware of the airborne drugs, the overload of sound, the low light levels and strobing neon, all of which could be used as weapons.

This was dangerous, and Travers had set a hand on Vaurien’s arm, about to tell him enough was enough, when Jazinsky shouted over the music, 

“I’m seeing three faces I know, Richard, and Sergei’s is one of them. I also see his copilot, pretty little Rafe Byrne himself – too good for Sergei, if you were asking me, but there’s no accounting for taste. And if that isn’t Fernie Wang’s man, Ramon, I need my eyes checked.”

“You don’t,” Vaurien said against her ear, to make himself heard over the noise. “That’s Ramon. Which tells you Fernie Wang won’t be too far away. The Krait is here, as well as the Mako.” His eyes were still moving, roving around the rest of the club’s patrons, but he was satisfied.

And Sergei van Donne had seen them. He was sitting in the far corner with his back against the most solid wall and his eyes on the door. The Mako’s copilot, Byrne, was on the club’s left, apparently lounging by the bar but also intent on the door, and Fernando Wang’s company shooter, Ramon, was opposite, standing back in the shadows by the low podium where a live band would perform, half-hidden by the artistes’ threedee posters, right hand already in the left side of his green silk jacket.

Carefully, with exaggerated slowness, van Donne rose to his feet. He held his hands well away from his sides and gave Vaurien a nod of acknowledgment. Without being asked, Travers turned slightly to cover Ramon and Marin had a direct line on Rafe Byrne. It was easy to pick them out. They were the only people aside from van Donne who were watching the door; they were on their toes, alert – sober; and they were far more attractive than the Companions working this club.

With a word to his comm, van Donne brought his people in, and as Byrne and Ramon drifted back to the corner farthest from the doors, Vaurien followed. Jazinsky gave Byrne a nod of greeting. She knew him from somewhere, Travers realized. But it was Ramon who thrust one hand at Vaurien to shake. He was a striking figure, not much taller than Tonio Teniko, but worlds different. Small stature had turned Ramon deadly; he carried a pair of big guns, wore his raven hair in a long sleek cape, and the rings in both his ears were gelemerald, priceless. He did not have Tonio’s incredible looks, but he was one of the exotics; he could have named his own price as a Companion, a courtesan. Ramon preferred to be deadly with hands, feet and weapons, and earn even more on the security staff of men like Wang.

“Richard, always a pleasure,” he was saying in a thick Velcastran accent. “You want to tell me, yet, what happened to the Wings of Freedom? I been trying to call Paul Wymark … no joy. And I’ve been missing the pleasures of him in every port from Sark to Marak.”

“Not yet, Ramon,” Jazinsky said over the noise. “When the time is right, Paul will be glad to sit down and tell you himself. In fact, he’ll expect to be wined, dined and humped on the story for months.”

Ramon’s sable eyes narrowed. “It’s something big. Bigger than the shindig you guys organized at Ulrand.”

“Far bigger,” Vaurien affirmed pleasantly, “and if you don’t get your nose out, kiddo, you’re likely to get it slammed in a door.”

For a moment the shooter blinked up at him, and then he laughed. “Message received and understood, man. Hey, Jazinsky, you’re lookin’ good enough to eat … and unless I miss my guess, you’re not getting’ any.”

“I’m too busy to even notice,” she admitted, though she was focused on van Donne by now. 

The copilot had returned to Sergei’s shoulder – Rafe Byrne, not thirty years old yet, with ebony hair and vast ice-green eyes, pale skin, and a deceptively reed-slender body. Rafe had the wiry strength of the endurance athlete. And if he was in the sack with van Donne, Travers thought, he would need it. Sergei was much bigger, much stronger, as alpha a male as Travers had ever seen on a carrier crewdeck. He had snaked an arm around Byrne’s narrow waist and pulled him in close, perhaps as a gesture: see, we’re all chilled here.

“Vaurien.” He looked Richard up and down rudely. “You look like you need to get some sleep. And Jazinsky, with the shadows under the eyes and the knuckles rubbed raw on the heavy bag. Been beating on something, trying to relax?”

“Perceptive,” she allowed. “Get on with it, Sergei. I don’t have time for you to waste.”

His nostril flared as he looked on, past her, and recognized Travers and Marin. “And if it isn’t Harrison Shapiro’s little lapdogs in person. Captain Travers, Captain Marin.”

“Major,” Travers corrected with a hint of smugness. 

“Likewise.” Marin folded his arms on his black linen shirt. “And we’re guessing you’re here for blood … not ours, for a change.”

It was the first time they had actually seen van Donne since the scene on the Oberon science platform, and Travers studied the man closely. The military buzz cut had grown out, but the effect of the longer hair was to make him look even harder. The pale blue eyes were like flint as he glared at Vaurien, and it seemed to Travers that he was still wrestling with some decision, perhaps whether to trust them – or to involve them.

And then he stepped aside, beckoned them to follow, and vanished through a door to the right of the table where several glasses and an ashtray attested to how long he had been waiting for them. Vaurien shared a glance with Travers and Marin, and slid the handy from his pocket once more. If they were walking into an ambush, it would pick up the heat signatures of people, the chemical reek of drugs or explosives, the resonance of metals, weapons.

Travers leaned closer to see, but it was just a room. To left and right of it, other rooms were occupied. Figures were locked together, undulating in unmistakable, beating rhythms. The scanner reported thermal hotspots and the toxicity of chemical clouds, the chimera and angelino. 

The room was black, save for its mirrors, and empty save for the butcher block bed. Dim lights bobbed away into the corners, red, gold, purple, casting grotesque shadows. Rings and chains hung from the ceiling; the air was sweet-rotten with the odor of spent gryphon. Sergei ignored it all, turned to face Vaurien, and waited till the door slid over, shutting out enough of the noise for a man to hear himself think.

Without being invited, Byrne and Ramon sprawled on the bed to watch, listen. Their job was done, but Travers saw at once, they were privy to van Donne’s business. Vaurien leaned on the closed door; Jazinsky surveyed herself disgustedly in the mirror and then deliberately ignored her reflection.

“You want to deal?” Vaurien invited. “We’re here. What’s on the table, Sergei? Make it quick. I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I want to get the hell out of this dive before I pick up fleas.”

A thin smile widened van Donne’s mouth. “What brings you back to Halfway, Richard?” 

“None of your business,” Vaurien said levelly.

“Isn’t it?” van Donne was hot in the closeness of the room. A sheen of sweat had broken out on his skin, and he shrugged out of the jacket, threw it onto the bed.

The man’s hard, muscular physique, with the thick arms and sculpted pecs, reminded Travers of the late Roy Neville; but van Donne actually had handsome bone structure, good features. In a fair bout between them, Travers would have given absolutely even odds. And off duty, out of uniform? All he knew of Neville was that he was a bastard who liked to hurt, as many newcomers to the crewdeck learned. What he knew of van Donne was even less, but Rafe Byrne seemed none the worse for wear, and Ramon was watching van Donne with hot, dark eyes.

“There’s two things that ought to draw you to this place like flies to dead meat,” van Donne was saying. “One of those two things, I don’t give a shit about. If you or Shapiro or Mark Sherratt want to get sentimental about a bunch of Middle Heavens grunts shipped out of Ulrand and sold off as goods and chattels, that’s your crusade. Me? I see the bastards for what they are. Trigger-happy goons with Confederate allegiance. You know what they used to call them, way back when? Warprizes. They’re for the buying and selling, and they’re going to cover some of the price we paid at Ulrand in blood.”

“We?” Vaurien echoed.

“Crews and clans out of Halfway,” van Donne sad harshly. “A lot of us were killed. You used to be a Freespacer yourself, Vaurien. You’d have called yourself part of ‘we’ before you went legit. Soon as you signed with Shapiro, you lost your right to call yourself a Freespacer.” His fair brows quirked in Jazinsky’s direction. “Is that it? You’re here for the Shanghai prisoners? A bunch of live cargo? Rafe and me, we’ve been betting this is what brings you back to Halfway.”

Vaurien’s temper was simmering. Travers saw it in his face, heard it in his voice. “It’s a large part of what brings us here … and although you don’t give a shit about human lives, you could still turn a profit out of it. Information is worth money. You point us in the right direction, Sergei, you can get paid. This is the deal you threw on the table?”

 Surprise ambushed van Donne for a moment. “No, but I’ll play the hand, if you want to deal it to me,” he mused. “You need intel on the Shanghai prisoners, I can get you there. I didn’t get the chance to grab myself a piece of that action – I was too busy setting salvage beacons and keeping the hell out of the way of the big guns. But Fernie Wang picked up a whole bunch, at least twenty I know of.”

“Then, Wang knows where they went,” Travers began.

But van Donne made negative gestures. “Fernie wouldn’t soil his fair hands with the trade, even if he had the time to deal, which he didn’t. The prisoners went straight to an agent. Right, Ramon?”

“Yeah. An agent on Ulrand,” Ramon said doubtfully. “A Freespacer, not an Ulrish merchant. He headed out fast with the whole cargo, like a freight consolidator.” He frowned at Vaurien. “Your live cargo came to Halfway, no doubt about it. But tracking it down won’t be so easy. You want intel you can trust. You need a contact.”

“And nobody on Halfway trusts you anymore,” van Donne said with rich satisfaction. “So you need me, don’t you? Well, now. That makes things interesting.”

“Fascinating,” Vaurien agreed caustically. “So, Sergei, we do business. Set a price and let’s get it done.”

Once again, van Donne made dismissive gestures. “Sure, we’ll deal. But I don’t want your money, or Shapiro’s.”

“Then, what do you want?” Jazinsky wondered. “If you’re angling for our tech, you can forget it.”

He shot her an ice-cold, lopsided and humorless grin. “When I want your tech, lady, I’ll steal it.”

“You’ll try.”

“Whatever.” He took a step closer to Vaurien. “I want Zwerner. I want Boden Zwerner jettisoned in a bodybag. That’s what I’m doing, kicking my heels on Halfway. Wasting my time – because you can’t get within a hundred meters of Zwerner. I know. I’ve tried.”

The silence between them was punctuated by the heavy beat of music from the bar. The atmosphere in the tiny room crackled with electricity. Travers’s pulse rate picked up, and with a glance at Marin he saw the wide eyes, compressed lips, intense interest. 

The Boden Zwerner assignment had been given to Curtis specifically. The contract was Shapiro’s, but Mark Sherratt would accept no payment for it. Dendra Shemiji would perform this execution as a service to the whole Deep Sky. Zwerner should be well aware his life would be forfeit if his involvement in the CL-389 incident were ever uncovered – he might even be aware, via his own covert channels, that Dendra Shemiji had returned the data.

Even Byrne and Ramon sat up now. Both had a vested interest in van Donne – one was already in his bed, the other wanted to be, which made Sergei’s business their business. For several elastic moments Vaurien seemed to freeze, weighing every syllable van Donne had said. And then he turned slowly toward Curtis Marin.

“Your play, I believe,” he offered, and stepped aside.

“Marin?” Now van Donne’s pale eyes narrowed. “You came here to kill Zwerner, the way you went into Mawson to kill that bastard, Reece Clyma? Damn, that’s rich. Dendra bloody Shemiji! Whose contract? Shapiro? Well, fuck me rigid.” He looked down at Rafe with an odd, ironic smile. “What odds would you have put on it – me and Shapiro on the same team.”

Only Travers would have known how swiftly Marin’s hackles had risen. He was on his guard, alert to every nuance of van Donne’s expression, every twitch of his muscles, while Curtis’s own face betrayed nothing. “You want Zwerner dead? You’ll have to stand in line, van Donne. The man has so many enemies, it’s a wonder he’s still alive.” He cocked his head at van Donne. “You said you tried your luck. No joy?”

“You’re kidding around, right?” The mercenary accorded Marin a piercing glare. “I just told you, you can’t get near the man. Well, I can’t. But Dendra Shemiji’s a whole ’nother ballgame.” He flicked a glance at Vaurien. “I’ll tell you this much for nothing: Zwerner knows I’m here, and he must know what I want, because he’s taken two cracks at me since the Mako docked on, and he’s been close both times.”

Vaurien’s lips compressed. “How close?”

In answer, van Donne turned around, lifted up the pale gold teeshirt to display his back, and Travers gave a low whistle. The scar was finger-thick, from his side to his spine, level with the bottom of the shoulder blade. It had not been well treated. Someone with rudimentary knowledge had used the right tools, tissue welding without finesse. Unless he intended to wear the scar like some badge of honor, van Donne would need cosmetic work. 

“The first time, it was concussion and a crushed arm,” van Donne was saying sourly. “A demolition charge, down in the cargo bays off the east side of the rink. I barely made it out with my brains intact. The second time they didn’t get fancy. Heavy cal, short range. I was lucky.”

“He was close to dead,” Rafe Byrne said quietly, in an accent still resonant with a trace of the Irish. He stood, peered so closely and critically at the scar that the repairs were obviously his own handiwork, and then he deliberately smoothed the shirt down over van Donne’s wide back. 

“You pulled him out?” Travers was guessing Byrne had to be first generation out from Earth. He was colonial by an accident of fate, yet he had found his way out beyond the frontier, where the Deep Sky unraveled into regions uncharted – or at least uncharted by humans. Mark Sherratt’s people had been out here a thousand years before the first human.

Sergei slid an arm around Byrne and pulled him in close. “I never came so close to gone before.” His brows arched at Travers and Marin. “You two clowns on Oberon? Not even in the same neighborhood. Last thing I knew, I was face down, bleeding out. This kid hauls me into cover, calls for help, and when Fernie Wang’s people look like they’re going to stand back and watch me die, he grabs the med kit and does the job himself.”

“Fernie,” Ramon said in amused tone, “wants the Mako.”

“Fernie,” Sergei said mock pleasantly, “can go fuck himself. He’ll get the Mako when I’m cold and dead, and I’m not ready to roll over yet.” He pinned Marin with blue eyes like gimlets. “So, Dendra Shemiji. You’re here for Zwerner?”

And Marin nodded slowly. “I’m here for Zwerner.”

“And you can bet Zwerner is watching us right now,” Jazinsky added. “We were probed on the way in, Sergei. Somebody was trying to get into every system we have, even before we docked. Zwerner?”

The white-blond head nodded. “He’s been expecting to be hit. He’s an evil bastard, he’s not stupid.”

“And you know where he is.” Marin’s brows arched. “Don’t you? You want to share data in exchange for one good, clean shot at the man.”

 A brash grin widened van Donne’s mouth. “You’re psychic. Yeah, I know where he is, not that it does me any good. But you buggers – you have the resources of Dendra Shemiji, and the best tech this side of the frontier, and the power of the Wastrel. You could reach him.”

The truth was, the Wastrel could take Halfway to pieces, spar by spar, rock by rock, if no one cared about the vast loss of life in the bid to take Zwerner. Halfway was curiously delicate, with its daisy-chain of docked hulks, and the complete disregard of this community for even the most basic maintenance work. Perhaps van Donne would not have cared about the loss of life, if the Wastrel took Halfway apart. Travers was unsure. Sergei was an odd character. He was a Freespacer, intensely proud of it, and he might just as easily place as high a value on Freespacer lives as he placed no value at all on the Shanghai ‘live cargo’ of conscripts from the Middle Heavens and Near Sky. 

“So.” Sergei released Byrne and thrust both hands into the pockets of the black matte slacks, which stretched the fabric taut across his groin and drew Travers’s eyes in idle speculation. “You want to trade data? I can show you exactly where Zwerner is – where he’s been for almost three months now. And he’s had that long to get himself dug in like a bug.”

“You can tell us,” Vaurien began.

But van Donne answered with a grunt. “I’ll show you. I want in, and I don’t trust you. You’ll get the data you want and cut me out.”

“Would we do that?” Jazinsky demanded fatuously.

“Yeah, you bloody would,” van Donne snorted. “Besides which, there’s way too much to tell. He’d been here long enough to have installed his own surveillance. Drones, autoguns, gas, field projectors, the works. If there was a way through his maze, I’d know about it. You bastards can put tech up against tech. Cut through. I can save you a lot of time and trouble. But I want in.” He looked levelly at Vaurien now. “What about it, Richard? Whaddaya say to partnering up for the duration, like we did at Ulrand?”

“At Ulrand?” Vaurien echoed. “You were a goddamn’ privateer, you were never there when anybody needed you, and as soon as you had your claims staked, you were gone.”

“And you expected me to put myself in the Fleet firing line to save your ass?” Sergei barked a chuckle.

“Asako Rodman might have expected you to be there and cover her ass,” Jazinsky said tartly. “The Harlequin took so much damage, she’s still dry-docked at Ulrand.”

He gave her a pained look. “Rodman’s a big girl. She can cover her own fat ass, and the last I heard of the Harlequin, she’s being patched over with pieces hacked off Fleet wrecks. Guns, hull armor, generators. She’s going to come back as some weird-ass hybrid, half warship. Rodman’s got nothing to complain about. Me? I took more than my share of Fleet pilots at Ulrand, and I got the hell out with my crew and my ship whole.”

Vaurien exhaled through his teeth. “All right, Sergei, we’ll play this your way. You’ll be safer on the Wastrel, anyway. Zwerner’s got to be waiting for another shot at you, and you know what they say.”

“Third time lucky,” van Donne growled. “I know.”

“And then we deal,” Travers added. “Remember the prisoners? The warprizes, if you want to use the term. You said you can steer us in the right direction, for a price. You want to make some calls?”

“You’re joking, right?” Sergei looked at Byrne, and laughed. “You say word one on the air in this place, and Zwerner’s listening. You want to talk to anybody, you go there, buy him a beer, look him in the eyeballs.” He swiped up his jacket but did not put it on. “And, yeah, I’ll deal. You get what you want, Travers … so do I.”

With an expression of some relief, Vaurien was already moving. “Are we out of this place, while I still have my eardrums?”

“We’re out,” van Donne agreed. “This might be a shithole, but it’s one of the few places you can’t be jumped, and there’s so much EM crap, it busts up surveillance. There’s two drones that I know about monitoring me, but with the EM and the background noise, all Boden Zwerner knows about right now is that Vaurien and his people met me and mine. He’ll stew in his own juices, wondering what’s going down.” 

“And then he’ll take another shot at you,” Marin observed.

At the door, van Donne stopped and gestured Ramon to go ahead of him. “Why do you think Fernie Wang’s contract shooter is shadowing me? I mean, besides the fact he wants me to shag his little ass raw.”

The door slid open a half meter. Ramon was flat against it, a gun in each hand, eyes wide, almost feral, as he scanned the obnoxiously pink bar and stage area. The noise levels ramped up at once, and Vaurien raised his voice to get over them.

“You’ve buddied up with Wang? I’m surprised.”

“I’ve flown with Fernie a few times,” van Donne admitted, “when there was a profit in it. There’s times when I hate the man’s guts, but he can be useful, and he wants a piece of Zwerner almost as much as I do.” He gestured at the deck. “The Krait’s docked down on J Deck, berth 87, right on the edge of the rink. Fernie likes it cold and dark and stinking. Makes it easier to get away with murder – literally.” He lifted a brow at Ramon as the door opened wider and the shooter slid out. “The kid’s on loan, but he’s damned good. If he’s half as good in the sack as he is at his job, I might keep him.”

“Rafe doesn’t mind?” Jazinsky wondered. “What about it, Rafe? You want Ramon aboard?”

The Irish was piquant in Byrne’s light voice, and he gave Jazinsky a wink. “I … like variety, if you get my drift.”

She chuckled, and the humor was genuine. “Meaning, you like getting on top as well, and your chances of slapping a saddle on Sergei are slim to none.”

“Close. Just drop the slim part,” Byrne affirmed with an eloquent shrug. “Ramon’s okay. Like Sergei said, he’s damn’ good. He’s wasted on Fernie’s crew. Christ, who’d want a berth on the Krait?”

The remark struck close to home, and Travers was thinking about Jo Queneau as he stepped out ahead of Vaurien and Jazinsky. Marin was behind them, and Richard was panning the handy to and fro, looking for the drones van Donne had mentioned.

He found them as they moved out of the club, and pointed – one was high up, among the dead fluorescent tubes; the other was concealed behind the dumpsters outside the narrow door of a pocket-sized diner. The reek of week-old garbage competed with the heavy odors of sizzling oil and frying meat.

“There’s your drones, Sergei,” Vaurien said tersely. “You might want to delete them, let Zwerner know we know he’s keeping tabs on us.”

“Be my guest,” van Donne invited. “I’ve blown away dozens of these things. Five minutes later a couple more show up. In the end, it’s cheaper to save your ammunition.”

“Neil?” Vaurien turned in Travers’s direction. 

“Take them, make the statement,” Travers said promptly. “Make Zwerner aware van Donne has allies.”

“Is that wise?” Jazinsky wondered.

“He’s already seen us meet.” Marin drew the Zamphir and primed it. He was gazing up, wide-eyed in the half-light, looking for the first drone. “He’ll be fully aware of the probe into his business, which is the reason he pulled out to Halfway, where he’s harder to reach. He tried to probe Etienne before we docked – and failed. So we have to be high on his list of suspects. He knows we’re on Shapiro’s team … I’d say he already knows why we’re here, and –” he paused to squeeze the trigger once, and was rewarded by a small explosion, a shower of magnesium bright sparks, a fist-sized chunk of wreckage which fell heavily to the deck, still glowing red-hot.

“And what we need,” Travers went on as he slithered along the wall, closer to the reeking dumpsters, “is a way to force his hand. Maybe flush him out. Panic him, so he doesn’t feel safe even sitting inside his fortress.” He snapped off a single shot, and the dumpsters jiggled with the force of the explosion which killed the second drone. He turned back to the group as he slid away the sidearm. “Now he knows what he’s up against, and he’s going to make the next move.”

“Jesus,” van Donne breathed. “You’re insane.”

“Who, us?” Marin joined Travers, shoulder to shoulder with him. “What tipped you off?” He touched the comm clipped to his lapel. “Etienne, status?”

The calm AI voice was surreal in these surroundings. “Level four signal activity issuing from the source of the deep system probe. Comm locators place five recipients all over Halfway. Only one is in your sector. Suggest vigilance. Armed caution is warranted.”

Marin surveyed van Donne critically. “Tells us three things. One, we got Zwerner’s attention. Two, he takes us seriously enough to jump right out of his skin. Three, he has only five operatives deployed at one time, which means he has less than twenty available, probably closer to ten. And those numbers are manageable.”

“Especially since you can subtract one in about two minutes,” Travers said in an acid tone. “Etienne, update.”

“One thermal signature, identified by the comm unit receiving the level four encrypted signal, converging on your position,” Etienne informed him. “Position, cargo elevator access corridor, intersecting with the promenade thirty meters ahead of your position. Estimated time to intercept, seventy seconds.”

“Stay put,” Travers said quietly to Vaurien. He gave Ramon an interested look. “Everybody says you’re one of the best, kid. Do what you do … secure this position, nothing gets through, nobody gets hurt.”

Ramon made a face. “You sure you’re a major? You sound like a freakin’ platoon sergeant.”

The observation was accurate enough to inspire genuine humor, and Travers gave the kid a brash grin. “It’s a long story. Curtis?”

They were moving then, holding to the deep blue pools of shadow in the dark wells where the overhead fluoros were dead. Opposite the juncture of the promenade and the cargo access corridor was the recessed doorway of a dealer in scrap machinery. Every conceivable item was stacked inside and out, from the most antiquated rubbish Mawson would have rejected to military items recently salvaged at Ulrand, most of which were broken but repairable.

Without a word, Travers and Marin ducked into the cover of the stacked machinery and listened as Etienne whispered over the loop. “Ten seconds. Five … three … standby.”

The shooter was not long out of Fleet. The presentation was still all crewdeck bravado, from the unit tattoos to the buzz cut hair, the mock-cammo pants and jacket and the indeterminate gender. Travers had no idea if Zwerner’s shooter was male or female. Too much muscle and too many tattoos confused the kid’s profile. All he was sure of was that it was a kid in his or her early twenties, with a big-cal Chiyoda pistol in one hand and a palmgun in the other.

The shooter slithered to the end of the corridor, pressed flat against the wall and peered around, hunting visually for the group. Marin was muttering in annoyance as he swung the Zamphir down into line and snapped off a shot. The round smacked into the meat and muscle of one big thigh and the shooter spun, grunted, as he or she sprawled on the deck.

“Etienne,” Marin said sharply. “Four more comm idents in the field. Where, doing what?”

“Too far from your position to be germane,” Etienne murmured. “I will track them and report.”

Satisfied, Travers stood up from the cover of the stack of junk and watched as Marin strode closer to the shooter. A second round punched into the kid’s other leg; two more, delicately placed, incapacitated both arms. The limbs were perfectly repairable, but the neural damage would take several days to properly heal after surgery. This one was out of commission for so long, the action would be over before the medics let him get back up on his feet.

With a muttered curse, Marin leaned down over the kid, threw open the cammo jacket and deliberately confiscated three other assorted guns as well as the Chiyoda and the sneak gun. The young face was twisted in pain, teeth bared, eyes red as much with fury as with agony. Marin passed two of the weapons to Travers and thrust the others into his jacket pockets. Before he straightened, he addressed the comm in the kid’s shirt pocket.

He knew it would be open. Radio monitoring was standard procedure. “Mister Zwerner,” he said levelly, “you’d best send a crew down here to pick up your wounded. And if you continue to take casual potshots at this company, the next one will require a bodybag.” He stood then. “Neil?”

Travers whispered to his own comm. “Move it. Everybody out. The way’s clear ahead, right back to the elevators. Fall back to the Wastrel. Etienne, are you monitoring Halfway utility systems?”

“Constantly.”

“Do you have override capabilities?”

“Of course,” Etienne said patiently.

“Then override command of the elevator between here and the dorsal docks,” Travers told it. He lifted a brow at Marin. “We don’t want any nasty surprises on the way home … and if Zwerner’s been here so long he literally owns the place, he could have a finger up everything.”

“Sneaky.” Marin favored him with a smile. “You’re learning. These are Dendra Shemiji tricks. Never split your knuckles when you can think spirals around the buggers.”

For months now, while he and Marin had been recovering from the ordeal in the smashed, radiotoxic underground below the University of Omaru, Hydralis, Travers had been reading Mark Sherratt’s texts, watching vids, reviewing old mission reports. In sims, he had been trying his hand at the Resalq martial arts, and a few words of the language had begun to stick in his mind. He knew that Dendra Shemiji meant ‘the silence of knives,’ or, more literally, ‘knife silent.’ He knew that ‘dendra’ was a class of knife, specifically the long knife, or even sword. Denlun was cutlery; denepu was the whole family of carving knives. He knew that ‘shemiji’ was a type of silence. Shemebre’elar was the soft quiet before a storm broke. Shemvin was ‘the quiet of the soul,’ the Resalq term for meditation. Shemiji was the silence of utter extinction. Iji meant ‘nothing,’ in the context of ‘the hollow emptiness left when everything is gone.’ 

The Resalq way was so old, so deep, Travers often despaired of making sense of more than a fraction of it. After ten years of living and working with them, studying with Mark Sherratt and literally being adopted into his family – perhaps even to fill some void left by Leon’s departure – Marin was still not fluent in the language. But the Resalq triple-think came naturally to him now, while Travers still envied his knowledge of a system of martial arts which had been ancient before humans landed a pilot on their own moon.

With Etienne remote-commanding the elevators in this quadrant of Halfway, Zwerner could not reach them on the ride back up to the Wastrel’s dorsal berth, but before Marin hit the door release he petitioned the AI again. 

“The docking facility is clear,” Etienne reported. “I am still tracking the operatives associated by comm ID with the individual, Zwerner, but they have converged on their injured. Encrypted comm traffic continues to pass between them and a secure mainframe in Halfway. Encryption levels have been increased to level five.”

“Doors open. Do we have access to the content of the traffic?” Travers asked.

“Yes, but the gist is unclear,” Etienne warned. “Their use of unit-specific code words complicates the sense of their signals.”

The docking rings were cold, windy, dim. Travers swept the area with a single disapproving look, and went ahead to the Wastrel’s hatch. Marin hung behind the group, and with a glance back, Travers knew what he was doing. He had pried an inspection hatch off the panel at the right of the freight elevator. He was rigging up a manual override, setting keycodes for one more level of security.

The wide, silver-green hatch slid open with a soft shush of equalizing air pressures. Jazinsky went right ahead, but Vaurien blocked the way before van Donne and his people could follow. His face was side-lit by the red emergency lamps, weirdly shadowed, forbidding, as he gave van Donne a glare that might have withered him. 

“You’re a guest on my ship, Sergei, and you’re under my protection here. I’ll thank you to mind your manners. If I find one mote of dust out of place, you’re on your own. We can get to Zwerner without you, and you’ll hear about it on whatever this heap of scrap uses for a data circuit.”

Sergei produced a hurt look. “Richard, yet again I’m wounded.”

“You will be,” Vaurien promised, “if Etienne reports anything missing or tampered with. You’re under surveillance, the three of you.”

“You gonna be watching when I take a leak?” van Donne speculated. “I didn’t figure you for a voyeur. If you wanted to check out the merchandise, all you had to do was ask.”

Without another word, Vaurien stood aside and let them pass. Ramon and Byrne were a pace behind the bigger, broader van Donne, and Travers gave a soundless chuckle as Marin joined them in the hatch.

“I never thought I’d see the day,” Marin admitted. “The last time you had van Donne aboard, he tried to make off with any tech that wasn’t bolted to the deck, and Jazinsky offered to break all four of his limbs.”

“Times change,” Travers said philosophically, “for us all. Sergei needs us, and he can save us a lot of time and work. As for the kids, Jazinsky knows Rafe Byrne from somewhere, and Ramon is looking for a better deal. He’s not going to rub you the wrong way, Richard.”

“The deal Ramon wants,” Marin said amusedly, “is anything that gets him between van Donne’s sheets, even if it means giving Byrne what he wants! I set the override on the elevator. We’re secure there. And if van Donne has even half the intel he thinks he does, we’ll have our pipeline to Zwerner.”

“Which leaves me chasing the Shanghai survivors,” Vaurien finished. He stepped into the warmer, brighter interior of his ship, and the hatch slid over. “All right, let’s see what Sergei has to offer.”

“Is anyone but me hungry?” Travers wondered plaintively. His head had begun to clear as his system cycled out the rubbish they had all been breathing in the club, leaving him aware of his belly. The after-effects of gryphon and chimera were always the same. The last time he and Curtis had been subjected to these mild toxins, they were in the custody of Colonel Alec Tarrant’s resistance cell. He had wild memories of that VR session, and from the glitter in Curtis’s eyes, he was recalling the same scenes.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The schematics of Halfway displayed in the vast threedee, five meters wide, filling the body of Jazinsky’s lab. Etienne had launched a flock of popup drones, scanned and modeled Halfway, while van Donne’s company organized themselves in quarters between Vaurien’s own and the stateroom which had become home to Travers and Marin. Ramon was wearing a smug expression, while Byrne watched the younger man with overt speculation.

Their flirting amused Marin, and he felt the tickle of fascination, the spike in his hormone levels, which might have been the gryphon and chimera, or the sub-etherics down on the lower levels – or it might have been the pheromones generated by van Donne’s companions. Whatever it was, he found himself studying his own partner, seeing Neil Travers with a stranger’s eyes, and looking at his chrono, wondering when he could engineer an hour of downtime.

The autochef in Jazinsky’s lab was set up to cater to her own tastes. The food was hot enough to take the roof off Marin’s mouth, but at least it was human. He had eaten enough Resalq cuisine to inure him to almost anything. Ramon seemed actually to like the Pakrani spices, and to van Donne they were as native as to Jazinsky herself. But Rafe Byrne grumbled bitterly until the ship’s Weimann specialist, Tully Ingersol, showed him the ’chef in the back of the crew lounge. Minutes later Byrne returned to Jazinsky’s lab with a sausage and onions on a bun, and a schooner of beer, which earned him the derision of both crews.

Wading in the threedee display, Vaurien chewed absently on seafood and noodles as he followed the paths of Halfway’s power, air, water and waste conduits. The old Rotterdam Explorer was little more than a hollow cylinder. Of the original fittings, only the generators remained. The bows had been laid wide open, peeled back like a banana skin and fused into the planetoid, and twenty meters ahead of the wide-scale conversion job, Halfway changed. 

People like Boden Zwerner had invested a great deal in Halfway, for their own comfort and security. The rad-shields were fine-tuned and overlapped; the air cycling systems worked properly; the lights were all functional. Toxicity and noise levels were low, while temperature, humidity and light levels were under constant revision. Live plants grew there; music played at volumes which did not perforate the eardrums. And the accommodations were plush, the entertainments lavish – the docking ports private and secure.

The bow-end community had been nicknamed Xanadu years before, when the modifications began, and the name was accurate. Fifteen decks of opulence were stacked one atop another, and Zwerner commanded the top three. His own docking ports opened there; his corporate army patrolled the deck directly below, and his household was installed in fortress-like security.

“Does he ever come out?” Travers asked shrewdly. He was sitting on the end of a workbench, feet on a stool, hands cradling a bowl of chicken and rice. 

“Occasionally,” van Donne said through a mouthful of food. He was in Jazinsky’s recliner, boots crossed on the workspace before him. “But when he does, it’s only to saunter down to a club, or play squash with his own bodyguards.”

“For what it’s worth,” Vaurien observed from his place at the workbench where he was leaning with both elbows on the cluttered surface, “he’s made himself a prisoner.”

“It ain’t worth much.” Travers gestured with his fork at the schematic. “He’s living like an emperor in there. He’ll have the best of everything, from food to Companions to VR, whatever he wants.”

“And,” van Donne said sourly, “scuttlebutt out of MarakCity says he’s consolidating. Meaning, the bastard’s rolling every asset he ever possessed into one godalmighty chunk of cash, gems, resources –”

“He’s pulling out,” Marin mused without waiting for van Donne to finish. “He’s probably fitting out a ship. Next stop, the homeworlds, where he’s far beyond the reach of anybody but Dendra
Shemiji. And he’ll be making the usual mistake, assuming Dendra Shemiji doesn’t, or can’t, operate that far away.”

The big Pakrani twisted in his chair to look up and back at Marin. “Not true?”

Marin glanced at him, and then back at the schematics. “Need to know, van Donne. And you don’t.”

“Well, shit, I’ll just take that as a ‘yes,’” van Donne said acidly. “But if that mother slips past me – us – here, pulling off a hit when he’s gotten himself a mansion on Earth or Mars will be one helluva lot harder. He’s already surrounded by a goddamn’ army here. Once he gets in among the homeworlds, he’ll have Tactical, military, corporate, government, all protecting him. I’m going to get one shot at this, and then I might as well write it off and learn to live with the fact he fucked me over royally.”

“We,” Travers corrected, “are going to get one shot.”

“What’s the story with you and Zwerner?” Marin prompted. “I mean, the full, real version. I know the gossip, and if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s never to trust spacer rink gossip.” He lifted one brow at van Donne. “So Zwerner screwed you. He’s screwed everybody, and he and his homeworlds cronies came damn’ close to destroying most of Omaru.”

“I know. CL-389,” van Donne sad quietly. “I heard the whole thing. There’s not much I don’t get to know through the Hydralis underground. I used to run the Fleet blockade so often, I had my own stashes in the outer system, among the abandoned smelters. Would it surprise you to know I’ve done business with Alec Tarrant?”

The supply pipeline from Reece Clyma at Reagan de la Courte to Colonel Alec Tarrant in Hydralis had gone by way of van Donne, and Marin was unimpressed. “If you short changed Tarrant, when this war ends and he can get out of Omaru, I wouldn’t be you.”

“He doesn’t have a bone to pick with me,” van Donne said tartly. “And as for Boden Zwerner – I don’t think he has a friend left in the Deep Sky. He has goons and whores, but kin and friends?” The blond head shook. “He could buy his way into the homeworlds, probably even Earth itself, but he’s not going to get the chance.” He glanced up at Marin. “So, Dendra Shemiji. I’ve been looking for a way to get to him for months. What do you see that I don’t?”

It was a good question, and Marin took it seriously. The schematics were heavily annotated with van Donne’s information, and he had also been watching Zwerner for long enough to know his schedule, his movements. Sergei had tried to find access for either a human or a drone, through the loading dock, the servants’ gates, the technicians’ inspection hatches, the air ducts, incoming water pipes and wiring conduits, power couplers, waste water pipes.

“No joy,” he said as he fed the last forkload of food into his mouth. “Ramon, get me a beer, will you, kid? So, Mister Professional Expert, what’s your plan?”

Without inflection of tone or expression Marin mused, “I’ll take him tomorrow, if you guys have gotten a lead on the Shanghai prisoners. If you need extra time, tell me how long. I don’t want to pull the plug on Zwerner before you have what you need, because this whole place is going to go so ape, we might have to bust out of here, and we don’t have the resources to get too fancy – or complacent.”

Every head in the lab had turned to stare at him. Even van Donne was so speechless, the smart remarks died unspoken for a long, elastic minute. At last it was Ramon who said, in that thick Velcastran accent, “You’re shittin’ us, right?”

“No.” Marin gave the younger man a cool look. “It’s so obvious, it’s slapping you in the face, you’re just not seeing it … you’ve become too used to getting what you need by brute force.” He tapped his temple. “Not sneaky enough by half, kiddo. Neil, I need to go look at a bunch of messages that have been queued since yesterday … do you have a few minutes?”

The look on Travers’s face made him long for a handy. He would have liked to show Neil the picture of himself, open mouthed and gaping. On Jagreth, they called it ‘catching bugs.’ Vaurien was only chuckling. He had known Mark Sherratt far too long to doubt a syllable Marin had said, and Jazinsky accepted the bald statement without comment.

“If you need me, I’ll be in our quarters,” Marin said lightly, and stepped out. “Neil?”

Travers was a pace behind him. Safely out of earshot of van Donne and his partners, he demanded softly, “That was a joke, wasn’t it? You’re just winding the buggers up because they’re funnier that way?”

“No.” Marin gave him a sultry look over one shoulder. “I’ll take him tomorrow, or at the moment you specify, if a day nosing around Halfway doesn’t get you the intel on the prisoners.”

They were in the open doorway to their stateroom when Travers’s hand on his arm held him back. “You going to tell me, or do I have to bribe the info out of you?”

For the first time in what seemed a lifetime, Marin laughed quietly, and the humor was genuine. He beckoned Travers in, and hit the door release. It was closed, locked, when he sat back on the edge of the wide bed, propped himself on both palms, and gave Travers an amused look. 

“You saw the schematics. You can’t sneak in or break in. It’s sealed up tight. Which means Boden Zwerner lives in the dread of assassination – execution! – as well as the expectation of attempts. So, if you can neither sneak nor break in …?”

Travers’s brows rose. “He has to come out.”

“Or he has to invite me to come in,” Marin added. “Now, I could probably romance him till he issued the invitation, but I’m not going to. The place is crawling with his goons, as Sergei said. I itemize him, which is simple enough; then I have to itemize twenty more, to get out of there alive.” He shook his head dismissively, and looked Travers over with deep appreciation. “It would get too complicated, messy, hazardous. Therefore, the man will come out tomorrow.”

“You’re dead certain of that.” Travers was well aware of Marin’s mood. Faint color flushed his cheeks and his eyes had darkened. He came closer, standing between Marin’s widespread knees at the edge of the bed.

“With a major radiation spill from the power conduits on the level right below, it’ll be his own idea to get up and go,” Marin said cynically. “And before you ask, no, I’m not going to rupture the mains and contaminate half the colony! But I am going to send a drone in there with a hazmat lock-box, and instructions to open it when we’re ready to move; and in about an hour’s time, I’m going to ask Jazinsky to put an AI into the Halfway mainframe. 

“When we’re good and ready, the drone releases just enough radiotoxic garbage to give Zwerner’s sensors the tipoff that it’s the real deal, and Halfway’s own peabrained little AI will raise the alarm. Everyone and his dog will be bugging out. All we have to do is pinpoint Zwerner’s ship, and pick him off as he leaves. I don’t want to have the Wastrel do it – I don’t want anything tying Richard into the event any more closely than he already is. We could arm the Capricorn, but she doesn’t have enough hull armor to make the idea attractive, if there were an alterative. And there is. Sergei already bought into this, which means we can take Zwerner with the Mako, and leave Richard the hell out of the whole deal. Nice, neat, tidy.”

“Damn,” Travers whispered as he sank to his knees at the bedside and laid both forearms along Marin’s thighs. “Sergei could have done it himself – if he had the brains to think it through. And an AI specialist. And a spare drone or two he could trust. He looked up into Marin’s face. “So when are you going to put him out of his misery, tell him how it’s going down?”

“Same time as I ask Barb to put an AI into the Halfway mainframe.” Marin stretched under the sheer luxury of Travers’s hands, which had begun to caress him, undress him. He sprawled back over the bed and watched Neil with lazy preoccupation.

“Now, what pushed your buttons this time?” Travers wondered as he pulled off the soft Tai Chi pants. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

“Watching Ramon and Byrne flirt,” Marin admitted. “They’re fancy dancing their way around each other and van Donne. And Ramon’s going to get what he’s been wanting, unless I miss my guess.” 

“Which got you … interested,” Travers observed, preoccupied with the hot, hard flesh he had discovered. “Just lucky for you, there’s someone to take care of this for you.” And the dark head bowed to the task he had set himself.

Liquid pleasure engulfed Marin. The alchemy of it transformed his bones into jelly, and his fingers threaded into Travers’s hair, massaging his scalp, finding the erogenous zones. Neil groaned, deep and bass, as his body responded to the ancient skills, and he was only half aware of what Marin was doing. In time he would learn these skills too. The Resalq knew every trick, every act of sensual magic, and the pressure points were not very different in humans, though the response was not at all the same. 

A Resalq lover could court the male or the female nature of his partner – the qualities a human recognized as male and female were both integral to the Resalq. Humans were different, more difficult to woo, more unpredictable. Marin wondered which side of Neil would awaken as he massaged the pressure points around skull, neck, face, slipped his hands down around the big shoulders and began again.

The hot, wet heaven of Neil’s mouth left him; his skin prickled in reaction, and he took a quick breath as Travers moved up over him. He was not surprised to find his spine folded, his legs draped artlessly across Neil’s shoulders. He smelt the sweet scent of the lube they used, felt its coolness on Neil’s long fingers as they slipped into him. He looked up into Travers’s intent face as he positioned himself, one knee on the bed, one foot braced on the deck. And then the sudden fullness, heat and intense pleasure banished every thought from Marin’s mind.

With fingers like talons in Travers’s shoulders, he held on – unable to move much, and not needing to. Neil was as strong as he had ever been, or stronger. Since Omaru they had both spent countless hours in the gym, and while the hard physical work only made Marin more slender as it turned his sinews to steel hawsers, it packed dense, heavy muscle onto Neil’s body. He was strong enough to have been daunting, if Curtis had not known him for so long.

But he had never been wary of Travers, nor reluctant to arouse him. The weeks of impotence and sickness after Omaru were just a bad memory now, which Marin chose not to recall. Instead, he focused on the big, robust body in his arms, filled with the vitality of a magnificent young animal, driven by the healthy lust Marin had invited, and tempered by love. 

Growling with effort and desire, Neil drove him hard, and at last Marin let his head fall back, closed his eyes, barely breathing as he concentrated on every sensation. He knew to the instant when Neil was about to come, and he needed only a few touches of his own hand to trigger his own coming.

They were tangled on the bed, a long time later, when the comm chimed. Without even opening his eyes Marin said,

“This better be good.”

It was Vaurien. “Did I interrupt something?”

“No,” Marin admitted. “We’re done … what is it, Richard?”

“The other half of this job.” Vaurien paused. “We need to pay a visit to J Deck.”

 The reference meant nothing to Marin for a moment, and then he remembered the schematics. J was the bottom deck, the very bottom of Halfway’s docking rink, where the Krait and the Mako were berthed. “Tell Sergei to bring his ship up to one of the topside docks. As it happens, we can use the Mako.”

“I’ll tell him,” Vaurien agreed, “but Fernie Wang is happy as a pig in shit down there. He’s not going to move the Krait.”

In the vicinity of Marin’s right shoulder, Travers groaned. “We have a use for Fernando Wang? In the name of God, what?”

Vaurien chuckled. “It’s like this. Sergei knows another guy on Wang’s crew, some deadhead, name of Talantov. Turns out this Talantov spends his downtime skulling in a den on J, some dive called Gemini that’s going to make Flamenco Rosado look like a class act. Talantov’s been talking to Ramon about this dealer he knows from Gemini … give you three guesses what the lowlife deals in.”

“Live cargo. Labor for the Freespace colonies,” Travers breathed. 

“Got it in one,” Vaurien affirmed. “Etienne’s monitoring comm in and out of Halfway, and it’s a dumb idea to say a syllable on the air, encrypted or not. I want to track down this Talantov personally, use him to get hold of the dealer … and then it ought to come down to money or blood. He either sells the intel or you can beat it out of him.”

“Me?” Travers demanded. “Why does it always come down to me, when you want rough stuff –”

“How do you know I was talking to you?” Vaurien asked sweetly. “If it came to extracting information at the edge of a razor, I’d have to guess Dendra Shemiji would know how it works.”

Marin sat up with a deep yawn. “Nothing so crude, Richard – but I take your point. With any luck the intel will be on the table with a pricetag attached.” He stretched every joint, every sinew, and looked down at the long, muscular sprawl of Travers’s body. “When do you want us there?”

“Soon,” Vaurien mused. “I want to nail the data fast, before any part of the status quo can change. Which also gives you your shot at Zwerner tomorrow. You said you can use the Mako?”

“And a favor from Barb.” Marin got his feet under him with another yawn, and threw open the closet. “We’ll be right there, Richard.”

Not quite on a whim, he lifted out the kevlex vest, and without a word, dropped it on over his head before he dressed.

“We expecting to get shot at?” Travers asked quietly.

“Maybe.” Marin glanced thoughtfully at him. “Zwerner’s almost killed van Donne twice. He has to know we’re on Halfway … and if van Donne knows I executed Reece Cyma, the news might have reached Zwerner. For all we know, he might also be aware of who got through his security at the Palmeral. It all comes back to me. Us. Dendra Shemiji.”

“Which makes us targets as surely as van Donne.” Travers reached into the closet and lifted out the larger kevlex vest.

Pleased he was going to wear it without being argued into it, Marin watched him set the smart seals, so the kevlex-titanium mesh formed up about his torso and abdomen like a close second skin of black armor. Travers regarded his reflection in the long mirror with a cynical expression.

“What?” Marin wondered.

“I’ll be glad when this bloody war is history,” Travers said with raw honesty, “and it’s just you and me, and a horse property in some backwoods place nobody every heard of. Time and space to live your life without spending half of it healing up and the other half trying not to get busted up all over again.”

“We’ll get there,” Marin promised. He took Travers’s smooth face between both palms for a moment, kissed his mouth, and watched the blue eyes smile at him with so much they might never say. “If they didn’t get us at Omaru, the rest should be easy. Still,” he mused as he stepped back to watch Travers finish dressing, “I’d like to get the paperwork organized. Just in case. If you’re going to be my legal heir, so you can inherit under Jagrethean law –”

“We’ll need to handfast, to make it impossible for the Jagrethean authorities to invalidate the bequest. I know.” Travers shoved his feet into the soft black boots and settled his denims over them. He shrugged into the shoulder holster for the Zamphir and snatched up the jacket he had dropped by the bed almost an hour before. “Talk to Richard and Mark. Set the date.”

Something inside Curtis Marin gave a curious lurch. “You’re serious?”

“Of course.” Travers leaned over and pecked his cheek with a kiss. “But I’m not just marrying you for your money. That part of it – the inheritance thing, and this weird Jagrethean colonial law of yours – is all your business. I’m just getting hitched because I found somebody to care about, and I want to be with him.” He paused with a frown. “Like Shapiro, I suppose, stumbling right into Jon Kim by accident. It’s been a long time since his wife was killed. You ever read his file? Vaurien has it. Jazinsky hacked Shapiro’s system a few hours after he jumped us on Saraine!” 

Lauren Russell-Shapiro had been gone for a long time, and it was no more than blind luck that threw Harrison Shapiro into the company of the Ulrish Environment Minister – the same blind luck that made Jon Kim not only work well with Shapiro, but also find the older man fascinating. 

“By now Kim ought to be getting close to Velcastra, even on a tramp that’s taking the back-loop route,” Marin mused.

“Better hope he is,” Travers decided. “There’s no way back to Ulrand for him, and the whole Deep Sky is getting dangerous. This one’s Shapiro’s problem, loverboy – and he probably relishes it. You and me? Getting hitched is the least of our worries. It’s only to keep your weird Jagrethean law happy. We’d be together anyway, here, there, Three Rivers, what would it matter?”

He hit the door release and was out of the stateroom on those words, as if he did not realize the enormity of what he had said. Marin smiled after him, mulling the words over again, liking the sound of them. It was so simple, in Travers’s logic. Someone to care about, to be with. Neil was prepared to accept the feelings between them for what they were, without micro-analyzing them, taking them apart and putting them through some process of scrutinization after which they would never be the same again.

“Good enough,” he decided as he picked up his jacket. 

“What is?” Travers wondered.

“I’ll talk to Richard and Mark,” Marin told him. “Set a date.”

Travers looked back over one shoulder. “Don’t forget to brief me. You might need me to show up on the day.”

Vaurien was leaning on the bulkhead beside the service elevator, listening to Ramon, who spoke in a bare undertone as if he thought the walls might be audio bugged. Richard gave Travers an exasperated look and raised a hand to stop Ramon. 

“Save it kid. Neil, they’re prepping the Capricorn. We’re going to take it down and dock on J, close enough to Wang’s berth and this club Ramon’s telling me about to scan the whole zone and clear it. I’m done taking chances.”

As he spoke, the comm whispered with van Donne’s voice, a terse announcement that the spaceplane was on launch standby. Marin was surprised. “You trust van Donne and Byrne in your hangars?”

“Tully’s with them, and they don’t know it, but Etienne’s got tracers on them,” Richard told him. “They can’t make a move without me knowing about it.”

“And me?” Ramon wondered. “Your AI has a tracer on me too?”

“Oh, yes.” Vaurien dropped one large hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “Forgive me if I don’t trust you. It’s nothing personal.”

“You’ve done nothing yet to make him trust you,” Travers said to Ramon as Vaurien thumbed for the lift. “And if you’re running with Sergei, he’s twice as likely to be suspicious. You know the history they share.”

The shooter tossed back the cape of blue-black hair and regarded Vaurien with a darkly speculative expression. “I know about it. Sergei tells it differently.”

“I imagine he does.” Richard’s tone was bland. “Doesn’t mean he’s remembering it like it happened.”

“And you are,” Ramon retorted.

“Between us, Barb, Tully and myself have a pretty good grasp on the reality of being infiltrated, spied on, robbed blind, played for fools.” Richard paused as the wide cargo doors opened, and stepped into the car. “If you don’t believe me, ask Paul Wymark the next time you see him.”

Wymark was the Arago specialist aboard the Wings of Freedom, and Marin knew Ramon was itching to know what had happened to the ship. It would be weeks or months before she pulled out of the Rabelais Drift, put her nose outside the absolute seclusion of Alshie’nya, and Wymark would be at liberty to tell some fraction of the work he had been doing. Lai’a was back there, already refitting after the battle at Ulrand. 

The mission for which the old Intrepid had been resurrected was imminent. The moment the Colonial War was over, and won, Harrison Shapiro would be free to divide his attention between his Ulrish partner, handsome young Jon Kim – who should be well on his way to Velcastra, invisible in the political arena – and the shift of power in the Deep Sky. On that day, with Shapiro exploring the first personal relationship he had permitted himself in far too long, Mark Sherratt would be glad to focus his interest elsewhere.

Hellgate. Elarne. 

The sound of the Resalq word made Marin shiver. He stepped into the service lift after Vaurien, leaned against the brushed steel wall with Travers, and listened to the pulse beat in his ears as he thought of Lai’a, and the greater purpose for which it was designed. 

“Sergei likes to paint you the villain,” Ramon was saying to Vaurien, and Marin forced himself to listen, to anchor himself in the present.

“No, really?” Richard mocked as the elevator dropped down the four decks to the smaller hangars. “I guess it’s easier to rationalize putting a bullet in somebody when you’ve decided he’s your enemy.”

“You put a bullet in him, too,” Ramon said pointedly.

“I put three in him,” Richard corrected. “Self defense. Barb Jazinsky offered to send him home in a box, and you’d better believe she can do it.”

“I do. I saw the fight, back in Marak City.” Ramon chuckled. “She’s a thing of beauty, isn’t she? Byrne says she’s as good in the sack as in the lab. They have a little bit of history, as you called it.”

Richard looked tired. Marin watched him close his eyes for a moment and then force himself to wake up. He pulled his shoulders back, worked his neck around to ease the stiffness in his muscles. “What Barb does on her own time is her business. And she doesn’t have a lot of her own time, lately. None of us does. If you have Sergei’s ear, you might tell him to mind his manners. No one has much patience left. We’re only pulling on the same team to get this job done fast, and get the hell out.”

For a moment Ramon studied Vaurien in silence. “Sergei says the same thing. If he’d been able to take Zwerner without you, we’d have been gone before you got here. This is all about last chance bullshit.”

With an obvious effort, Vaurien pushed away from the wall and straightened his spine. “So, what’s the story with Sergei and this bastard, Zwerner? We never even heard the name before CL-389, but Sergei’s obviously known him for long enough, and closely enough, to owe him a kill shot – or think he does.”

“He does,” Ramon said quietly as the lift opened onto the cold, windy hangar level. 

The whine of the machine shops, the rumble through the deck of heavy equipment, reached them, but the passages leading to the fabrication bays were closed off. Sergei would have been eager to peek into them, see what kind of work had Vaurien at full stretch, but the doors were code sealed, and the keycodes were privileged information.

The hangars were harshly lit, in strips of blue and mauve neon which made a man look leprous, hollow eyed. The deck was blue-black steel, and the vast hangar doors, mounted in the deck itself, were outlined in yellow chevrons. Red spinners were revolving before the lift opened, and Etienne’s voice murmured over the loop, constant warnings that Hanger 4 was on alert. In the middle of the deck, bathed in floodlights, the Yamazake Capricorn stood in a haze of heat from its own engines. The sterntubes still glowed from the testfiring not two minutes before. The side ’lock was open, and Marin saw faces in the cockpit – Sergei, Byrne, and Tully Ingersol, who gave Vaurien a wave as he saw them coming.

“Three years ago, Zwerner was legit.” Ramon checked both his sidearms as they walked out to the Capricorn. “He’s from way back in the Middle Heavens, so I heard, and I got the scuttlebutt right from the horse’s ass, citybottom, rinkside, MarakCity. He made big, big money in freight logistics. Then he invested the whole shebang in homeworlds industry – shipyards, what else? Fleet construction contracts. Think about this: a yokel colonial boy with his eyes set on owning half of Earth, or Mars, if he couldn’t manage the Big E.”

“Audacious,” Marin observed. “So what the hell brought him out to Marak? It’s not exactly the brightest part of the Deep Sky.”

Ramon chortled with something very like glee. “He was busted. Tax evasion! Soon as he started earning big, big money out of his investments in Fleet construction back in the homeworlds, he comes to the attention of the Confederate government. He gets audited, and – guess what? They dig back through five or seven years, and they come up with a big, fat discrepancy. Now, Zwerner swore up and down there was never any such discrepancy, and it was all invention.” Ramon’s slim shoulders lifted in an elaborate shrug. “Could be he was telling the truth. I never liked Earthers … present company excepted, Richard.”

“Thanks,” Vaurien growled. “And you’re probably right about the audit. If you have enemies, and you want to hurt them badly and stay on the high side of the law, fiddling a tax audit is the easiest way.” His face creased in derision and distaste. “I never cared much for Earthers either. What do you think I’m doing way out here, putting my neck on the line for the freedom of the colonies?” He came to rest at the Capricorn’s open ’lock. “So Zwerner copped a fine so heavy, it crippled him – and, what? He went rogue?”

“Understandable,” Travers said thoughtfully. “And I guess the rest of it starts to fall into place. He’s an ambitious, social climbing Middle Heavens yokel who wants to be homeworlds nobility, so when he goes rogue it’s colonials who get shafted. And when some senator’s office way back on Earth had him set up the CL-389 deal, he grabbed the chance.”

“And now he’s consolidating,” Marin went on, “raking it all into one pile, ready to pull out. Next stop Earth, where he’ll expect to get protection because they owe him. What we need is the data, even a hint of the data, connecting Zwerner back to Senator Rutherford. And you know the only mouth it’s going to come from is Zwerner’s own.”

“Or Rutherford’s own,” Travers said pointedly. “Speaking of whom, where is the bold Charleston Aimes Rutherford?”

“In custody on Ulrand, buried so deep, he’s ungetatable,” Vaurien stepped up into the Capricorn and stood back to watch the others board. “So how did Sergei wind up wanting Zwerner dead? Another double-cross?”

“A deal that went so wrong, people died,” Ramon said soberly. “Sergei lost two in the same bust-up. Both partners, both lovers. Christ, it’d be like me and Rafe flying with him for years, and then –” He snapped his fingers. “Both of us gone in one hit. Sergei’s wanted blood for a long time, and this is his last chance.” He looked from Marin to Travers and back. “It’d be like Richard losing the two of you in one hit, and maybe Jazinsky too. Fuck, there’d be blood!”

“There would.” Vaurien palmed the ’lock control, and the hatch slid shut, armed, pressurized. “Zwerner’s time has come, Ramon. Stop fretting about him.”

“Me? I’m not fretting,” Ramon protested, making his way forward. He plopped into a couch and spread his arms on the back of it.

“Then, tell Sergei to stop fretting about the man,” Travers advised.

He and Marin were right behind Vaurien as he stepped into the cockpit. The light levels were low; most illumination issued from the instrument surfaces. Rafe Byrne was lounging behind van Donne, who sat in the pilot’s seat. Ingersol was busy, fine-tuning some deficiency in the Arago configuration only he could see. He looked up as Vaurien appeared, and tapped the combug in his right ear.

“We’re good to shove off, boss … and I’m reading all quiet and clear on J, around 87, which is the Krait. The Mako’s locked up tight. Etienne reports no sign of the ID traces he’s been following.”

“All right.” Richard slid a ‘bug into his own ear. “Ops room, this is Wastrel 101. Opening Hangar 4.”

The voice responding belonged to Piotr Cassales, the tug’s senior pilot. “Copy that … and I’m watching your back, Rick.”

Without comment, van Donne slid out of the pilot’s seat, and Marin took his place. The hangar was already blowing down to close to zero pressure, and as the red spinner turned blue the doors in the belly of the big ship opened. Marin nudged up the repulsion, throttled forward a whisker and put the nose down. 

The Capricorn dropped out of the hangar and skimmed the ventral surface of the Wastrel for a half kilometer, before he rolled her over and headed down the battered gray side of the old Rotterdam Explorer. Docking rings had been tack-welded onto the hull in odd places; pylons jutted at unpredictable angles, giving the Halfway rink the look of a mutated porcupine. 

The belly of the ancient ship was a mass of comm arrays and docking adaptors, added seemingly at random over the space of many decades. Marin had never seen anything so chaotic, and he was about to ask how anyone told one berth from another, when he noticed the rudimentary beacon system. Each berth was marked with an auto transmitter, calling its identity on the low civilian frequencies every ten seconds. Low-tech was the answer to everything at Halfway.

 He found 87 a moment later. It was the pylon right beside the wide, garish signage proclaiming ‘Gemini cargo dock only.’ The Krait was berthed less than fifty meters from the club, and tucked in another fifty meters along the belly of the Explorer was a hull he recognized from an encounter on the high slopes of Mont Katerine.

The Mako had taken some serious damage at Ulrand. She was patched over, serviceable, but still showing the carbonization of close calls, and the pockmarks of hits which had punched through her Arago screens and were stopped by her physical armor. He might have commented on the ship’s condition, but van Donne said quietly,

“She needs some more drydock time, but she’ll do. If we’d sat in Marak, drinking tequila and listening to hard-luck stories about the prisoners of war, waiting for repairs, we’d have missed Zwerner.”

And he was parched for blood. Marin glanced up at the man, and then at Travers. Neil’s brows rose in speculation, but before either of them could speak Rafe Byrne said,

“There’s 89, close as you want to be. Dock her on while we give Fernie a call. Ramon?”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Ramon leaned over Marin’s left shoulder to adjust the comm. “If there’s one thing Fernie hates, it’s surprises.”

The Krait was an ugly ship, Marin thought, but she was powerful far beyond her size, and the girth of the engines, the bulk of the armor, did not make for svelte dimensions or sleek lines. The ship had earned a bad reputation, and according to Vaurien, it was deserved. Fernando Wang was not a man to cross.

Docked at 87, the Krait was big enough to occlude 88, and 89 was the next available pylon. Etienne inquired softly if Marin wanted it to undertake docking procedures, but he declined. Flying a ship with his own hands, eyes and brains was one of life’s pleasures, and he was not about to surrender it to an AI.

As he rolled the Capricorn over to present her docking collar to the adapter on the top side of the pylon, Fernie Wang himself appeared in the threedee. Marin spared him a glance and then returned his attention to the flight systems while Ramon said,

“Yeah, Fernie, we’re coming in, man. Turns out you’re going to come up owing Rick a favor or two. You might want to buy the dude a drink. You want to meet us in the club? We’re looking for Kolya.”

In the dense purple shadows in the threedee, Wang’s face was a macabre twist of disgust. “Kolya’s skulled out, as usual. If you’re hoping to get anything coherent out of him, you better give him an hour. Come over to the Krait. I’ve got a bottle of something very old, very rare. If I owe Rick Vaurien, like you say I do, the least I can do is hand him a real drink instead of the rotgut he’ll get at Gemini.”

“Sure, man, we’ll be there in a few,” Ramon told him.

Behind Marin’s seat, Vaurien groaned just loudly enough for Marin to hear him. “You were trying to stay off the Krait?” Curtis guessed.

“And apparently not succeeding,” Vaurien said acidly.

“Not somewhere you like to be?” Travers ducked down to a level with Marin’s shoulder to see Wang’s ship, which was upside down to their perspective, and drifting in the left-side viewports.

“Give you a tip,” Richard offered. “Wipe your boots on the way out.” He glanced at his chrono, and then at Ramon. “An hour, right?”

The shooter seemed amused. “That works for me. Gives me a chance to grab my shit and shove it in a bag.”

“Which is what you really wanted.” Travers chuckled. “You got yourself a ride with van Donne?”

“And I do mean a ride,” Ramon said with a blissful expression. 

“Yeah, I thought you were walking funny,” Ingersol muttered.

“Jealousy is unbecoming,” Ramon told him, and forestalled an argument by heading back to join van Donne and Byrne.

“Onward and –” Marin paused as the docking clamps locked on, the collar pressurized, and the indicators shifted to green “– upward. And we’re docked, Richard. Any time you’re ready.”

This was the very keel of the Rotterdam Explorer, as far from the Xanadu heights of Halfway as they could get and still be in the Freespacer colony. The old belly compartments, holds and hangars, were dark, icy. Vaurien knew the place well enough to shrug into his burgundy leather jacket and zip it before they left the Capricorn.

The cold prickled Marin’s skin; the chemical taint of the air burned his sinuses a little as they made their way from the docking adaptor and into a wasteland of abandoned crates and barrels, drifts of litter which had blown against the bulkheads and set like papier mache in the intermittent drizzle of condensation which ran down the walls.

“Oh, nice,” Travers breathed. “Very salubrious.”

“Where the rats hang out,” Marin added. “No offence, Ramon.”

“None taken.” Ramon rubbed his hands together to chafe warmth into them. “I’ll be glad to get the hell out … this is Fernie’s idea of the place to be, not mine.”

They walked fifty meters through dense, blue darkness, where the only light issued from infrequent marker lamps, half of which were long ago burned out and never replaced. The lights marked out 88, which was cold, dead, and the Krait’s
berth was the next, thirty meters further from the Capricorn, and close enough to the club, Gemini, for Marin’s ears to be picking up the first bass of what passed for music here.

The ship’s floodlights were on in Wang’s dock, casting harsh white neon across corroded bulkheads and mounds of trash dumped by ships across the years. A security drone was on sentry duty at the docking ring, a squat little barrel with twenty assorted sensor probes and weapons. Ramon went ahead, showed his face to the machine, and a voice Marin had heard only via the threedee floated out of the Krait.

“Come aboard,” Fernando Wang invited. “Richard, Sergei, how bizarre to see you both at the same time, in the same place, and nobody bleeding. Rafe, you’re looking good. And you are …?”

He was looking at Travers and Marin, two faces he had not seen before, and Marin saw the trace of automatic suspicion in his eyes before Vaurien could get between them and make cursory introductions.

“Neil Travers, Curtis Marin,” he said shortly. “They’re flying with me right now, but before you get the intel from some other source, you ought to know Curtis is on assignment. Dendra Shemiji.”

Surprise widened Wang’s dark eyes. He was Travers’s height and Marin’s weight, slender to the point of thinness, with deliberately unruly red-blond hair and ice green eyes. The hair looked fake to Marin, and the eye color was definitely the result of contacts which augmented human vision, boosting it into the realm of the machine. Wang was far from handsome, but he had a grace about him, an angular way of moving which matched the high cheekbones, the hard line of his jaw. 

Like Richard, he was an Earther. Unlike Vaurien, he had headed out to the Deep Sky with Tactical right behind him. He had grown up on the wrong side of the law as far back as the great cities of Earth, Mars, Jupiter, and with the freedom of Halfway, all controls on Wang were removed. He forged a dark reputation in a matter of weeks, and nothing had changed. 

As they stepped through the docking collar, Marin was recalling Jo Queneau, who had flown a tour with Wang. She had learned to despise the man, but was too wise to fight with him. The ship was named for the creature which was its mascot, and Marin admitted to a dark fascination.

The Krait was as plush on the inside as it was ugly on the outside. The hatches closed up, and Marin felt a rush of warmth, smelt the sweet scents of joss, heard the soft, ambient sigh of music, machinery and low voices. The lights were amber and rose; the smoke was probably a mix of kip and bel grasses; the music issued from discreet amps, and Marin knew it. It was Bevan Daku. The last place he had heard this was in Robert Chandra Liang’s home. 

He had no idea what he had expected of Fernando Wang’s ship, but this was not it. He began to wonder if Queneau had been lying, and shared a glance with Travers. But when he looked up into Vaurien’s face he saw something steely, guarded, as if Richard’s teeth were clenched and every sense had come alive.

The moment they stepped into the ship, Ramon vanished into a passage leading forward to the private quarters. He would be packing as swiftly as he knew how, and Marin’s curiosity was piqued. In the crew lounge, three men and two women were playing cards. The massive Folgen deck was dealt for a game which had been underway for some time. Beyond them was a wet bar, and tucked in beside it, an autochef. The ship’s fittings were very new, very slick. Marin was liking what he saw, until the servitors appeared from the lower deck.

A young man and a young woman, both naked, both collared and cuffed, with downcast eyes and a swiftness to serve which set off warning bells in Marin’s head. They were both lovely, and branded with the coiled-snake motif of this ship, this company. The brands were weeks or months old, well healed, one on the crest of each buttock. Both servitors were pierced with multiple rings in the most sensitive flesh they possessed, and Marin recognized those rings. One saw them in sexshops from the citybottom to the brightlights of any colony. Tethers clipped into them, and they would carry a current.

He shot a look at Vaurien, and Richard’s head shook minutely: don’t make anything of it. So Marin took a long breath, courting patience, and watched their charming host crack open a bottle of Velcastran Green Label. The whisky was twenty years old, literally worth its weight in colonial credits. At the bar, Fernando Wang held court with every old world grace. 

“Take a seat, Richard – and tell me about this favor you’re doing me, for which I owe you so handsomely.”

Long-limbed and elegant, Vaurien took off the leather jacket and handed it to the servitor who was by his side before he could even begin to look for a place to put it. The girl hung it for him and returned to the bar, where her companion in bondage had begun to distribute shot glasses. Marin and Travers took the couch opposite the bar, and Marin was aware of Neil’s intense discomfort as he took his glass from the young man. In the seats by the bar, van Donne and Byrne seemed to notice nothing unusual, and Marin settled to wait.

“Boden Zwerner,” Vaurien said without preamble. “You and Sergei are trying to take the man down before he can pull out, and the next time you want a shot at him you’ll have to cut your way through Tactical, in the homeworlds. It might interest you to know that Harrison Shapiro bought the Dendra Shemiji contract on the same target … and Curtis Marin is here to fulfil it.”

Wang’s lips pursed, and he whistled. “Well, now, I’m impressed. Very. I didn’t know we numbered any Dendra Shemiji agents among our Freespacer complement.”

“You don’t, Mister Wang,” Marin said levelly. “I’m purely a freelance. I work via an agency, and I take only the jobs that interest me. Suffice to say, Boden Zwerner … interests me. He has a great deal to account for, and the only authority he’s ever likely to answer to is –”

“You,” Wang finished.

“Us,” van Donne corrected. His eyes were following the girl, who had finished with the shot glasses and was at the folgen table, clearing away the debris of a meal, until two of the players pushed back from the table, and she was propelled into an alcove off the crew lounge. “We’re on the same page here, Fernie. I spent the morning trading data for a shot at the fucker.”

Marin was trying not to listen to the grunts and muffled cries issuing from the alcove. They were distressed, not surprised or panicked, so whatever was taking place was routine. “We’re taking Zwerner tomorrow,” he said to Wang, “which gives Richard the time to pursue his own assignment here.”

“We?” van Donne echoed. “We, meaning I get a shot at him?”

“That was the deal,” Marin agreed. He watched the other servitor, the boy, subtly trying to avoid Wang, as if the man were a plague carrier. “You’re fetching the Mako up topside, when we leave here … and tomorrow you’ll be in at the kill.”

“Is that a fact?” Sergei’s pale brows rose. “What would make me move my ship?”

“The necessity for ease and speed of access when the moment comes,” Travers said smoothly. “Unless you don’t want in. Decide now, because you won’t have time to run home for your ride when the balloon goes up. When it happens, it’ll happen fast.”

“Consider it moved,” van Donne said promptly. “You going to tell me how it’ll go down?”

“No.” Marin saluted him with the glass and tried the Green Label. It was like liquid gold in his throat. 

Wang applauded with a few sharp claps. “Bravo! And Ramon is quite correct, Richard. For this one, you can name a favor, call it in and expect it to be delivered.”

“In that case, I will.” Vaurien tossed back the whisky and handed the glass to the servitor. His eyes followed the young man back to the bar, where Wang caught him by the collar, dragged him close and handled him absently, so preoccupied with Vaurien that he seemed barely aware of the prisoner. “I need a favor, Fernie and I need it now,” Richard mused, as if he did not even notice the byplay. “There’s no time to waste trying to make contacts and win trust.”

“Name it,” Wang prompted. He was intent on Vaurien, and something in the lines of his face told Marin, he suspected what Richard was about to ask.

“Information,” Vaurien said levelly. “There’s two reasons we came to Halfway, and Zwerner is the second. The first … well, it’s no secret you were reeling in escape pods, after the battle at Ulrand.”

“No secret at all,” Wang said mildly. His brows arched at Vaurien. “I wasn’t there for the good of the Deep Sky, or for Harrison Shapiro’s benefit! I was there to make a profit. And we did very well. Ramon could have told you.”

“He wasn’t about to say two syllables about your business, Fernie,” Sergei said darkly. He gestured at the servitor. “You think Ramon wants to wind up like them, with his ass branded, and a collar on his neck, and rings in his tits and dick, so you can play him like a puppet?”

For a moment Wang blinked at him, and then laughed. “Ramon’s dangerous. You haven’t noticed? I wouldn’t punish him the way these two are finishing out their contract aboard this ship. These little creatures tried to double-cross me. They were taking jobs for themselves that should have come to me, and handing them off to friends and relations with Fleet experience, for a nice, fat commission. They’re paying their price, Sergei, and in six months they’ll be free to leave. You’re saying it’s unfair? You wanted me to flog them to death, or let Hatyara have them?”

“Hatyara?” Travers echoed. 

“The krait,” Fernando Wang told him. “You’ll have heard the stories they tell about me and this ship. Let me save you the trouble of speculating. They’re all true – and a good many more stories you might not have heard, too.” He took a handful of the servitor’s hair and pulled his head back, exposing the long, clean line of his gullet. “They’ve had their whipping, they’ve settled down to service, and they’re paying their price with good graces. They won’t leave this ship one hour before their time is up, but when they do, they’ll walk away with their lives and their limbs. They’re lucky. Another captain would have shot them and dumped the bodies. You don’t recognize compassion when you see it, Sergei?”

“That’s an interesting word for it,” Marin said acidly.

Wang frowned at him. “Suggest another. Justice? You prefer to let them walk away, so they can tell tales of how they double-crossed Fernie Wang and got away with it? Or you prefer them introduced to Hatyara?” He stroked the servitor’s shoulder and flank. “What a waste that would be. The krait produces a neurotoxin which destroys the peripheral venous system. The body dies slowly from the outside in, and rots long before the brain has enough sense to perish. It takes days, perhaps a week, if the subject is strong, by which time there’s not much left but blue-black tatters of flesh and stinking suppuration of all colors. Most … unpleasant. And no, I wouldn’t introduce Ramon to Hatyara, either, if he double-crossed me. Him, I would kill outright, because if I gave him the shade of a chance, he’d send me to hell ahead of him.” He paused, and gave the servitor a push which sent him sprawling onto Sergei’s lap. “You want him? Have him. Actually, he’s quite good, and getting better with the training.”

“Later, maybe.” With an expression of contempt, van Donne shoved the servitor away. 

“Speaking of Ramon,” Wang mused, “where is he?”

“Packing,” van Donne told him baldly. “He’s jumping ship, Fernie. He’s on the Mako now.”

“Is that so?” Wang seemed perturbed for a moment, and then shrugged. “He’s a free man, I don’t hold his contract. He was useful to have around, but it’s no secret he has the hots for you.” He gave van Donne a disdainful sniff. “There’s no accounting for taste. And I have to commend the boy for his loyalty – either that or his good sense. He said little or nothing of my business after Ulrand. I’ve nothing to punish … there, you see? How easy it is not to make enemies. Now, why can’t they all be so intelligent?” He watched the girl stumble out of the alcove, shook his head disapprovingly over her. She disappeared deeper into the ship, and Wang lifted a brow at Vaurien. “I took possession of a good number of the Shanghai survivors. I picked up over twenty. That’s smart business, Richard. I wasn’t the only one scooping the poor, bedraggled little rats out of space.”

Perhaps only Marin heard Vaurien draw a long breath in some quest for patience. “Sergei said you transshipped them through a Freespacer agent on Ulrand.”

“Yes.” Wang returned to the Green Label for another glass. “All suppliers were paid crap prices, damnit … and I think I know what you’re asking. If I’d waited a while, haggled a little, I think Harrison Shapiro might have paid more to get them back. Yes?”

“Probably.” Vaurien stood restlessly, unable to be still. “We know you have no clue where the agent delivered the stock, but they came to Halfway, nothing’s so sure. Intel, Fernie. All we want is the contact. We’ll chase the Shanghai kids. Now, Sergei tells me there’s a deadhead off this ship, a moron who likes to skull out in the club right there – Gemini. Name of Talantov.”

“Talentless,” Wang said in arid tones. “The most useless lump of semi-animate human flesh I’ve ever had the misfortune to take under contract … yet the brainless little shit is also the most loyal hand I ever hired, he’ll do what he’s told, and he never tries to cheat me. What can you say? You want Kolya, you’ll have to go dig him out of some pit he’s gotten himself into. Take Ramon with you. He’s spent enough time in Gemini to know the lie of the land. And if you’re going to dig up Kolya, you better take these.” He stooped, reached under the bar, and produced a red plastex case. “Blockers. He’s going to be high as a kite. One day he’s going to crash and burn, but … just so long as it’s not today, right?” He tossed the case into Vaurien’s hand. “For what it’s worth, Talantov can probably plug you right into the pipeline better than I could myself. I might dock down here, but I don’t mix with the lowlives.” He produced a wide, quite charming smile. “I just take their money and move on.” He gave Curtis Marin a curious look. “And when I hear of the demise of Boden Zwerner tomorrow, well, suffice to say, the time to move on will have arrived.”

Vaurien gestured with the case. “Thanks for this. As soon as Ramon’s done, we’ll get out of your way.”

“Oh, stay awhile,” Wang invited. “Avail yourselves of the … entertainments.” 

His eyes were on the servitor as he made the offer, and Marin saw the old anger. “Thanks, but we have things to do. Richard?” He was on his feet as he spoke.

“Only waiting for Ramon,” Vaurien said tersely. 

As if it were a cue, the younger man stepped out of the passage. He carried a scarlet duffel in his left hand and a silver-trim backpack over one shoulder. With a self-mocking grin he offered his hand to Wang, and Wang took it, clasped it.

“Hey, mi viejo amigo, me tengo que ir, entiendes?”

“Of course.” Wang released his hand and sketched him a salute. “It was fine having you aboard. Do I owe you?”

“No, man. It’s been a pleasure. But … you know.” Ramon gestured at van Donne with a nod of his raven-maned head. “Ya sabes lo que es.”

And Wang chuckled. “Your gonads will be the death of you yet. I wish you well, Ramon. When you’re all fucked out and squabbling like sibling brats, give me a call if you want to come back.”

“Part as friends and allies,” Ramon intoned, as if it were an old saying. “Take care of yourself, Fernie.” Then he turned to Sergei, spread his hands. “It’s a done deal. You want to go find the deadhead?”

“Me? No. But they need to.” Sergei glanced at Vaurien, Marin and Travers. “We made a deal, kiddo, but I don’t have to go into that pit. Rafe and me are going to go move the ship topside. You want to throw your bags aboard? All right, Marin, this is your circus. Where do you want the Mako?”

Marin had been thinking through the situation for some time, and he gave Vaurien an apologetic look. “Hangar 4, dorsal, on the Wastrel, if you don’t mind. That’ll put you in the best place when the time comes.”

A pained look crossed Vaurien’s face, but he gave his assent with a curt nod. He nailed van Donne with a glare which told the man he would be under surveillance, every instant. Sergei only grinned brashly before he gave his hand to Wang in passing, and headed aft to the docking hatch without looking back.

As they stepped back into the chill, aromatic darkness, Vaurien was talking to the Wastrel. Greenstein was on watch; Ingersol was in the ops room. Neither relished the news that the Mako was coming aboard, but on Vaurien’s order they beefed up surveillance on the dorsal decks, and Greenstein’s voice said,

“All right, van Donne, we’re prepping 4. You’re invited.”

At the Mako’s docking ring, Ramon handed his bags to Byrne with a muttered promise to meet them on the Wastrel. The words were almost lost in the bass booming out of Gemini, noise which echoed and re-echoed off bulkheads, becoming confused, distracting. Dangerous. 

The din issuing from the club continued without pause, as if five or eight sets of amps were blaring several different sound tracks, only some of which were music. Others might have been voices shouting, or the roar of big engines. The vibration through the deck was fierce, and if Marin had thought Flamenco Rosado was loud, he learned a new meaning for the word here.

The lights were red as emergency lights. Some of them strobed, while vast areas were unlit, as if no one wanted what happened there to be seen. Vaurien’s face was a mask as he and Travers stepped into the cavern-like foyer and peered around. 

It was Travers who saw the cache of maintenance equipment hung up by one of the many conduits which bisected this deck. It would have been the very keel of the old Rotterdam Explorer, where service bays, access points, power, water and data channels were placed, well away from the human crew, where drones could work unobserved. Travers had seen a single worklight, and Marin watched him retrieve it, adjust the ill-fitted power cell, and then pan the white beam into corners where no photon might ever have fallen before.

“So what are we looking for?” Vaurien was saying to Ramon. “You know this place?”

“Not well,” Ramon shouted over the din. “But I know where Kolya’s going to be.” He caught Vaurien’s sleeve. “Keep an eye open for management goons. Outsiders aren’t supposed to fuck with patrons in mid-trip. Insiders – no problem. It’s all the same when you’re one of the merry band. But they protect their own.”

“And how do you tell management from patrons?” Travers demanded. He was still panning the light this way and that, picking out the shapes of figures hunched at tables, collapsed against walls, and the writhing tangle of the dancers under the strobes.

“The management goons,” Ramon told him, “are sober, and upright. Not many patrons fit that description. Follow me.”

He cut a line around the chaos of the dance floor, past the bar and into a network of passages and tiny rooms where bodies heaved and writhed, some screaming, some groaning. The air was as heavy with pheromones as with gryphon and angelino, and Marin was conscious of the sweat that broke out on his sides, his temples. 

A woman walked into him, blind in the darkness. He caught her as she staggered, felt bare limbs, the soft cushions of breasts, the hard lines of leather straps, as he set her back onto her feet. He picked his way carefully, stepping over two bodies, gender beyond anything he could discern, locked together and heaving in the dense gloom.

This whole club was built into a single storage bay, where the Rotterdam Explorer’s tractors would once have been housed. The walls were bulkheads and panels torn from other parts of the ship and tack-welded in place where they were needed.

It was a warren. Marin had never been particularly claustrophobic, but he began to feel the odd, elusive sense of pressure, suffocation, and the desire to be out of here. From the look on Travers’s face, he was feeling something similar, and Marin knew without asking what it reminded him of.

He would be haunted by memories of the shelter on the low decks of the Intrepid, in the moments before and after the Echo gunship plowed into her. The smell of fear, the crush of human bodies, the closeness of armored walls, darkness, strobes –

With an effort of will Marin set aside the sensations and the memories, and focused on the beam of the worklight as Ramon led them back through the maze, to a cubicle he seemed to know. He lifted aside a drape, and within the tiny space they saw a cot, a VR hookup, a tiny table littered with the debris of the session. A few phials, a bottle, a capsule still unused, another torn in half. 

On the cot was the body of a man, half clad in battered jeans with the knees ripped out and the cuffs frayed to string. And he might have been dead at first glance. The VR hookup was more than likely filthy – users this far out did not seem worried about contracting the Hamilton-Scalzo virus, though it would have been the first concern on Marin’s own mind. This idiot was still flying, still jacked into some synthetic fantasy, mind so far from his physical body that he was utterly oblivious to the club, the noise, the intrusion.

“You want to take him out of here?” Ramon said loudly, over the persistent din. “You can’t hear yourself think in here.”

“Grab him,” Vaurien said against Travers’s ear. “Get him back to the Capricorn. I’ve had about all I care to see of this pit – or hear, or smell.”

Marin and Travers stooped over the man, took his weight between them, and as Travers got an arm under him, Marin unhooked the VR rig. A groan told them Kolya Talantov actually was alive, but he was too far out of his head to know as they carried him out of the cubicle. In the narrows of the passage outside, Travers swung him up over his shoulder and handed the worklight to Marin.

“You remember the way out of here?”

“I think so.” Marin angled the light. “Stay close.”

They were turning back into the foyer when a shape loomed up on Marin’s right – big, powerful, sober and motivated. He knew at once it was ‘management’ protecting its clients, but Ramon was there, cutting off the goon before he could block their path. Marin could not catch what he was saying, but the goon seemed satisfied. He knew Ramon by sight, and if the kid said Talantov was okay, that was good enough. More than likely, he had said the crew of the Krait had come to bring the idiot home, sober him up, because he had a job to do.

The worklight’s powerpack was uncharged. It was dying even before Marin turned it off, and he dumped it with the rest of the maintenance tools as Vaurien led the way out of the red strobes and into the cold, dark reek of Halfway’s lowest level. The way back to the Capricorn was not far, but far enough for the din from the club to fade, allowing a man to marshal his thoughts. 

Heavy vibration through the deck told them the Mako was powering up, and moments later they heard the bell-like chime as she disconnected from the docking adapter. She would loop up around the old hull and slide into a brighter, warmer, much safer berth. 

The remote in Vaurien’s left hand issued a squawk as he unlocked the Capricorn, and Travers went ahead. He dumped Talantov in the first available seat, and as Marin joined him he was working his shoulder to and fro after the chore of carrying the idiot. Kolya Talantov had not even twitched an eyelid. He had no idea he had been taken out of Gemini. 

“He does this often?” Marin wondered.

“Every off-shift,” Ramon sighed. “Addicted. He has it bad. His game is one of the crap ones, total brain-rot. You’d have to be out of your gourd to even load it up, but this loon –? He lives for it.”

As he spoke he was opening the case, taking out the blockers Wang had supplied. He loaded a capsule into the hypo as Marin watched, and jabbed the full shot into Talantov’s neck.

“He’ll come around in a few,” Ramon said, and he sounded as disgusted as amused. “You know, if Fernie didn’t owe this bastard, he’d kick his ass the hell of the Krait. But Kolya saved his life one time. Go figure. Took a bullet for him – yeah, true! The good old cliché. Now, for all I know, Kolya could’ve been plugged by accident, but he actually did get between the shooter and Fernie, and he fed Fernie the story about how he tried to save him. Sounds like bullshit to me, but Fernie’s … an oddball. He has this one weird-ass code he lives by. The scales have to balance, he says, and if they don’t balance up, they have to be made to.”

“Which means he’ll beat and screw the value of a hireling’s crimes out of him – or her!” Vaurien mused, “and when he thinks he might come up owing a debt, he pays it.”

“You got it.” Ramon leaned down over Talantov, peering into the man’s face, looking for signs of life. “He’s coming around. He’s gonna live this time. I keep tellin’ him, he’s runnin’ out of luck. One night, he drags himself back to the Krait and comes whining at my door. ‘Help me, you gotta help me, somebody’s been fucking me.’ And he’s been reamed bloody, and he has no idea who was on him. One bastard or half a dozen, he’s never going to know. They could have killed him, and he wouldn’t have known one damn’ thing about it. Now, how smart is that?”

In the cabin lights, the man looked bad, Marin thought. He was still young, but he had the skin tone of unrisen bread dough and the complexion of putty. Kolya Talantov was probably not yet thirty, but he was raddled, less thin than wasted. He was not going to live much longer, and the worst of it was, he did not seem to care. If he did not succumb to a virus like Hamilton-Scalzo, he would die with a seizure, or with the dope that always accompanied the VR trips.

“Coffee?” Travers offered, on his way to the ’chef. In the warmth of the Capricorn, he dropped his jacket on a seat, and glanced at Marin with the offer of coffee, which Curtis accepted with a mute nod.

“I’ll take one, Neil.” Vaurien was still frowning over Talantov. He had slipped a combug into his ear and was listening to the Wastrel’s loop through a crackle of heavy encryption. “Greenstein reports the Mako safely tucked away … and Barb wants to know when we’re coming back.” He touched the ‘bug to cut into the loop. “A few minutes, Barb. We’re just waiting on some information, and then we’re out of here.”

A combug slipped into Marin’s ear and he heard her respond,

“Make it soon, Richard. I do not like having Sergei aboard.”

“Nor do I,” Vaurien agreed, “but he’s been useful this time.”

“Barb,” Marin said quietly into the crackle of encryption static, “can you give me an hour, when we get back?”

“Sure. What do you need?”

“Two things,” he told her, “and I’m not about to describe either one on the air! It won’t take long. A few minutes.”

“You know where I’ll be,” she told him.

As they fell silent, Kolya Talantov began to groan awake. He changed color as he swam back up toward semi-consciousness, and Marin would not have been surprised if he had begun to heave. The blockers could have that effect, when they were administered in heavy doses and the comedown was fast, abrupt.

His eyes cracked open, showing rims of red and vastly dilated pupils. Ramon got in front of him. The first face he saw was familiar, and at least he did not panic. “Where am – whaa –?”

“You’re safe, you moron,” Ramon said slowly, distinctly. “We dragged your ass out of Gemini before you could get done over – again. You owe us you understand? You’re on a lighter belonging to Richard Vaurien, and don’t you dare say ‘who?’ Because you know Vaurien as well as we all do. He wants some info out of you, shithead. Fernie Wang told Richard he can have the info, so you answer the man’s questions, and then I’ll drag your sorry ass home.”

The words seemed to have made their way into the corner of Talantov’s brain which was still functional. Ramon moved aside, and Vaurien took his place, directly before the man. Talantov had both hands on the arms of the seat and shoved as hard as he could to push himself up a hand’s span against the backrest. He was sucking his tongue and teeth, tasting acid, looking wretched.

Like Ramon, Vaurien pitched his voice levelly, spoke slowly and intonated every word clearly. “You know me?”

“Course I bloody know yer.” The accent was thick. It sounded like Haven, reminiscent of Sergeant Roy Neville. “I seen yer on the rink, twenty different ports.”

“All right. Fernie Wang’s orders … you tell me what I need to know. Deal?”

“If Fernie says so.” Talantov peered up at Ramon. “Mind, if yer shittin’ me, and I tell yer some crap yer ain’t supposed to know, and Fernie takes it outta my hide, I’ll be after yer with a big gun.” 

“It’s kosher, Kolya,” Ramon assured him. 

“Kosher,” Talantov echoed. “Jesus, I could murder a beer.”

“When I get you home,” Ramon promised. “Richard?”

“One question,” Vaurien said tersely. “I want a name. The name of the guy you know from Gemini, who was talking about his business, and he either deals in labor, or knows who does … and he just traded through the labor lifted right out of the Shanghai escape pods at Ulrand.”

For a moment Talantov blinked stupidly at him, as if Vaurien had just delivered a speech in native Resalq, and then the red eyes cleared and he said, “Ron Reanie. Is that all yer want?”

“Ron Reanie,” Vaurien echoed. “Is he here?”

“What, yer mean on Halfway? Yeah, got an office in Xanadu, where the lights shine so bloody bright, they burn yer eyeballs right out.” Talantov blinked up at Richard, and breathed a tide of acid breath into his face. “He was slumming last night, I seen him getting up close and unfriendly with some of the house nasties. Gemini.” 

“Barb, you heard that?” Vaurien said softly.

“Every drunken syllable,” Jazinsky’s voice whispered over the comm. “Give me one minute, let me verify the ID and make sure the bastard’s still here.”

They waited then, while Talantov fidgeted and squirmed in the seat, looking green to the ears and more likely to start retching with every moment. Vaurien was restless. He wanted the man off the Capricorn before he lost the contents of his belly, and with little time to spare Jazinsky said,

“It checks out, Richard. I’m seeing comm lines, a private dock, fuel and lading manifests. Ronald Joaquin Reanie, at a berth in the rock at the bow-end of the old Explorer.” 

“Good enough.” Vaurien stepped aside. “Get him out of here, Ramon, before he’s puking on the decks.”

“Will do.” Ramon caught Talantov by both thin wrists and pulled him more or less upright. “Shit, man, you’re a mess. Go home, take a shower, you stink. Richard, give me three minutes to get back here!”

“I want a beer,” Talantov whined.

He was still whining when his voice disappeared through the docking adaptor, and Travers gave Marin a look of appalled amusement. Halfway had the reputation for being the place where the refuse of mankind washed up. Vaurien was in the cockpit, and the engines came online as they waited for Ramon. Marin leaned on the bulkhead beside the hatch, tipped his head back and gave Travers a sidelong grin.

“They used to say there’s one born every minute.”

“I’d guess it’s closer to ten.” Travers’s long fingers traced the line of Marin’s jaw. “Xanadu. You want to dress up, do this in style? We’ll be shouldering through the elite bodyguards. They probably won’t even let you in to breathe the same air as the likes of Zwerner if you don’t dress for the occasion.”

“Interesting.” Marin turned his face to Travers’s palm, enjoying the warm, the strength of it. “What does one wear to hunt for slave dealers?”

“A gun,” Travers suggested glibly.

“Several,” Marin amended, and his palm hovered over the hatch release. He had heard approaching footfalls. Ramon was returning at a jog, and as he appeared the hatch closed up behind him. “Any time you’re ready,” Marin said into the loop.

The Capricorn’s engines had been on standby for the last minute, and as Marin and Travers moved forward from the hatch, they heard the docking adapter separate.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

The lab’s mainframes were independent of Etienne, and Jazinsky had configured them for one task. They were processing the flood of data returned by the Orpheus. Neil Travers understood none of the fine details of the work, but the broad concept made a terrible sense, clear as the air on the Fox Glacier on a midwinter’s morning.

The flight for which Mick Vidal gave his life had returned more data in less time than any other project Jazinsky had ever coordinated. Only the Resalq wrangled more data, and not often. Mark Sherratt’s machines, both at the house in Riga on Borushek, and his home on Saraine, were working on the same project, with AI aboard the science vessel Carellan Djerun acting as a conduit between the two. 

They needed more computers, more space, more time. The machines might be available, but there was no more time. Travers was keenly aware of the pressure under which Jazinsky and the Resalq were working – and just as aware of the anger Vaurien harbored for Tonio Teniko. 

A message was waiting on Richard’s private system access, but he continued to ignore it, though he had not deleted it. Travers watched him move about Jazinsky’s lab, pacing like a caged animal, unable to be still though he must be tired. Jazinsky was intent on the AI she was fine-tuning for a delicate task, and at length it was she who said, over her shoulder without looking up from the threedee,

“Richard, pull up a seat and go over the specs on that drone. Give yourself something to do. You should eat, or sleep, or both.”

The drone was the little maintenance machine Marin had asked for. It would enter the crawl spaces in the hull of the old Explorer, and she had loaded it with the schematics. It could find its way from the maintenance hatch where it was inserted to the service ways in the physical infrastructure where Boden Zwerner’s household was installed. It would wait there until the AI reported a radiation spill, and then it would open a hazmat container and flood its compartment with enough hard radiation to convince Zwerner’s AI that the alarm was very real. 

Every human in Xanadu would scramble for the docks. Every ship would punch out fast, when Jazinsky’s AI began to report critical inconsistencies in the Prometheus generator which provided the habitat’s power. The hollow planetoid would empty out in a matter of minutes, and the hardest part of the plan, Travers knew, was always going to be pinpointing Boden Zwerner himself, in the chaos.

As much as Vaurien and Jazinsky might dislike and distrust van Donne, the man had his uses. His data had identified Zwerner’s decks within Xanadu, his private docking facility, and his ship. He was flying a Kotaro-Fuente spaceplane, a luxury few could afford. It was fast, Weimann enabled, powerful, maneuverable – and armed. It was registered on Jagreth for the purposes of Deep Space Merchant Astra law; it ran a crew of four, but Zwerner’s private staff numbered more than twenty, and the household would evacuate en masse. 

Five Companions, three secretaries, chefs, stewards, and an army of bodyguards, lived and worked in a structure van Donne described as a mansion carved out of the solid rock of the asteroid. The whole entourage could only pick up and run, when the warnings were broadcast that the generator was dangerously unstable. It would be shut down to prevent a major disaster, but the spill would make Xanadu terminally unhealthy, and Boden Zwerner would be the first one out. He had ambitions to live the good life in the homeworlds. The specters of disease, therapy, biocyber prosthesis, cloned organ implants, would rush him out of Xanadu so fast, the challenge would be to keep up with him.

“Done.” Jazinsky straightened from the threedee and pushed both hands into the small of her spine. “The AI’s in and working. The local mainframes are old, busted up, jacking around, but my AI has enough smarts to work around the deficiencies. You trigger it, Neil, and it’ll do its thing, like the drone. Speaking of which, Richard –?”

“It checks out fine.” Vaurien looked up at her through the blue-green mist of the threedee. “Tully’s going to insert it at a service point about a hundred meters from here, and then it’s all up to Curtis. And Sergei, damnit. If they’re going to take that spaceplane, they’ll have to be pretty damn’ fast off the mark.”

A surveillance drone had already been launched to monitor Zwerner’s private dock, and Travers had no qualms about the Mako’s ability to be in the right place at the right time. He might have had more misgivings about the fact that more than twenty people would be on the Kotaro-Fuente along with Zwerner, but van Donne had no such feelings.

He despised Zwerner’s corps of bodyguards as the kind of ex-Fleet muscle who got mercenaries a bad name, while Zwerner’s bevy of concubines were ‘brightlights whores’ who would service the devil himself, if the price were right, and the secretaries were Zwerner’s protégés. They would have been instrumental in setting up the Cygnus-Logistics Ore Hauler 389 incident. They were many rungs further down the same ladder Zwerner had scaled, and if they survived him, they would murder each other to fill the vacuum left by his death. 

Sparing tears or remorse for the company was a mistake, and Travers knew it. Marin was stoic on the subject. Any individual on Zwerner’s private staff would have killed him on sight, if they knew who he was, or the nature of his mission. The time when Dendra Shemiji could afford to be selective – set a trap, bait it, wait for Zwerner himself to walk into it and take him alone – was long past. 

Time was the one thing none of them had left, and Travers set aside the misgivings as he watched Vaurien sign off on the prep work for the drone. The machine was waiting; Ingersol would insert it, and the plan was clockwork. Boden Zwerner could not possibly know it, but his life measured in hours.

“Xanadu,” Jazinsky was saying as she came around the work bench, dropped both big hands on Vaurien’s shoulders and began to knead them. “How long since you put on your gladrags and drank champagne? Ease up on yourself, Richard, before you break something.”

He leaned back into the kneading hands. “I’m not going to Xanadu to get pissed and dance! It’s just a job, Barb. Some bastard by the name of Ronald J. Reanie, dealer in exotic goods of every disreputable kind, including slave labor.”

“So, where is it written that you can’t live a little, on the side?” She slapped his back, done with the massage, and hopped up to sit on the bench beside him. “Better?”

He stretched and twisted his spine this way and that. “Better. And I guess we can afford to swan around for an hour. We can’t leave Halfway till we nail Zwerner, which gives us twelve hours.”

“Fourteen,” Travers corrected, watching as Vaurien found himself scissored between Jazinsky’s powerful legs. “She’s right, Richard. You need the downtime. We all do. What’s a few hours? Because as soon as you get the info from this Reanie character, we’re headed out into Freespace, next stop God knows where, but it won’t be anywhere good, or they wouldn’t be buying slave labor.”

He was right, and Vaurien could hardly argue. Richard’s right arm crooked about Jazinsky’s shoulder; with the left he caught Travers and held him for a moment. “All right. You have me outnumbered. Where’s that partner of yours, Neil?”

“Messaging Borushek.” Travers gestured back in the direction of their quarters. “Briefing Mark, I believe. Dendra Shemiji business.”

“Then, go get dressed,” Vaurien suggested. “I’ll show you the best restaurant in Xanadu, buy you dinner while we track down this dealer with the offices in nosebleed territory who prefers to go slumming in the worst pit the ass-end of Halfway has to offer.”

“Half an hour,” Travers told him.

“Take an hour,” Vaurien stirred deliberately. He kissed Jazinsky’s neck, pulled the band from his hair and shook it out around his shoulders as if it were a luxury. “I have a few things to do.”

“You’re going to play that goddamned message,” Travers guessed. Like all of them, he knew it could only be from Tonio Teniko.

Richard took a breath as if he were about to argue, and then exhaled it as a hissed sigh. “It could be something important.”

“If it was important, it would come from Mark or his kids,” Jazinsky argued. “It would come from Riga or that ball of ice in the middle of nowhere, Kjor’in, or one of Mark’s ships.”

“It’s carrying the Riga codes,” Vaurien reminded. 

She hopped down off the bench and stood, fists on hips, head cocked at him critically. “The little shit is often in Riga. You know that. Tonio’s getting gene tweaked by the best Resalq therapists. Being sober enough for long enough to make a call doesn’t mean he has enough functional brain cells to get any work done. If he did, he’d be working in one of Mark’s labs, and if the news was important, it’d come from Mark, not from Tonio.” She glared at the threedee where the message was still waiting. “You know what this is. This is all more whining and carping, ‘Richard, I gotta do this, let me come back, let me dope myself to the eyeballs and have you run about after me while I turn myself into some Pak monstrosity, so I can get on top of you, and screw the survival of the Deep Sky, and every soul in it, human and Resalq!’”

She must have heard the litany of excuses so often, she had the inflection and even the accent down pat. She sounded enough like Tonio Teniko to make Vaurien wince, and Travers swore softly. “Enough, Richard,” he said quietly. “You thought you’d found another protégé, and you were halfway right. The kid’s the most brilliant mind to come along since – since Barb. Even Mark says so. But it’s his life to live.”

“To throw away,” Vaurien amended.

“That too, if he wants to trash himself.” Travers set one hand on Vaurien’s arm. “Let it be. Let the dumb, selfish little brat go. We don’t need him.”

“We do,” Vaurien said acidly.

“Do we?” Travers looked up into Jazinsky’s pale blue eyes. 

For a moment she hesitated, and then the white-blond head shook. “For the first time in a week, I’m one jump ahead of the data. I made a couple of intuitive leaps, played a couple of hunches, and they turned out to be right. If you’d asked me yesterday or the day before, I’d have said we needed Teniko. Now? We’ll get through.”

Vaurien’s face was haunted. “Be sure, Barb.”

“I am sure.” Her voice was level, the tone steely.

“And these intuitive leaps,” he pressed. “You jumped a couple of parsecs of prep work, didn’t you? Made some inspired guesses? Just be bloody sure they’re the right ones.”

A lopsided grin seemed to ambush her. “When did you ever know me to bet a nickel on a shaggy dog?” Jazinsky gave him a solid push. “If you’re going to show us a high time in the best restaurant in Xanadu, you better turn up looking like the Velcastran elite, or you won’t get table service.”

“They know me,” Vaurien argued. He hesitated a moment longer, cast a dark glance at the threedee, and then turned his back on it and walked out of the lab. 

Travers watched him go with a frown, and joined Jazinsky at the threedee where she was monitoring the progress of the AI she had insinuated into the Halfway mainframe. “He’s showing the wear and tear,” he said quietly.

She answered with an eloquent shrug. “You’ve known Richard as long as I have. Longer, in fact. He’s an idealist, and he loves a challenge. Now and then he bites off a chunk so big, trying to chew it almost chokes him.” 

Every word was true. Vaurien’s idealism, and his willingness to attempt the impossible, had put him in the position he enjoyed today. “And Tonio?” Neil wondered in the same quiet tone. “Christ, Richard’s not in love with the little snot, is he?”

The question was a good one. Jazinsky left the threedee, turned toward him, and studied him with unnerving candor. “Infatuated,” she judged. “Fact – Tonio is so beautiful, it hurts to look at him. Or, he was. I saw a few seconds of a vid he sent a little while ago. He’s … deteriorating. Richard was blinded by the beauty, like a lot of other people, when Tonio first came aboard. Beauty does that to you. Makes you forget your sense and forgive anything. For a while.”

“You?” Travers’s brows rose.

“Maybe.” Jazinsky knuckled her eyes. “But I took him out of an institution on Velcastra, remember. I knew he was nuts from the start. He had Richard fooled for a while, convinced him it was nothing, just the minor instabilities that go along with being a genius.”

Travers chuckled. “Like you?”

She echoed the chuckle. “I’ve been called nuts. Married to my work. So seduced by the magic of Resalq trans-dimensional physics, I’m throwing away my youth in the lab. One day I’ll look in a mirror and see a wrinkly old face looking back, and it’ll be too late.”

“Too late for what?” Travers wondered, amused.

“The naysayers are never specific about that part.” Jazinsky was shutting down systems, putting the lab on standby. “They’re probably talking about keeping house and making babies, as if that’s the only Holy Grail of womanhood. As if,” she added, “humans can’t be fulfilled without it.” She looked sidelong at him. “And then there’s you.”

“What about me?” Travers demanded as the lights began to go out across the lab.

“You and Curtis.” Jazinsky picked up her jacket and slung it over one shoulder. “Scuttlebutt says you’re in the market for a horse property. You’re going to watch the grass grow … watch the fences rust. Same difference, Neil. Take it, if you want it.”

“We will,” Travers mused. “It’s not your style, is it?”

She shook her head emphatically. “No. I’ve had offers, but the only one I ever took semi-seriously was from Richard.”

“Richard,” Travers echoed. “You and he have been partners for a long, long time.”

“But not handfasted.” In the passage outside the lab she turned toward him, studying him, this time with a faint smile. “He was waiting for you, you know. He would have waited for you till the Intrepid was destroyed in Hellgate, if Curtis Marin hadn’t happened along. And then suddenly it was you and him, and Richard realized it was too late.”

“I know,” Travers admitted. He gave Jazinsky a smile which mocked only himself. “I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed at times. Not when it comes to the personal stuff.”

“Neither is Richard. It’s a guy thing. It’s always been a guy thing.”

“And he – what, made you an offer on the rebound?” Travers wondered. “I’m not trying to pry, I’m just curious.”

She did not seem concerned, even if he had intended prying. “We were lovers for years, and then we were just friends, and I always knew he was waiting for you. Everything changed when Curtis arrived, and I should think he’d have been devastated, depressed, if there’d been time. As it was, Shapiro bounced us around too hard, too fast, to give Richard the time to wallow in self-pity! The fling with Tonio? Shit, Neil, you could have predicted it. There was your rebound. Richard needed something, someone, and I was so damned busy – and still am! – it couldn’t be me. Tonio took everything he offered and threw it back at him. I could have strangled the little brat. And now?” Jazinsky glanced back into the dark cavern of the lab. “It’s the war, and the Zunshu, the Resalq … Hellgate. There’s no time for individuals. Well, not unless your name happens to be Teniko, in which case –”

“Screw the Deep Sky and every soul in it,” Travers finished. He sighed, and regarded Jazinsky with a frown. “Richard means a lot to me. He always did. I do love him, even if I’m not in love with him. But I don’t think I can give him what he needs.”

“No,” Jazinsky agreed. “But maybe I can.” She dragged both hands back through the mane of her hair. “Christ! If any of us makes it through this alive.”

“Xanadu?” Travers hazarded.

But Jazinsky’s pale blue eyes were hollow with some knowledge Travers did not yet share. “Hellgate,” she said softly. “Elarne. The stormy side of the sky. The Rabelais Drift. Pick a name for it. It killed Mick Vidal and Jo Queneau –”

“You don’t know that, not for certain.”

“– and it’s where Lai’a has to go,” Jazinsky finished. “Jesus, this whole thing is so insane, if I stop to think about it, I start to lose any kind of grasp on what we’re doing. I don’t know how Mark keeps it in focus, every second, every minute. One day, I think I understand what goes on in the guts of Hellgate. The next day, it slips through my fingers like water and the numbers look like gibberish.” She gave him a haunted look. “It scares the crap out of me, Neil.”

Travers suppressed a shiver. “You and me both.” He gestured back into the lab. “You told Richard you’re ahead of the curve, you’ve got a jump on the data. True?”

“True. A few of the pieces clicked into place. In here.” She tapped her temple. “I made a shrewd guess, and when it turned out to be right, I used that as a platform to make another informed gamble. I just got lucky. Etienne checked every equation backwards and sideways, and then I bounced the work through to Mark. He messaged me via the Carellan, just four hours ago.”

There was a zealot light in her eyes, glittering and not entirely sane, Travers thought. “It’s coming together, isn’t it?” he asked quietly. “The top-fuel to power the mines that’ll turn back the DeepSky Fleet, win freedom for the colonies, and then power Lai’a through the Drift, take the war right back to the Zunshu.” 

“That, and Paul Wymark’s idea of manipulating the Zunshunium with micro-fine Arago fields.” She worked her neck around to ease the tension he could almost feel in her. “You know Paul.”

“I know him,” Travers said thoughtfully. “Not well, but we’ve played folgen and drunk beer a couple of times.” Wymark was the best Arago specialist in the business, and still aboard the Wings of Freedom, still hidden deep inside the Drift, in one of its quiet, safe shoals. Alshie’nya. 

“Horizon dynamics,” Jazinsky whispered with a visible shiver, “the science of plotting a course through the ten dimensions of Elarne. And spinning off that, like its bratty bastard child, the whole new technology developed specifically to manufacture the hull alloy from the Zunshu probe, which will armor Lai’a against gravitational flux you can’t begin to imagine, Neil – thousands of gees from ten directions at once. And then, the AI design, Mark’s project, a whole new concept based on the Zunshu’s own AI in the stasis chamber on Kjorin. Some of its algorithms will become the higher functions of the mind of Lai’a, and Lai’a will romp through Hellgate like a thoroughbred in its own paddock.” 

The result of Mark’s work was a machine pilot, almost but not quite alive in its own right, which could handle Hellgate the way Mick Vidal handled it. The AI was not yet finished, and when it was, its routines would be uploaded and assimilated into the core routines of Lai’a itself. The hull of the old Intrepid was being armored, plate by plate, while a fuel that defied Travers’s imagination was mined, refined, and loaded.

“Don’t even try to understand,” Jazinsky advised. She clapped his shoulder hard. “Just roll with the punches, and learn how to duck.”

He answered with a ribald snort. “Ducking’s the part I’m good at – that and the diving. I don’t even try to follow you and Mark when you start to drone on about this stuff! You reckon Shapiro understands?”

The question gave her pause. “Harrison’s smart. Probably a lot smarter than you give him credit for. Can he follow the physics of horizon dynamics, temporal flux calculus? No. But he can grasp the big picture. He never took a degree in political science either, but I’d back him in a stand-up fight between the political machines in this region, this war. You saw how fast Jon Kim fell in beside him, and Jon-boy has the political pedigree.”

“You researched Jon Kim?” Travers knew he should not have been surprised.

She only shrugged. “For a long time Mark and I have made it our business to know everything about everyone that has, or could have, any influence on the status quo. We looked into Kim the moment we became aware of Harrison’s feelings toward the man – and no one was more surprised than me! I didn’t think there was a sexual bone left in Harrison’s body. I was so sure the situation in the Deep Sky had broken them all – so much for women’s intuition!”

“And Kim?” Travers shared her humor.

“He’s a nice guy,” Jazinsky mused. “He checks out. He’s highly intelligent, well educated, with a career in government, a couple of failed relationships behind him, like the rest of us. Then he finds himself Minister for the Environment in MarakCity just in time to have the El Khouri event land on him. Enter Harrison Shapiro … they work together, play racquetball together, weather the political storm, get friendly, have a drink, and the rest is history. Last I heard, the authorities in Marak were starting to round up anyone even suspected of being a Fleet or Confederate sympathizer. Jon Kim had the sense to get out and do the proverbial runner.”

“He’s on his way to Velcastra, via the trade routes.” Travers jerked a thumb over his shoulder in what might have been the right direction. He had no real idea where Velcastra was. “When he gets there, he makes a call to some associates of Mick’s.”

“Daku?” she hazarded.

“Daku,” he confirmed. “They get him out of harm’s way, maybe get him a cash card that works, or some money, whatever it takes, till Shapiro can put him on a ship to Borushek.”

“And I hope we all live long enough to get to the ‘happily ever after’ part.” She gave him a wink and turned away in the direction of the quarters she technically shared with Vaurien, save that they were almost never there at the same time. 

Travers watched her go with an odd blend of elation and foreboding, and at length he admitted that she was right. “Just roll with the punches,” he told himself. “Figure out when to duck.”

To pass muster in the part of Halfway known as Xanadu, they must dress like Robert Chandra Liang’s associates, who were perched on the highest rungs on Velcastra’s social ladder. Travers had mixed feelings about them, and odd, conflicting memories of Elstrom StarCity. He had been a hired hand when he came to know the floating fantasy in the sky. Now, Chandra Liang accepted him on almost equal terms. He was the last commander of the Intrepid, and one of the elite who stood at Harrison Shapiro’s right hand.

The clothes to blend into Chandra Liang’s world hung in a dozen closets across the Wastrel’s private staterooms. They were salvage from a freight hauler which had gone up on the Bronowski Reef. The insurance underwriter had already paid out before the hulk was found; the last thing Cygnus Logistics wanted was the ruined ship towed out for its scrap value and the cargo returned. The paperwork would have been a decade’s work, with no one wanting the goods returned, and everyone demanding a share in the proceeds if a receiver could be found for them.

Most of the cargo was broken down and hauled into Omaru, helping to keep the colony alive in the teeth of the Fleet blockade. Medical supplies, technology, light aircraft, entertainment – all the things Omaru could no longer manufacture, with its cities and industrial sectors in smoking ruins.

Some of the cargo remained on the Wastrel. Coffee, brandy, smoked salmon, truffles – a shipping container of designer clothing, manufactured on Haven and consigned to the markets in Elstrom, Sark, Westminster. 

The clothes looked good on Marin. Travers reminded himself, Curtis was independently wealthy. He could have owned an apartment on StarCity, sharing the rarefied atmosphere with Robert Chandra Liang and Sonja Mei Ming Deuel, who was the daughter of a colonial governor, and the hub around whom much of the Republican and Daku movements revolved.

He was in gray slacks, a pale mauve shirt that floated about his limbs, open at the neck and high in the collar; and the jewelry was platinum and white gold. The look of understated wealth and prestige suited him. Travers might have wondered how Marin would take to the simple, rural life of Three Rivers, but Curtis forestalled any remark he could make.

“Damnit, I’d forgotten how much I hate getting tricked out like a bloody show pony. You know Shapiro’s going to drag us to Velcastra. Mick Vidal’s memorial. You and me Neil, in spanking new Fleet dress uniforms, trying to look like we’re actually in the service.”

“When we’re not,” Travers said ruefully as he stepped into the stateroom and leaned over to drop a kiss on Marin’s neck. The closet was still open, displaying an assortment of fashion statements from a dozen worlds, some more outlandish than others. “What the hell do you wear when you’re trying to impress the uptown rubbish?”

“On you?” Marin leaned past him and pulled out several items. “Stick to black and white, Neil. Black slacks, tight as you like, white shirt with the Rubinstein lace at the collar, as loose as it’ll fit. The good thing about the loose shirt is, you can hide a few of these.” From the folds of his own shirt he produced a palmgun, as if from nowhere. “We’re going to be scanned, head to foot, not only by Zwerner’s security but by the goons of a dozen other princes of Halfway. They won’t let a weapon into Xanadu – not if they can see it. If they had their way, they’d put a ban on steak knives. But these little things … scanners don’t see them. They don’t have a lot of range, but they’re deadly.”

“Dendra Shemiji,” Travers observed.

The gun was only the size of a man’s palm, and no thicker than a finger. It was made of synthetic materials which were so close to organic tissue, if it was worn flush against the skin, it would not be detected. There was no powerpack to betray it; using a burst of compressed air from a pump-charged bladder, it fired darts which were as fine as needles and made of hollow bone, and the darts were tipped in an organic toxin.

With an arch of one brow, Travers handed the weapon back to him. “You’re carrying a couple of these?”

“Three,” Marin informed him. “No way am I going anywhere near Zwerner’s neck of the woods unarmed. There’s easier ways to suicide.”

The remark brought Travers up short, just as he began to change. “Misgivings? About going in there?”

“I … don’t know,” Marin admitted. “It’s difficult to feel anything at all in this place. It’s weird to be working hand in glove with van Donne, when we were trying to kill each other not long ago. And the rest of this cesspit in space – well, I confess, I’ll be glad to leave.” His shoulders lifted in a deep shrug. “Let’s say I’d approach Xanadu with all due caution. If we want coherent data from this Ronald Joaquin Reanie, we won’t get it by sitting here, looking at a face on a threedee!” He tilted his head at Travers, who was half dressed, slacks on but still unzipped, shirt in one hand, a palmgun in the other, selected from a case of odd weapons which lay open on the end of the bed. “You’re going to Xanadu looking like that?” Marin looked him up and down with heavy-lidded, sultry eyes. “Well, now, this could be interesting. You’ll be jumped and raped by four husky studs from every corner of Freespace … unless I race to your rescue.”

Travers gave him an ancient and obscene salute involving one finger, and zipped the slacks a moment before Vaurien’s voice said over the loop,

“Neil, where are you? We’re waiting for you. Hangar 4.”

“On our way,” Travers said dutifully. “You’re taking out the Capricorn again?”

“Oh, yeah,” Vaurien said darkly. “I don’t trust Zwerner’s security, and I don’t trust this Ronald J. Reanie character. He’s the kind who deals in human bodies and hunts down his recreational thrills in places like Gemini. One meeting, one business transaction, and we’re done – it should be dead simple. But in case it isn’t, I want a well armed, well armored hard-point within sprinting distance. Ask Curtis, he’ll tell you the same.”

And Marin’s head was nodding as he preceded Travers out of the stateroom, in the direction of the nearest elevator. It was a service lift which shuttled between the labs and machine shops, plain gray steel and far from clean. Travers mocked himself with a wry grin as he deliberately kept off the walls. The lift opened into the passage opposite Hangar 4, where the air smelt sharp with ozone from the nearby fabrication bays and was still hot from the routine preflight test of the Capricorn’s engines. 

Waiting by the starboard hatch, Vaurien was in black, head to foot, save for the burgundy red band tying his hair. The look was severe, dangerous. Of Sergei van Donne there was no sign, but Ramon was up in the cockpit, watching through the thick armorglass for Travers and Marin to show. As they stepped into the hangar he waved, and a moment later the blast doors rumbled shut behind them.

“Sergei’s not coming along?” Travers wondered.

And Vaurien’s head shook. “He’s still healing up from the last shot Zwerner took at him. If he shows his face in Xanadu, he could expect to be jumped by seven different kinds of security.” He pulled a finger across his gullet. “Sergei has a keen survival instinct.”

The engines whined to life as the hatches closed and locked, and Travers settled in a seat in the back of the cockpit. Vaurien was listening to the ship’s loop, and as Jazinsky appeared from the body of the Capricorn, he acknowledged Etienne’s data transfer and throttled up the repulsion.

Five public docking rings and a hangar served Xanadu in a small, very select rink, and ships would be scanned on approach before the privilege of parking was granted. This was common knowledge, but Ramon reminded Vaurien quietly as he took the Capricorn down out of the belly of the Wastrel and up in a vast arc, to the dorsal spine of the Explorer, where the massive bows were buried in solid, fused rock. 

The panels lit up red with warning lights, and Etienne’s voice whispered into the loop. “Be aware, you are being deep-scanned. Your weapons and human complement are observed.”

“Thank you, Etienne, it’s expected.” Vaurien twitched the nose over and rolled the Capricorn to align it with the hangar, where blue and green approach lights flashed, marking out the lanes. “Xanadu Control, this is Wastrel 101, on approach and requesting landing clearance.”

Nothing about Xanadu was as simple as the lower levels of Halfway. The voice answering was crisp, officious, and Travers was sure he recognized one of the homeworlds accents. The woman sounded suspicious. “Wastrel 101, state your business in Xanadu.”

“Private business with a broker, name of R.J. Reanie. Our weapons are powered down, there are five of us aboard. While we’re in your territory, we thought we’d have dinner, play a little mahjong, maybe take in a show, if there’s something decent in town.”

“There’s Circus Noir,” the traffic controller suggested, “if you’re into VR trips that’ll blow the brains right out of your skull … you check out, Wastrel 101. Keep your weapons shut down and you’re welcome to a berth – take 17, on your left as you enter.” 

“Merci, madam, nous sommes tres reconnaissant.” Vaurien was already watching the hangar lights, where a red beacon informed him that the outer ’lock was depressurizing. 

Moments later it turned to green, and the hangar’s yellow-checkered door slid ponderously aside. The outer ’lock was designed to accommodate ships twice the modest size of the Capricorn. Vaurien slid the craft in on repulsion, and waited out the forty-second repressurization cycle.

“You can expect Ronald J. Reanie to be given a swift headsup,” Jazinsky said caustically.

“I’m counting on it.” Vaurien’s hands were feather light on the control surfaces as the inner door opened, and he took the Capricorn into the public hangar. Berth 17 was flashing orange on his left, and he spun the spaceplane in its own length to fit the space. “The man needs to know there’s business heading his way. If he’s anything like the other cockroaches, he’ll rewrite his busy social schedule for us.”

“Mahjong, a show?” Marin echoed. “Are you serious?”

“Why not?” Jazinsky looked down at the russet-red gown which clung to every line of the long, elegant Pakrani body. “Since we got dressed up, why not make the most of it? Working on an industrial ship, you don’t often get the chance to strut your stuff.”

She looked very good, Travers thought. That Pakrani body was as genetically perfect as the designers could manage, almost two meters tall, and stronger than most homeworlds males. On the streets of Earth and Mars she might be treated like a freak, but out here she was magnificent, and she knew it. He could not remember seeing Jazinsky in a gown before, or with the white-blond hair roped up and coiled around her head. The style was entirely Pakrani. At home, on the streets of Santorini, she would be one of many with the same looks, the same taste in chic.

She snatched up an emerald green wrap as the hatch opened and a waft of chill hangar air swept into the Capricorn. Travers watched her go ahead of them with Ramon right on her heels, and Vaurien must have seen his eyes following her. He leaned closer and whispered, “C’est la femme magnifique. But I know you better, Neil.”

“You do,” Travers admitted, amused. “So you made Jazinsky an offer, did you?”

“She told you?”

“It was supposed to be a secret?”

“No. And yes,” Vaurien affirmed. “I made her an offer. Full partnership. Business, holdings, ships. God knows, she’s earned it, and I …” He looked away. “I waited too long for you. I thought I’d give you all the rope you wanted, let you run, and you’d come back to me in the end. Then Curtis arrived on the Intrepid.” 

Marin was well within earshot. He only gave Vaurien a faint smile. “It happened the way it happened, Richard. No one planned any of it. What took place between Neil and me was just nature, chemistry, something. Just don’t you dare take Barb on the rebound. She’s worth a hell of a lot better than that – and you know as well as we all do, what happens to rebound affairs.”

“Tonio.” Vaurien shuddered visibly and ran one hand across his chest to seal the soft black leather jacket. “Don’t remind me. At the time, I’d have told you the little shit cut the guts right out of me, but now … I’m actually glad it didn’t work out. It’s not a mistake I’ll be making again. Barb and me, well we’ve been together almost ten years now.” He gave Travers an odd, crooked grin. “It was a wild affair, after you stood me up and went back to Fleet. And I know there’s close to twenty years between us, but she’s … remarkable. Unique.”

“So are you. Remember that,” Marin told him. He set a hand on Travers’s arm for a moment, and then followed Jazinsky, leaving Travers and Vaurien inside the hatch. 

The older man studied Neil without a word for a long moment, and then he said, “He’s good for you. The truth? Curtis is better for you than I would have been. You know me too well, Neil. There’s too many causes to fight for, and no place I care to call home except this ship.”


  
“It’s been a good home,” Travers argued, “and you’re about to run out of causes. The Colonial Wars? It won’t be long before it’s all history. The Republicans can come out of hiding, take office and start making a whole new mess. The Daku can stop hiding. Who knows? The Resalq might even come out of the shadows at last. Tell the rest of us how to pronounce their damned language!”

For the first time in too long, he watched Vaurien smile, laugh, and Travers prayed silently that he was right. Richard had been running too hard, too long. They all had. But if Harrison Shapiro’s numbers were accurate, they did not have much further to run. Travers was keenly conscious of operating on an odd combination of momentum and sheer willpower.

It was Mick Vidal on his mind as he stepped out of the hatch and joined Marin, Jazinsky and Ramon. Vidal’s handsome looks and quirky humor, the man’s cheerful cynicism and reckless courage haunted him. He slung an arm around Marin, wanting the closeness, the body heat, the solid press of human strength against him. Marin angled a look at him, frowning, and Travers answered only with a minute shake of his head: I’m okay. 

It was not entirely the truth, but he put on the familiar mask as Vaurien’s party made their way to the nearest internal armordoor, where security cameras and drones scrutinized them individually. Through that door was Xanadu itself, and the twenty centimeters of blastproof steel would not open until a human security officer was satisfied.

They showed their faces, let them be identified. The process took a full minute longer than Travers had expected, and he was beginning to turn away, make a remark about the whole expedition being a bust, when the armordoor slid back by a meter and the warning lights shifted to green.

They were in, but Travers’s hackles were up, and with a glance at Marin he knew Curtis felt the same thing. They were watched. Every step they took, every breath they drew would be monitored. Vaurien gave Travers a speculative glance, but for the moment Neil said nothing.

The Xanadu rink was bright, sharply cold, with three-meter, animated signage and both human and drone greeters. Young people of every imaginable gender, clad in body paint, tattoos and smiles, handed out garish tokens for the clubs, restaurants and theaters. The entertainments here were as outrageous as those in the lower, darker, colder levels, but here a customer was less likely to catch a disease, be mugged or murdered for the cash and cards in his pocket. The Companions were infinitely more expensive; the VR was much more sophisticated; the booze was more pure, the drugs less likely to be toxic.

Vouchers for free drinks and chimera, a ‘free ride with the amazing Vincenzo – measure your staying power on the legendary pole,’ were pressed into Travers’s palm. The vouchers were illustrated with a holo of the vaunted Companion. If the proportions were accurate, the greatest mystery about Vincenzo was where he had been augmented. Most geneshops still had some fragment of ethics left.

“Welcome to Xanadu,” Jazinsky said in acerbic tones as she led them around the long, bright passage which wound up from the rink on a shallow incline.

Every meter of the way was decorated with posters for the clubs and shows. A visitor to Xanadu could have anything, provided he had the cash. Vaurien and Marin paused to blink at some of the Companions and several of the more gymnastic acts, while Ramon did not seem to even notice the posters.

Then Travers whistled as they came up into bright lights, noise and bustle of the habitat. The drones salvaged from the Rotterdam Explorer itself had hollowed out the planetoid. The docks, hangars and facilities were installed into the shell, most of them torn from the old ship, and the cavity was a sphere of variable gravity and free-floating lights, where a structure was as likely to depend from the roofing as rise out of the floor. Travers had never seen anything quite like it. 

Almost a kilometer across, the sphere challenged human senses. A moment of vertigo assaulted him as he looked up and seemed to be looking down on the structures opposite. Drone buggies wafted around, skirting the complex, confused gravity fields, and Vaurien summoned one with a few sharp claps. Twenty of the transports jetted in every direction; most were occupied by a curious assortment of humanity. 

Faces turned toward Vaurien as he clapped. Travers could not tell male from female, for the masks and warpaint, spiked hair and iridescent skinsuits. Only where the costume was deliberately abbreviated to present breasts or genitals as if they were trophies or weapons, was gender apparent, and then it was a statement, even a threat.

Several strains of music overlapped; a hundred voices spoke at once, the buzz and whine of scores of machines thickened the air, until Travers felt inundated. He was reminded of the milling crowd on the street on Cimarosa – the city of Vazyabinsk, and of the senseless opulence of Elstrom StarCity. Everywhere one looked, structures, people, machines, crowded an up-curved horizon where the sky became the floor, and mid-air was a freefall chaos of buggies and gaudy figures riding fragile kite-like contraptions. 

“It’s … incredible,” Marin observed.

“It’s Xanadu,” Jazinsky growled, “and the name is no joke. It’s quite the pleasure dome. You’re about to pay handsomely for the air you breathe, and if you dare relax here, they’ll have the shirt off your back. Richard?”

He was looking for something, and before Travers could ask what it was, he had seen it. The public circuit access was built into a clamshell opposite the ramps from the hangars. Vaurien placed his palm on the scanner and addressed the AI.

“Richard Vaurien, Captain of the salvage vessel Wastrel. Looking for the broker, Ronald Joaquin Reanie.”

“Wait,” the machine said baldly.

“I guess we’ll wait.” Richard turned his back on the threedee, shoved both hands into the pockets of his jacket, and watched the local wildlife go by. 

Ramon had seen it all too often to be impressed. “Not long, man,” he promised. “You know security called Reanie, soon as you dropped the name, on the way in.”

“Which is why I dropped it.” Vaurien glanced back into the blue-back deeps of the threedee. The machine was still processing. Reanie was taking his time. “I’ve no desire to be here.”

“In Xanadu?” Ramon pretended a double-take. 

“Dangerous,” Marin said quietly. “You could hide a regiment in here. There could be fifty guns aimed at you, and you’d never know.”

“I’d know.” Ramon touched his temple. “It’s a feeling you get. You, Mister Dendra Shemiji, you don’t get that?”

“I do.” Marin tilted his head at the younger, smaller man. “So tell me, what do you feel right now?”

“Me?” Ramon took a deep breath, closed his eyes and seemed to listen. “It ain’t me they want, Curtis. It’s Sergei, and he has more brains than to be here.” He gave Marin a thin smile. “You think Boden Zwerner doesn’t know everybody who sets one foot on a deck in Halfway?” 

Before he could answer the comm AI intruded. “Ronald Joaquin Reanie will deal with you. Standby.”

With a muttered oath Vaurien turned back to the threedee. Jazinsky stepped closer, into the scan field, but Marin deliberately stayed out of the pickup’s line of sight. Travers caught a bare glimpse of the threedee, between Vaurien’s shoulder and Jazinsky’s. 

A face had appeared there. Reanie was not a young man, and he had the look of one who had accumulated a lot of wear and tear. His eyes were slits nested in deep creases; his mouth was an unforgiving line. The voice was like gravel sliding off a shovel.

“Reanie. You want to talk to me? Vaurien, is it?”

“Yes.” Richard made sure his face was in the light. “You know me?” 

“Everybody knows you.” Reanie skipped a beat. “Everybody also knows you went legit. You fly for Fleet now.”

“Then my business will come as no surprise,” Vaurien said tartly. “You know I contract for Fleet Borushek.”

“As in, Harrison fucking Shapiro,” Reanie agreed.

“And we know a lot of the survivors from the Battle of Ulrand came here as live cargo,” Vaurien added. “Shapiro’s buying. Top dollar, Reanie. You want to do business?”

For a moment the man hesitated, and Travers held his breath. Then, “I’m on 27 West,” Reanie said slowly, “opposite the clubs. Look for a blue sign, you can’t miss me. I’ll be in the office for an hour, and then I’m gone, understand?”

“We’re on our way.” Vaurien waved a hand into the control field, and the connection broke. He lifted one brow at Jazinsky.

“Cockroach,” she said succinctly. “He’s been dealing in live cargo, no doubt about it.”

“But there’s a lot he’s not saying,” Marin added.

“Not on open comm, man.” Ramon beckoned the buggy closer and swung into it. “You want every man and his uncle knowing your shit?”

“In this place?” Vaurien demanded. “You think it’s possible to keep secrets?”

“From you,” Ramon mused. “Like the cockroach said, you went legit. You fly on a Fleet contract. You’re not even welcome in Halfway. They’ll let you dock, take your money, but you’re not welcome here.”

Vaurien’s lip curled, an expression of distaste. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t snivel in grief.”

Fully loaded, the buggy lifted reluctantly and the motors howled with strain until it jetted into the light gravity fields. 27 was one of the upper levels; West was on the opposite side of the habitat from the docks. Travers leaned over the rail to watch the floor drop out under them, and then looked up – or was it down? – at the structures dead overhead. Even his middle ear, which had been trained in a Marines combat simulator, protested.

The buggy was no more than a platform riding a very old, very battered Arago sled. The handrail was new, glossy with fresh paint, but Vaurien winced as he heard the repulsion generator spluttering, and twice on the way to the fractional-G field, Travers felt the momentary falling sensation in the pit of his belly as the grav-resist fluctuated, like the beginning and end of a fast elevator ride. 

Scores of similar buggies and multicolored kites flitted through the habitat. Laughter, music and inebriated voices seemed to fill the very air. Xanadu might have been worlds away from the lower levels. Travers could scarcely believe that the pit of Gemini was no more than two thousand meters away, as a maintenance drone would fly it. He settled against the rail with Marin, content to watch Curtis watching the odd life forms which thronged Halfway – all of them human, none of them familiar.

“27 coming up,” Jazinsky warned, “and I’m seeing several clubs. You ever been up here, Ramon?”

“Only drinking and screwing,” Ramon said. “There’s a few safe clubs up here. Fernie’s been to Halfway three, four times in the last few months. After a while you get bored out of your gourd. If you’re interested, I know a place where the females have the biggest superstructure you ever saw, and the titrings light up in the dark and play reggae blues.”

“Oh, bliss,” Vaurien intoned.

“I also know a place where the boys have the biggest dicks you ever saw, just this side of your actual donkey stud,” Ramon said blithely, “and you can bet on the target-shooting events. Accuracy and distance. True.”

“We believe you,” Travers assured him. “God knows, would you lie to us? And there’s your blue sign.” He touched Richard’s shoulder to draw his attention. “Outbound Salvage Brokers. Has to be Reanie.”

It was a hole in the wall, a tiny property in some of the most upmarket levels on Halfway. A doorway, a single tall, narrow window, six assorted sensor probes and vid lenses, a pale green fascia set over the construction of an original prefabricated blockhouse. Travers had seen such buildings many times, on mining colonies and in the citybottom warrens of old, old cities. The glamour clubs opposite Reanie’s premises were new and literally floating in the air on grav-resist, but the original structures in Xanadu had been broken out of the Explorer’s storage holds.

Incredible courtesans reclined in the big, bowed windows of a club called Kuro Neko. Travers wondered about their pricetag, and Marin leaned closer. “If you have to ask what it costs –”

“You can’t afford it,” Travers finished. “Out of my league.”

“But not mine,” Marin reminded. “If you’re interested.”

Travers gave him a sidelong look, speculative and amused, then cast a glance back at the outrageous exotics in the display windows, and shook his head. “They’re not real. You might as well do a VR hookup and save the money … and even if they were real – not my scene.”

“Philistine,” Ramon remarked with a certain glee as the buggy drifted in against the promenade between the clubs and the much older structures. He stepped off the platform and ogled the Companions with overt delight. Several boys were beckoning. They looked like cousins, with pale gold hair and dark ebony skin, and impossibly blue eyes. Ramon whistled, and was already moving in their direction. “You guys are on for your meeting,” he said over his shoulder, “and I got better things to do, so I’ll see you later.”

“We shove off tomorrow,” Vaurien said pointedly, “with or without you.”

“I’ll be there,” Ramon promised, one moment before he stepped into the embrace of the cousins and the garish, noisy throng on the promenade swallowed them all up.

The Outbound Salvage Brokers sign was discreet. To one side of the frontage was a repair bay – closed up, with wire gates locked for the night – offering to fix or replace anything from coffee pots to biocyber limbs. To the other side was a noodle bar with monochrome decor and an obnoxious barker trying to scare up business with the promise of prize vouchers in the fortune cookies. 

Lights burned in Ronald Joaquin Reanie’s office, but the door was locked. A lens panned to examine all four faces before a bolt snapped back and a shape moved inside. Travers had expected to see Reanie there, and was surprised to find a tall, angular woman in their path. A mane of red and black hair spilled from the side of her head which was not shaved; the tattoos and body art followed her bones and curves. The knives sheathed against both her calves were not steel but kevlex, equally as deadly, and unlikely to trip the security systems.

Pale blue eyes looked them over, and Vaurien held both hands out from his sides. “We’re not looking for trouble, lady. Its business, like I told Reanie. Nothing else would bring me here.”

She stood aside, and the door slid fully open. “In the back. And you’re on surveillance. There’s ten drones in the building. You can be up close and personal with any five, faster than you can pull a gun.”

“I’m not carrying,” Vaurien assured her.

The woman seemed unimpressed. “Whatever. Ron!” Her voice rose, piercing. The accent was backwoods, perhaps Mawson or one of the lesser ports of the Shackleton Void. “They check out, Ron! I know this one by sight … Vaurien. Every bastard in Halfway knows him, and Jazinsky. The other two, I don’t know, but they smell like goons.” She lifted one shaved and penciled brow at Travers and Marin.

“What sort of idiots would we be,” Jazinsky demanded, “if we walked in here naked? Your boss already told us, we’re not welcome. You people seem to think we had some choice about flying for Shapiro.”

“He’s not my boss,” the woman said tartly, “and I don’t know nothing about Fleet, and Shapiro, and all that. Hey, Ron! You want to get out here?”

The front office was tiny, cramped, half-lit and claustrophobic. Travers felt the press of too-close walls, and the prickle of survival instincts as old as the species. Movement in the back drew his eyes, and through a draped arch he caught a glimpse of a great cavern cut back into the parent rock of the planetoid itself. Shapes loomed in the shadows there; crates, barrels, palletized goods, dormant drones, unidentifiable equipment. And out of the morass stepped a man.

He was small, unconcernedly balding, with curiously blurred features and restless hands. He dressed in a tunic over baggy slacks; and he was casually barefoot, but the shape of a weapon bulged the tunic at his left side. The voice was like gravel rolling in a pail.

“All right, Vaurien, you wanted to talk. What can I do you for?”

“Or else get the hell out of your place,” Richard guessed.

“I can smell Fleet on you.” Ron Reanie looked him up and down, and then transferred the rude scrutiny to Travers and Marin. “And on them.”

“In that case,” Jazinsky said brusquely, “you’ll probably already know why we’re here. You’re down so low, Reanie, you deal in human beings. Don’t bother denying it.”

“I wasn’t going to.” Reanie crossed both arms over his chest, a defensive posture. “I deal in scum, Jazinsky. Fleet goons who came out to the Deep Sky to climb all over us, and who wound up shit outta luck on the losing side before they could cut us to pieces. Sending them to hell is a sacred act. They’re fresh meat for the mines, if they’ve got the muscle, and the sexshops if they’ve got the looks. The price of muscle and ass is about the same, and after they’re sold, it ain’t for me to decide where they finish up. What’s it to you?”

Travers saw a muscle in Vaurien’s jaw twitching, betraying his grinding teeth. “Harrison Shapiro wants to buy them.”

For a moment Reanie blinked at him, as if he suspected a joke. “You’re serious.”

“Absolutely serious. Whatever the top bid is, or was, we’ll beat it by a decent enough margin to make it worth your while.”

“Well, Jesus Christ, why didn’t you get your asses in here three days ago?” Reanie looked at the woman, his partner, and rolled his eyes. “You hear that, Stella? I let that bastard take the whole cargo for prices we bloody knew were robbery. I told you they were worth more, especially the lookers, with the good bodies. You know what chicken like that’ll bring, in the sexshops. Didn’t I tell you they were worth twice that bid?”

“You told me,” Stella agreed, “but at the time you were griping about feed, water, sewerage and medical. You can’t keep labor locked up for long before you start burying your investment.” She gave Vaurien a mildly apologetic look. “You’re too late. They shipped out.”

For a moment Vaurien’s brown eyes closed, and then he took a deep breath and nailed Reanie with a glare. “Where to?”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “You want information? What’s it worth to you? See, if I turn you loose on my client, the bastards’ll come looking for me. Course, I can feed ’em a fine line of bullshit, but the aggravation factor’s going to cost you, Vaurien. Make it worth my while, or shove off and stop wasting my time.”

“Name your price.” Vaurien thrust a hand into the inside pocket of his jacket. “Gelemeralds, right here, right now. And if we find out you lied to us, fed us a bad steer, you’re dead meat, Reanie. If Jazinsky doesn’t break off both your arms and feed them to you, you’ll be riding the top of Harrison Shapiro’s most-wanted list, along with Boden Zwerner.”

Now Reanie made a face. “There’s no need to insult me.”

Jazinsky’s white-blond head swiveled toward him. “You don’t like to be filed in the same folder as Zwerner?”

“Zwerner is worse scum than the goons I just sold through for half the price they were worth.” Reanie spat into the shadows. “He’s an Earther. He’s only here to screw a fortune out of the Deep Sky, and when some fat-assed sleazoid back in some office on Earth or Mars offers him bundles of money to kill Omaru, and maybe all of Hydralis – well, now, Boden’s their boy, isn’t he?” His eyes were gimlet hard as he glared at Travers and Marin. “These two, they’re Shapiro’s goons? You, Vaurien, you came here to buy the Shanghai prisoners. Fair enough. But what about these two? They came here to itemize Zwerner?”

The speculation was uncomfortably close to the truth, and Travers felt the pit of his belly ravel up. It was Marin who said, “If we did, it’s none of your business. All you need to do is set your price for the info we need, and then forget we were ever here.”

“Eighty thousand,” Reanie said brashly, “colonial dollars, not your Confederate credit crap. And if you’re here to flush Zwerner out of an airlock, I might just be able to overlook the fact I can smell Fleet all over you.”

The gelemeralds were worth between five and twenty-five thousand colonial dollars each. From his inside pocket, Vaurien had produced a small brown velvet pouch. He tipped the stones into his palm one at a time, until he judged the amount fair, and turned them to the light. They were absolutely perfect, ancient, the classic Resalq ‘cut.’ Reanie knew a little about gelemeralds, and he murmured as he saw them.

“They look like Saraine stones, right out of the ruined city.” He looked up at Vaurien and Jazinsky, filled with suspicion. “Hot?”

“No. Would it bother you if they were?” Jazinsky demanded.

“Nope.” Reanie held out his hand.

Vaurien’s fingers closed over the stones. “Data.”

“Your laborers and whores went to Celeste.” Reanie jerked one thumb over his shoulder. “You know it? It’s the ass-end of space, three, maybe five days on the free side of the frontier, depending on what you’re flying.”

From the look on Vaurien’s face, he knew a great deal about Celeste, but to Travers it was just a speck on a chart of realms so distant, the DeepSky Fleet did not deploy there. “Your contact?” Richard was asking.

“I look like I’m ready to suicide?” Reanie demanded. “You know where the human trash went. That’s good enough.”

“All right.” Vaurien turned his hand, let the stones pour into Reanie’s palm. “How many labor units and whores did you ship?”

With business essentially concluded, Stella became bored and drifted away to smoke. The door onto the promenade was open. Music wafted from three competing clubs in a dense wall of sound, and mauve lights strobed through a thin curtain of dust as she leaned on the door frame and flicked a gold lighter. The sweet smell of roses and kipgrass reached Travers’s nostrils, odd against the acrid scents of old machinery.

“I shipped 280 live.” Reanie was preoccupied with the stones, holding them to the light one by one while he groped for a handy to scan them. “I buried three before the buyer took delivery. They were busted up pretty good when I got ’em. The medics took a look at ’em, but they were too bad to fix. Even if they’d been halfway fixable, how long d’you think they’d have lasted on Celeste?”

“It’s rough?” Travers wondered.

“Understatement,” Reanie said, fixated on the handy. “It’s high gravity, not too much oh-two in the air, short rations, crappy food, because they eat what they grow, and you can’t grow much. But there’s more ores in the ground than you could mine in fifty lifetimes … and one big problem. No tech support. So when your drones get busted, they stay busted. Live labor goes further, costs less and lasts longer.”

“And when manned ships wreck in Hellgate,” Marin finished, “the crew complement vanishes into Freespace.”

“Fleet crews.” Reanie’s lip curled. “And you better believe me, nobody out here gives a cuss about the buggers. They’d cut us up for dog meat if they could. What they get on Celeste, and places like it, they got coming. It’s not easy work in the mines, and it’s just as rough in the sexshops. Labor units last a year, maybe two. Whores last a while longer if they’re young, strong, and good enough to score the good clients. It’s the same as anywhere else. Give your boss a hard time, and you’ll be retired the hard way, soon as he’s had your value out of you. The smart ones learn the ropes fast. I’ve heard that one or two actually made friends there, got out of the sexshops and went to households as indentured Companions.” He folded down the handy and gave Vaurien an appreciative look. “These are damn’ nice rocks. Old enough to be original Resalq, which only makes ’em more valuable.”

“You’re welcome,” Jazinsky said acidly. She was already restless, eager to leave, now they had secured all they were going to get. “Richard, you want to –”

Stella’s voice was sharp. “Have you guys got Boden freakin’ Zwerner gunning for you? Jesus bloody Christ, did you bring Zwerner’s heavies right here, right down on top of us?”

“Say what?” Vaurien swung toward her. 

She was still framed in the door. “I’m seein’ Zwerner’s shooters. I know these faces.”

“You sure?” Marin demanded. “How would you know them?”

“Because I still hustle occasionally – yeah, even at my age – and when Zwerner’s entertaining he hires on all the Companions he can find who still have the looks and the skills. You think I’m well past it, but by two in the morning, after enough booze and gryphon, all cats look gray, believe me.” She nodded at faces she had picked out of the crowd on the far side of the promenade. “That’s Cary Oram, with the skin like pizza and the limp in the right leg. Got shot last year, never healed right, and he’s too gutless to get it fixed. Just in back of him, that’s Luciano – don’t know his last name, but that bald head and those beady little eyes, I’d know anywhere. And the woman, the copper-top in the leather lingerie, calls herself Rosaline. I’ve seen her target shooting. Man, she must have trick eyesight or maybe even a biocyber eye or something.” Stella turned back into the office and frowned at Vaurien’s people. “Were you followed here?”

“No,” Marin said softly, “we were not. But we did call you from the public access just inside the rinks. Which means Zwerner has the whole place under surveillance … and we,” he said resignedly, “have been tumbled.”

“Shit,” Reanie whispered. “Shitshitshit, why me, why always me?”

“Because you deal in human bodies,” Jazinsky said tersely as she joined Vaurien and Stella in the doorway. She dropped her voice, speaking close to Vaurien’s ear. “Richard, the only reason they haven’t made a movie on us already is that it’s a narrow doorway and they expect us to be armed.”

“Are you?” Stella’s eyes were wide. The pupils were a little dilated with the kipgrass. “Armed?”

“Of course we’re armed.” Marin set a hand on Travers’s arm. “Call the ship while I take a look at this place. It’s a maze in the back, more shoot holes than Zwerner’s goons want to know about.”

“Christ, don’t kill them here!” Reanie’s voice was high, shrill. “You kill ’em here, Zwerner’s going to have my balls on toast. Stella? Stella!”

She was watching the three she knew socially from Zwerner’s territory, but she was listening intently, and Travers saw the combug in her ear, half-hidden by the mane of red-and-black hair on the unshaved side of her head. “Wait, will you, Ron. Just shut up for a minute!” Then she pushed past Travers and hurried to the threedee in the corner of the office. 

Even then, Travers was trying to get a voice link back to the Wastrel, but Etienne was not answering. “Too much comm jamming on our frequencies,” he said tersely. “We’re not going to get through till Etienne figures this out and punches in enough power to cut through.”

“Give it a few minutes,” Vaurien advised. “The AI is going to know there’s jamming right where we are, and plumb on our frequencies, which doesn’t happen by accident.” He was intent on the threedee now, watching as Stella brought it alive.

With a wave through the live, glowing field, she transferred the call from her combug to the threedee, and Travers watched a face drift into range of the vid pickup – a very young face, but too similar to Stella’s own for him not to recognize a daughter. The girl was thin, with high cheekbones and black and white makeup, black hair tied up on top of her head and spilling a fan of multicolored fiberoptic lights.

“Tanya, what the hell?” Stella barked. “You still up there?”

The girl’s head was bobbing as she looked this way and that, trying to see in every direction. Behind her was a foyer, blue marble and gold fittings. Figures were hurrying back and forth, and at least three that Travers saw in as many seconds were carrying luggage.

“They’re standing by to bug out,” the girl said breathlessly, “and we didn’t get invited along, poor citybottom whores that we are.”

“Who’s bugging out?” Stella demanded.

“All of ’em. They’re in a panic.” She nodded back across the foyer. “The whole place is emptying out, except for Rosaline and a bunch of the heavies, and they’re out hunting. I overheard one of the big-noises, something about an assassination attempt – they said there’s Dendra Shemiji agents in Halfway! I didn’t even know Dendra Shemiji was real. I thought it was urban legend bullshit, but you know how the big he-bull jumps at his own shadow, and he’s pissing himself.”

With wide eyes, Stella surveyed Vaurien’s group. “Shapiro’s people. You took the contract for Zwerner?” she asked of Vaurien, and then nodded at Travers and Marin. “Or is it them? Dendra Shemiji.”

“If it is us,” Marin said levelly, “the less you know about it, the better. And if you don’t want us to kill Zwerner’s people on your premises, fair enough. But if there isn’t a back way out of here, it’s going to get … interesting.”

“There is – Jesus God, there is,” Reanie muttered. “Look, just get the sweet fuck out of my place, will you? Zwerner’s scared shitless of you people, and that’s good enough for me. Dendra whatever? Fine. If you’ve got Zwerner runnin’ like a rabbit while his shooters are hunting for blood, you’re doing something right, but – for chrissakes, Vaurien, don’t do it here! You drag me into this, I’ll be less welcome here than you are.”

“Reanie,” Vaurien said with mock concern, “you mistake me for someone who cares. But shooting our way out of here wouldn’t be my first choice. If you’ve got a backdoor, we’ll take it.”

Stella was already moving. “Take my Arago sled. Go straight down the cargo ramp, bypass the loading docks. Come back into street level at Bay 19 – that’s the big one, with the holotheater on the corner. Turn right – got it, right! – and you’re maybe two hundred fifty meters from the hangars. Dump my sled anywhere down there, I’ll bring it back on remote later. And if you’re going to blow away half of Zwerner’s goon squad, do it there.”

“They’ll accuse you of aiding us,” Travers warned.

“I’ll tell ’em you held a gun against my head,” Stella snorted. “Go!”

In Travers’s ear was the white-noise crackle of comm jamming – louder now, which told him Etienne was trying to break through, and another AI was trying to blanket comm traffic which was coming in at such power, it was sizzling. Marin raised a brow at him in question, but he shook his head: not yet.

The rear premises were vast, cold, dark and reeking of machines and their chemistry. The side of Stella’s large fist hit the panel by the door, and a dozen fluoros crackled on, casting mauve-white light over the cavern. Travers saw the sled at once, a red and white contraption that looked as deceptively flimsy as most of the buggies in Xanadu. It was parked by the battered yellow loading gates, and at a barked command from Reanie, the office AI opened those gates.

They clattered apart, riding unserviced and whining motors. Beyond, the loading dock was an ice-cold cavity in bare rock, with a black mesh deck, a wide freight ’lock on the other side of which was the vacuum of space, and the cargo ramp itself. The ramp was a fifty-degree slope angling down into uterine darkness punctuated only by occasional red beacons marking the positions of other loading docks similar to Reanie’s.

The sled was almost as flimsy as it looked, but when Travers throttled it up, he heard motors in much better condition than the buggy which had brought them up from the hangar. The contraption would struggle under the weight of four large bodies, but it would hold up long enough. 

“For chrissakes, get the molly frock out of here,” Ron Reanie panted. “Me? I’m gonna waltz out the front door and let the bastards come looking. It’ll take ’em a few to get through the loading gates, because they’re code locked, and the AI won’t just hike its skirts for anybody.”

They were already on the sled, and Travers threw the throttle wide to get enough lift to take it through the gates and onto the down-angle of the ramp. Highbeams flicked on automatically; the sled scooted down fast enough to make Jazinsky curse beneath her breath, and behind them the loading gates rattled shut and locked. The air was below freezing in this almost unpowered cavity. A few drones worked here, but humans might come here to service the workings of Halfway once in a year. None of them was dressed for the cold; Jazinsky in particular was underdressed, and pressed between Vaurien and Travers for warmth.

Numbers in red LED shot up out of the darkness as they plummeted from level to level. Travers saw 26, 25, 24, and began to brake. Their descent slowed to a relative crawl, and as he saw the 19 marker come up he brought the sled to a dead stop before rotating it into the access corridor.

The light flared up fast as they came back up onto street level, and human eyes struggled to compensate. Jazinsky was the least affected; those Pakrani eyes, with their nictitating membranes, were much better suited to hazardous conditions. Marin lifted a hand to protect his shriveling irises for a moment, and Travers looked through slitted lids as he took the sled into street level.

He was hunting for the docks at once, while Vaurien and Jazinsky visually scanned behind and overhead, looking for signs of pursuit. Beside him, Marin had a palmgun in each hand, but their range was so short, they would be close to useless. As the sled rocked back onto the street between the holotheater and a tavern-cum-sexshop where the Companions and the booze were the same shade of green, the white-noise in his ear cleared and Etienne’s voice said with infuriating calm,

 “Alert. The Wastrel is under attack. Alert. Incoming fire. Captain Vaurien, respond.”

Vaurien was listening, and swore bitterly. “Etienne, can you ID the attacking ship?”

“Two ships,” Etienne told him, “neither of them in the database. Both put out of docks on the Halfway rink less than three minutes ago.”

“Capable of hurting us?” Vaurien’s voice was taut.

“No,” Etienne judged, “but inflicting serious damage does not seem to be their intent. They are trying to force a docking.”

“Trying to get in?” Jazinsky’s brows rose, and her hands clenched on the sled’s rail. “Jesus, Richard, the stuff we’ve got aboard – ”

“Disengage,” Vaurien barked. “Etienne, call Greenstein and Cassals to the flight deck, but do not wait for them. Undock from Halfway, take whatever evasive measures you need to keep the buggers out. You are authorized to destroy the harassing ships. And where the hell is van Donne?”

“Captain van Donne and his pilot are prepping the Mako,” Etienne told him. “I am monitoring their comm. He suspects Boden Zwerner is taking action to protect himself and his interests.”

“By attacking us,” Jazinsky said disgustedly. “You know what it means, Richard. We were blown. Zwerner saw us coming, and he knew what we’re here for.”

“I … don’t think so.” Marin seemed to be looking in ten directions at once, watching for incoming trouble as Travers jinked the overloaded and unresponsive sled in the direction of the docks. “Not you, Barb … me. I should have seen this coming. The face that panicked Zwerner is mine. He knew Dendra Shemiji when he saw it. Damn, it’s time I got out of this game. I’m getting so slow, the next thing you get is dead.”

“There’s no way you could have expected –” Travers began.

“Isn’t there?” Marin’s face might have been carved from stone. “Ask Sergei van Donne who he talked to, what he said, after the time he went up against us on the Oberon platform. Damnit, Neil, he knew what I was right then, right there. He could have told fifty people from here to MarakCity, and Zwerner has spies on every street corner. He also has surveillance all over Halfway, so it’s a safe bet he saw me not long after we got here. As soon as I showed my smiling face in Xanadu, the whole barrowload hit the fan.” He gave Vaurien an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Richard, it’s my mistake. I really am getting slow.”

“We both are,” Vaurien breathed. One big hand fell on Travers’s shoulder. “Park it here. We’re about fifty meters out, and you know there’s going to be shooters between us and the hangar. Etienne, report!”

The voice answering belonged to Tully Ingersol. “Richard, you’re missing one hell of a show – where are you?”

“Trying to get back to the Capricorn. Are you undocked?” Vaurien stepped down off the sled and pressed against the prefab wall, where Travers had parked it in what concealment he could find.

Faces turned toward them, momentarily interested in the scene, but lawlessness was commonplace on Halfway. No Tactical squad was about to descend, and most people went to ground when it looked as if the shooting was about to begin. Forty meters of curving street – a danceshop belching synthrock and dreamsmoke, a veeree den, a restaurant smelling of deep-fried grease, and a drone service bay – separated the alley Travers had chosen from the passage back to the hangars. No obvious goons were in the street, but with one deliberate finger Marin pointed out eight probable shoot-holes where they could easily be.

“Tully!” Vaurien bellowed into the comm loop, which was still crackling and spitting with attempted jamming. “Tully, did you hear me? Are you undocked?”

To Travers’s surprise, van Donne’s voice cut across the audio chaos like a knife. “We’re out and maneuvering, Vaurien. They’re not going to get close to your precious ship, so stop pissing yourself.”

“Two ships out of Halfway. You know them?” Vaurien insisted. 

“Of course I bloody know them,” van Donne scoffed. “They’re Zwerner’s offsiders. They were at Ulrand, came in with a flock of Freespacers to bite off chunks of the carcass when the Shanghai rolled over dead. They’re on Zwerner’s orders, and you know whose blood they want. Mine – and maybe Curtis Marin’s, I’m thinking.”

“So am I,” Marin said under the confusion. “Etienne, any chance you can scan the area between us and the hangars for weapons?”

“None,” the AI told him. “The jamming is wide spectrum. All instruments are intermittent. I can read the several hundred thermal signatures of human bodies and more than a thousand machines, but the data is too partial to allow weapons identification.”

“Damn.” Marin looked up at Travers with a faint, cynical smile. “We’re going to have to do this the hard way, and all we have to play with are these damn palm guns.”

At that moment Travers would have given almost anything he possessed for a Chiyoda AP-90. From his inside pockets he produced two palmguns, and primed them both. Each afforded him ten shots; but the effective range was no more than ten meters, and perhaps only five, if he could not target bare skin.

“Vaurien!” It was van Donne, shouting over the comm. “Vaurien, get your ass back to the Capricorn, goddamn it! I’m reading major heat blooms in Zwerner’s private hangars. He’s leaving!”

“We know that, Sergei,” Jazinsky said in caustic tones. “Why don’t you do something about it, since you’re already out there?”

“Well, shit, why didn’t I think of that?” van Donne spat. “Make it fast, Vaurien. This is about to get ugly. Ramon with you?”

“Nope.” Vaurien had produced his own palmguns, and was eyeballing every crevice, every nook, in the alleyway ahead. “Ramon took off on his own, something about Companions beyond your imagination.”

“Beyond yours, maybe,” van Donne snorted, a moment before the comm sheeted out with white-noise.

The longer they delayed, the more dangerous Zwerner’s shooters were likely to become, and Travers knew it. He also knew that Marin was the consummate professional in this situation, and as much as he rebelled at stepping back and letting Curtis put himself in the firing line, he moved aside, let him do the job for which Mark Sherratt had trained him for almost a decade. 

Cursing fluently, Jazinsky lifted the skirt of the gelemerald green gown, and Travers caught a glimpse of long, pale thigh as she took a pair of palmguns from the holsters above her left knee. “Name a god,” she muttered, “and I’ll swear to him – or her! – this is the last time I wear a damned dress! I should’ve known better. Richard!”

“Barb?” He glanced back, dividing his attention between her and Marin, who was at the corner and covering every direction he could as he moved out of concealment.

“Can you reach Etienne?” Jazinsky wanted to know.

“Sometimes,” Vaurien said cautiously. “The ship’s undocked. Tully’s not going to let Zwerner get out, not without a fight.”

“The next time you can reach the AI, have it remote-prep the Capricorn.” Jazinsky primed both the palmguns and moved up to Vaurien’s left shoulder. Travers was at his right. “We’re not going to have time to – ”

A dozen rounds spat out of a doorway on the right, twenty meters ahead. The shooter was out of the effective range of Marin’s darts, but the pistol he was using was under no such handicap. Zwerner’s people were well armed, and they knew this warren intimately.

Lips compressed, Marin ducked swiftly into the cover of the doorway of the drone repair shop, and as Travers joined him he was looking around at the tools, spare parts, machines in various degrees of disrepair. Without a word, he handed over the palmguns. Travers pocketed them, watching as Curtis selected an elpane cylinder and began to shake it vigorously. The gas would soon excite, over-pressurize itself. Marin was still hunting in the harsh worklights, while he agitated the cylinder, and Travers knew what he was doing. 

The end of a discarded roll of duct tape and a cigarette lighter lay forgotten on the corner of a workbench between an empty coffee pot and a small drone which had been dismembered. The cylinder was cold enough by now to be frosting over – getting dangerous. The lighter taped to the nozzle end of it, and one of the palmguns taped to the other side. 

Movement in the back of the workshop told Travers they were about to have company. A gruff voice called, “I’ll be right with you!”

“Take your time, we’re just looking,” Travers said in the direction of a welding bay which smelt of ozone and burning. 

In fact, Marin was already moving and Travers knew he had pinpointed the doorway from which the full-auto fire had issued. The powerful overarm pitch was calculated before he stepped out of cover, and made without any visible preamble. Travers was impressed with the accuracy as well as the explosion.

“Fuel-air,” Marin said acidly as the wave of heat scorched their eyes. “Move!”

Plaster dust wafted in the hot air, caught updrafts in the lighter gravity channels, and spiraled away like vast dust devils. A super-fine particulate veil filled the air, smarted the sinuses, as they made their way swiftly out of the drone shop. They had an advantage of seconds, and none of waste.

Marin covered the distance fast. Every meter increased the efficiency of the palmguns, and by the time he saw a target – a face sneaking a peek out of a second-floor window – they were on the fringe of their effective range. They fired almost silently, and the neurotoxin they delivered was as deadly as live ammunition, and almost as fast. Struck in the side of the neck by a needle dart he would not even have felt, Zwerner’s shooter was immobilized in under a second and dead in less than five.

A voice called sharply from around the next corner – a young man, badly shaken up, possibly wounded. “Frankie? Frankie! You there, Frankie?”

The voice answering belonged to a woman, older, more angry than frightened. “The explosion tore him in half, and I heard Schwegler go down like a load of bricks. Clear out while you can, Zac – fuck with these bastards, and you might as well dig a hole and jump in it. I bloody told Zwerner, but you think he’ll listen to me?”

The kid was definitely hurt. The pain was sharp in his voice. “Zwerner’s not going to be too happy if we just bug out and run.”

She made a sound of scorn. It had to be the woman Stella had referred to as Rosaline, Travers thought. A fake redhead in leather lingerie. He cleared his throat of dust and the lingering chemical aftermath of the makeshift explosive. “Is that Rosaline?”

A pause of sheer surprise, and she demanded, “You know me?”

“Know of you,” Travers allowed. “Grab the boy and bug out, lady … you have to know your boss cut and ran. He’s not even on Halfway. You want to die for some bastard who threw you in against Dendra Shemiji to buy himself time to rabbit?”

“A fool, I am not,” she snorted. “Hey, is Ramon with you?”

Travers shared an amused glance with Marin. “He’s up in the clubs, humping, missing all the excitement.”

And then Marin caught his breath in surprise, a whisper over the combug in Travers’s right ear as Ramon’s voice called from somewhere close to hand and upward, 

“No, he’s not.” He chuckled humorlessly. “Sergei called … bless his avaricious little heart. I see you, Zac, sittin’ there with a big chunk of steel sticking out of your leg. It’s a medic you want, not a needle dart and a one-way ride to the airlock in a bodybag. Throw the damned gun away – eres un imbacil, eh, Rosaline?”

“Some people’s children,” Rosaline growled. “Hey, Ramon, you got a clear shot at him?”

“I got a shot,” Ramon said doubtfully. “You want I should put one in him? Doesn’t seem right to shoot a moron with twenty centimeters of steel sticking out of his leg.”

Her voice rose to a roar. “You hear the man, Zac? You want a bullet in you before you’ll throw the stupid gun away?”

A groan of pain answered her, and then the hollow-sounding skitter of plastic. “Get me a medic. Ramon, for chrissakes, get me a medic.”

“Get one for yourself,” Ramon said nastily. “I’m comin’ down now, Rosaline, and I’m trustin’ you. Do the smart thing, lady. I see your face, I’m likely to shoot it, just in case, sabe.”

“Babe,” she told him, “I’m not even here. Take your friends and get the hell out.” She coughed a laugh. “Mind you, the next time we answer to Boden Zwerner, we’re dead meat.”

“Forget about Zwerner,” Marin advised as Ramon began to make his way down the steps against the side of the building. “If he’s not already dead, he soon will be.” He looked up at Ramon. “He took two cracks at Sergei, and he missed both times … now it’s Sergei’s turn.”

“And Sergei won’t be missing,” Ramon finished. He touched the combug in his left ear. “I’m not getting much from the Mako or the Wastrel, just a few words here and there. They’re jamming shit out of the airwaves. Are we leaving, or what?”

He was at ground level as he finished speaking, with a gun in either hand – and not palmguns, Travers noted, but something by Chiyoda, small and powerful. Vaurien and Jazinsky stepped out into the alley to join them, and it was Vaurien who lifted his voice and called,

“Rosaline, how many more of Zwerner’s victims are between us and the hangar?”

“By now?” she said with harsh, cynical humor, “they’ll probably be on the other side of Halfway. Which is where I should be.”

“Then, we’re leaving.” He gestured in the direction of the docks, the hangar, the Capricorn. “After you.”

“Me?” Ramon cracked a broad grin. 

“You know this place, these people, this work,” Marin reasoned. “Take point, kid. We’ll cover the rear, and we’re out.”

The combugs spat a storm of static, and Travers struggled to distinguish a syllable here and there. It was a shooting party out there. The Wastrel and the Mako were maneuvering freely, but Zwerner had launched the two small ships against the tug while he apparently tried to make a break from his private hangar. Sergei van Donne had other ideas. His voice punched through the jamming now and then, a few furious words which imparted a fraction of the story, just enough to tell Travers space was a dangerous chaos.

But the access passage back to the hangar was clear, and the hangar itself had become an anthill. Several vessels were leaving at once, and Vaurien swore softly as they hurried back to the Capricorn.

“Paranoia’s catching,” Jazinsky muttered. 

“It’s Zwerner’s buddies, bugging out before they can be dragged into the fight,” Ramon said scathingly.

“He just found out what his friends are.” Travers aimed the remote at the Capricorn, and as Etienne recognized the ID code, the lift engines began to whine. A hot storm of repulsion assaulted the eyes and sinuses as they jogged the last twenty yards, and Travers was pleased to lock the hatch behind them. 

In the cockpit, Vaurien had already jacked in and was negotiating with hangar control. Marin’s face was a stony mask as he listened in, and Travers was not surprised to hear Vaurien saying,

“You either open that ’lock and let us go, or your drones will be welding for a week, you understand me?”

It seemed the Freespacers did. “They’re under orders,” Marin guessed. “Zwerner’s people, playing delaying tactics – keep us pinned down here as long as possible, if we even made it back here.”

And Zwerner, Travers thought darkly as he lowered himself into a seat at the weapons console and ran up the harness, was currently discovering how few friends he possessed here. Spinners flashed red, sirens blared across the hangar as it began to blow down, and Vaurien gave the repulsion a nudge to lift the Capricorn.

Before the hangar’s wide armordoor was even half open they were out, and within five thousand meters of distance between the tailpipes and the ramshackle chaos of Halfway, the comm jamming cleared enough for Etienne to punch through it. 

The Wastrel was the biggest marker in the navdeck display but five other ships were in space, and all were swarming like so many hornets. Travers saw the Mako at once. Two were the ships which had assaulted the Wastrel at dock, and one of them was badly damaged. Ten kilometer streamers of coolant, fuel and atmosphere marked the path along which it was drifting, and as Travers jacked into the loop and began to listen he heard distress calls. Someone was bitterly haranguing van Donne, and as Travers listened he heard Fernando Wang’s unmistakable voice – the Krait was in space. Wang was not going to be denied, if Zwerner was running.

“You get what you deserve, Corbin,” he was telling the whining pilot whose ship was streaming every liquid and gas stored aboard. “You fly for that bastard, you’re no friend of ours. I see your face again, here or anywhere else, you better put a bullet in me before I get my hands on you.”

The whining voice began to jeer, but Travers heard the sound of fear behind every word. “You going to feed me to that snake of yours? Well, screw you, Fernie. You’re sick, you know that?”

And then van Donne himself: “Let it be, for chrissakes, Fernie – you don’t see Zwerner trying to jump out? I’m reading Weimann ignition signatures! He’s going to jump so early, his drive engines will fry Halfway. You got a shot at him?”

On the very fringe of the Capricorn’s sensors, Zwerner’s ship was heading away fast. He was at full throttle, stern cannons pulsing sporadically to keep the Mako off his tail, and van Donne was right. The unmistakable energy signatures of a Weimann ignition were framed in Vaurien’s threedee.

“Wastrel, you hear me?” Richard did not raise his voice. “Tully?”

“Right here, boss,” Ingersol responded. “We didn’t take any damage. I just ran the quickie diagnostic set, we’re good to go.”

“Then go,” Vaurien told him. “Put some solid armor between Zwerner and us, and get that son of a bitch. Don’t let him get out.”

Let him jump to e-space, and the next time they saw him, he would be basking beneath Earth’s own sun, and enjoying the protection of Tactical, while the fallout of a too-close Weimann ignition left a roasted colony behind him. Marin was intent on the sensors, and his voice was sharp. “Sixty seconds, Richard, and he’ll jump. I’m looking at his drive signature right now. Can the Wastrel reach him?”

“I don’t know,” Vaurien said cautiously, “but Zwerner should certainly be in range of our guns. Tully?”

“I heard that,” the tug’s chief engineer assured him. “Curt’s right, we can’t overtake him, but I can sure as hell make a mess of him before he can jump out. I’ll put one in his engine deck, scram his reactors. You there, van Donne?”

“Yo,” van Donne sang. “I want the killshot, Vaurien. He’s mine, you hear?”

“You can have him,” Richard said dryly. “Tully, we’re not going to catch you. This bucket doesn’t have the speed. Don’t wait for us.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Ingersol told him in glib tones. “He’s thirty seconds from a jump, and we’ll be in range in less than twenty. Hold on.”

The Wastrel was driving ahead, far faster than either the Mako or the Krait. The only reason Zwerner was ahead was that he had run first and fast, while the tug was still breaking free of the docking pylons. Ingersol had cleared the big ship’s cannons; his targets were already acquired, and as Travers watched the instruments he saw Zwerner’s own guns open up.

He was wasting his time, and he might have known it. The tug was armored like an asteroid miner. Her forward hull was so thick, she could have driven bows-first into a minor planet and swept it before her. Ingersol let Zwerner’s gunner fire as he liked, and picked his own targets with precision.

Two demolition shells smashed into the engine deck, high above the keel of Zwerner’s ship. A vast gout of blazing gas wreathed the hull, and Jazinsky said with dark satisfaction, “both reactors are scramming … five minutes to restart, minimum, even if there’s no actual damage – and I think there is. Good shooting, Tully.”

“Thanks,” Ingersol said through the crackle of signal distortion. “All yours, van Donne. Take him if you want him.”

“I want him,” Sergei growled.

“We want him,” Wang added. “Hold up, Sergei.”

“Catch me if you can,” van Donne challenged.

They were converging fast on Zwerner’s coordinates, and all Zwerner’s crew could do was throw every erg of power into their guns. The Mako was an ugly brute of a ship, faster than the Krait, and Travers was unsurprised when van Donne was the first to come under Zwerner’s guns. Ingersol could have covered him, but he did not. He had no more affection for van Donne than had Jazinsky, and she was watching the threedee as if she would have enjoyed seeing the Mako blown out of space.

“She’s hit,” Ramon rasped. “She’s losing speed and flying crooked … Sergei! Sergei, you hear me?”

It was the copilot on the air – Rafe Byrne, who had flown with van Donne for years now, and bedded with him for even longer. “Engines are farting around. We’re hurt. Sergei’s looking at the numbers … we can’t make a Weimann jump, but I’ve still got two out of four cannons.”

As he spoke, Byrne was laying down a pattern of fire across the upper hull of Zwerner’s ship. The big, powerful Kotaro-Fuente yacht was elegant, stylish, but it did not have the hull armor to withstand a battle, and Byrne knew exactly where to hit it to do the heaviest damage.

“Wait for me, goddamn it,” Wang roared. 

And then van Donne’s voice, taut as rawhide: “The ship’s dead, Fernie, it’s not going anywhere. You mean you want salvage rights?”

The Krait was on his tail now, catching him up fast as the Mako began to wallow on fractional power. Wang’s cannons were almost a match for the Mako, and he was firing as he overtook van Donne. Zwerner’s yacht was crippled, drifting, buffeted by every impact, and Travers saw the early signs of breakup.

Before he could speak Marin said quietly, “Escape pods. I’m seeing three. Tully, you want to catch them in tractors?”

“No,” Ingersol said promptly. “We should be rescuing Boden freakin’ Zwerner’s crew?”

“We should be finishing the job we came here to do,” Marin said levelly. “The contract is for Zwerner – and he could still be in one of those pods.”

“Blow ’em to hell?” Ramon suggested. “If you’re too squeamish to do it, get out of the way and let me.”

For a moment Vaurien seriously considered the offer, and then touched the combug in his right ear and said, “Reel ’em in, Tully. If they’re alive, let Harrison Shapiro’s interrogators get what they can out of them. It’s a good bet they’ll have been close to Zwerner. They might know Zwerner’s contact, back in Earth.”

“The bastard who instigated the CL-389 incident, paid Zwerner to set it up,” Marin murmured. “Tully?”

“Uh … yeah,” Ingersol agreed. “I’ve got ’em, boss. Pulling ’em in now. I’ll put ’em in Decontamination 3. It’s the best lockup we have. Damnit, Fernie, get the hell out of there!”

The Krait was interfering, getting in the way, and Wang shouted over the chaos of jamming and comm distortion, “Let me get close enough to scan the pods. I want Zwerner.”

“You couldn’t tell Zwerner from any other human life sign,” Jazinsky said loudly, “unless he actually opens his mouth and says who he is! Fernie, get out of there. Even if Zwerner’s alive, the best he can hope for is a solitary confinement, and interrogation that’ll fry his brains, before he’s quietly executed.”

Wang skipped a beat. “Interrogation? You can promise me the real deal? He’s going to get shit beaten out of him, electrodes on his nuts while the lights go down all over Fleet Borushek?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Vaurien said stonily. “You think Shapiro’s going to be the perfect host? Leave it, Wang. You got the result you wanted. I’ll give you one chance in five Zwerner’s even in one of those pods, and if he is – God help him.”

Another pause, and then the Krait peeled off and Wang growled, “All right. Good enough. I’m out of here … Sergei?”

“Yo,” van Donne called.

“You need an assist, bro?” Wang offered in doubtful tones.

But van Donne made negative noises. “We’re going to need major help, Fernie, way more than you can give, but thanks. We’re shut down here, Vaurien – I just scrammed the lot, before we start leaking everything toxic we got. I can yell for a tow from Halfway, but the place is probably lousy with Zwerner’s bounty hunters. Take us aboard … you owe us one.”

In fact, he was right, and Vaurien did not fret over the decision. “You heard the man, Tully. Put him in Hangar 6, and have the drones standby.”

“Here we go a-bloody-gain,” Ingersol breathed, just within the pickup range of the comm. “Give me strength.”

“If I can’t render an assist,” Wang was saying, “I’m out of here. Catch up with you in MarakCity, Sergei.”

“Yeah, later,” van Donne said, clearly preoccupied with the condition of his ship. “Watch your tail, Fernie.”

Off the Capricorn’s starboard bow, the Wastrel was in clear view now. Travers took his eyes from the threedee, released the harness and stood up to use his own eyes. The ship was newly scorched in several places, but she was too big, too powerful to even notice the damage, other than to assign it a place in the routine maintenance schedule.

Red and blue beacons winked, marking the positions of the three escape pods. Travers caught a glimpse of them as Vaurien took the Capricorn in under the tug’s belly. The Krait had gone, heading out fast to the Weimann exclusion limit, when a hangar door slid open, spilling a halo of white light. Vaurien cut speed and took the Capricorn up into it.

In the back of the cockpit, Travers slung an arm across Marin’s shoulders and listened to the acid banter between Ramon and van Donne. Unless Travers missed his guess, they were not yet bunkmates. There was a broad element of flirting which would dissipate after the fact. Ramon was playing it to the utmost, and enjoying it. 

“The pods are aboard,” Ingersol reported as the Capricorn rode back to its usual berth, and the repulsion shut down. “Decon 3 is locked up tighter than the corsets on a citybottom hustler.”

“Keep it that way,” Vaurien said tersely. He turned the ship over to Etienne and gave Travers and Marin a dark look. “I’m going to take a tip from Harrison, and place security matters in your capable hands.”

“Thanks a bunch.” Marin turned up the collar of his jacket before heading out into the sharp chill of the hangar. Travers was a step behind him. “Swing by the armory, Neil,” he added. “I don’t think I’d trust Zwerner’s personal chef to play nice, much less his bodyguards!”

Travers was thinking the same thing. There was no way to know who or what was in the pods. The yacht would run comfortably with a crew of five and up to eight passengers, but those numbers could be quadrupled in an emergency, though the lifepods would accommodate a maximum of sixteen. The more people were crammed aboard, the greater the risk, and when chaos broke loose it would be every man for himself. Zwerner could have been shot dead by one of his own, in a mad scramble for the last pod.

From the armory, they took a pair of Chiyoda machine pistols and four Zamphir sidearms, all fully charged. Vaurien watched without comment, but touched his combug. “Bill Grant? You there, Billy? We might need you down in Decon. Some bugout pods just came aboard.”

The medic had obviously been waiting for Vaurien’s summons. “Be with you in one minute, soon as I pick up my gear,” he promised. The Australian accent reminded Travers powerfully of the last hours aboard the Intrepid. Bill Grant had done some of his best work there, and he was well through his studies here, under Vaurien’s wing. He would be qualified soon – Doctor Grant, with a diploma issued by a Deep Sky college, and more field experience than any five inner city physicians combined.

Decontamination 3 was aft, right above the last hold before the engine deck. It was a part of the Wastrel humans rarely visited – cold, dim, dirty. Drones worked here on the rare occasion when salvage had to be cleaned up before it could safely be handled. Machines were oblivious to corrosion, peeled paintwork, dead fluoros and the trash of the fabrication shops which had been dumped out of the way here six months ago and forgotten. 

The service elevator deposited them at a tiny equipment store where Ingersol was waiting with an AR-90 in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other. He gave an animated shudder as they strode into the dimness and the reek of spilled chemicals and old machinery.

“Jeez, I gotta get down here and get this fumigated,” he muttered. “I haven’t been here in a year … the garbage hasn’t moved.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been here,” Jazinsky admitted, “and I might never be back. This is disgusting.”

“So are the inmates.” Vaurien waffed a hand before his nose. “They stink as much as – what in the hell is that smell?”

“I don’t actually know.” Ingersol sounded mildly anxious. “I think two spills got mixed … and I think it’s a little bit toxic. I’m getting light headed. Don’t worry, boss, I’ll get the drones in here.”

“Before it eats right through the bloody deck,” Jazinsky muttered.

Behind them, the service lift was grinding down again, and as the cage opened Travers heard Grant, van Donne, Ramon and Byrne, talking in guttural undertones. They were laying bets and thrashing out odds. Was Zwerner in one of the pods? Was he dead or alive?

“Three to one, he got off the ship,” van Donne was insisting. “You know what they say about cockroaches.”

“Yeah, but that crew of his – I wouldn’t turn my back on any one of them,” Byrne reasoned. “Even money, babe.”

“He’s right,” Ramon said glibly. “Fifty says he got out.”

“Fifty says he was screwed by his own crew,” Byrne offered. “Billy?”

The medic snorted. “Fifty says he shot everybody to get to a pod, and just as he got in, some bugger jammed the bread knife between his shoulder blades, so he stumbled over the locking ring, fell flat on his fat arse and died about three minutes ago.”

The peculiar, even perverse humor inspired a chuckle. Travers had come to rest with Marin, at the door’s control panel. Most of the sensors were calibrated to scan for chemicals and radiotoxicity, but they would also register life signs, thermal signatures. Marin was looking at the grubby little flatscreen.

“Two pods are still sealed,” he mused. “The third is open … one body up on its feet, alive. One immobile and getting cold. Dead. Can’t read anything out of the two sealed pods. Neil?”

“Go.” Travers primed the rifle, shouldered it, and took point as Marin thumbed the control to open the door.

A pale, drawn face peered at them out of darkness which was alleviated only by the wash of red and green instrument lights from inside the pod. Just enough illumination issued from the cavity of the craft for Travers to be able to make out the shapes of a tall, thin body on its feet, and a second body still in the pod, hunched over and obviously dead. It was a young man on his feet, both hands raised, eyes wide in the kind of dread inspired by the certainty of imminent death. The three pods were merely elongated egg shapes, gray skinned, featureless save for four small maneuvering packs set into the stern, and stubby pylons which served as landing struts.

“Don’t shoot, man – I was nobody, I was just a – a secretary, I was only there because I kissed the right ass and a few of the guys thought I was pretty.” He lifted his hands way up over his head. “I’m not armed, I swear to God I’m not. I don’t know guns!”

“Yeah, all right, you can shut up now,” Marin told him. “Tully, grab him, get him out of the way. You got something to cuff his hands?”

The lights chose that moment to flicker on, as Vaurien located the panel and felt his way across it. The sudden blue-mauve glare hurt the eyes, and Travers lifted a hand to shield them. 

“I got cable ties,” Ingersol said with a certain malicious glee. He handed the AR-90 to Jazinsky and began to search his hip pockets.

In a cynical process of elimination, Travers looked at the body still in the pod first. He unfolded the man, turned his face toward van Donne and lifted a curious brow.

“Nope,” van Donne said bitterly. “Not Zwerner. Not even a second cousin.” He was striding toward the next nearest of the pods. “Where’s the remote, kid? Who is that, anyway? Do I know you?” He glanced back at the survivor.

“It’s – I’m Kiveris. George Kiveris … I met you once, you wouldn’t remember me, but I never forgot you, Captain. I’m just a secretary, I never hurt anyone.” The kid was scared enough to be stammering. “The remote’s in my pocket here – left jacket pocket.” 

Ingersol thrust a hand in, found it and tossed it in van Donne’s direction. The Freespacer fielded it deftly, thumbed it on and aimed it at the next pod. The hatch cracked with a hiss of equalizing pressures, but at a glance van Donne was satisfied and passed on. The occupants were two women. One was already dead; the other was injured, groaning, whimpering, and blood saturated them both.

Without a word, Grant went to work, and in seconds the groaning subsided into quiet as he filled the woman with sedatives and painkillers. He was assessing her injuries, and the possibility of moving her, while van Donne opened the last of the escape pods.

It cracked with the familiar hiss, and Travers had taken a step closer to van Donne for a better view into the pod when the bark of a machine pistol on full automatic tore pitilessly into human eardrums. The whole decontamination bay reverberated with the noise, and Travers was listening to the ping of his ears as he shouldered the Chiyoda and fired.

One individual was in the pod, hunched down against the side, under the line of the hatch and firing blind. The machine pistol was still braying, its muzzle moving through a wide arc, spraying rounds in every direction. With a hoarse cry, van Donne pitched backward onto the deck and Marin dove flat, out of the line of fire. Travers pulsed his finger on the trigger twice, three times, until the din of the full auto stopped and the weapon fell out of the pod with a plastic clatter. Vaurien, Jazinsky and van Donne’s people had flung themselves out of the decontamination bay and taken cover against the outside bulkhead. Ingersol and his prisoner were on the deck beside the door, and Ingersol had thrown one arm over his head to protect his ears.

No groaning issued from inside the pod, and Travers swore softly. “Damnit, we should have seen that coming. Curtis?”

“I’m all right.” Marin was already back up on his knees. “But I’m not so sure about van Donne. He looks bad. Ramon –” raising his voice “– you might want to get in here. Bill, you want to put some priority on Sergei?”

“I dunno. Do I?” Grant looked from Travers – his old commanding officer – to Vaurien, under whom he served now.

“Yeah,” Richard said quietly, “you do. Sergei’s a damned good pilot with one hell of a ship. We needed him at Ulrand, we might need him again before this is over. What have you got in the pod there?”

“Hustlers,” Grant muttered as he packed up his equipment. “Very expensive ones. But I’ll bet they can’t fly or shoot for shit.” He was hurrying over to van Donne as he spoke. 

Vaurien and Jazinsky hung back to let him work, but Byrne and Ramon hovered. They looked as white with shock as the survivor who was secured with cable ties now, back on his feet and meekly docile under Ingersol’s gun. In the pod, the body was a mess, but Travers had not hit its face. He peeled it back, set it against the seat, head against the headrest. “Ramon, you want to take a look? Any joy?”

In his brief career as a contract shooter, Ramon must have seen this kind of drama a thousand times. He looked into the dead man’s face without expression, but his voice shook with anger. “Oh, yeah. This one I’d know anywhere, dead or alive. And if he wasn’t already a mess of blood, I’d do him with great joy.”

“Boden Zwerner.” Marin slung the rifle and came closer to see the dead face, which he studied for some time. “They never look like you expect. He’s … ordinary.”

He was a man in late middle age, a little overweight, with a large belly and triple chins. His hair was mouse brown, his features were neither ugly nor handsome. Travers saw nothing exceptional about him. Nothing even interesting. Boden Zwerner was the kind of man one might pass on the street without even noticing him. He was the man who had facilitated the attempted murder of a whole world.

“Dead?” Vaurien asked. He was still standing back from Sergei’s prone form, not interested in coming closer or looking into the pod.

“Very dead,” Marin agreed. “And I realize this was the contract, but in one way it’s a shame. Shapiro could have spent weeks with this bastard under interrogation.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “Still, we’ve got the secretary, and if he’s anything like the usual secretary –”

“There’s nothing he doesn’t know about the family business,” Travers finished, “because when he’s not bent over the desk with his shirttails up around his ears, he’s eavesdropping on private calls, screening incoming messages and screwing his way to the best deal he can get.”

“You know secretaries.” Marin smothered an amused look as they returned to Vaurien and Jazinsky. In the doorway, Ingersol still had the rifle leveled on George Kiveris, and the kid was big-eyed, hanging on every word. “So, what do you know?” Marin speculated. “You were Zwerner’s secretary. You were there when the CL-389 event was organized.”

“No – I arrived after that, I swear it.” Kiveris’s throat bobbed repeatedly as he swallowed. “But I – I know stuff. I know good stuff. Like he said, I’m looking for the best deal I can get. Is what I know worth my life?”

Fury blazed in Ramon’s eyes as he swung on the younger man. “The best deal you can get, shithead, is to live a little longer, so you can talk to Shapiro. And if he lets you live, and if Sergei van Donne dies, you’re going to hell right behind him, entiende lo que digo?”

“I – yeah, I understand,” Kiveris stuttered.

Marin stooped over van Donne, watching Grant work. He had cut away jacket, shirt and vest, baring the man’s torso, and with the blood swabbed away and a shot of antibiotics already fired in, he was playing a handy over three bullet wounds. Marin set a hand on the medic’s shoulder. “Is there anything we can do?”

“Two of these holes are superficial, easy fixes,” Grant told him. “One bullet went right through, the other one’s lodged in the muscle, in his shoulder. But the third one hit his collar bone – and the bone’s in about twenty pieces. I’ll have to weld this back together, it’ll be days before he has the use of his left arm, and he’s going to ache for a month. He’s out cold – the impact went straight to his brain, knocked him out faster than a brick over the back of the skull.”

“He’s not going to die?” Ramon asked in a curious little voice.

“This one?” Grant gave him a reproachful look. “This one’s tougher than that. But he’s going to be a mess for a while. You might want to stay the hell out of his way, while he’s healing up. Best I can do is weld the bone and close the wounds. The rest’s up to him, and I’m guessing this big beauty’s a pedigree sonofabitch when he’s hungover or hurt.”

“Rafe?” Ramon sounded weak with relief.

“That’s about accurate,” Byrne judged. “He can be a bastard, and he’s never an angel. But he’s … Sergei.” He gave Ramon a challenging look. “You still want in?”

“I still want in.” Ramon dropped to one knee and set a hand on van Donne’s broad chest. “Jesus, he’s covered in scars.”

“Goes with the territory,” Marin said quietly. “Bill, you need a hand here?”

But Grant made negative gestures. He had just summoned a gurney from the Infirmary. Etienne was powering up the medical systems and four drones were even then on their way down with two light Arago sleds. “Nah, I can handle this. The only thing you can do here is close the pods and push ’em back out. Burial in space. I’ve got one woman still alive – the hustler – but she’s in a bad way. I don’t think she’s going to make it. She’s tranked out, full of antibiotics. I can get the wounds closed, pump some blood into her, but unless you guys know where I can get a spare liver to transplant in the next twelve hours, she’s following Zwerner like a loyal little concubine. I’ll do what I can for her, but don’t get your hopes up.”

“Like a what?” Travers demanded. He let Marin snake an arm around his waist and steer him out of Decon 3.

“When emperors and chieftains died, they say the concubines used to be strangled and buried alongside the boss as part of the grave goods,” Marin told him. “They buried the horses, dogs and eunuchs as well.”

“Cheerful,” Travers observed. 

“I’ll task the drones, Bill,” Ingersol promised, “take care of the pods. Burial in space, neat and tidy.” He looked up at Vaurien as he and Jazinsky stepped out of the decon bay. “So, what do you want done with this George Kiveris character?”

Vaurien did not even look at the survivor. “Lock him up. He’s Harrison’s problem, not mine. Keep him fed, but don’t give him access to anything.” He cocked his head, listening, and Travers knew he was monitoring the tug’s busy comm loop. “Yes, Yuval – we’re done here,” he said to Greenstein. “You can take us away from all this, soon as you can jump.”

The pilot’s voice was a dry whisper over the combug in Travers’s ear: “Where to? No chance we’re headed back to civilization?”

“Not yet.” Vaurien looked from Travers and Marin to Jazinsky and back. “We’re going to Celeste, Yuval, best speed we can make. How long? 

“A little more than two days,” Greenstein judged. “If you don’t mind me asking, what in the hell is at Celeste to make it worth the trip?”

“Close to three hundred human souls,” Jazinsky told him, “headed for the mines and the sexshops, if we don’t get them out of there. Good enough reason?”

“Good enough,” Greenstein sighed. “Tully, instruments say we’re good for a Weimann startup, any time. Anything I should know?”

“Nope. Drive engines are sweet.” Ingersol was shoving Kiveris along before him. “An e-space jump is on pilot’s discretion – she’s in good shape, Yuval.”

“In that case, we’re out of here, Richard – Celeste, no stops.”

A muscle in the pit of Travers’s belly began to relax at last. Another assignment was about to begin, but this one was over. Boden Zwerner was dead, and some small part of the price for CL-389 was paid. He wished Michael Vidal could have been here to see it finish. Vidal had been pivotal at Omaru, when the ore hauler was coming in hot on a slingshot course out of the Rabelais Drift. And Mick’s wingman, Roark Hubler, had been crippled there. 

He sighed heavily, loudly enough for Marin to hear. Curtis stepped closer as they returned to the elevator, waiting, and at last Travers said, “I’m just thinking about absent friends.”

“Mick Vidal,” Marin guessed.

“I think he was born to be a dead hero.” Travers’s big arms closed around Marin’s much more slender frame. He set his head on Marin’s and closed his eyes. “It could have been any one of us. Or all of us.”

“When it’s our time, it will be,” Marin said against his neck. “That’s the Resalq belief. Mark Sherratt said this many times. You can run, you can hide, be a coward and a disgrace to your comrades, but you won’t live one minute longer than you’re supposed to.” 

Travers lifted his head and looked down into Marin’s stormy eyes. “You believe that?”

“Yeah.” Marin took a long, deep breath. “I think I do. Look at the crazy stunts we’ve pulled since the Intrepid. We should have been killed a dozen times over. Mark would say it wasn’t our time. Like Sergei.”

“And Boden Zwerner’s time came,” Travers finished thoughtfully. 

The lift opened with a rumble of motors which could have used a little work. Ingersol seemed to be making mental notes. Vaurien and Jazinsky stepped aside to make space for the drones to move out with the Arago sleds, and then stepped into the cage. Voices from Decon 3 told them Grant, Byrne and Ramon were handling van Donne between them, and all Travers wanted was a stiff drink, a soft bed and Curtis Marin to himself for an hour.

A long-familiar shimmy through the very fabric of the ship informed him beyond any doubt, the Wastrel had slithered into e-space like a snake sliding into the murky, churning waters of river rapids. Moments later Yuval Greenstein’s voice was a husky murmur over the comm, promising sixty hours to Celeste, and a smooth journey.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Celeste

 

For a moment Curtis Marin wondered what had woken him, and then he knew. It was a tongue, drawing coiled patterns across his right breast and leaving behind it a chill trail which prickled his skin and brought his nerves alive over ever inch of his body.

He opened one eye and focused on the top of Travers’s dark head. The lights had just come up automatically according to Etienne’s understanding of the human day/night cycle, and humans’ need for some simulation of night and day. The threedee was active, glowing pale blue as ship, course and mission data began to update, but Marin had better things to think about.

Still feigning sleep, he let Travers amuse himself. The sheets were thrown back, and the tonguetip worked on down around his navel, while Neil’s right hand slipped between Marin’s thighs. His skin prickled deliciously – he suppressed a shiver, and Travers chuckled moistly against Marin’s belly.

“I know you’re awake,” he accused.

“No way. I can’t be. I’m dreaming,” Marin argued, though he arched his back in a stretch that crackled his joints. “This is too good to be real. You and me, and nobody shooting at us? It’s just a fantasy.”

“You think?” Travers moved down again, and his hands framed the Marin family jewels, which had apparently woken ahead of the rest of him. He tongued a caress across the most sensitive skin he could find, and breathed a stream of chill breath across it. Marin was still shivering when Neil straddled him, both hands spread on his chest for balance. He leaned forward, capturing both shafts between them, and rocking into Marin’s belly with simple, unhurried pleasure.

It could be like this every morning, Curtis thought as his arms went around the broader, stronger frame. It could be the quiet of birdsong and the wind in the tall grass, a cool breeze off the hills in the early morning, when the sky was still gold and pink with dawn.

As Travers rode him, as his legs spread and wrapped around Neil’s hips, he tried to recall the last time he has seen the dawn rise on a morning when you could actually open a window without asphyxiating. They seemed to have spent months on one ship after another, or at the science station in the vacuum of Kjorin, or in Riga, where the Resalq might have been able to tolerate the thin air of extreme altitude, but humans soon fainted. The longing to bask under a blue sky, breathing air which had not been pumped out of a processing plant, warm in the heat of a live sun, became a physical hunger which gnawed at him.

He sublimated it, buried his face in Travers’s dark hair, rocked with him, matched his rhythm – urged him when he seemed to need it, soothed him when he needed that instead. Neil was stronger now. The debility was gone, his health was restored. Grant was satisfied with them both, even if Travers was now as sterile as Marin had been since the Argos disaster. 

The tiny surgery was performed with no more intrusion than a shot. Nano were injected into the iliac artery, and when they were done a man’s sperm would never be completely formed. Travers had joked about shooting blanks, but in a private moment he confided that it was odd, knowing he was sterile. In the past, the procreative choice had always been his own. 

Marin’s hands were talons on his back, urging now, as he got close. For Curtis the end was a long way off, but Neil seemed to have had a head start on him, and his sinews were roping with effort. Marin caught him tightly between all four limbs, hugged him close enough to crush the breath from his lungs, and Travers froze, gave that high, sharp whimper, before Marin’s belly was suddenly slick with the fluids that were part Neil Travers, part medical nano. Necessary. 

He caught his breath fast and sat up again as Marin’s legs relaxed. Stretching and yawning, he watched with lazy blue eyes as Curtis set his own hands to arts of pleasure that were ancient when pharaohs ruled. Most of the techniques were human. Some were Resalq, and Travers was intent. He knew nothing much of Resalq sexuality, save that Mark Sherratt’s people were androgynous enough to be baffled by humans. Marin counted himself privileged to have had a Resalq lover – and doubly privileged, that his lover was Mark himself.

The two species’ physiology was enormously different, but at the surface level, like enough for a caress to remain a caress, and for nerves to respond to similar pressure points, even if they were in slightly different places. There was a point on the hipbone that would slow a man down, make it last a long, long time. Marin pressed his thumb into it, and Travers knew what he was doing. 

“Let me,” he murmured. “Show me the place.”

“You have to find it on yourself first,” Marin sighed, “and you can only find it when you’re so close to the moment of glory, most people couldn’t be bothered looking for it. Another time.” 

“I’ll hold you to that,” Travers warned.

“Well … hold me to something.” Marin took a deep breath, and swore softly as the threedee chimed. “What the hell is that?”

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Travers said honestly.

But for Marin the languor was dispelled and he tightened his fingers, shifted his grip. His left arm wound about Neil’s neck, pulled him down for a kiss which searched him to the last molar, while he finished himself deftly. 

The threedee chimed a second time before the room had fully righted itself, and Travers threw a bunched-up teeshirt into it. The image fragmented, distorted and reformed around the bunched fabric which had landed on a section of its base-mounted projectors. Marin laughed. “Etienne, what is it?”

“General crew call,” the AI told him. “The Wastrel is two hours from negative Weimann transition on the edge of the Celeste system. Captain Vaurien requests the presence of all senior crew at a meeting over breakfast in the crew lounge.”

“Captain Vaurien requests,” Marin muttered. He caught Travers again, dumped him flat on the mattress and plastered himself against Neil’s side. “Supposing we just said no?”

“He’d come find us,” Travers said philosophically. “Richard’s requests are a lot like Mark’s. You’ve had your orders.”

“Etienne, tell him fifteen minutes,” Marin began.

“Tell him twenty-five,” Travers said loudly. “Shower. Both of us.”

Hot water and cologne were among life’s luxuries, and Marin basked in both. He had his shoulders against the tiles, his face turned to the flow, Travers hands roaming over him, when he said,

“I’m ready to do it.”

“Ready for some exotic Resalq perversion?” Neil’s hands did not even pause.

“Not quite what I was thinking.” Marin indulged himself in a chuckle. “I’m ready to get the hell out … of the service, and Dendra Shemiji, and the city. If I have to look at the inside of one more ship, one more pile of crud like Halfway, one more citybottom warren like Hydralis – well, let’s say I’ve seen enough to last the rest of my life.”

Now Travers’s hands stilled, curved around Marin’s waist. “It just took time.”

“What did?”

“For you to catch up with where I was, when the Intrepid died. I was ready to walk away that day. Ready to go home.”

“Darwin’s World.”

“Three Rivers.” Travers’s blue eyes closed, and he smiled at memories Marin genuinely wished he could share. “Listening to eagles over the slopes up by the Fox Glacier, and larks over the flatlands. Betting on the time and date of the first crack in the river ice, at breakup. Sailing iceboats on LakeArgyle – not the big boats that need a big crew. The small ones, made of kevlex and good, old-fashioned carbon fiber. They weigh about twenty kilos, max, ride on skates that are sharp enough to cut the feet off you, if you don’t jump out of the way – and you put a kevlex kite up in the wind, jink it around to find a cross-breeze, and run with it. Jump the boat over snarls in the ice … airborne for a hundred meters, two if you can manage it. Dead quiet, only the shush of the skates on the ice, and the flap of kevlex if you spill the wind.”

The imagery was powerful. “They race the small boats?”

“Oh, yes.” Travers’s smile widened. “There’s no set course, just several checkpoints. You can tack any which-way you want, so long as you make the checkpoints. It’s a rush like you wouldn’t believe.”

“So show me,” Marin invited.

Travers’s eyes opened, warm and dark. “I will,” he promised. “Just as soon as this crap is over, and we’re free to go. God knows, even Harrison Shapiro’s found himself someone, which means he has to be thinking forward, past the war. Win, lose or draw, it’ll be over soon, and then we’re out, all of us. Richard and Barb, you and me, and Shapiro and Jon Kim, if Kim can just get himself as far as Velcastra in one piece.” He paused to consider the situation. “You know Jazinsky hacked Shapiro’s system, and she and Mark did the full security screen on Kim?”

“Yes. I’d have done it, if they hadn’t,” Marin retorted. “All parties came up satisfied, and that’s the end of it.”

“And if they weren’t satisfied?” Travers wondered. 

“You mean if Jon Kim were hiding some detail that didn’t fit just right with Shapiro’s position in the Deep Sky, Fleet and politics?” He shrugged eloquently. “Why do you think Shapiro’s been alone so long?”

“That stinks,” Travers observed. “Against all the odds, you find someone, and some little square detail won’t fit the little round hole everybody has to be hammered into. You ditch the person, retreat to your office, probably get stinking drunk for a while, and start over.”

“But Jon Kim turns out to be a good guy, so Shapiro lucked out at last,” Marin said reasonably. “And like you said, as soon as this crap is over, we’re out of here.” 

The crap still ahead of them was considerable. Marin underestimated none of it. First, Celeste and the return of the prisoners of war. Then, the struggles for the freedom of the major colonies. Omaru, Velcastra, Jagreth, Borushek itself. And then the challenge few of Mark Sherratt’s or Harrison Shapiro’s people had dared look at in any great detail. Lai’a, and the seething innards of Hellgate which had swallowed Mick Vidal – and beyond, the nameless, formless threat of the Zunshu. Only when it was all done would Travers and Marin be free to go, and the danger was acid-etched into Marin’s mind. 

They were five minutes late at Vaurien’s breakfast briefing, but since he was still waiting for both Jazinsky and Tully Ingersol, Marin was unperturbed. At one end of the long mess table, Richard was spooning berry preserves onto croissants and working on a second coffee. At the other end, Sergei van Donne looked like a ghost who wished he could remember how to fade back into the aether, while Ramon and Byrne hovered over him with coffee and food he clearly did not want. 

From the door, Bill Grant aimed a handy at him, taking fresh scans without van Donne being aware of them. Marin dropped a hand on the Australian’s shoulder as Travers headed directly to the ’chef, and said quietly, “He giving you a hard time?”

“Told me – explicitly, with instructions – where to shove my handy,” Grant said with all due pragmatism. “He’s a lousy patient.”

“You said Neil and I were lousy patients too,” Marin reminded him.

“Did I?” Grant blinked up at him. “That was naivety talking. It was before I had him to deal with.” He shuddered animatedly.

At the ’chef, Travers was grumbling over the menu. “Who the hell programmed this? Who eats fishcakes and fried pineapple for breakfast?”

“I do,” Grant said loudly. “Anybody from Lushiar does. You never took a vacation there, sprawled naked on a white coral beach at dawn and perved at the boys and girls frying pineapple over charcoal fires?”

“Never,” Travers confessed, “but I could go for that.”

“I thought you wanted to race iceboats.” Marin squeezed Grant’s shoulder and made his way to the coffee pot. 

“That too.” Travers settled for the croissants and raw pineapple, and took a mug from Marin. He pulled a chair up beside Vaurien, but frowned along at van Donne. “You look like hell.”

The man’s pale blue eyes were smudged. “Looks aren’t deceiving.”

Grant turned off the handy and slipped it into the back pocket of his baggy bluejeans before van Donne could see it. “He should be resting.”

“I am resting.” The big Pakrani frame shifted a little to the side, and van Donne pointed at his backside. “See? Butt and chair are connected by gravity. Result: rest.”

“If you say so.” Grant rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “But don’t blame me if you turn into one big, blond ache that starts at your toenails and ends up in your scalp.” He emptied out the coffee pot as he spoke, and set it up for a fresh brew. 

Sliding into the seat beside Travers, Marin was watching Vaurien, still waiting for him to speak. Richard seemed preoccupied, which was nothing unusual lately. It was some time before he noticed Marin’s attention, and then just shook his head and mouthed, later. He nodded discreetly at van Donne’s party, and Marin let it be. The less van Donne, Byrne and Ramon learned about Shapiro’s and Sherratt’s business, the less they could give away when they left this ship.

Arguing voices announced Jazinsky and Ingersol, but their tone was affable. Argument was life’s blood to them. They lived for it; they were at their best when they were bouncing ideas off one another, and the resulting creativity always astonished Marin.

They had both been in the lab most of the night. If Jazinsky had catnapped on a bench while waiting for some data to process, she could have got no more sleep, and Ingersol was rumpled, wearing several days’ growth of ginger beard, which conspired with the gold hoop earrings to give him a rakish, piratical look.

“I’m telling you, it’s zero-point-four-seven millihertz,” Ingersol was saying blithely as he preceded her to the ’chef. “I ran the numbers six ways and sideways, and I bloody know the optimal setting. It’ll work, and it’s not going to shatter the matrix.” 

Marin knew almost intuitively what he was talking about. Ingersol had been trading data for weeks with Paul Wymark aboard the Wings of Freedom. In the labs there, Wymark was trying to tune an Arago field finely enough to work Zunshunium, to shear it along its natural fracture points, the way diamonds were cut. From the sounds of what Ingersol was saying, getting the right settings was more difficult than wrangling the Arago field, and Marin was surprised.

A strategic cough from Vaurien silenced Ingersol, and Jazinsky jabbed one large elbow into him. They need not have worried. Rafe Byrne and Ramon had no chance of understanding any fraction of the work, and van Donne – who might at least have tried – was so consumed by the discomfort of his welded, patched and still healing body, he had not heard a syllable. None of them was wasting a brain cell on Ingersol’s and Jazinsky’s technical talk.

But Ingersol gave Vaurien a sheepish look as he brought coffee and croissants to the table. “So, what’s the big news, boss?”

“Why drag you to a briefing?” Vaurien set down his cup, leaned back and looked from Jazinsky to Travers and back. “We’re about an hour short of dropping out in the outer Celeste system, and it could get very ugly, very fast. We all want to be on the same page.”

“You think the bastards are going to start a shooting match,” Ingersol concluded. “I can give you Arago fields, cross-laced and as dense as anything between us and Fleet at Ulrand. The Freespacers can take their best shot.”

“All right.” Vaurien looked at van Donne. “I don’t suppose you’d like to contribute?”

“What he said.” Sergei gestured at Ingersol. “They’re a pack of bastards, and they’ll screw you if they can, and try to see if shooting will get them what they want, if they can’t actually screw you over. Don’t take any shit from them, and keep your eyes wide open.”

It was only what Marin had expected to hear. “You’ve flown into Celeste a few times, I take it.” The answering grunt made him smile faintly. “I’ll take that as a maybe.”

“Often enough to have gotten so pissed, I don’t know which whore gave me the case of clap,” van Donne said sourly, “and to know there’s maybe five thousand people, total, on the whole crappy ball of rock, including the labor.”

“The slaves,” Jazinsky mused.

“Call it what you like.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Out here, convict labor is a fact of life on the worlds where no amount of money will buy you tech support or spare parts, much less a new drone. You can always patch a human body up, give it a few weeks to heal. Machines go to hell while you watch. And as for the sexshop ‘stock’ as they call them … that’s also a fact of life here, same as it is in any army town. Ask Travers. He stuck around in Fleet a whole lot longer than anybody else I ever knew. He knows Army towns, one side of the Deep Sky to the other. They run on three things. Booze, ass, and gaming.”

And Travers’s dark head was nodding. “He’s not wrong. There isn’t an army town, back as far as Darwin’s, that doesn’t have three sexshops for every temple, and four bars for every restaurant. Every Shanghai grunt who lands in a Celeste sexshop knows the trade as a customer. Don’t think of them as innocent little angels. They’re not. They’ve seen it all and done most of it, and when they had the liberty of being customers, it was all a massive thrill, and the hustlers on the receiving end were supposed to be transported with delight.”

Vaurien gave him an odd look, reluctantly amused. “So much for wounded honor. We can expect casualties. It’s only been a few days since they were shipped out, but Ron Reanie said he took the low price to get them off his hands because he was already burying some of them.”

“Casualties from the battle at Ulrand,” Marin reasoned. “Internal injuries that didn’t show, didn’t get treatment. A week later, people just turn belly up, even if they’re kept reasonably clean and fed.”

Back at the ’chef for more coffee, Grant made noises of agreement. “Leave the casualties to me. I’d prefer to scan the whole scabby lot of them before you let them loose on any part of this ship. Christ knows what they’ll have picked up on Celeste, either from the other inmates in these sexshops, or out of the environment. Celeste,” he added, “was never terraformed. It’s not a proper colony. It’s probably infested with all kinds of vermin, from fleas and ticks on down to microbes.”

“Do it,” Vaurien agreed. “Quarantine them on deck 8. Lock it, recycle the air, till you’re satisfied, or till you’ve treated them – probably both. You can also expect a few injuries. Rough trade is a hustler’s occupational hazard, and industrial work is always risky even when there are proper safety standards, none of which you’ll find here. Sergei?”

“Exactly,” van Donne said tersely as he pushed his feet under him. “The headman – not a governor, as such, but close enough – is a bastard called Belczak. That’s the only name I know. He killed the previous boss to get the job, and they tell me he has a lot of enemies who preferred having Irene Danko where Belczak is right now. She was a cast-iron bitch to deal with, but she wasn’t going to get Celeste into the kind of trouble they can’t talk or shoot their way out of. Belczak seems to think they have nothing to sweat over, because they’re in Freespace.” He dragged his spine straight, leaned one big arm on Ramon’s slim shoulders and the other on Byrne’s. “You watch yourself,” he told Vaurien. “Give them half a chance, they’ll toast your balls for breakfast.”

“Planetary, or system defenses?” Travers wondered, as van Donne shuffled around, about to leave.

The big man paused for long enough to give Travers a hard look. “They’re Freespacers. Means every bastard in the system is looking out for his own interests. They could have dropped sensor drones in the outer system, if they could get their hands on the hardware, which is doubtful, and if they could keep it running, which is even more doubtful. So they might know we’re on our way in, which doesn’t hurt, since you’re coming in through the front door. Closer to home, when it turns ugly – and notice, I said when – you can expect maybe half a dozen of them to form up and fly together.”

“In other words,” Ingersol concluded, “nothing we have to sweat blood over, in terms of the Wastrel herself.”

“The prisoners are another matter,” Marin warned. “If it goes bad, you can expect this Belczak to use them as bargaining chips, hostages, human shields. If we came here to get them, he knows we value them. They’re the weakest link in the chain. Sergei?”

“Oh, yeah,” van Donne grunted, obviously in escalating levels of pain. “You’re going to lose some. Grasp that, Richard. Play the percentages and take the best deal you can force out of the bastards.”

With that, he was on his way out of the lounge and Jazinsky called after him, “Are you up to flying? If it comes to a shooting match, Sergei, are you game?”

He stopped for a moment in the doorway, though he did not turn. “You want to pay me some money?”

You could always depend on a mercenary, Marin thought. “You want to pick up Harrison Shapiro’s contract?”

“Like the rest of us,” Jazinsky muttered, “most of whom had the choice – go legit or go to Jackson for twenty-five years.”

Now van Donne’s blond head swiveled, and the look he gave Marin might have flayed the flesh from his bones. “Subcontract,” he rasped. “You need me, you pay me, I put the Mako in the air at Celeste. Shapiro can kiss my sweet round ass.”

With a snort of ribald humor, Ramon seemed to propel the trio out of the lounge, and Marin permitted himself a chuckle. Vaurien was less amused, and Jazinsky’s pale blue eyes spat daggers after van Donne. It was Travers who leaned closer to Richard and observed,

“You don’t look happy. Something’s not right.”

“Ship or crew problems?” Marin wondered.

“No such luck. Those are easy fixes.” Vaurien toyed with the last piece of croissant. “I spent a rapturous half hour trying to understand the new round of data out of Barb’s lab. She left me behind a long time ago, but I like to think I can follow the concepts. This, though…” The thought trailed off into silence.

“The Zunshunium? The drift mines in Alshie’nya scooping the stuff out of space?” Travers speculated.

“No, that part of it’s sorted,” Vaurien mused. “Zunshunium. I like the name. According to the last reports I had from the Wings of Freedom, they were ahead of their time frame. They modified two holds to contain the stuff – which is hotter than hell, you understand.”

“I been trading messages with Paulie Wymark,” Ingersol added. “Like I was saying when we walked in here, I know – fact! – I’ve got the Arago configuration nailed. The top-fuel, and the Zunshu hull alloy, I can work them both. If Paulie and the gang on the Wings let it get away from them, bring the job home, Rick. Me and Barb can do it right here.”

For a moment Vaurien froze, coffee halfway to his lips. Then he finished the movement, swallowed, and looked at Travers. “You see? We can do the hull alloy that’s going to armor Lai’a inside the guts of Hellgate. We can work the fuel that’s going to jumpstart the hyper-Weimann engine inside the e-space layers of the drift. Item by item, I can handle it. It’s when you put all the pieces together ...”

“You start to get freaky,” Jazinsky finished. “Oh, yeah. It gives me the shivers. The kind where your bone marrow feels a lot like jelly, and the room suddenly gets too bright, and you break out in a sweat and want to heave.” She made a vague and yet grand gesture with her mug. “Do you realize we’re standing on the threshold of the future? We’re doing a pirouette right on one of history’s pivot points!”

“That, my dear, is the reason I change my underwear so often.” Vaurien pushed his mug across the table. “Somebody get me more coffee. Please. We’re doing things that have never been done before … we’re off the map. Literally.”

“Scared of the dragons out here?” Jazinsky was too tired to tease, but the old banter she shared with Vaurien was automatic.

“Dragons,” Richard echoed. “Strange you should say that.”

Travers glanced sidelong at Marin. “Come again?”

But Vaurien seemed to shake himself awake. “Elarne,” he said thoughtfully. “The Vast. The Resalq call it ‘the stormy side of the sky.’ A webwork of wormholes that undermine everything we know as reality and every place we think of as normal.” His brows rose. “You ever wonder if Elarne is the normal space, and we’re living in a dimensional bubble … stuck in three dimensions like flies in amber … while the trans- or multi-dimensional creatures to whom Elarne is normal space look down on us and wonder how we get by, stuck like that.” He paused long enough to take a fresh mug from Ingersol. “In which case, you ever give a thought to the worm in the wormhole?”

With deliberate movements, Jazinsky set down croissant and coffee, reached across the table and laid a palm on his forehead. “You’re delirious. Give me your hand. Somebody ought to take your pulse.”

The soft beep of a scanner issued from Bill Grant’s outstretched hand. “How long since you got any sleep, boss?”

“Sleep?” Vaurien batted Jazinsky’s hand away and knuckled his eyes, leaving them bloodshot. “What’s that?”

The medic growled eloquently, but before he could give Vaurien orders to go away and lie down, a quiet chime from the comm intruded. It was Greenstein, from the flight deck. Vaurien seemed to seize the call as his escape.

“Dropping out in three minutes, Richard,” Greenstein told him. “Any change in plans?”

“No – stand off and take a full sweep of the whole system,” Vaurien told him. “If it moves, I want to know where it’s going. If it doesn’t, I want to know where it is. Pipe the data to Barb, and if the place looks kosher, park us in a high orbit, and call some roach, name of … what the hell was it?”

“Belczak,” Jazinsky said in the direction of the comm pickup. “Seems he murdered his way to command on Celeste.”

“And therefore he has a lot of enemies,” Marin mused, “which might be something we can use.”

“How long, Yuval?” Vaurien was asking.

“Dropout in a minute or so. Give me ten to scan the system – it’s big and messy – and five to crunch the data. Where will you be?”

“Here.” Vaurien swung his bare feet up onto the next vacant seat and leaned his head against the bulkhead right behind him. 

His eyes were closed, and Grant made doubtful noises. “Don’t get comfortable, boss. It’s harder on your nervous system to start to relax, maybe doze, and then jerk back awake.”

“And don’t I know it.” Vaurien did not open his eyes. “Three cups of coffee, Bill. Stop worrying about me.”

“It’s my job to worry about you,” Grant retorted.

“Since when?” Travers pushed out from the table and dropped a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “You want to get geared-up, maybe preflight the Capricorn, in case we’re moving in a hurry?”

“Since the skipper made me chief medical officer on this ship,” Grant said loudly. “Your health’s my bloody responsibility, Captain. You own my contract, so when are you going to start letting me do my job?”

The question was a good one. Marin watched the pageant of expressions which played out on Vaurien’s expressive face, from frustration to amusement. He, Travers and Grant waited for Richard to answer, while the Wastrel gave that peculiar shimmy that told them she had dropped back into normal space.

At last Vaurien said ruefully, “When this is all over, Bill. I’ll let you zonk me for a week. But I don’t think you’ll need to. When the DeepSky Fleet has pulled out, and the colonial governments are settling in to home rule, and the door’s been slammed on the Zunshu … I’ll put my head on a pillow and you won’t see me for three days.” He opened one eyelid. “Good enough?”

“No,” Grant grumbled, “but it’s the best I’m about to get, so I’ll make do, and run about after you with vitamin shots. You can crash on the way back to Borushek. Two days, comm turned off, threedees shut down, the works. Just sleep and food, and a good hump, if there’s somebody on this flying asylum who’ll do it for you.”

“Flying asylum?” Travers echoed. “That’s what we used to call the Intrepid.”

Grant gave him a faint, haunted smile. “Don’t remind me.”

“No comm, no threedees, nothing but sleep and food and ...” Vaurien opened one eye far enough to regard Travers with all due amusement. 

“You,” Jazinsky accused, “are the proverbial glutton for punishment.” She leaned over and dropped a kiss off-center of Richard’s wide mouth as she pushed away from the table. “A good hump, the man said. Doctor’s orders. Bill’s orders, which means a whole lot more around here than medical twaddle.”

“You’re in charge,” Grant decided. “The first thing they teach you in med school: learn how to delegate.”

“You hear that Richard?” Jazinsky was on her way out. “I’ve been delegated.” She turned back for one moment, and one pale blue Pakrani eye winked at him. “I’ll be in the lab. I want to see Yuval’s scan data.”

“And we,” Marin added, giving Travers a solid shove, “will be prepping the Capricorn.”

They were in the service lift moments later, sharing it with two industrial drones on their way to the machine shops, and Curtis settled both shoulders against the brushed steel wall. He angled a thoughtful look at Travers, waited for Neil to wonder what was on his mind, and said levelly,

“What’s the story with you and Richard?”

“Me and Rick Vaurien?” Travers’s dark head shook. “We were lovers a long, long time ago. Neither of us is going to forget it, even if you wanted us to get a sudden case of selective amnesia –”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I know.” Travers produced a rare, crooked smile. “Richard waited for me, when I went back to Fleet. I was too young, not ready to settle down to one partner, one future. He’s a lot older. Probably wiser! He was quite ready to settle, but me? I had to roll the dice one more time. Nearly got myself killed. You have no idea what the Intrepid was like in that last six months.”

“I was aboard when she died.”

“For a few days.” Travers shook his head. “You don’t know the reality of it, Curtis. You don’t want to know! Me and Richard? He waited too long, and he knows it. He matured a good few years ahead of me, and they made all the difference between ...”

“Between you being Vaurien’s partner, and not,” Marin finished.

“Yeah.” The lift opened onto the hangar deck and Travers stepped out. The cold raised a prickle of goose flesh along his neck and arms. “If you’re getting anxious about him and me – don’t. In many ways, I still love him, but not the way I love you. And if he can, he’ll be there when we handfast.”

“All right.” Marin was a pace behind him, watching the flex of the big shoulders as Travers strode toward the dark, quiescent shape of the Capricorn. “I feel almost like an intruder at times.”

“No need to.” Travers slowed, stopped to wait for him. “Richard might have been waiting for me, but the truth is – and it’s damned hard to say! – if I’d felt about him the way he did about me, I wouldn’t have returned to Fleet.” Both his hands rested on Marin’s shoulders. “I walked away from him because I was still looking for something. At the time, I thought it was the adrenaline rush, the challenge out here, dancing on the knife’s edge.”

“And now?” Marin wondered, beguiled by the way the hangar lights danced in Travers’s dark blue eyes. 

In answer, Travers leaned forward and kissed him. “I found what I was looking for, and Richard’s smart enough to know it. He’s also forgotten how much he loves Barb. She wasn’t much more than a kid when he yanked her out of the pipeline before Fleet could get to her. She grew up while he watched – bigger than him, smarter than the three of us put together! You know what Richard needs?”

“Tell me,” Marin invited. His left arm snaked around Neil’s waist as they strode on toward the Capricorn.

“He needs somebody beside him who’s big enough, strong enough, to take part of the load off his shoulders … and who cares enough about him to get past the dumb crap he’s put himself through lately, and still be there in the dead of night, when he needs it.”

“You mean, losing you?” Marin was halfway up the Capricorn’s side ramp, and angled a glance back at Travers.

“I mean Tonio Teniko,” Travers said darkly. “You know he won’t answer the kid’s calls now.”

The interior lights flicked on with a dry crackle and the vents began to blow hot air a moment later. “I can’t say I blame him. Dealing with a little fool who’s gotten himself right back into three different kinds of addiction, on top of serious mental instability – Richard doesn’t need that. Not now. No one has time to cope with Tonio’s kind of trouble.”

Under any other circumstances the judgment might have been harsh, but Marin made it without hesitation. He slid into the pilot’s seat and reached for one of the combugs which sat in the rack at his right hand. Travers took the left-side seat, from which he could wrangle weapons, ordnance, Arago screens, while Marin handled power, navigation, sensors and engine alignment.

As the combug slipped into his ear, Marin found himself listening to Greenstein, Jazinsky and Ingersol on the Wastrel’s busy loop. The system scans were complete, and Ingersol had popped a dozen drones into space to cover the outer orbits while the big ship drove in, through a realm of the immense gas giants, each mineral-rich in its own right, but beyond the technical reach of Freespacer operations, into the warm, bright orbits of the rocky worlds. Globes which were much more inviting to habitation. 

Most were barren, but three were well within the potential of the terraformers. One was much too hot to support human life without a great deal of reworking; one was too cold, its atmosphere frozen out into a thick rime of ice for two thirds of its year. The third, situated between them, was in the sweet spot, with just enough liquid water to generate a decent atmosphere, and enough gravity to hold onto it.

According to Greenstein’s preliminary scans, gravity was one of Celeste’s problems. It was forty percent over the Earth normal which was preferred by most human forms. The second of Celeste’s problems was the acid nature of the atmosphere. The gas mix enveloping the planet was oxygen poor, with a high content of sulphuric compounds, whipped out of a ground cover which had been laid down by monstrous volcanoes in the too-recent geologic past. The world’s topography was created by violent eruptions, several of which had come close to shattering the planet entirely. Volcanism was far from dormant now, but the safety valves had blown, letting off enough pressure for Celeste to settle down into an uneasy peace.

The atmosphere was dense enough, but its oxygen content was twenty percent below any level which suited human lungs, and the winds which ravaged the planet lifted tornadoes of sulphur into the air. Celeste was acid. Machines would rot while they worked, structures would erode away. Anything man-made must be continually repaired and renewed.

Yet the world was also so rich in minerals, it was literally the mother lode, the colonist’s dream come true. Before long, Marin knew, a major corporation would be in here, tearing Celeste to pieces for its easily accessible wealth. But until then the Freespacers were working it, and given the hostile environment, there was only one option open to them. Slave labor was a reality out here, far beyond the frontier.

“I think we’re clear,” Yuval Greenstein was saying. “I see a couple of dozen ships, but they’re parked.”

“They know we’re on our way in,” Jazinsky added. “There’s a hulk in a long orbit, you see it, Yuval? Looks like its engines are fried, but the sensors are good. Somebody had the smarts to shove it into a twenty-year orbit, let it monitor the outer system.”

And Vaurien: “So they know we’re here. I’ll call us in, see if I can get Belczak on the air. Tag those ships. If they move – if you see something starting to run up its engines or power weapons, I want to know about it.”

“I just tested every field,” Ingersol told him. “We’re in good shape. I serviced every Arago, right after the kicking we took at Ulrand. I also just looked at the scans, and there’s nothing big enough in this crappy system to give us much of a run.”

“I’m sure there isn’t,” Vaurien agreed, “but the moment they know why we’re here, the prisoners are vulnerable.” He paused for a moment. “Barb, is there any chance of picking them up on sensors?”

She made negative noises. “Not as such. One human looks exactly like another. You remember a few years ago, when the Confederacy wanted to chip recruits headed for Fleet? It never happened, and thank gods it didn’t … but right now, it’d sure help. But,” she mused, speaking slowly as she worked through some series of tasks, “I can see the mining sites, and there’s two – no, three – centers of habitation. Difficult to call them cities or even towns. We’ll find the prisoners in one place or another. Laboring or whoring. And I’m seeing plenty of human signatures, some of them in high-density groups, like … maybe a lockup, or a stockade, out in the boonies. And in the towns, I’m seeing two, maybe three high-density groups in each settlement. Meaning the heat blooms of more than fifty human bodies in less than two hundred square meters. What’s that sound like to you?”

“Boozer, restaurant, sexshops, VR den,” Ingersol said tersely. “So we’ve got a pretty good idea where they are.”

The Wastrel was plowing in through the Celeste system as they analyzed the data, and Marin was satisfied with the Capricorn. She was flight ready, and with a glance in Travers’s direction he saw green lights across every board. She was also ready to launch.

They sat back, and Marin called up the tug pilots’ data, into the Capricorn’s threedees. The system was depicted graphically, planets, moons, asteroid fields, ships and human presence. At this speed they were an hour out from Celeste, and an audio track whispered in the background. This is the salvage tug Wastrel, inbound to Celeste on business. Captain Richard Vaurien hailing Freespace colony commander Belczak. 

“That’s dignifying the man,” Travers observed aridly. “Colony commander?”

“We might as well try a little flattery.” Marin divided his attention between the threedee and his partner. “You never know. Polish the man’s ego, and we might slither by without actually having to blast our way out of here.”

Travers swiveled the seat around to look at him. “You think so?”

“Nope,” Marin admitted. “But the attempt can’t hurt. Diplomacy always looks good on the report … and they’re getting an answer from Celeste.” He gestured at the threedee, where a green blip had begun to flash. 

The body of the message was piped directly to Etienne, for Vaurien’s attention, but the source was displayed in the threedee at once and Travers swore softly in surprise. It was issuing from the big transmitters aboard a ship identifying itself as the Hong Lung, which meant nothing to Marin, but the voices were all too familiar.

“Richard, we should have been expecting you.” Asako Rodman sounded far from surprised and not a little cynical to see the Wastrel. 

She had left Ulrand one of the losers. Her Harlequin was still drydocked there, undergoing repairs which proceeded only as fast as the Fleet casualties could be broken down and cannibalized for the spare parts needed to get the Freespacer ship back into service. Far from earning a rich reward for flying for Harrison Shapiro, she had lost a great deal, and she would be sore about it for a long time to come.

“I wish I could say the same,” Vaurien was saying, “but you’re the last person I’d be looking for in his dump. What brings you here?”

“Work,” Rodman said baldly. “I won’t get the Harlequin back for another month, maybe two, and I’m up to my eyeballs in hock, paying Ulrish prices for the job. You listening, Barb?”

And Jazinsky, from the lab: “I’m here, Asako. And you sound like you need a favor or three.”

“Or a half dozen,” Rodman muttered, “but I’ll settle for one. No way in hell can I get my hands on a new computer core, and I’m toast without one. I was wondering if you or Shapiro maybe figures you owe me an assist. Get us out of the hole we’re in.”

“Get us out of crappy dives like Celeste,” Roark Hubler’s gruff voice added, “before we do something disgusting, to get the money to stop doing things we’re ashamed of.”

“Roark.” Travers leaned closer to the mic. “It’s good to hear you, man. How’re you doing since … you know.”

Since he lost his legs at Omaru, lost his blood brother to the Drift, resigned his Fleet commission and signed with the Freespacers. None of it needed to be said, but Marin was keenly aware of every unspoken detail and his skin prickled, as if the ghost of Michael Vidal were standing behind him, breathing the coldness of another, fractured dimension, across the nape of his neck.

“Workin’, like she said,” Hubler growled. This piss-pot of a ship is just about enough to get us into real trouble, not enough to get us back out again. We been insystem for twelve hours, and we’ve had six offers of jobs that’d get us blown to red-hot shrapnel. So what’s the deal, Jazinsky?”

In fact, Shapiro owed Roark Hubler a good deal, and even if he were unwilling to pick up the tab for a new AI core for the Harlequin, it would be simple for Vaurien to lose the price of the hardware in the ocean of expenses Fleet Borushek was covering.

“Don’t sweat it, Rodman,” Vaurien was saying. “In fact, it’s lucky you’re here.”

She groaned. “Shit, that sounds like you want something.”

“They always want something,” Hubler scoffed. 

“So, what is it?” Rodman demanded.

“Not on the air,” Jazinsky said sharply. “You’re parked over Celeste … we’ll be with you in forty minutes. Why don’t you come over –”

“Why don’t you give us a reason,” Hubler said acidly.

Vaurien chuckled. “All right. How about some very good food, and a ten year old brandy, and you can pick out your hardware?”

“That’ll do it.” Rodman barked a laugh. “Two hundred bucks says I know why you’re here.”

“No takers,” Jazinsky said loudly. “And keep it to yourself, Asako.”

“If you want your computer core,” Vaurien added. 

“Message received and understood,” she assured him. “We’ve been listening to you, calling Belczak. He’s not answering.”

“You know why that would be?” Jazinsky asked. 

Rodman snorted. “He’s not the social kind. “You’ll probably get one of the ass-kissers, when the little bastards deign to respond. Right now they’ll be running around, shouting at each other. Who knows Vaurien? Who’s flown with him, dealt with him, been double-crossed by him, looked down the business-end of his guns. You know anybody here?”

“It’s … possible,” Vaurien admitted. “I know the two of you, and I never expected to find you here. God knows who else is here.”

“You double-crossed anybody lately?” Hubler snickered.

“Depends,” Jazinsky told him, “on your point of view. The only one who might say he got the wrong end of a deal is Sergei … and we know for a fact he’s not on Celeste.”

“Do you, now?” Rodman mused.

“I do,” Vaurien said dryly, “since we have him aboard.”

Both Hubler and Rodman were silent for several moments, and then Hubler demanded, “You have van Donne on the Wastrel? And he’s still kicking and breathing?”

“Ask him yourself,” Jazinsky suggested. “He was at Halfway, and I’ll give you three guesses why.”

Again Rodman and Hubler skipped a beat, before Hubler asked in an odd, hoarse whisper, “And Zwerner?”

The man who had set up the situation which cost him his legs. Marin acknowledged a shiver, but Vaurien said only, “Not on the air. If you know Belczak’s people, you could give ’em a call, tell ’em I want to talk to the headman … and it’s about a hell of a lot of money.”

“That might get their attention.” Travers swiveled out his seat and dropped a hand on Marin’s arm. “She’s as prepped as she needs to be – we don’t have to sit here. You want to get a beer?”

“Yeah.” Marin stood, slid easily into Travers’s embrace for a moment and took a kiss on his way out of the cockpit. “Rodman seems to know as much about Celeste as Sergei does. Which could be useful.”

They were in the crew lounge, arguing the relative merits of Marshall over Rand with Ingersol and Grant, when the AI announced that the Wastrel had entered Celeste high orbit and it was shutting down drive engines. Marin had known seconds before Etienne informed them. The subtle vibration through the deck had begun to speak to him, as it spoke to Vaurien. He had been on this ship long enough for it to begin to feel like home turf, and for the hundredth time he wondered why Travers had refused Vaurien’s offers so long ago, when his conscription was up and he could have walked away from the service. 

There was no accounting for a young man’s fancies, Marin decided. But the whim had given him Neil Travers, and he was not about to look this particular gift horse askance. He gave Travers a wry smile as the AI spoke, and when Travers lifted a brow at him, clearly wondering what was on Marin’s mind, he only shook his head, finished his beer and pushed away from the table.

A chime from the comm, and Vaurien’s voice said, “Heads up, people. The Hong Lung is coming across to join us. They’re docking at number four, Barb, Neil, if you want to be there.”

“We do,” Travers said quietly. He angled a dark look at Marin. “Veterans of Omaru, all of us.”

And Asako Rodman had been there twice, on both sides of the fence, flying with Fleet during the years of her hitch, and then running the blockade as a Freespacer. Of them all, Roark Hubler’s memories of Omaru were the most bitter. CL-389 was the fight from which he had not walked away.

Spinners and sirens were already filling the passages just aft of Hangar Four with red light and annoying wailing as Marin and Travers joined a bevy of service drones by the inner ring of the docking adaptor. Finger-thick armorglass fogged over as the two ships sealed and the vacuum of space was pumped up to partial pressure. The ring unlocked with a hiss, a rush of equalizing air. 

Four meters away, the ’lock on the Hong Lung was cycling as Jazinsky stepped out of the service lift with a bottle of Holstein vodka in one hand and a bottle of Velcastran Irish whiskey in the other. She favored Travers and Marin with a rueful smile and gestured with the bottles. 

“You ready to get shitfaced? Because you know Hubler’s going to dive right off the deepend, and as for Asako – she can drink you under the table six days a week and twice on the seventh.”

Marin groaned. “Damnit, Barb, keep them sober long enough to get through this!”

But Jazinsky’s white-blond head was shaking. “Not a chance. It’s going to take too long here. Belczak still isn’t even acknowledging the fact we’ve been calling since we drove insystem. He’s going to be a bastard, which means this is going to take time … time enough for Roark to get plastered, get over it and get useful.”

“Okay,” Travers allowed. “And you seem to know Rodman.”

“Oh, I know Rodman.” Jazinsky pulled back the big Pakrani shoulders, which were clad in a leather jacket over the familiar pale blue jumpsuit. She had just stepped out of the lab, and it was strikingly cold down on the service decks where normally only drones worked. “I know Asako way too well.”

“Oh?” Travers glanced sidelong a Marin. “She came headhunting, tried to poach you away from Richard’s operation?”

“More than once.” Jazinsky shrugged. “They were good offers, and I like Asako well enough, but … this ship’s become home. And Richard has more resources, which means I can spend a whole lot more time in research, which is where I live. And from here I have access to the Resalq science community, which is something Rodman couldn’t give me, because she’s no more aware of Mark’s people than anyone else out there is. One day,” she added thoughtfully, “they might come out.”

But not before the Colonial Wars were over, and not before the Zunshu question had been resolved. Marin made no comment, and stood back as the Hong Lung’s ’lock growled open.

“Watch out for Rodman,” Jazinsky muttered. “She’s been in a fine fury since Ulrand, when the Harlequin was busted up before she could get her hands on a decent share.”

But if Asako Rodman had a bone to pick, it was not with anyone on this ship, and to Marin’s eyes she seemed resigned, almost philosophical about it as she stepped through the ‘locks, a pace ahead of Roark Hubler. She was in the familiar battered denim and well-worn leather. Her hair was red-blond now, flattened back from her forehead by a black silk bandanna.

It was Hubler who wore the dark face, the eyes blazing with rage he could barely contain. He looked fit again, Marin thought. He looked as if he had been working hard; his face was lean but not gaunt, and the service pants and denim shirt were stretched taut over a lot of muscles. The blond hair was growing out from its familiar service buzz, but the unit tattoo was still emblazoned on his left cheek. Hubler would probably always wear it. He had acquired a pair of gold hoops in both his lobes since the last time they had seen him, and the smoke from a smoldering cheroot narrowed his eyes as he stomped in Rodman’s wake, heavy-footed, like anyone in his situation.

He was moving better on the biocyber legs, but if Marin was any judge, they still hurt him. Veterans said it could take years to get used to them – and Hubler was one of the lucky ones. The last thing Mick Vidal had done for him, before the flight of the Orpheus, was to authorize the cloning procedures for a new pair of legs. Real legs, his own legs, were being grown in a tank at the medical facility at Fleet Borushek. 

The only catch was, it took eighteen months, minimum, for a limb to be ready for transplant. Roark would be stomping on the biocyber prostheses for a long time to come, and they all too obviously aggravated him, as if every step reminded him of Omaru, of Mick Vidal and CL-389 – and Boden Zwerner.

Travers offered his hand to the man as Jazinsky greeted Rodman with the bottle of Irish. “Roark. You’re looking better, man.”

“I am. Thanks for noticing.” Hubler took the offered hand, clasped it, let it go. “Onward and upward … if you can call it upward. I signed with Rodman, but now we can’t get the fuckin’ dock in Ulrand to finish the job and let the Harlequin go. And before you say word one, it ain’t got squat to do with money. They can’t get the parts. But I’ll just bet old Rick Vaurien could swing it.”

“I’ll just bet,” Travers agreed. “Talk to him. Tell him what you need … tell him to bill Shapiro.”

Rodman’s heavy brows rose, creasing her forehead. “Serious?”

“I think so.” Travers shared a glance with Marin. “You know as well as we all do, push is coming to shove. You did your share at Ulrand, but it’s not over –”

“It is for me,” Rodman said quickly, loudly.

“Maybe,” Marin agreed, “but only if you want to lose yourself in places like Halfway and Celeste. The only way to stay the hell out of the Colonial War is to hang out in Freespace and hope it doesn’t spill over and come looking for you.” He studied Rodman’s face, searching for a reaction. “You want a piece of the legitimate Deep Sky, now’s the time to grab it.”

“Well … shit,” Rodman said slowly. She jerked a thumb at Hubler. “He’s been saying the same thing.”

Hubler only shrugged. “If Vaurien’s operation can go legit, anyone’s can, is all I’ve been saying. What about van Donne?”

“Ask him yourself,” Travers suggested. “He got shot up at Halfway, but he’s mending. The Mako’s aboard, before you ask.”

“And Richard,” Jazinsky said loudly, one finger holding the bug in her ear, “is waiting for us in the crew lounge. What about it, Asako? Decent food, booze that won’t actually rot your liver. If I remember correctly, your fancy is a drop of the Irish.” She handed over the bottle of Velcastran O’Toole’s, and thrust the vodka at Hubler. 

“Beware,” Hubler growled, though he took the bottle, “of Pakrani bearing gifts.”

“They’re from Richard,” Jazinsky informed him. “I wouldn’t have thought of it.”

“All right, Frenchmen bearing gifts,” Hubler allowed.

“I thought you gave the savages beads to make ’em friendly,” Rodman said cynically.

“You want beads?” Jazinsky’s pale blue eyes glittered with humor. “I can manage a string of slightly-flawed gelemeralds. They’d never get past the traders, but they sure do shine in the light.”

But Rodman had already twisted the cap off the O’Toole’s and the decade old spirit roughened her voice. “This’ll do.”

“You want to get fed?” Jazinsky wondered. “Like I said, they’re in the crew lounge, wondering why Belczak won’t answer Richard’s calls.”

She stepped into the service lift a pace ahead of them, and the cage was rumbling shut when Hubler said baldly, “They don’t trust him.”

The statement did not surprise Jazinsky, but Travers muttered an oath. Marin had learned enough about Freespacers to accept it with a deep pragmatism. “Everybody out here knows the Wastrel flies under Harrison Shapiro’s contract,” he said reasonably. “They also know it’s rough times, and the whole company of us would be rotting in the Jackson maximum security facility if we’d refused.”

“They know,” Rodman agreed. “Doesn’t make them trust you one iota more.” She gestured with the whiskey bottle. “If Vaurien wants to be trusted again, the way he once was, he’ll have to earn it.”

Marin had known Belczak’s silence would be due to something like this. He lifted a brow at Travers as the lift opened, but said nothing as they strode into the lounge, where the long tables were set for a late, late dinner and the ’chef was stocked with the best the Wastrel could produce. Vaurien, Ingersol and Grant were already seated, while van Donne and his people bickered over the ’chef.

The mercenary looked up and back over one shoulder and his brows arched at Rodman. “Speak of the devil.”

She lifted one finger at him in a very old, rather obscene gesture. “You were talking about me? Nothing complimentary, I assume.”

“Just wondering,” Vaurien said darkly, “if Belczak might answer a call from you, since he won’t answer me. Take a seat, Rodman. What are you eating?”

“Anything that didn’t come out of a can.” She swung out a chair, settled in it, and with a frown watched Hubler make his way to the ’chef. “We’ve been hanging out on the Hong
Lung, which isn’t half the size of the Harlequin, doesn’t have the resources or the luxuries. And we’ll be hanging out on that rust-bucket till the Ulrish yards finish up with the Harlequin and let her go.”

“Computer core,” Jazinsky said dutifully.

“And other stuff,” Rodman admitted.

“Like?” Vaurien leaned across the table toward her as Travers and Marin shouldered for space around the ’chef. 

She studied him rudely. “I can get Henri Belczak on the line, but I can’t make him talk to you. I’ll tell you now, and for nothing, he’ll cut the line the second he hears your dulcet voice.” Twin lines appeared between her brows as they knitted. “But I can also get you into the mansion.”

“Mansion?” Travers echoed.

The same curiosity had piqued for Marin, and as he selected a plate of noodles and seafood he gave Asako Rodman an interested look. They had not met in person, but they knew each other by reputation, and they had spoken on comm. He offered his hand as he and Travers sat opposite her, beside Vaurien. “Curtis Marin. This is Neil Travers … and you seem to know an awful lot about Celeste.”

Rodman shook his hand briefly, and Travers’s a moment later. They were all veterans of the battle at Ulrand, which gave them priceless common ground. “I know enough to get myself into trouble,” she said slowly. “I’ve been groundside a half dozen times. Been inside the mansion twice, when I let Belczak know I’m in the market for a better ship than that piece of shit Roark and me are wasting our time on right now. I mean, I own it, bow, keel and stern, but it’s not much more than transport.”

“Not,” Hubler added, plunking into the seat beside her, “the kind of hull you’d take into a fight, or into dangerous space. And then there’s the kind of dumb-ass job Henri Ballsup is trying to push on us, like he expects us to take the Lung into Hellgate, for chrissakes!”

“No he doesn’t,” Marin guessed, “but he does expect to use the lure of good-money jobs to push a ship on you.” He gave Rodman a crooked smile. “Let me guess. He just happens to have this really great vessel he wants to sell to the right buyer.”

A barked laugh escaped Rodman’s throat, a sound like mountains of scrap metal rasping together. “You ought to play poker, kid.”

“Occasionally, I do.” Marin toyed with his food, not really hungry, and met Travers’s eyes. “This could be our way to Belczak. Rodman agrees to let the man sell her a ship, she gets an invite, we tag along.”

But Travers’s head was shaking slowly. “Richard or Barb show their faces down there, and there’ll be blood.”

“So … don’t,” Hubler said through a mouthful of food. “You and Marin talk the man to a deal. Or maybe he’d cut cards with van Donne.”

“Me?” For a long moment van Donne glared at Hubler as if he wondered if Roark were joking. But Hubler was dead serious, and at length van Donne said acidly, “I only caught a ride out of Halfway. I’m not part of this roadshow, never signed any contract with Harrison fucking Shapiro!”

“But,” Vaurien mused, “you might subcontract. You said it yourself. Name a price, Sergei. I know what Shapiro can afford to pay.”

Again van Donne hesitated, as if trying to see the snare that was being set for him. It was Ramon – slithery as an eel, quick as a snake, trained on the street in the bowels of Marak City – who said, “Easy money, Sergei, and a job you can do sitting on your ass, drinking beer. You walk in there and say some bleeding heart colonial republican wants to buy the slaves that were lifted off the Shanghai, and Belczak’ll listen to you. For all he knows, you could be working for some Daku wanker like Robert Chandra Liang. This is exactly the kind of damn’ fool business he’d be behind. Because you know half the kids who were lifted of the old Shanghai were conscripted from Velcastra and Jagreth. A hundred moms and pops want their kids back. Makes sense, babe.”

It seemed van Donne had come to respect Ramon’s opinion. The younger man was just as hard, as lean and hungry as van Donne would have been ten or even twenty years before. Ramon was walking the same road, and doing it with a style Sergei obviously admired, though he seldom let the admiration show through.

“Name your price,” Vaurien invited. “Subcontract via me, take Shapiro’s money … so?”

“My price,” van Donne mused. “I’ll take the Ulrand fee over again.”

“Too rich for riding down there with Asako and sitting on your butt talking to another pedigree bastard,” Jazinsky said tartly. “A tenth of the Ulrand fee would still be high.”

“Fifteen percent,” van Donne said acerbically. “Or you can go down and talk a deal yourself. I don’t need this job. And I sure as hell don’t need to put myself in Henri Belczak’s line of fire. You want me? Pay me.”

The demand was outrageous, but Marin would have expected it. This was the man who had run guns between the Reagan de la Courte company and the government of Omaru, and cheated both parties. A mercenary who had dealt with Fleet blackmarket smugglers on one hand and Freespacer trash on the other, and was still alive against the odds.

For a long moment Vaurien seemed to weigh the cost of the job, and though Jazinsky was still inclined to object, he lifted one long-fingered hand to forestall the argument. “All right. You have a deal, Sergei. You show Belczak a face he knows and trusts, because you’re all the same breed of double-crossing slime. You open the gate for negotiations … and then you back off and let Neil and Curtis broker the deal.”

A smile twisted van Donne’s wide mouth, though it did not touch his eyes. “Why do I get the feeling this is the tip of the iceberg?”

“Because it is,” Hubler snorted. “But for that kind of money, van Donne, you can do a little work.”

He made a good point, which van Donne conceded. “All right. So it all comes down to you, lady.” He was looking at Rodman now. “You call him, you get us into the mansion, face to face with Henri Belczak himself.”

The chair creaked under her weight as she sat back, finished eating now and cradling a glass. “You reckon you’ll come out of this owing me a favor, Richard?”

“Yeah,” Vaurien agreed, “I will. And I’m still waiting to hear what stuff you need, aside from an AI core.”

“The Weimann ignition sequencers were fried,” she said sourly. “No chance of getting anything like that in Ulrand. The hardware can’t be manufactured insystem. Has to be shipped in, and with the war making a mess of every supply chain … no joy.” She looked from Vaurien to Jazinsky and back again. 

“You’re in luck,” Jazinsky said with wry humor. “Several of the ships that limped out of Ulrand didn’t make it far. A couple wound up as salvage. We can get what you need. A week or two, max.”

The drive sequencers could easily be cannibalized. Weimann systems were the same on every ship, since every nut and bolt issued from the Weimann company itself. Marin relaxed as he saw the deal starting to come together. “So it’s down to somebody making a call.” He filled a glass with a light, blond wine and sat back, one thigh lying warmly along Travers’s. 

“You want I should give the old bastard a hoy right now?” Rodman offered. “It’s all the same to me. He wants to sell me a ship, so he’s talking to me … I’m not buying, but he doesn’t know that.”

“Call him,” Vaurien said tersely. He was looking directly into van Donne’s ice blue eyes. “Get your gear together, if you’re riding down on the Hong Lung. You too, Neil, Curtis.”

Before van Donne could speak, Ramon was on his feet. “Not without me, Sergei,” he warned. “You still have a hard time standing up straight, and I know enough about Henri Belczak to know you’ll need eyes in the back of your head. You’re not up to that, babe, not yet.”

Halfway to his feet in Ramon’s wake, the Mako’s copilot made similar noises. One pale hand fell on van Donne’s shoulder. “Count the both of us in.”

The blond head rotated to look up and back at the pair of them. “Know what you’re getting yourselves into.”

Not one syllable had slithered by Ramon unmarked. “I’ve met Belczak a couple of times – Halfway, Ulrand, whatever. He’s a cast-iron bastard. He knows my face, he knows yours. Has no reason to distrust either of us … and no reason to trust us. We’re going to walk off Rodman’s ship uninvited, with a couple of unknown quantities in tow.” He nodded at Marin and Travers. “If it rubs the old man the wrong way, there’ll be trouble.”

On the other side of the table, Vaurien groaned and massaged his temples. “Why don’t I know this Belczak character?”

Rodman pushed up out of the chair and drained a last glass. The bottle of Irish, still half full, slid into one long inside pocket of the battered leather jacket. “Because he’s come up fast in the months since you … legitimized. Promotion through assassination.”

“Meaning, he murdered his way to the top,” Jazinsky observed.

“Freespacer crews are wild,” Hubler said with a grunt of effort as he heaved himself back onto the biocyber limbs and stood swaying for just a moment, hunting for his balance. “The only reason I’m out here is, I’m through with Fleet and bloody Shapiro. The last time I expect to see Borushek is when I go to get my legs put back, and then – I’m out and gone.”

“The both of us are, kid,” Rodman breathed.

Something in her tone caught Marin’s attention. “You two...?”

For a moment Hubler seemed about to deny it, and then shrugged the big shoulders defensively. “Never intended it, but what the hell? I just signed on to get a ride away from Fleet. Turns out we’re … okay together. And we both want the same deal.”

“To get out,” Rodman said darkly, “before the war starts. And not be caught up in some half-assed Freespacer action, the way Belczak’s left a trail of bodies behind him on his way to the mansion on Celeste. And not to be snuffed in one of these weird-ass disasters that seem to be happening right across the frontier.” She did not have to feign a shudder. “Whatever’s going on, Christ alone knows, but a lot of us are wondering if Arago or Murchison needs to do a product recall on the big colony generators. They’re imploding every couple of weeks lately, and – goddamn, it’s not safe in the outlying colonies anymore.

An electric sense of dread crackled through the room. Marin and Travers had been on their way out to pick up weapons. Both turned back and looked into the mask-like faces of Vaurien and Jazinsky. No one was moving, as if Rodman’s words had frozen them all in place. Only Tully Ingersol managed to reanimate himself, pulling on a pale gray jacket which was messy with the patches and badges of the Wastrel, the Wings of Freedom, the Earthlight, and several other ships.

He cleared his throat, noisy in the sudden quiet. “You, uh, had some news, Asako?” 

She could hardly have failed to notice the sudden silence. “Yeah. It came through this morning, shiptime … you didn’t know? Takashozu Field 9 is suddenly just gone. And that’s the third one in two weeks.”

“Thirty thousand people on Takashozu,” Hubler added. “Makes something like sixty, eighty thousand people vaporized lately, and if it turns out to be a system fault in the colony generators – man, I wouldn’t want to own stock in Murchison.” 

“Murchison stock’s been tanking on markets as far back as the homeworlds,” Jazinsky said quietly.

“Now you know why.” Rodman sounded brash, but it was a cover. “You know this makes fifteen, sixteen colonies wiped out in the last six months? And most of them lately. And all of them around Hellgate.” She glared at Vaurien. “How dumb do you think us old Freespacers are? We know something’s going on, Richard, and it ain’t our shit –”

“Nor ours,” Vaurien muttered.

“– so whose is it?” Rodman finished.

Again the silence lingered until Marin wondered if Vaurien or Jazinsky was about to tell them the truth. The outlying colonies were big, dirty, noisy, swarming with heavy industry, making bright places in the heavens which were guaranteed to draw the attention of the Zunshu. And one by one they were being extinguished. 

Even though Marin knew the truth of the Resalq history, three colonies in two weeks was too much, too soon, and a chill rushed through him as he stepped out of the crew lounge. Travers was a pace behind him, and when they were out of earshot he said softly,

“I have to call Mark. You know what I’m thinking.”

The same thought was on Travers’s mind. “That the automata in that stasis chamber we opened did get a signal out –”

“We know they did.” Marin heard the cold of dread in his own voice. “And you know what’s happening now.” He looked up the hand’s span of difference in their height, into Travers’s face. “Stasis chambers are waking up right across the frontier, and there isn’t one more thing the colonies can do about it than the Resalq could ever do. They were destroyed, and now it’s happening to us.”

Zunshu. 

The word was like slivers of ice in his guts. The Zunshu were the reason for Dendra Shemiji. They were the death knell for the Resalq, first with the great world-killing weapons, later with the squads of automata, designed to look and move and sound exactly like the ancestral Resalq, get among them, penetrate the hearts of the Resalq colonies and – 

“I have to call Mark,” Marin repeated.

“He’s got to know.” Travers moved swiftly to catch up. “He gets data feeds from a hundred better sources than anything Rodman can access.”

He was right, and Marin forced a breath into his lungs. “I guess I need to hear it from him. Hear him say that Dendra Shemiji is mobilizing now, the way it used to. Doing something.”

“And Mark’s going to want you back,” Travers said sharply as they stepped into their quarters and the door slid over, locked. “You’re one of the best Dendra Shemiji has left … and there’s not enough of you, now, to do the work properly. There’s too many human colonies, and it’s been too long since the last wave of Zunshu automata.”

The Deep Sky had been quiet for so long, Dendra Shemiji had dwindled away into an elite security bureau, providing the services of the covert assassin when every other appeal to justice had failed. They were not well suited, now, to the work of hunting, tracking and destroying automata, and Travers was right. Humans had proliferated out here, so rapidly that they now vastly outnumbered the Resalq even at the height of their civilization. Dendra Shemiji was a handful of individuals like Marin, like Mark himself. It could never be enough.

Marin sighed as he looked into the blue-green murk of the idling threedee and saw several messages waiting there. They would have come through the DeepSky data conduit in the same pulse as the news Rodman had received. One carried the ID tags of Shapiro’s office. The second was from Mark Sherratt.

“You can only pick the colonies you know you can protect, and do your best for them,” he said regretfully as he sat on the corner of the bed and leaned over to wave a hand through the threedee, bringing it to life. “The rest? Evacuate, if you can. If you can’t …”

The mattress dipped as Travers sat down behind him, and Neil’s big arms were about him a moment later. Marin leaned back against him, grateful for the warmth, and closed his eyes for a moment, perhaps to settle his belly, before he said to the threedee,

“Play the messages, Etienne. Mark Sherratt’s first.”

The screen blanked for a moment before Mark’s face appeared, and Marin recognized the backdrop. He was aboard the Carellan Djerun, dressed in the colorful garb of his own people, and behind him was his own cabin, decorated in Resalq things, the colors and forms and whims of his people. How often had Marin slept there, safe in the arms of one who was so old, and who knew so much, it seemed at times that he knew everything and could do everything. No one knew better than Curtis how mortal and fallible Mark Sherratt actually was, but even now – or especially now – he turned to the man as if he yearned for salvation.

“Curtis.” Mark’s voice was deep, rich, level. “You’ll have had the news by now, I should think, and if you haven’t … well, there’s no easy way to break it. Three fringe colonies have been annihilated. The largest was Takashozu Field 9, with more than thirty thousand human souls. The others were further out, exploration camps, smaller, less than a thousand people on each. They’re coming thick and fast now, these ‘disasters.’ And you’ll have reasoned why.

“We knew at once, the stasis chamber on Kjorin transmitted a strong signal before we could shut it down. We knew there would have to be repercussions, and there’s no surprise in what’s happening now.” He looked away, and then back into the vid pickup. “It’s Zunshu automata. I haven’t seen the like of this since before humans arrived in the Deep Sky. It was traumatic then, and it’s no less traumatic now.” He passed a hand before his eyes. “Harrison Shapiro keeps looking at me as if he expects me to know all the answers, and the truth is – I don’t. He’s asking me what I can do, with the resources of Dendra Shemiji, to contain these assaults.

“The truth is, there’s little we can do, because there are too few of us and far too many human colonies. However, there’s a rumor circulating on the spacers’ rinks, on almost every world. They’re saying there’s a major design flaw in the third-generation Prometheus generators at the hearts of the new colonies – the newest being the most distant, riding the frontier, closest to Hellgate and right in the path of the Zunshu. 

“Have you heard that a lot of the exploration colonists are heading back in? There’s a mass exodus, out of the fringe worlds and back into the brightlights, and I’m grateful for it … but as the distant colonies close down, go dark, the Zunshu will strike closer and closer to the new homeworlds of the Deep Sky.

“I fear that time,” he said very quietly, “is growing short. We’re almost at the end of what time we were ever going to have, to prepare. I’ve told Harrison this much, more than once. I’ve asked him –” Mark hesitated and took a deep breath. “I’ve asked him to take command, if he can, of the when, the where and the how of the colonial wars. He knows what I mean. The decisive battles must be set as traps, by us. The DeepSky Fleet must be lured in to take baits we’ve set, because there’s no more time for foolish, self-interested politicians and officers like Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford to blunder around out here, making the wrong decisions, wasting days and weeks – 

“We won at Ulrand, which rocked them back. One can imagine the shockwaves impacting on Earth itself! They could easily, predictably, try to regroup. Launch their new super-carrier and come after us according to their own plan … and we don’t have the weeks or months left to meet them on battlefields of their choosing. The colonial wars could stutter and grumble for years. 

“But the Zunshu are already here.” He shuddered visibly, and Marin smothered a moan. It was every Resalq nightmare come true at once. The old days were returning, days of shadow and fear, and the death of everything they had tried for centuries to protect. The Resalq were so few in number, living in such depths of secrecy, they were vulnerable as humans had never been, would never be.

“My ships, and many others, are preparing to head out,” Mark went on in an odd tone of voice. “They’re being loaded with everything, everyone, our people can pack aboard, and they’re headed into the space we charted recently … you recall the data return that was so vast, to process it I had to buy time on the most powerful machines in the Deep Sky, which was how Harrison Shapiro found me, in the end.

“We’re going to try to save ourselves.” He looked away. “Do you blame us for the self interest? Don’t. It’s just the eleventh hour struggle of a species fighting not to pass over into extinction. There’s only a limited amount we can do to assist humans, and Harrison knows this. A few of our scientists, and I myself, will be staying behind to liaise, advise, but ...” He shook his head, an expression of inestimable sadness, and seemed to shake himself, drag back his shoulders, force his mind into gear.

“Now, listen to me, Curtis. Harrison is going to try to order you and Neil into the front lines where the action will be at its most brutal. You’ll feel duty bound to respond, put yourself in danger’s way, and most likely get yourselves killed in the early days of a war that will need people like you in the future far more than it needs you now. Think carefully and soberly before you accept further orders from Harrison –

“And I say this with a deep respect for the man, and a high regard for the cause he has pursued at great personal risk, for years. The freedom of the Deep Sky is the highest ideal to which a human can aspire, and you are both human. But survival must come before freedom, and I don’t think Harrison has even now grasped the terrible reality we’re all facing, your people and mine.

“The time for last-ditch heroics is still a long way in the future, Curtis, and you may believe me, when it comes, it will have nothing to do with the DeepSky Fleet.” His eyes were wide, dark, filled with something very like dread. “Not for a moment am I trivializing the battles which will be fought if the Confederacy forces its hand out here. But those are simply battles, with friends on one side, foes on the other, weapons deployed, lines drawn, every parameter easy to grasp.

“And we believe we have the means to win. We have Lai’a, and we have tens of thousands of mines by now, manufactured aboard the Wings of Freedom and the Wastrel ... hull alloys, Zunshunium. Odd, don’t you think, and ironic, that our old enemy has placed into our hands the means to destroy your enemies? 

“This is why I’ve asked Harrison to manipulate the coming drama, if he can. Make it fall into place according to our needs. Fight the battles where we must and when we must, because time is so short.” He took a breath, drew a hand back through the mane of his hair, and for the first time Marin thought he saw the signs of age about Mark. He looked tired, strained, older, and for one of his people, it was unhealthy.

“You’ll be heading back from Freespace soon,” Mark was saying, “with or without the Shanghai survivors. You’re heading into what you people call a hornets’ nest, and I don’t think I ever fully appreciated the term before! I’ve also messaged Richard, with this same information and data more pertinent to his operation. You’ll be making best speed out of Freespace, and headed to Borushek, no stops. We need you here.

“I’ve also messaged Barb, with a great deal more technical data which would be of little interest to you, and of no practical value to you. She’s the tech-head, not you, Curtis! But suffice, here, to say we’ve been working with the Zunshu automata we captured on Kjorin, and also with the ancestral Resalq, who have been tractable since they grasped the gravity of the situation. 

“There is ...” Again he paused, and seemed to marshal his thoughts with some effort. “There is more work to be done than could rightly be done in years, and we have a matter of weeks to deal with it. Perhaps less. These human squabbles ...” His head shook, a sharp gesture betraying his impatience. “We no longer have the luxury of looking on, amused spectators, while you humans bicker amongst yourselves over who is going to play with which toys, and where! Those days are over, Curtis. 

“You must decide, and soon, where your allegiances lie. If they lie with Harrison, and you rate the squabble for the Deep Sky territories your priority, then by all means make your stand there. But if you agree with me – and I’ll tell you candidly, there are many who do, and many who don’t! – that for the bickering to have any meaning, human society, culture, heritage in the Deep Sky must first exist, then ...” He looked into the vid pickup. Looked right into Marin’s eyes. “Then your allegiance will be with the Resalq, and those humans, like Richard and Barb and Roy Arlott, who have worked with us for years. Our devotion is no less to the Deep Sky, but our objectives are different.

“If you’re interested in the raw data, ask Barb to run it for you. Be warned, it’s almost esoteric. The most abstruse logic, the most convoluted physics even I have ever seen, and you know where Resalq physics have gone, in the centuries since we’ve been left in peace to reconstruct them! I’ll give you the short version here, in layman’s terms. I’ve given Richard essentially the same information.

“Since you shipped out to Freespace, hunting for the Shanghai survivors, we’ve spent every moment processing the data return from both the Orpheus and the Kjorin confrontation with the first Zunshu automata we’ve seen in almost two centuries. What we have learned is a small fraction of what will be derived from the data in due course, but it’s already astonishing, and …” Mark sighed heavily. 

“We all keenly feel the loss of Michael Vidal. He has assumed the status of an immortal hero even among the Resalq, and his copilot, Queneau, is remembered in the same breath. There’s talk of a memorial to the both of them in Riga, the heart of our own community. Obviously, no one in the general human community knows who Vidal was, what he did and how he died, but the Resalq know.

“Michael Vidal walked in the footsteps of my own ancestors, aboard the driftship Ebrezjim. He flew the same course as they did, with the same courage – in fact, with a good deal more courage, because Vidal took the Orpheus into Elarne with a great deal less technology and know-how than my ancestors had to work with! What he achieved was magnificent, and he will be remembered along with our own heroes, and yours. Indeed, I believe that in centuries to come … perhaps long after your own lifetime, Curtis, human that you are, and when I’ve grown old as even we Resalq eventually do … at that time, Resalq and human heroes will be venerated side by side by both species. Michael Vidal will be foremost among them. His loss is incalculable, and I can only stress that his life was traded for data which will be the salvation of us all. There is no doubt about this.

“The data is still being processed, and I’m using every machine our community possesses, and everything Harrison can make available. The results are still early, but much has already been verified, and what we have learned in these last days leaves me giddy and breathless.” His eyes brightened, fox-sharp and compelling. Marin could not look away. 

“There is a … a structure to the interior of Elarne. The region your people have called Rabelais Space – the yawning pit of Hellgate – is just the beginning. Rabelais Space is like the shallows, where the waves pound on the shore, and the water is so violent, it is often utterly unnavigable. This analogy is extremely apt. If normal, three-dimensional space were water, this is exactly how it behaves on the threshold of a gravity event. Gravity tides around the periphery of the event predict – rationally and dependably – the flux, the warp and twist of space, like the eddies, currents and backwash of water around land masses. In this case, those ‘land masses’ are of course the super-heavy objects which create Hellgate. Black holes, supergiant stars. 

“As Barb and I have proved through meticulous research, we can chart a path through these tides, like taking a surf boat through currents and backwashes that are known, and which behave according to fluid dynamics we thoroughly understand. 

“We provided the nav’ware, and Michael Vidal had the courage to test it. But once through the violent tidal region, where the surf batters the shore – once beyond that, and inside the ocean of Elarne itself … this is the region we’ve only been able to glimpse, on the very rare occasion when we could get a probe through the jaws of Hellgate in good enough condition to transmit data.

“And of course, never being able to achieve a drive ignition inside the Drift, we had no means to maneuver any probe.” He paused, smiled faintly, shrugged. “Foster Weimann’s drive engine, which revolutionized propulsion, is in fact a system for sliding a body out of normal space into e-space. The energy requirements are monstrous, much more than the requirements of the Auriga engine which was Weimann’s predecessor. Weimann’s model was infinitely more refined, more stable, and as a result, far more energy-hungry.

“But both engines achieve the same goal. A means to literally rotate, or project, a body out of normal space and into e-space.” Mark was on his own turf now, confident of what he knew. “For years, our physicists have been predicting that the reason the Weimann drive apparently refuses to ignite inside Hellgate is simply that the guts of Elarne are already comprised of e-space. The physics of the transition from one space to the other are superfluous. The Weimann drive does, in fact, ignite; there are simply no measurable results, so as a system of propulsion, any conventional drive is ineffective.

“Hence, the hyper-Weimann derivative, which in every real sense is Foster Weimann’s grandchild, the next-generation technology – and far more energy hungry than the previous generation. The energy problem always defeated us, but we knew the answer was just out of reach of our fingertips...

“The Zunshu solved this problem at least a thousand years ago. We didn’t have to solve it a second time. We just had to reverse-engineer their technology, define what they already knew, and what the ancestral Resalq had discovered, before we were destroyed.

“The way of the future both for your people and mine is the hyper-Weimann drive, powered by Zunshunium – stable but dangerous, hot and radiotoxic, and generating gravity tides of its own so intense, it must be housed in a chamber of pure Zunshu alloy.” He gestured in some vague direction which would have been relevant in his location, when this message was recorded. “Lai’a is, at this moment, being fitted with the drive. The work will soon be finished. Lai’a,” he said, hushed, “is eager to taste the universe for which it was bred and born.” His brows arched. “Soon, Curtis. Lai’a will be slipped off the leash sooner than you know. Sooner than any of us expected, and certainly long before any of this was initially planned.

“Because the Zunshu are on our doorstep.” His voice hardened. “The stasis chamber on Kjorin did transmit. Its signals were received. The automata are moving. And we find ourselves with only two options.

“First option: meet each squad of automata as they appear, deal with them on a one to one basis.” He sighed, and his lips compressed. “If there were a thousand times more like you, Curtis, like me – if Dendra Shemiji were a vast army of agents trained and armed for this duty and billeted on every colony world, then yes, we could rise to this challenge.

“But we were never so many. We never needed to be, because the Resalq were never so numerous as humans, and in the centuries when Dendra Shemiji was formed, cultured, we were in hiding. Humans are spread across the frontier now, and on into Freespace, making their usual noise and mess. Their worlds are lit up like beacons. It’s no surprise to anyone that the Zunshu are targeting them first!

“And it’s time to get down to cases, isn’t it? Define the real enemy. Define the threat. Develop a response to that threat, and implement it. But … who are the Zunshu, where are they? What do they want, why are they destroying us, still? These questions are unanswerable, on this side of Hellgate. No amount of analysis of captured hardware or AIs will provide this information. And you know, Curtis, where this is going – where it must go.

“Question one: are the ways through Hellgate actually navigable? The answer is – they are. The Ebre'zjim proved this long before I was born. She passed right through Hellgate, exited somewhere, somewhen else in this universe, confronted the Zunshu, and … the rest, as your people say, is history. But yes, the ways are navigable. 

“Question two: do we, here and now, have the ability to navigate them? The answer is almost certainly, we do. Michael Vidal gave his life to prove this, not in the actual transition through the jaws of Hellgate and into the belly of Elarne, but in the minutes following, when the driftship Orpheus achieved a successful ignition of the hyper-Weimann drive, and we watched it surf away across gravity tides, into time currents which ran at different speeds from our own.

“The data feed from the Orpheus continued
until the nanosecond the event closed, but the further Vidal traveled across temporal currents different from our own, the more irrational the data became.” Here Mark paused, pulled wryly at the lobe of his ear, and he gave the vid pickup a rueful smile, much like the Mark Sherratt of old. “I suspected there was useful data even in the most nonsensical transmissions at the very end of the Orpheus telemetry stream, but after three days of effort, I was still far from developing any system for processing the data.

“I messaged Lai’a, and in fact Lai’a wrote the algorithms which rationalized the seemingly irrational. I feel almost as if my child has done something wonderful, since I designed the mind inside the machine. Is Lai’a alive? I’ve begun to believe it is. And the data returned from the very end of the Orpheus telemetry stream is among the most useful of all – and the most astonishing.

“This part of the transmission was captured by the Wastrel in the last 1.27 seconds before the event closed. Etienne, your AI, was barely able to keep pace with the feed, which was coming in at several times normal speed as Vidal and Queneau rode the gravity express into different temporal streams.” His eyes glittered with a zealot light, not unlike the unholy gleam that could get into Jazinsky’s eyes. “They were in what any pilot would call a ‘clear sky,’ and they were navigating smoothly, riding gravity waves like a flat rock skipping on the surface of a calm pond. 

“Their instrumentation had cleared. Gravitational forces had resolved to a mean of around 20G, give or take a modest flux factor, after the transit through the jaws, which was well within the compensation capacity of the driftship’s Arago generators. The hyper-Weimann was running as smoothly as we could have wished.

“Oh, yes, we can transit Hellgate. Lai’a can handle anything the violent transit through the jaws of a major event can throw at it, and the new hyper-Weimann being installed at this time at Alshie’nya is vastly more powerful than the drive aboard the Orpheus.” Mark’s brow arched. “Which brings me to the second of our two options, Curtis. Neil, are you listening to this? If you are – and you should be – you’ll know now why I asked you to make your choices. Decide where your allegiances lie. 

“Because our second option is to pass in the wake of the Ebrezjim and the Orpheus. Go and find the Zunshu. Discover how they are still wreaking this vengeance on the Deep Sky, when the Resalq have almost vanished out of these heavens – and more importantly, why. No one ever knew why the Zunshu became determined to annihilate my people, and all my life I’ve yearned to know the reason. Did my ancestors commit some heinous crime? Did the Zunshu suffer at Resalq hands, as the result of some hideous mistake? 

“I’m not saying we’re going there to make amends. Far from it. Whatever my ancestors did that was so heinous, their crime has been paid for in Resalq and human blood, probably many times over. The time has come for the vengeance to be called complete. It must end. If a show of force is necessary to make the Zunshu call off their dogs, so be it. The Ebre'zjim was a science vessel, armed only with the usual geocannon and field generators which would take her safely through regions like Hellgate. She was not a warship...

“My child, Lai’a, is. Lai’a is the most fearsome warship ever conceived, much less built, with the crystal-pure mind of a machine and the soul of a Resalq. She was born in the tumult of battle, and her baptism at Ulrand was a triumph for us all.

“So.” Mark hesitated, and the wide shoulders in the colorful Resalq kaftan shrugged. “Time has caught us up, Curtis. And Neil, if you’re there. Your comrade, Michael Vidal, gave his life to prove that we can fly Hellgate as my ancestors did. Lai’a is our greatest creation. The Zunshu aren’t coming. They’re here. And I have little faith in our first option. Meeting the Zunshu killer squads one by one will merely delay the inevitable and very likely get us killed, a few at a time, until Dendra Shemiji is just a memory. Any chance we have of saving the Deep Sky won’t be forged on this side of Hellgate.

“In a way,” Mark said slowly, “Michael Vidal has been just as great a pathfinder as Ernst Rabelais himself. Rabelais vanished into Hellgate so long ago, yet Barb’s findings were absolutely accurate … that is his
beacon we picked up, when we lost the Orpheus. The signal was transmitted by Rabelais’s Odyssey inside the Drift, though we don’t know how. The Odyssey should
have been destroyed in the transit through the jaws of some event, yet it survived, and either it or Ernst Rabelais himself survived for long enough inside Hellgate to make at least one transmission. 

“The oddness of it stretches your imagination, even though you can have seen the physics to explain all this. There seem to be temporal freefall pockets inside the Drift, areas falling between two time currents, where the drag from one has roughly equaled the drag from the other, and the space between is in slow-time, or no-time, like the cusp on the tangent of the event horizon of a black hole, where time literally stops and one is suspended, essentially forever, in the instant before annihilation.

“Who knows? It’s possible Rabelais and his Odyssey could still exist in such a pocket. It’s possible,” Mark added thoughtfully, “Michael Vidal could be adrift in one, or perhaps still surfing the time currents. If he is, he’ll be in a future far ahead of our own by now. The Orpheus had no way to read such currents, and insufficient energy to pick and choose between them. She was sucked up by the first one to contact her and carried away. Vidal could easily be alive, somewhere, somewhen –

“None of which does his family and comrades any slightest bit of good. He’s gone and, as you know, his family is planning a major memorial. Harrison will address this in his own message to you, but I … well, my message is much more delicate, more difficult.

“Where do you stand, Curtis? Don’t answer this question too quickly. These are difficult decisions, I know. Do you stand with Harrison Shapiro, will you fight on those battle lines? Or will you stand with the last of the Resalq? Or do you choose to get out, subtract yourself from this conflict entirely, preserve the culture and heritage of the Deep Sky so that we may one day return and restore it, as my people survived before. This is an equally valid decision. You’ve been placed at ridiculous risk far too often since Harrison cornered us, and your luck is certainly threadbare! If you want out, say nothing of it to Harrison, obviously. But you know I can get you both well out – back to Darwin’s World, if you choose. Far enough from the Deep Sky for the Zunshu and the Colonial Wars to be just another CNS headline.

“You’ll be back on Borushek soon enough, but you must have come to your decisions by then. Whatever you choose, be ready to make your stand, or vanish like shadows – possibly both, if you ship out on a Resalq vessel. Harrison might not know what became of you until these wars are both over, one way or another.

“Keep safe, Curtis. I wish you only the best, you and Neil, and I wish I had better news. The latest casualties are Takashozu Field 9, Sao Paolo Endeavor, and the Strauss Lode. If you need to see the data, I packaged several terabytes with Barb’s message.” He wound down there, studied the palms of his spread hands for a moment, and then looked up with a faint, sad smile. “Keep safe. We don’t see enough of each other these days, and there are times … well, times I miss you, I suppose. 

“Till you get back to Borushek, then, my best to you and Neil.”

The screen darkened, and Marin sagged back against Travers, grateful for the arms around him, the kiss pressed to his temple. For some time they were silent. There was nothing to say – too much to say. Mark was right, the decisions were too difficult, too complex, for them to even make sense at once.

At last Marin stirred, turned into Travers’s embrace and hunted for a kiss which Neil was pleased to give him. Shapiro’s message was still waiting, but Marin could not look at it, not yet. At the moment, Vaurien and Jazinsky would be looking at their own messages, and the same sinking sensations would be in every belly. 

Before either he or Travers could find more than a whispered oath the AI said quietly, “Captain Rodman requests the presence of her passengers for the surface of Celeste. The Hong Lung is on standby.”

Reluctant, angry with himself for the ambivalence, Marin wrenched up to his feet and dragged both hands through his hair, clenched his fingers there, as if he would physically drag coherent thought out of his brain. Travers stood, and caught him again. “Let it be,” he said simply. “One thing at a time. Henri Belczak and the Shanghai veterans first. Then … we talk about his.”

“If there’s anything to talk about.” Marin touched Neil’s face lightly and then slid open the closet and, with a sigh, lifted out the too-familiar weapons case. 

Sidearms, machine pistols, magazines, powerpacks, palmguns and needle guns which should be invisible to scanning, all were laid out in orderly rows, nested in gray foam. Without comment, he and Travers pulled on the shoulder harness and slid the weapons away. 

At the open door, Travers turned back for a moment and frowned at the threedee. Marin knew he was thinking about Shapiro’s message, and he propelled Travers before him as he left the cabin. “Later. You said it yourself. One thing at a time. Right?”

“Right,” Travers agreed in a tone as grim as his expression, and headed aft to the nearest service elevator for the ride back to the deck among the machine shops, where the Hong Lung had docked on.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Like a jewel cast up on the side of a sand dune, the mansion winked in the late morning sun glare as the Hong Lung dropped in out of the east. The gleaming array of dishes and pylons that ringed the property would not have raised an eyebrow if they had appeared on the spine of a warship or science vessel, but they seemed odd, attached to a mansion which would been coveted in the brightlights sectors of Elstrom City, Velcastra.

Travers recognized the sensor and comm arrays lifted from a Fleet cruiser, a ship like Harrison Shapiro’s Mercury. How long was it since a Fleet warship had been lost in the Drift? The thought inspired memories of the Intrepid, and an involuntary shiver rushed through him.

Inside the perimeter of spines and dishes, the house sprawled north and south, vast even by comparison with Mark’s home on Saraine. The roof was flat, and gardens grew in great terracotta troughs; pale stucco walls shriveled the irises, and scores of windows reflected a landscape of such desolation, the last such place Travers had seen was the highlands of El Khouri, where an imbecile from Fleet took Dario Sherratt’s work and used it destroy the biosphere of a continent.

The cockpit was lit only by instrument lights. The viewports dimmed in the sudden glare, and Travers took a moment to glance at Hubler’s instruments as Roark took the Lung down to the landing paddock, rotated it into the space between several smaller ships, and the Aragos began to hammer. Rodman’s ship was by no means small, but its age was against it. It had logged too many hours in e-space, ridden out too many rough landings, hauled too many cargoes on the edge of its capacity. The hull was sound enough, the drives were good enough, but Travers would have assigned the old hull to dock duties, or shorthauls between worlds in a system without hazards. 

The work on offer out here, where Freespace rubbed shoulders with Rabelais Space, was rougher than Asako Rodman wanted to contemplate without the Harlequin, and Travers suspected she was being manipulated. Belczak had a ship he wanted to unload for cash; Rodman needed work, but the high-risk jobs which would take her and Hubler into Hellgate were infuriatingly out of the question. The age-old mechanics of supply and demand.

And Rodman knew she was being maneuvered. The look on her face would have soured milk as she watched the mansion come up out of the tan-beige deserts of Celeste, with its porcupine spines of comm arrays and its vast, mirror windows. She hated Belczak with a passion, Travers saw, and he did not underestimate her judgment. Hubler was little less sour as he surveyed the mansion, and he had only been out here a matter of weeks, since resigning his commission after the fight at Ulrand.

Celeste was a bad place to be. Its name was a joke, for no hint of green or blue alleviated the landscape as far as any horizon. Travers leaned closer to the instruments, to see the deep-scan results. The water was fifty meters down, an aquifer the size of an inland sea. The colony pumped off it in scores of places to maintain four settlements – and the mines.

In this part of the planet they were mining rutile sands. Titanium. Elsewhere, Celeste yielded bauxite and, in tiny amounts, rhodium, palladium, iridium, and the rare earths – actinium, thorium, intensely dangerous to handle, even for drones. Human labor belonged nowhere in the vicinity, but Travers suspected these Freespacers had no such concerns.

With a heavy impact through the whole frame, the Hong Lung settled. The Aragos shut off a moment later, and only in the following calm did Travers realise how much vibration they had kicked up. Before he could say anything Rodman muttered, “Yeah, tell me about it. The repulsion’s out of alignment, she needs fixing. Which means a week in dock, and I don’t have the time or the cash.” 

She was shutting down systems as she spoke, and the cockpit lights came up to a subtle blue. Hubler was listening to the combug in his right ear, and a moment later said tersely, “Yeah, all right, suit yourself. We’ll wait for you.” He tossed the bug on the workspace at his elbow and gave Rodman an annoyed glance. “They’re sending a buggy. Means they don’t trust us not to wander off between here and Belczak’s door.”

“What a shock.” Rodman swiveled out her seat and stood. 

Without a word, Travers and Marin followed her aft, into a small crew lounge which seemed overcrowded by six. The Lung was meant to run with half as many, plus a complex AI and a handful of drones. Travers had never worked on ships this size. Even Richard’s Earthlight was large by comparison. But van Donne and his people seemed oblivious to the tight quarters, and Travers remembered that the Mako, despite its armor and formidable power, was no larger than this ship. 


“They’re sending a buggy,” Rodman informed them.

“Belczak wants eyes on you, every moment,” Ramon snorted. “What did you do, to fill him with such trust?”

“Belczak doesn’t trust anybody,” van Donne said darkly. “He’d run surveillance on his own kin, if he had any, which he doesn’t. When you murder your way to command, you don’t dare shut your eyes to sleep.” He pushed up out of the seat and made a face as the half-healed wounds pulled. Byrne was beside him at once, and Ramon offered his shoulder, if van Donne wanted it. This time, van Donne waved them both away. “Not here. Not in front of these bastards. Show them a weakness and they’ll shove a knife into it.”

It was a poor commentary on Freespacers, and Travers shared a dark look with Marin. Not all were like the Celeste crew. Vaurien’s people were very different, and Travers had always believed that for every bastard among the Freespacers there were three good people. Celeste was not the place to find them.

“You watch yourself,” Ramon was saying as van Donne made his way to the port side ’lock, where the ramp was going down with a grinding of worn-out machinery. “The air’s too thin, the oxygen’s too low, the gravity’s a bitch, the heat’s way high, and when the wind blows out of the north, don’t go out, don’t breathe in it, because it’s loaded with crap from the mines.”

“And you know that’s where the Shanghai survivors are,” Travers said bitterly. “Damn, Bill Grant’s going to have his work cut out for him.”

“He can handle it,” Marin said, quiet, reserved, acerbic. “Remember the work he did on the Intrepid.”

As if Travers would ever forget. Those scenes would haunt him as long as he lived. The ramp was down, the ’lock had growled open, and he coughed as he took his first breath of the rubbish Celeste called air. Dust and desiccation irritated his lungs, which gave a faint spasm as they tried to adjust to the low oxygen levels, and the heat was like the draft off a furnace. Worse was the gravity, which soared as they stepped out of the artificial environment of the ship. 

It felt as if he were carrying a full battle pack, the full load of arms and ammo. Marin said nothing, but Hubler swore lividly as he took his weight on those biocyber prostheses, and Ramon whistled as he stepped off the ramp. To live here happily, humans would have to be modified, and the result would be something like the Mazjeet. The Pakrani and Kuchini could live here, but even they would not thrive.

“Jesus freakin’ Christ,” Ramon gasped, loitering at the foot of the ramp, “they want slave labor to work in this?”

“With breathpacks,” Hubler’s gruff voice said as he stomped out of the cockpit, heavy-footed, ungainly. “And goggles, and thermals at night, when it gets cold enough to turn your piss to ice cubes before it hits the ground.”

“Oh, nice,” Marin murmured, breathless as he would have been in the Resalq town of Riga, which was oxygen poor due to altitude. He set a hand on Travers’s arm and pointed. “Here’s our ride.”

“As if we were likely to wander off in this crap they call an atmosphere.” Rodman coughed and hugged her chest.

“You must have done something to rub Belczak the wrong way,” van Donne wheezed.

“You think?” Rodman was leaning on the hull, watching a glass-top truck come rattling through the paddock, where hummocks and depressions in the Arago-burned ground set it lurching and wallowing.

The house AI was in control of it. Hubler drove the whole company before him as the truck came to a rumbling stop in the shadow of the Hong Lung and popped its fore and aft canopies. As Travers stepped aboard he heard the ship’s boarding ramp grind back into place and lock. Marin was in beside him a moment later, while van Donne was trying to arrange his body in the back, in some position which would not torment him as the truck wallowed back toward the mansion. Travers did not envy him.

As the canopies snicked back into place, fresh air streamed from a half dozen vents. Travers took a deep breath, and another, and gave Marin a self-mocking look. “I’m getting soft. I used to lead conscript kids through battlefield simulations as bad as this.”

“Getting old, Travers,” van Donne accused.

Marin made a quiet sound of humor as the truck swung around, turned its blunt nose toward the mansion, and the motors howled in protest under the load. In the back, van Donne groaned and swore lividly as it lurched, and shifted around to brace himself.

Surrounding the mansion was a thick stucco wall the same height as the flat roof, punctuated by several security gates which looked like blastdoors salvaged from a warship. One of these slid open as the truck approached, and with a last rocking heave the vehicle was inside.

Containment fields meshed overhead, maintaining a more agreeable atmosphere, and in the shade of great sails the courtyards were cooler. The truck had pulled into a yard at the side of the house, where the windows were half-dimmed and a thin thread of music carried from inside. The contrapuntal harmonies of Bevan Daku were unmistakable.

Impressed, Travers and Marin stepped down onto gray marble tiles where they smelt frangipani and blue Pacifica and the sweet neroli of the dwarf orange trees which grew in tubs around the inside of the wall. Hundreds of trees contributed to the better oxygen levels under the fields, augmenting the output of vents which appeared in the ground every ten meters.

“You’re looking at big money,” Marin observed.

“This whole sorry ball of rock is a money machine.” Rodman drew the back of one hand across her face in sultry heat under the containment fields. “And if Belczak hadn’t seized it, somebody else would have. Irene Danko was never going to hold onto it.”

“Too weak a leader?” Travers wondered.

“Too short of bastard lackeys.” Making his way down from the truck with exaggerated caution, van Donne sounded asthmatic. “Her crew found this place, and don’t think she wasn’t a barracuda. She staked a claim but she got into the middle of a feeding frenzy, and the biggest, meanest shark is the one all the little sharks swarm around.” He pulled one finger across his throat. “Shot dead in a legit face-off.”

“Legit? Sure,” Rodman allowed bitterly, “but Belczak didn’t have the balls to do it himself. He had some gun like Ramon, a pro, come in here and take her head right off at the shoulders. That’s old Henri Belczak for you … and you notice how scum,” she added cynically, “always floats on top.”

The soft whine of servos alerted Travers, and he and Marin turned as a door opened in the house. Two figures appeared, and Travers bit off a curse as he saw that both were slaves, and both had recently been on the Shanghai. The marks were easy to spot – the buzz cut hair just beginning to grow out, the unit badges tattooed onto shoulders and forearms, the service numbers and ‘kill flags’ identifying not merely the ship, but even the companies in which these two had served.

The young man was still in his teens, the young woman a couple of years older, both conscripts, both still muscular and lean after the Fleet training and the high-protein diet on the crewdeck. They would have been the best-looking of the stock transshipped through Halfway, and their looks spared them both the mines and the sexshops. Clad in scraps of flimsy silk-like stuff, they stood to either side of the door and seemed to resist the impulse to assume the braced attitude of guard duty.

The woman, whose left cheek still carried the intricate flared tattoos of a unit calling itself Los Caballeros, nodded in through the door. “Captain Rodman, you’re wanted. But I don’t know about the rest.”

“The rest?” Rodman stepped out ahead of Hubler, van Donne’s people, Travers and Marin. “You’re not making my crew welcome?”

“Me? I don’t give the proverbial shit,” the woman said mockingly, “but the boss might break a blood vessel.”

“Like that would bother you,” Hubler snorted. He stomped closer and stabbed one blunt forefinger at the kids’ unit badges. “You’re Shanghai chicken. You don’t try to bust out of here?” He leaned over to read the names tattooed into their shoulders along with the service numbers. “You taken a look at yourself lately, Corporal Akanishi? You look like you belong in a sexshop. Same as you, Trooper Escobar. What, you can’t break some bastard skull and walk out of here?”

Akanishi was the woman. Her blue eyes widened as she recognized the voice of an officer, and the heat of anger rose in her face at the overt provocation. “Walk out of here and go where? There’s no place to go but the next shithole mining town, no way off the planet without stealing a ship, and if you think a couple of dumb-ass crewdeck grunts like Danny Escobar and me can handle a Weimann jump, you need to get you butt back in class, sir, and learn how the real world works.”

Beside her, the taller, broader, quieter Escobar made noises of agreement. “We thought about it … then we thought, shit, we’re already sittin’ in the part of this crap-pile that every other bastard on the planet wants to get into. All you gotta do is keep the lip zipped, do like you’re told and don’t mind the sex.”

“Spoken,” Hubler growled, “like a true house slave.”

“Spoken,” Akanishi said nastily, “like a survivor who’s gonna play by the rules and get out of this goddamn shitpit alive.” She glared up at Hubler, who was a head taller. “Who the hell are you? Fleet? You’re lucky I don’t squeal to the AI, earn some chalk marks over your bleeding corpse.”

“That’s how you get promoted around here,” Escobar added. “Sell out your brother, move up in the ranks. See? Conscription taught us a thing or two. Taught us how to obey brain-dead orders, say yessir, and take your licks when some dumb-ass officer says you’ve earned ’em.”

Hubler’s lip curled in disgust. “No Fleet wankers here, son. Freespacers, the lot of us. Fleet doesn’t give a shit if you rot out here. Somebody does, but not Fleet.” He gestured at Travers and Marin. “Couple of agents, got business with your boss.”

“Agents?” Akanishi’s eyes narrowed.

“Zip the lip, girl,” Rodman barked. “Slave, remember? Do like you’re told, show us to the boss. You gotta be flogged to your knees to get a little obedience out of you?”

“No,” Escobar said curtly, “just offered the mines as an alternative. You jump back into line real quick, lady. Get on Belczak’s wrong side, and you can learn that the hard way.”

“Me?” Rodman stepped past the boy, into the cool dimness of the house. “You seem to have me confused with conscript trash.” And then her voice rose to a bellow. “Henri, it’s Rodman, where the Christ are you? You got two useless pieces of crap calling themselves doormen here!”

The music of Bevan Daku was drifting from a room far off to the left, where the house’s passages began to ramble into wings and additions. Another slave, a little older, much more slender, with long black hair and indeterminate gender, appeared there. Hands clasped, he or she bowed deeply and said in an odd accent, while apparently consulting the floor,

“This way, please. Only quiet, please, so sorry. Would be liking tea or coffee, please? Must make, very quick, so sorry.”

“Now that,” Marin whispered, “is a house slave. She … or is it he? … has been here for a long, long time.”

“Tea,” Rodman said harshly. “Where’s the boss?”

The slave’s bow deepened further. “In the library, madam. Only quiet, please, so sorry.”

“Screw quiet.” Rodman glanced back over one shoulder at van Donne and Ramon. “You know the bastard from Halfway, better than I ever did. Get up here and show your faces. Remember what you’re here for.”

And buying an overpriced ship from Henri Belczak was not on the agenda. With an effort, van Donne pulled his spine straight, drew his shoulders back, and strode ahead with the long-strided, arrogant gait Travers recalled. Byrne and Ramon flanked him, a pace behind.

In the moment they stepped into the house Travers had been aware of a faint prickle in his nerve endings, and under Rodman’s deliberate noise he said to Marin, “We were scanned. You felt it?”

“Of course.” Marin set one hand on his jacket, under which was the sidearm. “The AI was thorough. It knows we’re armed, so Belczak knows. We’re under surveillance right now, and he’s probably listening to every word I’m saying. He’s thinking, they’re with Rodman and van Donne, so they’re not Fleet. Who are they, what do they want … what can I get out of them, how much are they worth to me?”

A chuckle issued from an open door up ahead on the right, and a man appeared there as Travers turned toward the sound. The first surprise was that Henri Belczak was aged – not old, but far from young. His hair was thick and long but entirely white, his eyes were hard but his face was furrowed with lines, and though the spine was still ramrod straight, the man’s hands were gnarled with many years and hard work. He dressed in bronze silk, trousers and tunic, and his feet were bare on the library’s rich carpet. 

“Captain Rodman, Captain van Donne. It’s a surprise to see you together. Who, may I ask, is crewing for whom?”

The accent surprised Travers. It was one of the Earth accents, though the only ones he knew well enough to name them were Richard’s French and Grant’s Australian. Belczak spoke the colonial dialect with a pronounced accent, long-voweled and clipped about the consonants.

“We’re in convoy,” Rodman was saying, “not on the same ship, and you bloody know that, Henri. Sergei’s been his own master since he was cashiered out of Fleet – how long ago?”

“Since the explosion on the Kiev. I know. What, five years ago?”

“Six now,” van Donne told him, not even looking at him.

“Yes.” Belczak indulged them both with a smile. “Know your enemy.”

“I’m not your enemy,” van Donne said with deceptive mildness as he cut a straight line to the nearest overstuffed brocade armchair and sat down.

“Everyone is an enemy,” Belczak argued. “Nothing personal, Sergei. That’s the rule I’ve lived by, and I’m three times your age.” 

The library was a ten-meter square with a genuine fireplace and a great deal of furniture which looked to Travers’s eye like genuine antiques. Robert Chandra Liang had many good pieces at the house on Elstrom StarCity, which he had liked to show off. Travers recalled them well. Belczak apparently shared the same fondness for things of long past ages, for the room was filled with anachronisms.

A writing desk, hand-carved chairs, real fire irons, a tapestry so old, it was becoming threadbare where it hung, carpets with the hues and textures Travers associated with some place, or time, called Arabia. And the prize of Belczak’s collection, a glass-fronted bookcase containing at least forty real books. Travers had never seen so many. The windows were dimmed and the room’s lighting cascaded from more than twenty glowbots which floated where they were needed, scudding to and fro where the AI perceived the requirement for more light. 

The lamplight gleamed on polished surfaces and human skin. In the background, discreet, silent, out of the direct light, a pair of slaves lounged on a sofa – a young woman, a young man, both as near naked as Akanishi and Escobar, and much lovelier, but without the little androgyne’s submissive manners. More Shanghai stock? Belczak seemed to collect them, as he collected antiques.

“So,” the old man was saying as he watched Akanishi and Escobar take station at the door. “Who are they, what do they want, what are they worth to me?” His head swiveled and the pale eyes looked piercingly at Travers, then at Marin. “They arrive with some of the most notorious and best-known Freespacers, but I don’t know them from Halfway or any other Freespace city. They walk in here armed like bodyguards, but they’re not on duty. They look like ...” His brows rose. “Agents. But agents from which agency, and on what business?”

With a faint smile, Marin stepped forward and offered his hand. “Captain van Donne will vouch for us. And of course, you’re right. You’ve heard of Dendra Shemiji.”

The eyes which had faded a little with age narrowed on him, though Belczak took his hand. “Of course I have. And you are –?”

“Curtis Marin. This is my associate, Neil Travers. We’ve undertaken a Dendra Shemiji contract on behalf of a client whose name I can’t disclose. As you know, our agency often performs assassination, but just as often the work concerns matters of security. This is the latter.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Belczak gestured at the corners of the room. “You’re under surveillance, and you must have expected the house AI to have you covered with a variety of automatic weapons.”

“Naturally.” Marin was looking directly into the lens eyes of the AI. “I commend your precautions. In fact, your security could be said to be the cause of our mission.” 

“My security?” Belczak echoed, and paused as the little androgyne appeared with a silver tray. “Set that down, Brianna. Leave us now. Daniel, you’ll pour. Tea, Mister Marin?”

“No, thank you.” Marin stood aside as Escobar, lately of the super-carrier Shanghai, took over the tray, set it on the writing desk, and went through the ritual of pouring green tea with some decorum he had obviously been taught too recently. 

He fumbled it several times, and Travers wondered if he would be punished for the spills. But Belczak seemed not to notice and Marin went on, “Security on Celeste is so tight, your slaves don’t escape.”

“My slaves?” For the second time Belczak echoed what Marin had said, and seemed to catch himself. “Forgive me, I don’t follow you.”

“Your slaves,” Travers repeated. “You have several platoons of Shanghai prisoners. You took delivery a week ago, from a little slime called Reanie. I’m looking at two of them right now – Akanishi and Escobar, a couple of crewdeck grunts, conscripts out of the Middle Heavens slums, if their accents are anything to go by.” Danny Escobar shot a glare at him, but Travers ignored him. “The thing is, Mister Belczak, the conscription net catches rich men’s offspring as well as poor men’s.”

“And there’s every chance,” Marin added, “you’re in possession of several quite valuable individuals. The dead are accounted for at Ulrand, and so are the legitimate prisoners of war, who are in camps in the southern hemisphere there, scanned and identified. Many crewmen would have been atomized in the battle, but we do know that more than three hundred were plucked out of space, out of escape pods, by salvage crews like the Mako and the Krait. There’s a good chance you’re sitting on a small fortune in, shall we say finder’s fees, without realizing it.”

He was pushing all the right buttons, and Travers was actually amused – fascinated to watch the professional at work. He glanced over at Hubler, who had flown with them on the Omaru blockade, and saw the man’s poorly concealed grin. Rodman was merely speechless, but Ramon had already stifled a chuckle into a cough.

“Well, now, I wouldn’t know about that,” Belczak was musing in guarded tones. “I only graded them by their muscle, their looks and their health. Some were sick when they got here. They died shortly after unloading. Others are still being treated for injuries suffered in the battle. Reanie’s a fool. He should have had the stock checked over, and properly treated.”

“How many have survived?” Marin wondered, as if the number were of passing interest.

“Two-forty or so. Most went to the mines, thirty or forty went to the sexshops.” Belczak cocked his head shrewdly at them. “So, who are you looking for? I’d have to go through them one by one, see if I can identify them. You understand, I had no interest in who they were. They’re freeze-tattooed with a number when they get here, but that’s so we know the size of the labor force, how many we’re feeding and so on. Most people underestimate the complexity of running a live labor force – conscript, slave, indentured, whatever. The realities of feeding, watering, medical support, don’t change just because I don’t run payroll.”

Marin looked levelly at Travers, though he spoke to Belczak. “This is where the deal is going to become extremely sweet. Our client is fronting for a citizens’ consortium. Some of them have mortgaged their souls to participate, and as a group they’ve raised a very large fund. We’re here to take them all off your hands, Mister Belczak. We’ll buy them all for fair prices, and we chartered the salvage vessel Wastrel to transport them back to the Deep Sky.”

The story was so plausible, Travers would have believed it himself. There was no hint of doubt in Belczak’s face, but for almost a half minute he remained silent, brow creased, eyes unfocused as he ran through a complex suite of calculations. 

At last, the white-maned head shook. “It’s an attractive proposition, Mister Marin, but I can’t do it. The cash your consortium would pay for the return of their – shall we call them hostages? – would not begin to cover the losses I’d take at the mines. Productivity would sink like a brick. You understand, ninety percent of the hostages shipping into Celeste are labor. Just labor. They have neither the looks nor the aptitude to score work in the sexshops, much less in the mansion here.” He glanced sidelong at Akanishi and Escobar. “Come in here.”

Silent, treading softly on bare feet, the pair stepped into the room and Travers watched the belligerence melt away from them. As they moved into Belczak’s sight they became coy, with shy little smiles, flaunting their near-naked bodies with an innocence that was teasingly attractive though it was just as obviously fake. 

A nod from Belczak, and they dropped the silk scraps. A gesture, and they were wrangling in the lamplight, right there on the rug at the man’s feet. “You see?” Belczak said, amused. “You don’t have to look very far to find the ones whose careers were merely interrupted by Fleet conscription. These two would have slithered out of school into the nearest sexshop with a vacancy, if Fleet hadn’t required five years of their valuable time. They arrived here with all the tricks of the trade intact – learned, I imagine, on the crewdeck of a super-carrier, where officers without a shred of decency will trade sexual favors for furlough passes, booze, mai boogey, prohibited game cubes, whatever. These two would have been right back to the trade inside the same week their hitch was up. Here, they’re doing the same work, trading the same favors for cool fresh air, the best food, residency in the mansion, and the real probability of promotion.”

“Promotion?” Rodman demanded.

Belczak lifted a brow at her. “They won’t keep their looks forever, Asako. Nobody does. And even if they did, one grows bored with the same toys after a while. A year or two from now, they can be serving on one of my ships, amusing its officers while they learn the Freespace salvage and surveying trade. Ten years from now, they can be commanding one of my ships, with entertainment of their own.”

Travers looked down into Akanishi’s face. She was on her back under Escobar, and she was an excellent actor. Her eyes were hard and sharp as flint as she glared up at Travers for just a moment before slipping back into the role of the sexshop Companion. She and Escobar had it all worked out, and they would have been plying this trade among the Shanghai’s officer corps for years. They were the consummate professionals, at the top of their game and arrogant about it

“Well now,” Marin was saying, watching the performance with thoughtful indifference, “your labor difficulties mean my consortium simply needs to up the ante. There’s a solution, Mister Belczak, and we’re here to negotiate it. Name your price.”

With a few ringing claps, Belczak brought Akanishi and Escobar back to their feet, and with one thumb he gestured for them to get out. They grabbed up the flimsy clothing and returned to the door. Travers frowned at them, seeing the flushed cheeks and ragged breathing which told him they got a kick out of the work, which was the first requirement for pros in the trade.

“Don’t offer me money,” Belczak said regretfully. “You could offer me the GNP of a small colony, and I’d have to turn you down, because the problem isn’t money, it’s expendable labor.”

“Slave labor,” Rodman muttered.

He only shrugged. “Call it what you will. The bottom line remains the same. I can’t get a labor force in here for pay. We’re a Freespacer operation, which means hiring in the Deep Sky is out of the question. The process is constipated by rules, workforce laws, taxation, registration, licensing, inspections, documents, certification, safety standards. We’re Freespacers, we have no time and no patience for that. They’d turn us into a colony if we let them, and the next thing you know we’d be paying taxes to the Confederation and our kids would be receiving draft papers! Forget it. So labor is a major problem because, as you’re well aware, drones don’t last long here. They’re difficult to repair and impossible to replace.”

“Understood,” Marin mused, “but I should think we can arrange to solve this problem. With drones, to be sure, but with at least a year’s supply of spare parts to keep them working for as long as you could expect slave labor to last in your mines. Ah, I see you’re interested.”

The pale eyes had widened fractionally, brightened in the light of a glowbot which drifted closer when the house AI detected a change in the tone of human voices. Belczak was extremely interested. His hands clasped behind his back, and he frowned into Marin’s face. “I’d need a drone to replace every laborer you’re taking from me, plus a number of standby units, plus the supply of spare parts … and a wedge of cash to make the exchange attractive to me. Yes?”

“Oh, I should think so.” Marin favored Belczak with an indulgent smile. His right hand slipped into his jacket pocket and he produced a combug, which he displayed clearly between thumb and forefinger. “I’ll confer with our client, if you’ll give me a moment. We’re using signal encryption, of course.”

“Of course.” Belczak took a delicate porcelain cup of green tea and stepped back into the shadows. “Take your time. Asako, if you’d like to discuss the ship you were interested in...?”

She followed him into the library’s far corner, where the bookshelf sat like the jewel of Belczak’s collection, and Marin turned toward Travers. The combug slid into his ear, and he brought it alive with a tap. Travers pressed a bug into his own ear, and at once the Wastrel’s comm loop whispered to him. The house AI would receive every signal, but the encryption was Resalq, too dense for any system Belczak possessed to even get close.

“Wastrel, this is groundside,” Travers said quietly. “We have half a deal organized, but it’s not going to be as simple as cash.”

Vaurien must have been waiting for the call. Etienne was monitoring the mansion and its adjacent landing pasture, but any attempt at bugging would have been picked up immediately by Belczak’s own security. It would not take much, Travers mused, to make the man suspicious, and Henri Belczak could be extremely dangerous. He had not known what to expect of the man. A young thug would have been easier to handle. An old hand with the experience of eight or ten decades was a very different kind of challenge.

“It’s never simple, Neil,” Vaurien was saying in arid tones. “What does he want?” And from his tone, he could guess.

“Drones to cover his labor force – and he has about 240 survivors. A number didn’t make it. Plus, say, ten percent more drones for standby, and a stack of spares to keep them running.”

A moment of silence, and then Vaurien was back. “Tell him, can do. What kind of cash is he looking for, as the sweetener?”

“I’ll ask,” Marin said into the loop. “Standby.”

And, now that the comm was open, he left it open. From this moment on, Etienne would hear every syllable as well as being able to use the combugs to identify Marin and Travers individually. Marin cleared his throat and Belczak turned back toward him.

“The drones are available, Mister Belczak. We’re fortunate to have chartered the Wastrel. Captain Vaurien can supply the machinery and will take payment direct from our client.”

Now Belczak’s pale eyes narrowed. “Doing business with Vaurien is the one part of this I don’t like. He legitimized. I’ve never trusted a man who changed sides in the middle of a battle.”

It was Rodman who snorted a laugh. “You don’t know Rick Vaurien very well, do you, Henri?” 

“It’s true, I don’t,” Belczak admitted. “Freespace is a big place. You, on the other hand, know him well?”

She gestured vaguely with a fine china cup that looked odd in her big, leathery hand. “Well enough to have fought beside him, got stinking drunk with him, shared a bed with him on one occasion a long time ago – how much better could you know a man?”

“And you vouch for Vaurien?” Belczak pressed.

“If she doesn’t,” van Donne said as it if were of no account, “I do. He legitimized, did he? And what would you do, if some bastard gave you the choice, fly insane charters for Fleet Borushek, or spend the next quarter century in the Jackson maximum security pen?”

“Me?” Ramon mused. “I’d fly for General Shapiro … and I’d use the man every way I could find, to turn his dumb-ass assignments into some major, major jobs on the side.”

“Like running the blockade into Omaru, with the help of the Kiev
itself,” van Donne added. “Treating Hellgate like you own it, grabbing salvage rights on the biggest ships in the DeepSky Fleet.” He gave Belczak an amused look. “You have no idea how Rick Vaurien has turned the connection with Shapiro into serious money.”

When the lies came from the likes of van Donne and Rodman, and even Ramon, Belczak believed them. He had no reason to doubt, and after a moment’s reflection he gestured at Marin. “All right, I’ll take Vaurien’s drones.”

“And the cash settlement?” Marin touched the combug to make sure it was transmitting. 

Again, Belczak paused. For some moments he seemed to be running files, numbers, while his eyes lost focus, and then he said levelly, “I’ll take two billion in Confederate credits or gelemeralds. Not colonial dollars, gentlemen. Colonial currency is likely to be worthless very soon.”

“You don’t believe the Deep Sky can win its fight for freedom,” Travers observed.

“I don’t.” Belczak studied him closely. “My voice tells you I’m an Earther. I came out to the Deep Sky over seventy years ago on an asteroid miner, and I made my start like them.” He nodded at Akanishi and Escobar. “I whored for years, until the Freespacers who’d wrecked the mining ship I’d been crewing on adopted me as one of their own, and then – then it was my turn. Others whored for me. I played folgen for a ship, and then another ship … this is the way of things in Freespace. You two, Mister Marin, Mister Travers, you’re from the worlds where the lights shine brightest. I’m hearing Jagreth in your voice, Marin, and you, Travers, is that Darwin’s World?”

He was good, Travers admitted. “Yes. And your point is that there isn’t enough honor in the Deep Sky to win this war?”

“Honor?” Belczak’s brows rose, furrowing his forehead. “No, there’s plenty of honor out here, and plenty of ambition. But not the iron discipline, the capacity for stone-cold rationale and sacrifice, that is common in the homeworlds. Out here, it’s all passion and daydreaming. Mark my words, Mister Travers. Rationale and discipline will conquer hot-headed idealism.”

Marin’s face gave nothing away. “You could be right,” he said indifferently. “The Colonial Wars are not our concern, Mister Belczak. We’re merely here to negotiate the return of a number of prisoners, and if you’d give us a moment to confer with the client, we might be able to confirm your cash settlement – it will be in gelemeralds, of course. Our clients haven’t dealt in currency since –” and he was looking directly at van Donne as he spoke “– several billion dollars vanished between numerous accounts, during an arms deal brokered between the government of Omaru and elements within the Regan de la Court company.”

The diamond-hard glitter in van Donne’s eyes betrayed the man’s wicked humor. Travers was concentrating on the combug as Vaurien said, “Tell him, a billion and a half.”

“Our client offers one billion dollars in gelemeralds,” Marin said smoothly.

And Belczak smiled, an absurdly paternal gesture. “We appear to have agreed on one and a half. Very well. Captain Vaurien, I presume you can hear me?”

“Every syllable,” Vaurien affirmed.

“Our client says he can,” Travers said quietly. “Go ahead, Mister Belczak.”

“Then, I’ll expect the drones groundside tomorrow,” Belczak said smoothly, “and my AI will give the orders to have the hostages rounded up and transported to the holding pens at the loading zone. My gelemeralds will be delivered here.” He gestured at the library. “Captain Rodman can bring them. And, of course, you gentlemen will accept my hospitality until the exchange is made, as the guarantee that it will be made.” He gave Marin and Travers no opportunity to decline, but clapped his hands to summon Akanishi and Escobar. “The green room, with the view of the landing field. Fresh clothes, the dinner menu, wine, Companions, all the social graces. See to it.”

Both Akanishi and Escobar crossed their arms and bowed, as the little androgyne had done. They needed more practice at the move, Travers thought. Akanishi especially was awkward, with none of Escobar’s natural grace. Marin’s lips had compressed, but he said, “Wastrel, it seems we’ll be staying. The Hong Lung is coming up without us, but Mister Belczak promises us an exchange tomorrow.”

“I heard,” Vaurien said sourly. “Damnit, Neil. Be careful.”

“We will.” Travers was watching van Donne climb carefully to his feet. “It isn’t a problem, Richard.”

“Yet,” Vaurien added. “Leave the comm open. Two words in the wrong direction, and Belczak will find himself up against more than he bargained for. You need anything – you even think you need anything, you yell. I don’t like this.”

“Nor do we,” Marin said quietly, “but it’s a reasonable request, and we’re being treated like visiting royalty.”

The remark won him another disquietingly paternal smile from Belczak. Rodman and van Donne had gathered at the door, where the androgyne stood, half-bowed and silent, waiting to show them out. Hubler’s eyes were filled with suspicion, but Rodman shook her head, a subtle gesture, and he said nothing. 

“Tomorrow.” She clapped Marin’s shoulder in passing, and then Travers’s. “Sleep well.”

They were gone then, and Travers heard a heavy thump from his heart as the door into the courtyard whined closed. No sound made ingress from the outside. The house was utterly quiet, save for the thread of music, the soft shush of air from the vents, the brush of Henri Belczak’s bare feet on the deep carpets.

“The green room,” he repeated as he passed by. “Make yourselves at home. Send for anything you desire. I have some of the most delectable slaves in Freespace, the best trained and the most willing. You can have almost anything your imaginations can conjure. Dine well, sleep soundly. Until tomorrow, gentlemen – join me for breakfast while we await the delivery of my gelemeralds, yes?”

The glowbots dimmed as he stepped out of the library, leaving just a pool of light over the couch where the two shadowy house slaves still lounged, and a brighter spill at the door where Akanishi and Escobar were still waiting. The moment Belczak and the curious little androgyne left, their attitude reverted to the belligerence Travers recalled from the courtyard.

“So you’re here to buy the prisoners,” Escobar said, as if the idea amused him.

“If you don’t want to go home, feel free to stay where you are, soldier,” Travers said tersely. “You want to spend half your life on your knees with your butt in the air, don’t let us stop you.”

Akanishi barked a hoarse laugh. “Christ, you must have left your brains behind when you took this job. Me and Danny, we lucked out, we scored the mansion, not the mines or the dens serving the boozer trade. You just don’t get it, do you? You want us to go back to the Deep Sky? We do that, the system picks us up, soon as we’re processed through Medical before they let us back on the street. Next thing we do is report to Fleet Sector Command, and say yessir, you bet, sir, which warship are you putting us on, sir?”

“And then there we are,” Escobar said with a vast sweep of his arm, “right back on some fucking carrier, with the Colonial Wars getting set to explode.” He gave Travers a mocking look. “You must think we’re mad – mad enough to want to go through that again. Once was enough. We got off the Shanghai through pure, freakin’ luck.”

They made a point, and Travers looked at Marin with a certain wry amusement. “You don’t mind all this?” Marin gestured at the flimsy bits of silk they wore. “And that.” A gesture at the patch of rug where they had performed on command.

“After three years on the Shanghai?” Akanishi demanded. “That was a joke, right?” She drew her hands across her cheeks, her breasts. “This face, this shape, got me into more trouble than I was ready for. There’s times I wished I’d been born butt ugly – and then I learned how to use it, and use the bastard officers, same as Danny learned. He had to put up with a sergeant, a lieutenant and two majors, which is more than used to hit on me.”

“And here?” Marin wondered.

Escobar only shrugged. “Belczak’s possessive of his new toys, but we get loaned out when somebody special swings by. It’s mostly boring, but there’s a couple of the freighter captains I don’t mind.” He leered. “What, you thought I was gonna feed you some bullshit sorry about it being a fate worse than keelin’ over stone dead, and you gotta help me, you gotta get me outta here?” He shook his buzz cut head. “Like Suze said, it’s easier than the Shanghai, man, with a lot better prospects.” 

These were hard-leaned lessons – and no conscript grunt should ever be compelled to learn them, Travers thought. But reality was often very different, and he waved Akanishi and Escobar aside. “The green room, the man said. Then you can bugger off and get the dinner menu, and then – vanish, and keep the rest of this house’s livestock the hell out of our way till morning, understand?”

Absurd, rebellious, Akanishi snapped to attention and jerked a salute at him. “Yessir. Somebody should tell you, you sound like a crewdeck sergeant, sir. And it ain’t no compliment.”

“Somebody should tell you,” Marin said in velvet tones, “house slaves are supposed to behave like – what’s her name, Brianna?”

“Brianna’s a he, or used to be,” Escobar said sourly. “Got redesigned to please some moron who owned him a few years back. He’s more of a she now. Or maybe an it. Christ knows. He came here as live cargo when some civvy ship went up on a reef, just short of Hellgate, and look at him now. Don’t let him fool you – only follow, sir, so sorry, sir. Fact? He runs this place, and he can get any of us strung up and flogged bloody if he even feels like it.”

“Which he’s done – twice,” Akanishi added. “He’s got a temper on him like a drill sergeant, and he’s a cruel little sod when he’s mad.”

They were making their way down a cool, wide passage filled with the art and sculpture of past centuries. Marin was intent on the paintings as they passed by, but Travers was intrigued, against his better judgment. “So Brianna wouldn’t take a ride off Celeste, if it came his way?”

“No sir, so sorry,” Akanishi mocked. “That one never had any ambition to get on a ship, get the hell out of the Deep Sky, show ’em a rack of sterntubes and never go back. No, sir, so sorry, just carrying tea trays and warming sheets, and kneeling, bum-upwards, on satin cushions – oh yeah, and ruling his own little fiefdom, which means every poor bastard down the ladder has to kiss ass and make nice, or there’s hell to pay. He’s got the boss wrapped round his little finger, and he loves it.” She spat into the carpet with all the elegance and finesse of any grunt. “Green room. Here’s your billet. There’s circuit access, so tell the damn’ AI yourself, you want the dinner menu – and take a tip. Don’t eat the fish. You’ll be in the latrine for a week.”

With that she spun and marched away, and it was Escobar who hung back. “Is there, uh, anything else? Like, you want some tits and ass, maybe? There’s this one guy who’s hung like a horse, with gold rings and … stuff. The boss said you can have anything you want, so, like, what?”

“So, like, vanish,” Travers suggested.

Escobar gave him a murderous glare, but did as he was told.

The ‘green room’ was a massive chamber split into three areas by hand-painted screens in the Velcastran tradition. The walls were pale mint, the carpet deep sea green, the vast bed laid out in shades of old gold and savannah. The circuit access was a threedee so big, one could walk through it. Off the far side, close to the bed, was a bathroom in every shade of gray from pearl to charcoal. The windows offered a view over the wall to the landing field, but none of those windows opened. Travers was impressed, and whistled. 

“The wages of sin,” Marin observed. “I haven’t seen opulence like this since the Sandokan hotel. You remember?”

As if Travers were likely to forget. He and Marin had gone there to report to Robert Chandra Liang, after the termination of Roy Neville. Belczak had style, an eye for art, and for human beauty. “What do you make of Akanishi and Escobar?”

“Them?” Marin considered the door which had closed behind Escobar moments before. “They became what Fleet made them, which means there was a bunch of officers on the Shanghai who preyed on conscripts. It happens. Roy Neville preyed on them, in a different way. Some of those officers are dead now, the rest are in the prisons on Ulrand. And these two? You heard. They scored the mansion, they’re sitting pretty and expecting to ship out in a year or so as captain’s pets. God knows, they might actually do it. Belczak did. Freespace is what you make of it, Neil. Play by its rules, and you can win. There’s people who belong here. Like those two.”

As he spoke, he shrugged out of his jacket, hung the sidearm over the nearest chair, sat on the end of the bed and looked up at Travers out of dark, almost mocking eyes. Travers went to him, both hands on the lean shoulders, and Marin’s legs went around him to pull him closer, keep him there. Travers held him at arm’s length. “You know we’re under surveillance.”

“One lens in the corner, another in the ceiling, one more on that wall,” Marin said, pointing, “and twice as many audio bugs, so be careful what you say.” He fell back onto the bed, taking Travers with him. “Everyone and everything in this house is under surveillance, including Henri Belczak himself. You can’t scratch an itch around here in private. The same,” he added pointedly, “as living and working on the crewdeck of a super-carrier.”

Travers settled beside him, frowning into the tiny lens he had just seen in the ceiling. “So we’re under surveillance.”

“So get some rest.” Marin’s eyes were already closed. “Shiptime, it’s the early hours of the morning, and there’s not one damned thing we can do to hurry this process up.”

“Yes, but –”

“Neil. Rest. You need it.”

Dutifully, Travers closed his eyes, but rest was a long time coming. When he dozed at last, despite the silence of the mansion – perhaps because of it – his dreams were fretful and the sleep too light, too broken. Marin did not seem to be asleep at all, but meditating in some Resalq discipline Travers had envied for a long time. When the war was over, he told himself yet again, he would learn.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

“I know squat about this stuff,” Rodman’s voice was saying as Travers came close enough to the door of Belczak’s private study to hear sounds from within. “I’m not a tech – nobody on my ship’s a tech.”

And Hubler: “You know damn’ well, Belczak, you need to be talking to Jazinsky about this. She’s the only one in this whole shitty quadrant that might, and I say might, know what she’s looking at.”

At Travers’s right hand, and a pace behind Akanishi, a pace ahead of Escobar, Marin checked. Travers slowed and pinned Akanishi with a hard look. 

The woman’s big shoulders twitched in a shrug. “Some bit of junk they dragged in here a few days ago, after Silverlake.”

“Silverlake?” Marin echoed. 

The light from several skylights cast odd shadows around his face. It was still not long after dawn, and the sun rose on this part of Celeste only a few hours after midnight. The day was less than twenty hours, and a man’s time sense soon went to hell.

She seemed indifferent. “Some big bust up at a lode way, way out – Freespacer crap. They stopped yacking over subspace, so the old man sent a ship out there to find out what went bung. Not out of the kindness of his heart, you understand. He staked ’em to open up the new lode and his investment just got flushed.”

“Meaning?” Travers acknowledged a shiver in his spine.

“Meaning,” Escobar said with a little more concern, “Silverlake went boom. But it’s weird – Suze and me were serving coffee or some stupid thing, and we saw it on the threedee. Looked more like …” He shook his head slowly. “Like something had sucked the camp in, or maybe down. Big hole in the ground where it used to be, but – and this is the weird thing – nothing, and I mean nothing that looked like an impact or an explosion. And trust me, man, I used to be a demolition specialist. I know an explosion crater or an impact structure where I see one. Weird.”

Weird indeed, unless you were privy to the Zunshu data, and knew the signs of an implosion. Travers swallowed on a throat grown suddenly dry as Marin asked, “How far out is – was – Silverlake?”

“A day, day and a half, if you’re heavy-footed in a decent ship.” Akanishi frowned at him. “You know something. Don’t you?”

“Slaves,” Marin said dryly, “don’t ask questions.” He brushed by her and stopped in Belczak’s doorway as Rodman was saying,

“For chrissakes call Jazinsky. This is way out of our league, Henri. We came down to deliver your gelemeralds – you’ve got them, we’re on our way. This thing looks like a piece of crap lashed up by some dumbo of a Freespace tinkerer, and something just like it went wrong and took a planetoid with it.”

Henri Belczak was dressed in shades of blue this morning. He stood, straight-backed with annoyance, on one side of a long trestle workbench which had been set up opposite his desk, while Rodman and Hubler stood on the other side, and between them sat a featureless black case, half a meter long and wide, and a quarter meter thick. It was damaged, twisted out of shape, and one corner seemed to have been corroded but no part of the case was perforated, and it sat on the bench, mocking Belczak.

“This was all we recovered from Silverlake,” he said slowly. “The camp was gone. Even my ship, which would have been parked in the middle of the camp, providing power, was gone. Everything else was rock, stone, sand, dust, to the horizon … and this.” He studied her darkly. “You and Hubler, you were both on active service with Fleet, well inside the last couple of decades, yes?”

“Sure,” Hubler agreed, “but we weren’t techs.”

“I know you weren’t,” Belczak said with thin-stretched patience, “but you worked with techs, and with every piece of technology Fleet has to throw at the Freespacers. Us. This isn’t our tech, so it has to be yours.”

But Hubler was making negative noises before Belczak fell silent. “Sorry, man. I quit Fleet a hell of a lot more recently than Asako, and I never saw nothin’ like this. You’ve tried opening it?”

 “With every tool we possess,” Belczak affirmed. “Whatever it is, we can’t even scratch it.”

It was Zunshu alloy – it could be nothing else. 

If it were a mine, it was unexploded, and the danger was so immense, Travers’s heart seemed to freeze in his chest. “Call Jazinsky,” he said, hearing the raw quality of his own voice. 

Belczak swung toward him, and fixed him and Curtis with a glare which was filled with accusation. “You’re not Fleet, you and Marin. You’re agents, with an agency that sets you far apart, and far above anything Fleet knows, especially out here. I know a little about Dendra Shemiji. And you,” he stabbed a finger at them, “know about this.”

“Do we?” Marin was smooth as velvet again. 

“Don’t play with me,” Belczak snapped. 

“Then we’ll tell you the truth.” Marin padded to the table and stooped to study the device. “Things like this are scattered throughout the Deep Sky and on into Freespace. I’m surprised you haven’t seen something like it before. Then again, not many people who encounter these things survive. They’re more dangerous than you know.”

“This, or something like it, destroyed Silverlake?” Belczak’s eyes were wide, demanding.

“Yes. And it’s not of human construction,” Marin said, truthfully and evasively.

“Resalq,” Belczak whispered. “Damn, I knew it had to be something like this. Alien. A weapon?” He looked from Marin to Travers and back.

“Probably not,” Marin said carefully. “More likely a very delicate piece of equipment which is far ahead of our science, and won’t stand a lot of tampering. Someone messed with this one, or something like it. It might have been a power source – unstabilize it, and it melts down, and there’s your disaster. Consider the impenetrable case this one’s wearing. Such cases are installed for good reason. I wouldn’t like to try prying it open.”

“And beyond that,” Travers added, “we don’t know what the hell it is, and Hubler’s right. The only person who might know is Jazinsky.” He gestured at the big threedee which idled in the corner of the office. “Call her. Let her image it. You realize, we could all be sitting on a bomb that’s been on a long, slow countdown since Silverlake.” He glanced at Marin, saw the compressed line of his mouth, the only expression which betrayed the turmoil of his thoughts. “In fact, with this object sitting anywhere within five thousand kilometers,” Travers added, “we’re leaving. Rodman?”

She had taken an involuntary step back from the table. “Yeah, Travers, I think you’re right. Move it, Roark, we’re out of here. Nice visiting with you, Belczak. If you make it out of this, give me a call, we’ll drink some more tea.”

They were all moving, and Belczak’s voice cracked like a whip. “One moment. At least let me call Jazinsky.”

“So call, goddamn it,” Hubler barked. 

The combugs were still open, and Travers had been listening to the Wastrel’s loop since he slid out of bed. He could not take his eyes from the device as he said, “Etienne, is Jazinsky available?”

“In the lab,” the AI told him. “Please hold.”

Moments later Jazinsky cut into the loop, obviously working, preoccupied, and in no good mood. “Yeah, Neil, what is it? Make it quick. I’m busy.”

“There’s a device down here,” Marin said quietly. 

She skipped a beat. “What kind of a device? You mean, Zunshu?”

“Yes.” Marin swallowed audible. “Belczak’s people were opening up another load, a day or so deeper in Freespace. They lost it, the same way colonies have been vanishing along the frontier. The scout that went to investigate found some kind of a device.”

“And you think it’s Zunshu.” Jazinsky had dropped whatever she had been doing. They had her complete attention. 

“We’re sure it is,” Travers told her. “You need to image it. Fast.”

“Get me Belczak on threedee.” She paused. “I’m calling the bastard right now. Just tell him to answer this time.”

The threedee had shifted from blue tones to red, and the house AI was signaling the incoming call with a soft, discreet pulse of gold in the top right of the display. Marin stepped aside and gestured into the smoky depths of it. “There’s your call, Mister Belczak. And in all seriousness, I advise you to respond.”

“I’ll take it, Jardys,” Belczak said to his AI. “Open a data channel also … Miss Jazinsky. Doctor Jazinsky. Of course I know you by reputation.”

She had appeared in the vast threedee, life-sized, clad in a bronze skinthin which had the surprise value of apparent nakedness at first glance. The white-blond hair was clasped back, and her sleeves were pushed up, her hands gloved for some delicate work. “Same as I know you by rep,” she said shortly, “and I don’t hear much that’s good. They told me you’ve got a device. You don’t know what it is, so you can’t describe it. Just get out of the way and let me see it.”

The old man bristled, but did as she asked. Jazinsky reset the vid pickups via the data channel Belczak had enabled, and for some moments she was intent on the feed. At last she whistled softly and stepped back from her own display. “You’re lucky. It’s damaged, inactive. Just dormant energy signatures coming off it, mostly from a power cell that’s almost exhausted. You could have been so dead.”

“Then it’s a weapon,” Belczak guessed.

“I have no idea,” Jazinsky admitted, “but I do know this part of space is littered with this crap, and none of it’s safe. The more humans get out into these systems, the more they screw around with the artifacts of the civilizations that were here long before us, the more often you’re going to get these incidents. And they’re happening all the time now.” 

Travers had begun to breathe again. “You’re sure it’s inert?”

“Sure enough,” she mused, “but I wouldn’t trust it. It’s damaged, which means it could be unstable, which means it could do anything without warning. It needs,” Jazinsky said acidly, “to be in containment.”

In fact, it needed to be studied, but the only safe way to study Zunshu devices was the super-cool them into complete dormancy, image them, and work with the virtual device. She was itching to get her fingers on this one, and Travers knew it. He was far from surprised when she said,

“I’ll send an engineer’s tractor down. Neil and the rest of you, keep your hands off it. Let Tully Ingersol get it into a cold box, and then you can start to breathe properly again.”

No opportunity slid by Belczak unnoticed. “You want it?”

“I study them.” Jazinsky regarded him with scorn.

“And I’ll just bet you collect them,” he mused. “What’s it worth to you, Jazinsky?”

She actually laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hand you the bill for taking the thing out of there, making Celeste safe again.”

“But you want it.” He tilted his head at her. “I asked what it’s worth to you. If you want to study it so badly, and you collect them … I’ll take an extra three hundred drones and we’ll call it a fair trade.”

Her face hardened. “Damn you, Belczak, you know we don’t have that many drones.”

“But you can get them,” he said smoothly. “I have containment tanks at the mine. I’ll have my people transfer it to a hot box rated to contain a major fuel spill, and we’ll wait for the drones.”

The challenge of containment was nothing so simple as sealing a tank on a radiotoxic event, but Belczak was no tech, he could not imagine the risk. Travers was keenly aware of Mark Sherratt’s message. There was no more time to sit here idly at Celeste while the Wastrel went to Alshie’nya, broke several containers of drones out of storage aboard Lai’a
and returned with them, and the Shanghai
slave labor force worked in intolerable conditions.

The threedee fluttered with movement, and Travers glanced back into it, in time to see Richard Vaurien step into range of the vid pickups. He was smiling, his manner pleasant, conciliatory. “Good day, Mister Belczak, we meet at last. And you’re right, we do want the device – we do collect them, because the study of these odd items will most likely yield new technologies which will make my operation obscenely powerful and just as obscenely rich.” His smile widened, and perhaps only Travers saw the snake-like twist of the expression. “I’ll give you another fifty million in gelemeralds.”

“You’ll give me three hundred drones,” Belczak retorted.

“A hundred million,” Vaurien offered.

But Belczak’s head was shaking. “The gelemeralds are no use to me. It’ll take me six months to get them to an exchange in the Middle Heavens, turn them into cash, place a legit trade order with Murchison, and actually get the drones as far as Ulrand, before I can transfer cargo to a ship heading into Freespace. It’s drones I want, and I want them now.”

“You can’t have them now,” Jazinsky began.

Vaurien’s hand on her arm stopped her. “Yes, he can. Of course he can. We have them aboard … we’ve been hoarding them, remember? It’s easy to forget what’s been pushed away in the back of Hold 4. It’s only good business, isn’t it?” He gave Belczak another smile, filled with bonhomie. “We’ve been tracking your vehicles, shuttling the slaves – your pardon, the hostages. Thermal signatures at your loading zone show enough human bodies to account for them, plus your guards, so we’re quite ready to make our exchange.”

The patter was smooth as a professional cardsharp. Travers had played folgen with Vaurien, and he had learned the hard way not to take him at face value. Belczak was far from trusting, but he had set up the play and he could only run with it now.

“Hands off the device,” Jazinsky said acidly. “You’ve already poked it around enough to bring it back online a dozen times. Don’t push your luck. There’s a tractor coming down, let Ingersol handle it. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” Belczak stepped back from the device. “The hostages are at the loading zone, I have my gelemeralds, and I’m waiting for the drones.”

“On their way,” Vaurien promised. “In fact, we can load the first hundred or so on the tractor. Your people can check them out, assure you of the quality, while our specialist is getting the device into containment. The rest of your shipment will be on a cargo sled, remote piloted, delivered to any location you want to nominate.”

“The main mine site,” Belczak said slowly. “You won’t load the Shanghai
laborers, Vaurien, till I have my drones. All of them.”

“No problem,” Vaurien said easily. “The tractor can accommodate the Shanghai veterans, the moment you’ve approved the cargo sled, and then we’re out of your hair. You’ll be rid of a major threat to Celeste, and sitting on enough drones to keep you out of the slave labor market for a couple of years.” He turned to Jazinsky, smile still in place. “Why don’t you organize containment, and let Tully know what he’s picking up, and I’ll have the sled loaded.”

He stepped out of the scan-radius of the vid pickup, leaving Jazinsky framed in the threedee, looking furious enough to scorch Belczak to cinders with a glare. “An hour, Belczak. Neil, Curtis, you’re needed. Ride with Rodman.”

“Will do,” Travers said guardedly, and a moment later the threedee reverted to the shifting blues of its idle patterns.

With an animated shudder, Rodman turned her back on the device. “Shit, Belczak, you could have killed the whole lot of us. You didn’t think to mention you have alien tech in here that might have destroyed a mining colony?”

The man was deeply thoughtful, wary as an old, lame wolf. “It’s inert, inactive. Jazinsky’s making a major issue out of it because she wants it, and she wanted to acquire it for loose change.” He waved them away. “Leave, all of you. I’ll give the containment crew access, and then all I want is to see my drones delivered and your tailpipes lighting up as you get out of my system.”

“Done deal,” Hubler growled, and marched away with that heavy, ungainly gait without even a glance back at Rodman.

A few paces behind, Travers and Marin waited till they were in the courtyard before speaking, and Travers kept his voice to the barest murmur, close to Marin’s ear. “There’s trouble. I know for a fact the Wastrel doesn’t have that many drones.”

“Not even forgotten in Hangar 4?” Marin whispered.

“Hangar 4 is optimized for decontamination.” Travers took a breath of the dry, thin air, which was far from the human optimum even under the fields in the courtyard. “It’d be the last place on the ship you’d store delicate machinery, because it’s very likely to be irradiated six ways weekly. Citing Hangar 4 was a safe way for Richard to tip me off.”

“Trouble,” Marin concluded. 

Then they were in the same truck which had brought them in from the landing pasture, and Travers maintained a stony silence until they were on the ramp of the Hong Lung, and Belczak’s long-range sensors were effectively scrambled by the ship’s own security systems. Only then did he touch the combug and say,

“All right, Richard, what’s the plan?”

A crackle, a hiss of interference, and Vaurien was there at once. “Are you clear to speak?”

The ramp was grinding up even then. “We are,” Marin told him. “And according to Neil, the extra drones are a fantasy.”

“Nice way of putting it,” Vaurien said in arid tones. “I would have paid the man his hundred million in Shapiro’s gelemeralds! Now, he’ll score the drones we can load aboard the tractor, and he’ll open a freight container on the sled and find it empty.”

Travers groaned. “It’s going to turn into a shooting match, isn’t it?”

“A shooting match,” Vaurien affirmed with an audible sigh. “Asako, are you listening?”

She and Hubler had just joined the loop, and Rodman was cautious. “This bucket of bolts isn’t up for a major fight. Be warned, Richard. They can shoot us right out of the sky.”

And Jazinsky: “We just scanned every ship insystem. There’s only five you need to worry about. The Wastrel can handle three of them, including the big one – probably Belczak’s own ship – and van Donne’s going out. The Mako can take the other two. Damn’ good thing he’s aboard, after all.”

The Mako was one of the more powerful ships Travers knew, and no matter what else he thought of van Donne personally, the man was extremely good in a firefight. “Where do you want us?” he asked as he and Marin took the seats in the rear of the cockpit and watched Hubler run through swift preflight checks.

“Get out of Belczak’s local airspace,” Vaurien mused, “but keep in striking range. Tully’s launching the tractor right now. He has two of his guys with him, and the best containment box we can transport. There’s about 120 drones crated, in the pods, which’ll keep Belczak busy while we get the device loaded, and Tully’s going to give me a coded signal to launch the cargo sled the second we have it locked down. It’s all about timing, people.”

The sled would arrive at the mine at the same moment the tractor dropped into the loading zone, and there would be five, maybe ten minutes of ‘fudge time’ in which most, perhaps all, of the Shanghai
laborers might be hustled aboard before the shout went up.

Jazinsky was still talking to Rodman, and Travers forced his thoughts back into gear. “Fourteen ships are insystem,” she was saying, “but they’re mostly civvy junk with a few guns tack-welded on. The Capricorn could take them. You ought to be able to swat them, if they get too close.”

“Ought to –?” Rodman echoed. 

“Just let van Donne earn his money keeping the hard boys busy,” Jazinsky insisted, “and let the tractor cover you. Tuck in behind it. It isn’t armed for much of a fight –”

“Neither are we!”

“ – but it’s got thicker armor plate and better Aragos than the Mako,” Jazinsky finished, “because of the insane places we keep sending it. All right?”

“You buggers owe me,” Rodman said loudly.

“Us,” Hubler corrected. “Shit, lady, I swore I was out of the firing line for life when I quit Fleet. I didn’t come here to take on Freespacer trash.”

“None of us did, Roark,” Jazinsky retorted, “but you’re getting bloody well paid, which is better than Fleet ever offered you. An hour, and we’re out of here, if you just earn the goddamn’ paycheck!”

The Hong Lung was lifting as he spoke, and the trace marking the position of the tractor was already on the screens. Travers leaned forward, the better to read the data. “Tully, you there?”

“Yo,” Ingersol called. “On descent procedures, tracking you, and I see the loading zone. Big, big bunch of heat signatures. Looks like an ant farm. I’m loaded, Travers, drones to the eyeballs. I have two of the lads with me, and Bill Grant.”

Not for a moment was Travers surprised. Grant was the best battlefield medic he ever worked with, and even now, while he plowed through formal medical studies, if there were men in the field, Grant would be there. 

“The mansion just gave us a hoy,” Ingersol added. “I have an acquisition beam. They want me to set down at the mines, maybe a hundred kicks east of your position, and unload. Then I’ll be with you – I’ll set down again just outside the walls and all those comm arrays and break out the containment vessel. Standby, Travers. Hey, Rodman.”

“Hey, kiddo.” She adjusted the bug in her right ear.

“You and Roark, and me and my tech gang,” Ingersol reminded, “tonight, aft observation deck – folgen and beer.”

The tractor was a big, fat icon in the top left of the navdeck display, dropping in fast on a heading for the mansion. Every signal was densely encrypted. Belczak would be outraged that he could not get a syllable, nor a skerrick of data, but he knew Vaurien’s operation as well as any Freespacer did. Richard worked with talent and resources that were far beyond even Fleet, and it was not for the likes of Henri Belczak to know that much of the technology was derived from Resalq sources – 

And Zunshu. The device in Belczak’s study soured Travers’s belly, even at this distance. The Hong Lung fell straight up into the green-gold haze of Celeste’s dim, smoggy sky, and he watched the video feed from the belly scan platform. 

Great ocean floors stretched out past the horizon – long dried away to deserts in the geological processes that had desiccated the surface and contaminated the atmosphere. Volcanoes half the size of a small continent thrust from the planet’s dusty surface on the other side of the world, and their smog darkened the sky. The greenhouse process was rapidly heating Celeste. In another century or two, even the Mazjeet would be uncomfortable here, and if the planet were to be any use to humans, it must be radically terraformed.

“Ten minutes out,” Ingersol said into the loop. “Mister Belczak, are you tracking us?”

And like an echo, Belczak’s voice was there at once. “Tracking you. I have a crew standing by to unload you. I’m not seeing any sign of the cargo sled launching from the Wastrel.”

“Give ’em a chance, man,” Ingersol said reasonably. “They have to dig the containers out of the back of a hangar we don’t often use. They’ve been there so long, Jazinsky had forgotten about ’em. Twenty minutes or so, minimum, to bust ’em out of storage and get em on the sled. What’s your rush? You got the gelemeralds, you got over a hundred drones comin’ in with me, and I’ll have that thing out of your house before it can tear the face off half this crappy little planet.”

Belczak seemed to hesitate. “It could do that?”

“Oh yeah,” Ingersol said levelly. “You know what happened on Ulrand a while ago? The highlands, El Khouri? Same thing. They found one of these pieces of crud there, they messed with it, and – it’s happening all over the frontier these days.”

“And lately, more often than ever,” Belczak observed, “even in Freespace. There’s been speculation that something’s happening out here, something odd – alien.”

“It is,” Marin said into the open loop. “We’re in what used to be Resalq space. We’re proliferating, pushing, spreading outwards faster than we ever have before, and when we find their abandoned tech, we don’t know when to stop tinkering. Standby, Belczak, and relax. Let Captain Vaurien’s people do their job.”

The tractor was a blaze of engine flares in the orange-brown haze, and as it dropped in toward the mines Rodman turned the Hong Lung to follow. It was an ugly vessel, with its massive engine sled and the great beetle-back shapes of two cargo pods, and the cab riding the starboard side on a thick, armored bridge. It was two small ships, Travers knew, both wrecked, torched apart and combined into one, and the result was a tough, ugly mongrel which got its job done fast.

The mines shimmered under hundreds of arc-lamps, a shallow open pit where battered, failing drones, corroded vehicles and a small army of humans worked in conditions that would have made anything in the Intrepid’s simulation tanks seem pleasant. The air was thin, the gravity much too heavy, and a fast wind scoured the surface into a dust storm which seemed never to pause. Through the pall, the arc-lights cast ominous haloes and the red and green running lights of the landing pad blinked up at the tractor.

Ingersol spun the asymmetrical ship to fit the space and dropped it in on repulsion fields which howled through the perpetual brown twilight and worsened the dust storms over several square kilometers. Three trucks wallowed closer as the Aragos shut down, and the big cargo doors growled open in the port sides of both pods.

On the Lung’s long-range vid, Travers saw the containers inside. The shipping crates for the 120 drones were waiting for the freight handlers, and as Travers watched, a bevy of pallet lifters jockeyed into position. They were old, scarred, far from accurate, and at least three of them were remote operated, since their drone brains had corroded away. On the trucks, eight human figures that Travers could see were waiting to load the crates, and the moment the last one was out of the pods, Ingersol closed up the tractor’s pods.

“Done and done, Mister Belczak,” he said into the loop. “You got your first consignment, all we could pack aboard. Your people are loading right now, and I’m coming to you. Have your guys clear a way through, doors open – and get them out of there, slaves and all. We’re coming in armored.”

“Armored?” Belczak demanded. “In my house?”

“Standard procedure,” Ingersol told him, “in case of accident. The device is going right into cryogen. If it wakes up when it’s moved – it could defend itself. They’ve been known to do it. People get fried.” 

“It didn’t do one damned thing when it was hit with a plasma torch,” Belczak rasped.

“You showed it the business end of a torch?” Ingersol whistled. “You’ve got balls, I’ll say that for you. That, or a death wish.” 

As he spoke, the tractor was lifting and Travers heard Vaurien over the loop, a soft whisper from the Wastrel. “How long till we launch the sled, Tully?”

Ingersol switched up to the secure channel. “Five or ten, max. I’ll yell. You there, van Donne?”

“No, we thought we’d go for pizza,” van Donne said acidly. “The Mako’s powered up, weapons armed. Still in the hangar. We don’t launch till the bastards find the sled empty. Rodman?”

“Here,” Hubler responded. “You got the hard boys marked?”

“Covered. No problem,” van Donne assured him. 

 The tractor had left the mine in a storm of repulsion and a blaze of sternflares. Ingersol took it up in shallow arc, and down again into the clearer air, brighter light, where the mansion sat in the lee of a range of low hills. The Lung kept pace, two thousand meters off its port bow, and then fell up to a safe altitude as the tractor set down once more.

And into the loop Ingersol said, “Launch it, Richard.”

“Cargo sled away. It should set down in forty minutes.” Vaurien’s voice was level, cynical. “Etienne will update you on its position while you get the device. It’ll be close. Don’t stop to chat.”

The move had to be close. The sled had to be on the ground before Belczak’s goons at the loading zone would release the prisoners, and the prisoners had to be on the tractor before the freight handlers discovered the cargo sled empty. If the timing was right, and if they were lucky, the deception would last just long enough to prevent a bloodbath.

Being delayed by Belczak wanting to talk was the last thing likely to happen. Three figures in industrial armor rode the open-cage lift down the outside of the tractor as Travers and Marin watched, on the very edge of the Lung’s ability to image the scene. Visual quality was poor, but they saw Belczak’ gates standing open, and the courtyards were deserted.

“We’re in, Mister Belczak,” Ingersol was saying. “Long passage ahead of us, neat artwork on the right, bunch of lamps bobbing along on the left.”

“Follow the lamps,” Belczak said, furious but out of bargaining space. “The house AI will guide you.”

“And make it fast,” Vaurien added on the secure channel. “Rodman!”

“We’re holding up out of the way, Vaurien,” Hubler told him. “Worst thing we can do is be seen too close. Belczak’s a bastard, not a fool. Tip him off, and there’ll be blood.”

“There’s going to be blood anyway,” Marin said quietly. “The only question is, whose?” He was intent on the navdeck, which was bright with the icons marking the Wastrel, the tractor, the Lung itself, the cargo sled and the fourteen Freespacer ships which comprised the squadron Belczak could mobilize. 

Of them all, three ships were big enough to risk taking a crack at the Wastrel itself, and two were van Donne’s to play with. The rest might swarm around the tractor, harassing it, but Travers was unconcerned about the threat they posed either to Ingersol or Rodman. 

It was the prisoners that worried him. If they were still on the ground and in the open when the balloon went up, Belczak could order them targeted, either out of spite at being short-changed or in a last-ditch attempt to isolate them and win back the leverage they gave him.

Time was critical, and Marin was intent on both the navdeck and the comm loop, over which Etienne was calmly reading off positions and time markers. Ingersol’s team had been in the mansion for four minutes when he said quietly,

“Richard, I think the sled’s too fast. Etienne, swing it around, let it drift wide to the south. We’ll feed them some rubbish about atmospherics interfering with the guidance.”

“I’ll talk to Belczak,” Vaurien offered. “Maybe I can keep him distracted a while longer. Tully?”

The engineer’s voice was breathy, rasping over the helmet mic. “Just getting it in the cold box right now, boss. Don’t want to rush this.”

“It might be taking too long,” Travers warned.

“Can’t go any faster.” Ingersol paused. “We scanned it before we laid a glove on it … you know it’s only dormant? There’s enough power in the cells to run something like this for another thousand years. But I think … yeah, I think the brain pan took some damage. Standby.”

Less than a second after they had it in the cold box, the device would be stabilized at the temperature of cryogen, and three armored figures could pick up and run. Travers listened to the thud of his heart as he watched the screens, counted seconds, until Ingersol said,

“All secure. Move it!”

Under Etienne’s orders, the cargo sled had looped far into the south around a range of saddle-backed hills, and as Travers watched the containment crew hustle back through the courtyard, it was dropping in on a long final approach to the mine. 

The tractor’s engines were idling. Its own rudimentary AI had every flight system on standby, and the location of the loading zone, with its ant farm of human heat signatures, was already loaded into the navdeck. Ingersol’s crew jogged with the bulk of the containment chamber between them – three meters long and two wide, riding its own repulsion which almost zeroed its weight. Travers watched them hurry through the courtyard, and Marin swore quietly as they stepped into the lift for the ride back up to the cab.

Those were the longest seconds, while Etienne jockeyed the sled in over the mines, using any delaying tactic Vaurien could think of. Belczak’s tone was hardening, his voice growing sharp, and at last Richard said, “Land it, Etienne, but don’t unlock till I tell you.”

He was still speaking as the tractor kicked off in a repulsion storm which doused the mansion in a rain of fine brown talc. The interlaced fields over the grounds shimmered and fluoresced in it, while the window glass shook under the hammering of the big lift engines.

Now Ingersol threw the odd, ugly ship up in a backbreaker which took it south-east over the low, barren hills, and down fast over a plane that would once have been an ocean bottom. Celeste might once have been earthlike, or like Darwin’s World, teeming with life, rich with potential. It had been dying for a long time, and the human presence here only hastened the end.

Floodlights glared up from the loading zone. The Hong Lung had closed swiftly with the tractor, and as the range shortened the image quality improved. Travers made out pens, very like stock corrals, and four square sheds or warehouses ranked beside an area of engine-scorched ground which looked vitrified.

Riding howling Aragos, the tractor dropped in faster than was wise, and bottomed out hard in what had all the appearance of a bad landing by a half-trained pilot. Travers knew better. Ingersol knew to the last erg what the tractor could take, and every second was critical. Before the repulsion shut off, the doors were rumbling open on the cargo pods, and the ramps extended down. 

The public address bellowed with his voice. “Okay, kids, here’s your ride. All aboard – make it quick, and you’ll be in time for dinner.”

Hundreds of faces looked up out of the pens, some wearing masks, many not. Most of the Shanghai survivors were clad in the rags and tatters of service fatigues; a few were buff naked, as they had worked in the dens, and as they had been shipped out. All were pressed against the rails, waiting for the gates to slide open, while a handful of Belczak’s goons patrolled between them and the tractor, which had set down not fifty meters away.

The lift was going down. Travers saw two armored figures in it, and said, “That you in the cage, Tully?”

“Nope. That’s Bill Grant and my drone tech, Sammy Chen. I’m waiting to get us the hell out,” Ingersol said softly. “The gates are still locked. Richard! They’re not releasing the kids.”

It was six minutes since the cargo sled had set down at the mines, and Vaurien’s voice said levelly, “Etienne, unlock the sled.” And then, “We solved the problem, Mister Belczak. It was just the failsafes on the cargo baffles. Told you it was nothing to get fussed about. Have your loaders go grab their gear. And while you’re at it, you might open the gates on the hostages.”

In fact, if Belczak did not give the order, Grant and Chen would just open the gates, by force if the goons tried to stand in their way. The sidearms and assault rifles Travers was seeing would barely dent industrial armor, and the suits were powered, so strong, a Lushi like Grant could take the rails of that gate and bend then like bamboo.

They were halfway to the gates when Belczak’s order whispered over the comm, and one of the goons aimed a remote at the gate. It opened grudgingly, and before it was a meter wide the first of the prisoners were bolting through. The rest followed in a headlong rush, uncoordinated, panicked. 

And now Travers was only waiting for the howl to go up. How long would it take Belczak’s loading crew to realize they had been fooled? Not long enough. 

The stampede covered the fifty yards so fast, the first of the Shanghai survivors were aboard before Belczak’s voice exploded over the air. “Vaurien! You bastard, you think you’re going to screw me? It’s a trick – guards, secure the prisoners, get them back, get them locked up, goddamn it, and stop that tractor!”

A dozen goons burst out of the warehouses, but they were too far off to get between the stampede and the tractor, and while Belczak roared over the comm, Travers had watched Grant and Chen deliberately come around to smother the four guards who had been walking patrol on the pens. Sure enough, the assault rifles opened up, but industrial armor soaked up the light caliber hail while Grant and Chen picked them off with a pair of Chiyoda machine pistols. 

Sergei van Donne was on the air now, and Travers’s eyes went back to the navtank. “We’re out,” van Donne was saying, “tracking three ships headed this way – looks like they’re marking the Wastrel. One of them’s a big mother. You got it, Vaurien?”

The voice answering belonged to the tug pilot, Cassals. “We’re coming around, van Donne. Watch yourself. Don’t get between us.”

Space had lit up with marks converging on the Wastrel, and between the mansion and the mines five more ships were airborne. Marin said quietly, “Roark, you’ve got a bunch coming in fast.”

“We see ’em,” Hubler affirmed. “They read like sportplanes and trash haulers. We can handle ’em.”

The Chiyodas did not have the range to reach Belczak’s gang of shooters until they got closer, but heavier caliber rounds had begun to pelt the stampede, and the slowest of the Shanghai stragglers were starting to go down. Travers leaned forward and dropped one hand on Hubler’s left shoulder. “Roark, drop us in, get in between them.”

“Doing it,” Rodman said tersely. “You got guns, babe,” she said aside to Hubler. “Get useful.”

He had just flicked the covers off the triggers, and while the Hong Lung was still high above the tractor, the low whine of rotary cannons carried as a droning vibration through the hull. Belczak’s people dove in every direction. Three of them were dead before they slammed into the plascrete, and the Shanghai veterans doubled back to pick up their wounded. 

Three were dead, five more were badly injured, if Travers was any judge, and the last of the stragglers – all crippled, slow, struggling – were at the feet of the ramps as the Freespacer ships bolted in. They had launched either from the parking pasture at the mansion or from the mines, and none among them was a serious threat, though Travers was not quick to dismiss them. One pilot at least was thinking on his feet.

A blistering stream of heavy rounds was even then targeting the armorglass of the tractor’s cab, and the spines of the sensor arrays right below it. Someone knew exactly where to hit it to hurt it. If the tractor could be blinded, it might be slowed up, forced to land, where Belczak’s squadron could overpower it.

Rodman was watching the same images, and with a curse she jinked the Lung up and over, using her own hull to protect the tractor’s cab while Hubler jockeyed the guns. The rotary cannons were heavy enough to send a small ship staggering away, streaming coolant and hydraulic fluids, but as the spaceplane drifted south, out of Hubler’s guns, two more replaced it.

“Ingersol!” Rodman bellowed. “Tully, are you locked up?”

“Buttoning up now,” Ingersol’s voice rasped. “We had to get Grant into the pod – we’ve got casualties.”

“We saw,” Travers told him. “The tractor?”

“Dents,” Ingersol judged. “We’re good to go, and …” He swore softly. “And we’re away. Wastrel?”

In the navdeck, the blue icon marking the tug’s position was mobbed by red bogeys. The Mako was a green blip, scudding around the outside of the flock of hostiles, and the chaos was difficult to read. “We see you,” Vaurien said tersely. “Come on up, both of you. We’ll clear the way ahead of you.”

The tractor was falling upward on thrashing lift engines, and the Hong Lung easily kept pace, with Rodman holding the bigger ship’s armor and engine storm between her and the light spaceplanes which still swarmed around them. Hubler sat hunched over the fire controls, waiting till he had a clear shot, and then would pounce like a hunting cat. Travers watched the threedee, saw four of Belczak’s squadron lumber away, damaged, before the rest angled off into the northeast.

“They’ve got the brains to know when they’ve had enough,” Marin mused. “Belczak is going to be mad as hell.”

“You mean, if we show our faces around here again, we better be armed and ready to shoot?” Travers made a soft, humorless chuckle. “They’ll be chewing this over right back to Halfway, wondering what Richard’s up to – but Freespacers routinely assault each other, and Belczak has had a bad reputation for a long time.”

“Another enemy,” Marin observed. “A bad one.”

He was right, but Travers doubted Vaurien would be much troubled. It was more than a year now since he had done much business with Halfway, and with the Colonial Wars and the Zunshu ahead of them, the ire of a Freespacer crew was the last thing he would fret about.

A whoop over the comm announced a victory for the Mako. It was Ramon, handling van Donne’s guns with his usual aplomb. In the melee of icons surrounding the Wastrel, four red markers had changed to orange as Freespacer ships were disabled, and three of these were drifting away or limping on partial power. 

“Got the bastard,” Ramon crowed, jubilant and smug at once. “Wastrel, you’re clear. You got the one big sonofabitch? The rest are crud-buckets, ignore ’em.”

The big ship had to be Belczak’s own. “Looks like it used to be Fleet cruiser,” Marin was saying as he viewed the scan data. “It’s been hybridized, and it was an old, old type to start with. Most of a century old, if the engine signature’s anything to go by.”

The result was another mongrel ship, part warship, part freighter, part industrial tug – big, powerful, dangerous, but cumbersome with badly-matched technology. It would be a handful to fly, and the Wastrel had already damaged it. Streamers of vapor belched from the engine deck, and as Travers watched, the Wastrel came about to present her port side missile tubes, and launched again.

Belczak’s ship was not done, and the pilot flew like an old Fleet hand. The ship staggered as five Shrike missiles impacted, but she rolled over to present a shield of interlaced Arago fields and let the blast push her rather than fighting it. It sent the great mass of the ship into a corkscrew tumble, and when she righted, her bow was neatly astern of the Wastrel’s engine deck.

“Richard!” Marin barked. “Watch him!”

“What,” Rodman demanded, “makes you think it’s a guy? Didn’t anybody tell you, Marin, the best pilots in Fleet are women.”

The Wastrel was turning, but the Arago screens were already tightly overlapped around the engine deck and sterntubes, and the predictable brace of missiles erupted, sun-bright but ineffective. Moments later the aft railguns opened up, and Travers’s irises shriveled at the streamers of tracer. The Freespacer’s bow took the worst of the fire, and only the industrial armor saved her. 

The comm and sensor arrays raveled into a mess of girders and dishes and at last, wounded, venting several kinds of gas, she broke off. Flanked by the motley assortment of ships, she drove away across the blinding horizon of Celeste.

“Good enough,” Rodman judged. “Ingersol?”

“Heading home,” he said tersely. “We’re comin’ in with casualties, boss, but –”

“I can handle it,” Grant’s voice said loudly. “I spent two days setting up a full Infirmary, including an OR, inside our quarantine perimeter. Just let these people take care of their own – there’s three combat medics and two company sergeants among ’em. We’ll be good.”

And Vaurien: “You’re in charge, Bill. You need something, you tell me what, when and where.”

“Cryogen tanks,” Grant said in dark tones. “There’s two I can’t fix. They’re gonna need full-on surgery, which means Borushek, which means they’re tanked or they’re just plain dead.”

Like any working industrial vessel, the Wastrel carried four tanks, and without hesitation Vaurien said, “I just tasked the drones, you’ll have your tanks as soon as you unload. Anything else?”

“Nope. Just the time and space to get this done.” Grant was breathing heavily, distracted, clearly working hard. “Tully, step on it, man, or we’ll lose another one.”

And Ingersol: “You heard the doc. We’re comin’ home like a missile, boss. Standby the hangar detail.”


Everyone out here, with the exception of Jazinsky herself, was Fleet trained. Everyone shared the memories. Travers and Marin had only to stand back, mere spectators, and watch as the old training took over. The Shanghai survivors themselves were eager to work. Better than Grant, they knew who was injured, and how. Some were nursing old injuries from the Battle of Ulrand, others had been hurt in the mines, even in the sexshops. Three combat medics very like Grant himself were working beside him as Ingersol took the tractor home, and the two sergeants had called the rest to order. Travers closed his eyes and acknowledged a small shudder as memories of the last, frantic hours of the Intrepid overtook him. 

Marin’s hand on his arm jolted him back to reality, and he looked into the wide hazel eyes, grateful for the concern. Rodman was shutting down systems, the Hong Lung was docked on where it had begun, and Hubler had just hoisted his weight onto the legs he hated. “You okay?” Curtis asked softly.

“I’m all right,” Travers said ruefully, “but if you think I’m ever going to forget the Intrepid –” 

“You want to forget it?” Hubler was surprised. “Shit, Travers, I heard about that. You did the best work of your entire life, right then, right there. Don’t you dare forget it.”

“Keeps him awake nights,” Rodman speculated.

“So it should,” Hubler said brashly as he stomped aft to the ’lock. “And every time he wakes in a stone-cold sweat, he ought to be tellin’ himself how good he did.” He paused long enough to angle a glance back at Travers. “You don’t think so? You ask any one of those kids who got off the Intrepid alive what they think.”

One of them was Bill Grant, who was shouting over the comm for the cryogen tanks to be cracked and prepped, and for hands to help lift the casualties into them. The Australian was thick in his voice; he was doing here what he had done on the Intrepid, and Travers felt a thrill of the old camaraderie.

In the wake of Rodman and Hubler, he and Marin walked back into the cool, quiet, familiar space of the Wastrel. The loop had returned to its normal calm. Jazinsky was on her way aft and down with a gang of drones to collect the containment vessel, and Vaurien was saying to her,

“So what the hell is that thing, anyway? Is it worth the offer we made for it, in gelemeralds?”

She answered slowly, musingly. “Worth it? Oh, yeah. But what is it? I’m not sure, Richard. I might have seen something like it before, but the shape and dimensions were different, so I’m only guessing. Let me image it to the molecular level, and I’ll get back to you.”

“How long?” Vaurien wondered.

Jazinsky hesitated. “Ask me when we get back to Borushek. And if I don’t know what it is by then – and even if I do! – it’s going straight to Mark Sherratt. Besides,” she added, “Mark still knows one hell of a lot more about these Zunshu devices than I do.”

“Speculate?” Vaurien invited.

But she would not. “I told you. Borushek. Speaking of which –”

“We’re leaving Celeste faster than we came in,” pilot Piotr Cassals said from the flight deck.

The service lift opened twenty meters from the private cabins and forty from the crew lounge. Travers heard voices from the lounge – van Donne, Rodman, Vaurien – but for the moment he and Marin were headed to their own quarters, where a message was still waiting for them. 

It remained queued in the threedee, just as they had left if after playing Mark Sherratt’s message. As he poured a scotch and soda, Travers spoke to the AI. “Etienne, play Shapiro.” And as he threw jacket and shirt onto the bed, and placed the sidearms back into the case with the care they deserved, the message ran.

Sitting on the end of the bed, weapons set out on the bronze quilt behind him, Marin frowned at the image as Harrison Shapiro appeared. Behind him was the familiar backdrop of his office in the suite high above the plascrete of Fleet Sector Command. The vid had picked up the early evening sky framed in the vast armorglass windows, where the clouds had gathered for the routine rain storm, and the sternflare of a departing heavy lifter made a bright place in the overcast.

The stress was showing in Shapiro’s face, Travers thought. He was losing flesh, and a few more flecks of gray had begun to show. He tried to recall the last time he had seen the man smile, and could not. It was a long, long time. Too long. It might take Jon Kim to conjure a smile, bring Shapiro a little peace, if only the transient comfort of a warm body against him in the night. Kim would be good for him, and Travers could only imagine how impatient Shapiro must be to see Velcastra. With an effort he forced his mind back into focus and gave his attention to the threedee.

“Major Marin, Major Travers.” Shapiro nodded in greeting. “With luck, when this message reaches you, you’ll be on your way back into the Deep Sky, and I’ve asked Captain Vaurien for best speed on your return. You’ll have had the news – three of the frontier outposts are gone. There’s no doubt in anyone’s mind that Zunshu automata are behind the apparent disasters, and of course there is very real cause for fear. A small colony could easily be targeted soon.” His face was grave. “I’ve consulted with the Resalq, and I don’t believe the central hub worlds such as Borushek, Velcastra and Omaru need fear the kind of assault the outposts have suffered, which would have been the work of automata identical to those we fought on Kjorin. 

“The Zunshu machines move in small numbers, never more than twenty at a time, and in a little over a century our homeworlds have become much too complex. Almost every corner or every continent has been developed, which places worlds like Borushek outside the operating parameters of the automata. What I understand as the usual Zunshu tactic – entering a base or a civilian settlement by stealth, passing as the inhabitants, and destroying the facility – would not be effective as a means to erase humans from a world like this one or, say, Omaru. And of course the existing automata resemble the ancestral Resalq, not humans, nor even the re-engineered Resalq whom we know today, so they wouldn’t have any advantage of stealth.

“Contrary to what you might assume, this is not good news, although we do believe it buys us a little time.” His hands were on the desk before him, loosely clasped. He studied them for some moments and then looked back into the vid pickup. “Since the human worlds have become much too populous, too complex, for automata to expurgate us from them, we must assume the Zunshu will revert to the weapons with which they destroyed the Resalq homeworlds in the early years of the Resalq-Zunshu war.

“These world-wrecking devices, gravity weapons, were launched from some point on the far side of Hellgate, and we believe it would be safe to assume that such weapons can and will be launched again. However, their deployment will take time. 

“How much time?” Shapiro’s head shook slowly. “There’s no way to be certain, despite the growing body of data, calculation, informed speculation. In fact, we’re reduced to little more than blind hope and reckless speed. The time is now, gentlemen. I will shortly be conferencing with Robert Chandra Liang and many others. Our object is to maneuver the government of the Confederacy – make them meet us in battle in our time, not theirs. The Colonial Wars must be resolved swiftly, because the far greater challenge lies ahead of us.

“Battlefields, strategies, tactics – all this, I understand. I can plan and fight such a war. Scores of senior officers in the Deep Sky could take my place, and with the new technologies at our disposal, we’re confident that we can make the DeepSky Fleet withdraw, make the government of the Confederacy come to the table and negotiate the terms of a new era.

“But the Zunshu are another question.” He looked down at his clasped hands for several moments. “Eleven centuries ago, when the Conquistadors arrived in the Americas they faced a native foe of great tenacity, so alien, this foe’s culture and their language were inaccessible. In lieu of a proper name by which to call them, the Spaniards called them simply Apachu, which means ‘enemy.’

“Like the Conquistadors, we humans have come blundering into regions where we are the intruders. The aliens. We also have met a foe so unknowable, all we can do is call them Enemy – which is the literal translation of the Resalq term, Zunshu – and fight for our existence.

“The difference for us is that the human population of the Deep Sky now numbers in the billions, and while the Spaniards could easily have withdrawn a mere army from the New World and recognized the sovereignty of the native populations of the Americas, we now have six generations of humans to whom the worlds we terraformed and colonized have long been our homes. And the Zunshu don’t live here, they never lived here, in any case. 

“There is no smallest sign that any world in the Deep Sky was ever colonized by another race before the Resalq, who lived on these same worlds in the fifteen centuries before we arrived. Their relics are everywhere, we live among them. Their worlds have become some of our most popular vacation spots – and the Zunshu?

“Not even the Resalq ever knew where they are, what they want, what crime humans or Resalq committed, to warrant punishment. Is it the crime of intrusion? Is this Zunshu space, and we’re the invaders? The Resalq specialists say – no. Their civilization developed the hyperdrive seven centuries before the flight of the Ebre'zjim, and no conflict between Resalq and Zunshu took place until contact was made – on the far side of Elarne.” 

There, Shapiro fell silent for a long moment, and Travers could almost hear the thoughts in the man’s head. He looked back into the vid lens then, and his eyes glittered with a light Travers was more accustomed to seeing in Jazinsky, and in Dario Sherratt.

“It has been agreed,” Shapiro said darkly, “the crime – whatever it was – was committed there, on the far side of the Rabelais Drift, perhaps halfway across the universe. To discover what it was, and to stop the rot, a mission must be launched in the footsteps of the Resalq explorers. Neither we nor the modern Resalq will find the answers here, and we’ll very likely be annihilated while we waste time, trying.

“The solution might involve negotiation, reparation, apology, fines or damages paid in whatever medium. How does one make payment for the crimes of one’s ancestors, transgressions we can’t even imagine? Crimes,” Shapiro added, “committed by another species, which we humans have begun to pay for with our own blood.

“Nothing can be decided from here. There is no resolution to be found on this side of Hellgate, and we’re all very much aware the clock is counting down. The most distant frontier colonies are being destroyed, and humans are heading back into the Deep Sky, abandoning the new lodes. There’s gossip, pure conjecture, that something is happening on the far side of the frontier, to which civilians have not been made privy, and naturally, civilians are pointing fingers at the DeepSky Fleet and the Confederacy as the culprits.

“People are right and wrong at once. Something is going on. The Zunshu are hitting us, hard. But Fleet and the government of Earth are as stubbornly oblivious to the Zunshu threat as they ever were. At this time, elements in public law and media are holding Murchison, Arago, Weiss, Rand and such companies culpable for the loss of the new exploration sites, since these industrial moguls manufacture the generators which could cause such devastation. It’s happened in the past, albeit a long time ago, back in the days of the Auriga drive engine, when numerous ships, military and civilian alike, were lost in implosion events.

“A major investigation is underway and, at least publicly I’m supporting this because it’ll give the civilian public out here something to obsess about. It’s a quick answer to mollify them in the short term, but it won’t remain watertight for long. The technology will soon be found to be sound. Companies like Arago and Murchison are fighting back by opening their doors and inviting the examiners to come in and check every calculation, every rivet. They’re innocent of all charges, and they won’t be tardy in proving it.

“Meanwhile the clock, as I said, is counting down. How long do we have before a world-killer weapon literally drops in out of nowhere at Omaru, or Velcastra, or here at Borushek?” His face could have been a mask carved from ivory. He had lost color, and every line was exaggerated. “The Wastrel is under orders to return from Freespace fast. Neil, Curtis, you’re on assignment as soon as you dock – you’re on the Mercury with me. We’re going to Velcastra.

“My official reason for being there is to attend the memorial for Major Vidal. Unofficially, I’ll be meeting with the heads of government from Velcastra, Jagreth and Omaru, arranging the timing of the major battles of these so-called Colonial Wars.” He looked directly into the lens, and his brows knitted. “I’ve had advance warning that the super-carrier Chicago is shipping out of dock after a major refurbishment. The London will be a matter of days behind her, and the new super-carrier Avenger, which is a clone of the Intrepid, is being launched months ahead of schedule.

“It’s patently obvious that the Confederacy is committing to the Colonial Wars. The carrier battle groups are coming. We simply need to decide where they’ll be deployed, and when, and we’ll do this with declarations of autonomy, and the expulsion of existing governments, on various worlds at various times.”

Again he paused, and studied his palms. “My own personal security has become of paramount importance. I’m gathering my most trusted people tightly about me, and from this moment, Neil, Curtis, you’ll be with me, in command of a security taskforce you already know and trust. The names of Fargo, Inosanto, Choi, Kravitz, Perlman, Fujioka, are already on your staff. Most of Bravo Company, 159th Airborne, have been promoted and retained. When they discovered the reality of the situation, they chose to stick either with me or with Richard Vaurien, and their moment has come.

“This,” he said quietly, “is the pivot point for us all. Lai’a is almost ready to launch into the Rabelais Drift. The fuel and alloys we needed have been mined, refined, manufactured in abundance at Alshie’nya. Weapons based on the Zunshu technology are ready to be deployed at the battlefields of our choosing. 

“In a few days I’ll be talking to Mister Chandra Liang, and Senator Rob Prendergast of Jagreth, who will become Premier Prendergast with the changeover in government. He’ll be on Velcastra with his new wife, for the sad duty of attending the memorial for Michael Vidal. You should know that Madam Prendergast, Elaine Osman, is Vidal’s mother, and a celebrity in her own right. She was an aeroball champion, everyone across the Deep Sky knew her.” He sighed audibly, and then set aside the regret. “I’ll also be conferring with an old friend of yours, Colonel Alec Tarrant, formerly commanding the Omaru resistance, based in Hydralis. He has recently been elected to represent Omaru.

“I have one small personal indulgence to beg, and I hope you’ll bear with me. My … associate, Jon Kim, called me from Velcastra, and I received the transmission this morning. Jon says he has safely arrived at the Elstrom spaceport, on a tramp freighter, and has found himself lodgings at a downmarket establishment where – at least in theory – he’ll attract no attention. Certainly, at this point he’s unaware of any surveillance on him. The Mercury will dock shortly before the memorial service begins, and I’m going to ask you two to simply take the lighter and, as a favor to me, collect him, bag, baggage and dogs, and bring him up to the cruiser. 

“There should be no risk involved, and the eyes of Fleet and CNS will be focused elsewhere, with the arrival of dignitaries from several worlds for the memorial. The Vidals, Shackletons and Rusches will certainly draw attention and cameras away from you, but no one outside this group will know the purpose of the meetings on Velcastra. Liang, Prendergast, Tarrant and I will be deciding dates and places. 

“The time,” Shapiro said darkly, “is now. The Colonial Wars are ours for the taking if we move forward without hesitation, and the sovereignty of the Deep Sky is in our hands – if not its long-term survival, and that, as you well know, is a different question entirely. 

“Every piece of that puzzle is in place, save one … and we won’t find it on this side of the Rabelais Drift. Lai’a is completing its shakedown cruise with the engagements we can expect at Omaru and Velcastra. With the sovereignty of those colonies established, its assignment changes, and ours with it.” His brows rose, issuing an invitation which stood Travers’s hair on end. 

“The hunters,” Shapiro said with ominous quiet, “are about to become the hunted. As soon as the Confederacy has no option but to come to the table, my job is done. The military has no place in the negotiations of civilian governments. My assignment – yours, if you’ll stand with me – is Hellgate. The Zunshu. 

“Lai’a is being fitted with an armored habitation module in which a small crew of humans can survive the transit through the Drift. Achieving a safe transition on the far side, our people, humans and Resalq, will come face to face with the enemy for the first time since the science crew aboard the Ebre'zjim itself.” He sat back heavily and the chair bellied with his weight. Behind him, the late afternoon sky had thickened with cloud and rain lashed the armorglass. “I know Mark Sherratt has made you an alternative offer, but he and I are still talking, still hammering out the details of where we need to be, what we need to do. I think it’s very likely Mark will want to accompany this mission.

“Frankly, I can’t imagine doing this, being there, without him. I’m going to need Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio for their knowledge of the Zunshu technology. I’m going to need several Resalq scientists and historians for their specialist knowledge of Zunshu tactics. I need to be assembling the team for this mission yesterday, and I’ll need your decision soon after the Wastrel docks. 

“You’re not under orders, gentlemen. This team will be comprised strictly of volunteers. However ...” Shapiro took a long deep breath, exhaled it, and gave the camera an odd look, not quite a smile, not quite a grimace. “I’m recruiting the best. And you two are the best. I’ll be looking for your decision when you come aboard the Mercury for the flight to Velcastra. Until then, gentlemen.”

The threedee reverted to the shifting mauves and blues of its standby pattern, and without a word Travers returned to the bar for a second scotch and ice. He poured one for Marin, put it into his hand and sat beside him.

For a long time neither of them spoke, and Marin’s voice was whisky rough when at last he said, “Well, now. Mark told us to think it over, weigh it up, decide carefully. Now you know why.”

If it had been a decision between being on the front lines in the impending confrontations between colonial forces and the DeepSky Fleet and shipping out with the Resalq, Travers would have called it no contest. He and Marin would have been on the Carellan Djerun, scouting for new homeworlds where Resalq and human diaspora could recolonize. But Shapiro’s plans made the situation so much more complicated, Travers had literally blanked since the message ended.

“Sleep on it,” Curtis said wisely. “I’m going to talk to Richard and Barb – and to Mark, when we hit Borushek. I want to hear every side of this, every argument, before we tell Shapiro how it’s going to be.”

“And Velcastra?” Travers set down his glass and took Marin in an embrace they both needed. 

“We can do that,” Marin judged. “It’s a bodyguard he needs. You, me, and your kids, as you used to call them. Bravo Company. I see no reason why we can’t go and pick up his beau, Jon Kim. Taxi duty. The whole assignment should be a walkover -- it’ll be like old times, Bravo Company and all … except we’re not in Hellgate and the Mercury’s just a cruiser.”

“While Lai’a,” Travers added, “is fitting for a mission that scares the willies out of me.” His arms tightened around Marin. “You know Mark will be on the team.”

Marin was less certain. “It depends,” he mused, chin on Travers’s shoulder. “The chances of surviving this one are low, and I know where Mark’s priorities lie. Right now, he’ll be lying awake nights, asking himself if he ought to be on the Carellan instead, with the Resalq, building a new future on new worlds in the space they charted, which humans haven’t explored yet.” He lifted his head and gave Travers a rueful look. “But I’m thinking Mark’s kids will be going along. Dario and Leon have made the Zunshu their life’s work. Which means Tor will be along, and you know Roy Arlott goes where Leon goes.”

“And would Mark let them all march with Shapiro’s crusade and not go along himself?” Travers placed a kiss on Marin’s forehead, another on the bridge of his nose, a third on his lips. “If Mark’s along, you’ll want to be there.”

“Maybe,” Curtis said against Travers’s lips, “but then again, maybe not. I’m not going to put Mark’s family before mine. You. We were talking about getting well out – Darwin’s. It’s your home and could be mine. Jagreth is way too close to Hellgate. We have a reason to get out, and a place to get out to.”

“But could you do it?” Travers’s brows arched. He laced his fingers at Marin’s nape to hold him there. “Could you get out and leave them to it? Leave Mark, who’s also your family? You’ve often said he adopted you, gave you a life, after Fleet. Could you walk away?”

“Could you?” Curtis wondered.

The question cut right through to the bone marrow, and Travers was a long way from any coherent answer. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “Ask me again, closer to Borushek.”

“After we’ve talked to Richard and Barb, and Mark,” Marin agreed. “Damnit, Shapiro knows how to make this complicated!”

He tried to slide out of Travers’s arms, but Neil held him, kissed him first lightly and then soundly, perhaps reminding him of all they stood to lose. A new life in a quiet backwater – the Three Rivers region, where the streams ran glacier blue and the sun struck sparklets off the snow on the high slopes even in summer, where the iceboats raced on the frozen fjords under the Wulff Glacier, winter to spring, and horses, cattle and mouflon ran wild in the high pastures.

The promise of that life spoke powerfully to Travers, yet every time he turned toward it the siren-song of the unknown called him back. The part of him that had been unable to settle down when Richard offered him a place, a partnership aboard the Wastrel, was still alive. The same part of him which had re-enlisted when he was free to walk away from Fleet, was awake again. And it knew a call to arms when it heard one.

With an effort he stood and pulled Marin up with him. “You hungry?”

“Yes.” Marin dragged both hands through the mass of his hair. “I also want to talk to Richard’s people about this.”

“Not in front of van Donne and his guys,” Travers warned as he swiped a fresh shirt from the closet. 

“Not even in front of Hubler and Rodman,” Marin added. 

“Shapiro would call it ‘strictly need to know.’”

“So would Mark. Dendra Shemiji security has always been tighter than anything Fleet ever ran.” Marin stepped out and waited for him. His voice was a hoarse whisper. “Damnit, Neil – Hellgate.”

“I know.” Travers was shoving the shirt into place, and paused to feign a shudder. “But this time, if we go back to Hellgate, we go back with Lai’a. And we’ll be hunting,” he added darkly. 

Hunting Zunshu.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

Sark, Borushek

 

Most of Fleet Sector Command was calm, orderly, but Marin’s hackles had risen the moment they stepped into the security elevator. New scan platforms had been installed since they left, and a man’s nerve endings prickled, burned, as he was deep-scanned right through to his bones. The eyeballs were sore, the tongue tingling, the taste of metal in the mouth, before the machines were satisfied and the elevator went up – and throughout the scan, the car had been sealed tight as a cell. If the machines sniffed an intruder, a stun field would have erupted through the lift, and unhelmeted humans would have been comatose in less than a second.

He gave Travers a grim look as they waited, and was unsurprised by the scene on Shapiro’s private levels. The office was in boxes, stacked by the private lift which led directly to the air park. Travers gave a low whistle. His voice was very soft.

“He could be out of here in five minutes.”

“Three.” Shapiro’s voice issued from the annex, the apartment where he spent most nights, and all nights since the situation had begun to simmer. “I have a gunship on the air park, my AI is synchronized with the mainframe on the Mercury, which is on standby in low orbit, and there’s a pair of handling drones in that closet, waiting to pick up and run.”

As he spoke, he appeared in the doorway, and Marin had to smile. Shapiro was still streaming water, still scalded pink by a shower that had almost taken the skin off him. He was rubbing his hair with a towel in one hand, while the matching towel was wrapped haphazardly around his hips. 

He was leaner than Marin remembered, harder, as if he were spending more time than usual on the racquetball court, to sweat the killing stress out of himself, buy himself the exhaustion he needed to sleep. And if Marin was any judge, he was not eating. Jon Kim would be troubled by the differences he saw in the man – and perhaps Jon Kim was exactly what Harrison Shapiro needed, the comfort and solace of a lover, in a time when reality seemed to have begun a long, slow spiral out of control. And Kim had called when he got into the port of Elstrom. He was already on Velcastra, keeping out of sight, waiting.

“When do we ship out for Velcastra?” Travers was asking, with a gesture at the sky, where the cruiser was not far overhead.

“Forty hours,” Shapiro told him. “I wanted to be gone tonight, but they’re working on the drive. Jim Fujioka is aboard, and forty hours is his best estimate. I believe him. We’ll push the speed on the run in to Velcastra, make up most of the lost time on the way. Fujioka tells me the drive ignition problems are simple enough – ‘fix it with a new one,’ I believe is the technical term. We’re waiting for replacement parts. Six hours for installation and four in test, and we leave. I’ve offered Fujioka the promotion to Chief of Engineers, if he wants it.”

“He’s good,” Travers observed. 

“I only hire the best.” Satisfied with his hair, Shapiro threw the towel back into the ensuite and began to rummage for clothes. Uniform slacks, shirt, shorts, piled on the foot of a bed that did not seem to have been used in some time. “Speaking of which – you did damned well in Freespace. I’ve seen the manifest, the survivors you brought home – and I saw the report, how you did it. That was good work, under difficult conditions. You might like to know, Bill Grant is in the base hospital at this moment, briefing the medical staff on the status of various individuals who are still at risk, and my AI is contacting the next of kin of all the Shanghai veterans we’ve identified.”

“Job done,” Travers observed.

“One job done, another about to begin,” Shapiro said ruefully.

“Velcastra.” Marin thrust both hands into the hip pockets of the dove gray slacks and frowned out through the vast armorglass panels at a transport on its way to the freight apron.

“Velcastra and Hellgate.” Shapiro lifted one brow at them, curious, challenging. “Velcastra is easy. “The politics of war. Some system has to be the first battlefield, but which? Four of us are empowered to speak for whole worlds, and I can tell you, it’s a daunting obligation I don’t enjoy. If there were anyone to pass the buck along to, I’d be glad to do it, but this is a military town. Borushek’s politics are so enmeshed with Fleet, the legitimate colonial government is a toothless, spineless puppet and the republican shadow government is comprised of ghosts too frightened to show their faces or raise their voices.”

“With good reason,” Marin argued. “They reveal themselves too early, and then we lose this war, and they’ll be in labor camps or executed as traitors to the Confederacy.”

“They’ll come out of the woodwork when the shooting’s over,” Travers added. “As soon as it’s safe, they’ll be glad to snatch the reins right out of your hands and then criticize your work.”

Unexpectedly, Shapiro smiled. “They’re welcome to take the reins. I’m an old soldier, not a politician. The last thing I want is to be responsible for a big, messy, noisy civilian population! We have far more important things ahead of us.”

Marin studied the man curiously. “If you speak for Borushek in these locked-door meetings, I don’t envy you the duty. We’ll round up Jon Kim, get him up to the Mercury … and what then?”

“Then?” Shapiro pulled up short. “With Jon safe, that’s one thing I can stop worrying about! I had a second message from him, it arrived six hours ago. He’s moving from the hostel at the spaceport to another further out. He says he thinks he might have been picked up by surveillance of some kind, and recognized.”

“Fleet?” Travers wondered.

But Shapiro made negative noises. “They have no interest in him. If it’s anyone, it’ll be the Ulrish secret service or their bounty hunters. You should know, a warrant has been issued for his arrest in Marak City, and as with all fugitives – and there are many! – flight is being read as an admission of guilt. There’s a price on Jon’s head, and a twenty-five year sentence without possibility of parole ahead of him, if he’s returned to Ulrand alive. The bounty notices were posted on CityNet and CNS.”

Which meant anyone with a ten-credit license could take a crack at him, as soon as he was positively identified. “The Ulrish secret service has a reputation for being ham-fisted,” Marin mused.

“But their bounty-hunters are the likes of Conway Streller and Marianna Wing,” Travers added.

“And Kim thinks he’s been spotted?” Marin asked.

“He’s not sure,” Shapiro said carefully. “He’s hired himself a car and he’s going to get out into the rural zone, south of Elstrom. He thinks he can vanish into a small town, keep a low profile for long enough.”

“Long enough for us to get in, and then he makes a call, we go grab him.” Travers nodded slowly. “Trust him. He’s a big lad. He had the savvy, and the balls, to see trouble coming and get himself out of Marak.”

“Yes.” Shapiro pulled his spine back and massaged his neck with both hands. “I tell myself this every day. I suppose what bothers me is that Jon isn’t military. Being Ulrish, he never even had the benefit of conscripted service to give him an edge.”

“Civilians come in tough and shrewd too.” Marin was watching Shapiro closely, the tiny muscles about his mouth and eyes. He saw the signs of personal involvement everywhere. Harrison Shapiro cared, and it made him worry for an individual the way he did not fret over the whole colony world of Borushek. The colony would always survive in the face of the Confederacy, even if it were punished with mass arrests, executions, trade sanctions, increased taxation and conscription. But an individual was frighteningly vulnerable. “There’s no reason Kim shouldn’t be fine,” Marin said quietly. “He has the car, he’s headed out. Even if he was ID’d, he’ll have given them the slip, they’ll have to start again. As Neil said, he was smart enough, fast enough, to get right out of MarakCity. Don’t underestimate him. A few days, and we’ll be there. A quick pickup, he’s on the Mercury, and you can go back to worrying yourself gray about all the rest!”

“All the rest?” Travers echoed.

“Hellgate.” Marin heard the terseness of his own voice.

“Hellgate.” Shapiro looked from Travers to Marin and back. “You know the mission. You know what’s at stake.”

Travers lifted both hands as if Shapiro had him at gunpoint. “We talked to Vaurien and Jazinsky on the way here. As you’d expect, Jazinsky is foaming at the mouth to get aboard Lai’a and get into the Drift. Richard is cursing the proverbial blue streak. It’s every nightmare he ever had, with little chance of coming out of it alive.”

“You think so?” Shapiro dropped the towel from his hips, pulled on the gray silk boxer shorts and picked up his slacks. “I’m not asking for volunteers for any suicide squad, Major. I believe there’s an excellent chance of a successful mission. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have authorized it.”

“Mark agrees?” Marin asked shrewdly.

“Talk to him.” Shapiro zipped the slacks and reached for his shirt.

“We intend to,” Travers assured him. “If the Mercury doesn’t shove off for forty or so hours, we have time to go up to the Carellan.”

“Mark’s in Riga,” Shapiro corrected as he shrugged into the pale blue shirt. “The Resalq science community is on the same three-minute alert as I am. I asked if they need help to prepare, or to get out fast if the time comes, but they told me no. Knowing Mark Sherratt, I’m not surprised he has it under control. God knows, who’s had more practice than them at running and hiding?”

“It was their ancestors who ran and hid.” Marin sighed. “These Resalq, today?” He shook his head slowly. “They’re half human, settled, established. Human enough to laugh at our jokes, and they tell me some of the very young ones are considering becoming gendered. Resalq women, if you can imagine any such creature!”

The general paused, in the act of shoving in his shirttails. “Oh, I can imagine it, but to say the ancestrals are appalled is a terrible understatement.”

An odd shiver took Marin unawares. “The ancestrals.”

“The survivors from the stasis chamber on Kjorin. The Kulich brothers, and before you say anything, I know ‘brothers’ is the wrong word.” Shapiro pushed his feet into soft-soled shoes and headed back to his desk. “If you’re going to Riga to consult with Mark, you’ll meet them. They’re … different.”

“Alien,” Travers guessed.

“Very.” The threedee was loaded with queued data, but Shapiro’s first priority was coffee. “Leon Sherratt’s partner has been working with them, and I have to hand it to them, they’re a quick study. They’re speaking a version of Slingo that’s good enough to make them understood in simple terms, with Roy Arlott to translate the rest. They’ve had to catch up with centuries of human history, and I don’t envy them. As traumatic as their world must have been, never more than one step ahead of the Zunshu, at least they understood that world, they were in control of it. Our world is vast, complex, hostile, paranoid – monstrously dangerous to them because they’re visibly alien. There’s no way for them to pass as human on any street, in any colony.”

“Damn,” Marin whispered. “Mark would have offered to take them out of Riga, surely? There are other places, worlds like Saraine, where the Resalq have made their own spaces.”

“Yes.” Shapiro gestured vaguely with his mug. “But the old Resalq worlds are too close to Hellgate. With the rush of colonies vanishing off the charts, even Saraine itself is being powered down. Mark has decided the only way to save it is to leave it. Shut everything down, let it run silent and cold, and not attract Zunshu attention. That way, when this is all over, he might just have a home to go back to.”

A peculiar sensation had gripped Marin, as if a steel band were cinched about his torso and tightened, then tightened again, until he could barely breathe. Travers knew, of course, and a light hand rested on Curtis’s back. “That was my home too,” he said, listening to the hoarse rasp of his own voice. “For years, while I studied. Dendra Shemiji. I just can’t imagine it shut down – cold, dead.”

“Safe,” Travers added, always the pragmatist. “Mark’s right. Don’t make a noise, don’t wave your arms around. The Zunshu don’t attack forests full of squirrels and beavers.”

“What about the archaeologists?” Marin wondered. “There was a regiment of them, working the ruins, last time we were there.”

“Evacuating at this moment,” Shapiro said bleakly. “Everything we can lock down and run silent in the outer colonies is being shut off. But you have to remember, the big colony generators take weeks to cycle down to dormancy, and I honestly don’t know how long we have. No one does. We’re making best guesses and working fast.” 

His face was haunted, his eyes were filled with shadows Marin had never seen in them before, and it was difficult to look at this Harrison Shapiro – stressed to exhaustion, on the brink of becoming a fugitive – and see the same man who had pulled the old Hellgate pilot’s trick and got the jump on Mark Sherratt as well as Vaurien and Jazinsky, at Saraine –

How long ago? Time had begun to blur, and Marin was seized by a sensation of unreality as events jostled together in his memory. A month ago, a year ago, five years, all crowded like leaves torn at random from a tree and drifted together by the wind.

“You can be out in three minutes?” Travers was saying while he rubbed small circles on Marin’s back, soothing. 

“Yes. So can the Riga community – or, they will be able to, given another week of preparation. At the moment, the Resalq themselves could get out, and their data is already synchronized with AIs offplanet, but they would leave behind the greater part of their art, literature, music … it would be,” Shapiro said sadly, “a cultural disaster beyond anything in human history.”

“But not in Resalq history.” Marin pulled his shoulders back and sought the ancient skills to calm his mind, slow his pulse, bring his thoughts back to chill rationale. “They’ve been through this, General. They survived then, and they’ll survive now. A week to save their art and the rest?”

“Do we have a week?” Travers asked in an odd whisper.

Shapiro’s brows rose. “Mark guesses, we do – but he’s quick to point out, it’s no more than a guess.”

“Based on what?” Travers asked, on his way to the ’chef for coffee.

“On signal degradation,” Shapiro said with a crooked smile.

“On what?” Travers shot a look at him as he handed a mug to Marin and returned to the machine for his own.

“Signal degradation.” Shapiro sank into the chair behind the desk and leaned back, let it belly under his weight with the familiar creaking sound. “And for this small insight, we can also thank Major Vidal, and Pilot Queneau.”

Marin pulled a chair up to the other side of the desk. “Mark said he was able to winkle some sensible data out of the Orpheus telemetry. He didn’t say what, only that the technical aspect would be no interest to the likes of Neil and me.”

“Or to me,” Shapiro added ruefully. “But I pinned him down a few days ago – should we be running right now, or do we have time, and if we have time, how much do we have?”

“And he said …?” Travers hooked the other chair with his foot and pulled it in, close to Marin’s.

For some time Shapiro was silent, choosing his words with all due caution, as if he must make sure he understood what he was saying. He was so far off his home territory here, he was feeling his way, like any of them. He was a Drift pilot, a career Fleet officer and a reluctant politician, not a scientist, nor an engineer.

“Just as the event which took away the Orpheus was closing,” he said carefully, “the Wastrel received a transmission, and I’ve seen the data myself. There’s no doubt that it issued from the beacon of the Odyssey. From Ernst Rabelais’s ship, which was lost in the drift centuries ago. Now, at the same time the Wastrel received a steady telemetry stream from Vidal and Queneau, and for the first time Mark had two signals to compare, and both of them issuing from the actual guts of Hellgate. You can compare signals, and apparently you can calculate the temporal distortion and the signal dropout, in an equation not dissimilar to the angular square law of the propagation of light … and you’re at the very, very limit of anything I understand. But I do know Mark was able to use the two signals to calculate a realm of data which seems to indicate the enormity of the guts of Hellgate. Elarne, as they call it. And based on the depth, or width, or size of it, and the way the temporo-gravity currents flow now, in our time zone, due to the position of the supergiant stars and the black hole, Naiobe, well, you’re looking at a signal lag for any transmission made by the stasis chamber on Kjorin to reach a Zunshu world, and then a similar lag for a device … a weapon,” he corrected, refusing to use the euphemism, “to fall back out of Hellgate here.”

“This stuff makes my ears ache,” Travers muttered lucidly.

But Marin had caught the gist of what Shapiro meant, the truths Mark had distilled from almost nonexistent data. “It gives us time,” he said tautly. “Weeks. A month, perhaps.”

Shapiro was nodding. “Long enough for Lai’a to launch into the Drift, and find them, and please God, open a dialog which will defer the assaults on our major homeworlds. Which is why,” he said quietly, “humans and Resalq should be aboard. We cannot send a machine, no matter how sophisticated, to be our emissary.” 

“Especially when that machine looks like a warship,” Marin added, “and is loaded with most of the firepower of the rest of the DeepSky Fleet.” He sat back, closed his eyes and pressed both palms to his face. “You’re going, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Shapiro said baldly. “I have to.”

“And Mark?” Travers wondered.

“I don’t know,” Shapiro admitted. “Not yet. He has other responsibilities, just as grave. The Resalq ships are coming together into the kind of fleet which brought them out of the Zunshu firing line centuries ago. The plan is, they’re going to follow their own pathfinders, who charted regions we’ve never visited. The Zunshu don’t reach into that part of space – too far from the black hole systems which power their gravity drives. Mark’s ship found several planets which are acceptable. They’ll set up a new colony, start again.” He spread his hands, a gesture of resigned acceptance. “I respect Mark’s loyalty to his people, his commitment, his priorities. I can help them with ships, hardware, but … I have to go with Lai’a. He designed the brain, the mind, of Lai’a. Even without Mark Sherratt as part of this mission, the essence of him will be there in Lai’a.”

“But you’re hoping to persuade him,” Travers speculated.

Shapiro managed a faint smile. “Of course I am. In fact, you can sound him out yourselves, if you’re going there – and I wouldn’t delay too long. Everything is in flux, unraveling while you watch. Speaking of which –” he paused to glance at the chrono. “Will you take a brief assignment, before you leave?”

“How long is ‘brief’?” Marin said suspiciously.

“An hour. Less. And not far.” Shapiro pointed at the ceiling. “On the air park. A meeting from which I’d like all parties to walk away unharmed, which begs for security that’s equal parts Dendra Shemiji and – psychic!” He permitted a quiet chuckle. “I’ve asked Sergei van Donne and his crew, and Asako Rodman and Roark Hubler, to meet our guests. Marianna Wing and Conway Streller were escorted to the air park under guard twenty minutes ago.”

Surprise ambushed Marin, and he gave Shapiro a wry smile. “You’re trying to talk a deal? What kind of a deal?”

“One that will perhaps buy Wing and Streller their lives,” Shapiro said acidly. “We’re on a three-minute alert, because no one can be sure the Zunshu won’t descend on us faster than we can run away … and I don’t have the time, the resources or the inclination to deal with dangerous prisoners. While you were in Freespace they took another crack at my security. Destroyed three cameras, two drones, and wounded a guard before the AI could stun them. They’ve been in custody too long, and they’ve become a liability. 

“With the impending battles and the Zunshu assaults, I don’t have the cryotanks to waste on controlling them, and they know far too much about all of us for me to bury them in Jackson. I have my hands full with the interrogation – the secretary, George Kiveris, the young man you fetched back from Halfway.”

“You’ve spoken to him?” Travers wondered.

Shapiro nodded thoughtfully. “He’s keen to tell what he knows, and I imagine he knows a great deal. My chief concern is to make sure he’s telling truths, not inventing or embroidering half-truths he thinks I want to hear. He’s very young, very frightened, desperate to stay alive, and I can expect him to say anything, adlibbing any data he thinks I want. I’ll be sorting wheat from chaff for days, and I have no more time to waste on the likes of Streller and Wing.”

Marin gestured in the vague direction of the lab where Frank Berglun had been interviewed. “You’ll want to stage a VR sim,” he guessed.

But Shapiro made negative noises. “I don’t have the resources at this point. The methods are going to be a great deal simpler –”

“You’re going to beat crap out of him?” Travers made a face.

“Hardly.” Shapiro gave him a look of reproach. “It never worked, Travers. Hurting people only makes them babble faster and say anything they think will stop the next blow coming. If I wanted to hear a torrent of absolute twaddle, I’d have you put on a pair of leather gloves and stand behind me, flexing your biceps, while I shone a lamp in his face! In fact, I’m going to have George Kiveris taken aboard the Mercury. It’s four days to Velcastra and he’s going to spend most of that time very, very drunk. I’ll ask the same questions on the first day and on the last. The truth, as the bard said, will out.”

“We’ll have Senator Rutherford by the balls,” Travers said with grim conviction. “And then?”

“And then,” Shapiro said softly, which was his most dangerous tone, “I’ll buy Rutherford from Ulrand, and there will be an open-court trial here on Borushek, or on Velcastra, which will make the CL-389 incident, and Earth’s culpability for it, public as far back as the homeworlds. Many humanitarian factions on Earth will rebel at the idea of a colony world being destroyed, a whole population murdered. It’s a mistake to assume all Earthers are bastards. Many of them are – and most of them seem to be prejudiced against colonials for their ‘impure’ bloodlines and racial types. But even the homeworlders who are given to prejudice would draw the line at the destruction of a colony, the murder of a whole population.”

“There’s hope for them yet,” Marin said dryly. “Do you want Neil and me to look after security around Kiveris?”

“Yes.” Shapiro stirred deliberately. “A few days, and we might have the CL-389 issue resolved. Rutherford will keep for a while. He’s one of my trump cards, in the game of manipulating the government of Earth … and as you can see, I’ve no time or patience left for the antics of Marianna Wing and Conway Streller.”

“They’ll be euthanized?” Marin guessed.

“Executed,” Travers said darkly.

And Shapiro nodded. “Euthanased, and very soon, unless they choose to join us. Even if they contract with me, as you and Mark’s and Vaurien’s people did, I don’t trust them. They’ll be chipped, bugged, and monitored by my AI, and if they show up in a place they shouldn’t be, communicating in any way with a person they shouldn’t – they’ll be terminated by the same bug that was monitoring them.”

The situation had been stewing for a long time, and Marin knew it had to boil rather sooner than later. “Do they know the Ranjipur fought at Ulrand? Do they know she ended the battle as a hulk?”

“They will soon,” Shapiro said resignedly, “but Roark Hubler’s report, after Ulrand, tells me the ship was no great loss. And I have more ships at my disposal than pilots with the skill and audacity to fly them. The question is, will Wing and Streller contract with me, the way Vaurien did? And if they do, can I trust them? I’m hoping Rodman and van Donne will take my contract, and them, I can trust, because they want to secure a place for themselves in the Deep Sky when all this is over.”

Travers’s blue eyes rolled to the ceiling. “They’re a pack of thieves, wreckers, mercenaries, who’ll deal in any commodity, up to any including human lives, and they’ll cut each other’s throats without hesitation.”

“Maybe,” Shapiro admitted, “but I don’t have a lot to lose. Hubler vouches for Asako Rodman. As for van Donne – he’s already flown for us twice. I just saw the Celeste report. He did what was asked of him, and he was badly wounded in line of duty. I’m prepared to blank his file, erase the criminal records from the central register. Call it a trade. I want his skill, his contacts all over the Deep Sky, and his ship. The Mako can go places Fleet ships can’t.” He glanced into the threedee, where data scrolled without pause, and gestured at the lifts. “If you’ll take the assignment, gentlemen, the time to move is now. Streller and Wing have been under guard on the air park for half an hour, and the Mako is on approach, with my guarantee of safe passage. Draw whatever arms you choose … and don’t take your eyes off Wing and Streller. Marianna Wing is by far the more dangerous.”

This much, Marin remembered all too well from the scenes on Kjorin. He arched one brow at Travers, and Neil answered with a nod. In the lockers opposite the lifts were a selection of weapons from sidearms to the heaviest service rifles. They chose Chiyoda, two pairs of machine pistols and several reloads for each, before stepping into Shapiro’s private elevator, which operated only between this level and the air park.

It was very late in the afternoon – or early in the evening. The sun was low and the routine afternoon squall was still in the process of steaming off the vast plascrete fields of the Fleet compound, leaving the air heavy with humidity. A stiff westerly blew in from the Challenger Gulf, bringing the scent of the ocean and welcome coolness. Marin turned his face to it for a moment as the car opened into steel blue daylight, the glare of landing lights, and the roar of approaching engines. 

“Hey, Major, amigo … mucho tiempo, sin verte.” 

The voice was familiar, and Marin smiled as he saw Judith Fargo. She looked good – in shape, the black hair grown out a little and tipped in a mix of reds and golds which matched the diamond stud earrings which were the privilege of an officer. She wore lieutenant’s bars now, like Kravitz, Inosanto and Choi. All three were in the black uniform fatigues of Fleet security, but at once Marin noticed that they wore no unit badges. No identifying insignia. They took their orders from Shapiro, answered only to Shapiro. 

Fargo had shifted an assault rifle into her left hand and offered Travers her right. “Long time since the Drift,” she was saying as he clasped her wrist.

“Not long enough.” Travers nodded at the others, all of them veterans of Bravo Company. “You signed with Shapiro.”

“So did you,” Fargo observed pointedly. “Turns out, there's a bigger picture. Muy bigger. It ain’t over yet, boss … but it soon will be.”

“Yeah.” Travers turned back to Marin with a rare amused look. “Where do you have Wing and Streller?”

She gestured with the rifle. “On the east parapet, under the shade sails, chained down. That’s the Mako you can hear coming in, according to ATC. You want to join the party?”

The east parapet was the quietest part of the air park, where private craft were left under the tightest security. Eight cameras monitored it from every angle, and the only way out was via the executive elevators, all of which were heavily guarded. And there, sitting in the shadows, were the prisoners who had become Shapiro’s bane.

Captivity had soured them, Marin thought. Conway Streller had packed on a lot of weight in the may months of confinement, but the pudgy figure and features only served to give him a mean look, as if he were nursing a great deal of rage and would not hesitate to unleash it when the right victim came close enough. Marianna Wing looked older, Marin decided – embittered, thin cheeked with a fury that seemed to be eating her away. The wild, dark blonde hair was raked back in a band at her nape; she was clean and well fed, but she looked hollowed out, as if the captivity had been brutal, when in fact Marin knew she and Streller had lived in luxury. 

They both wore the plan gray fatigues of Fleet’s service corps, but not for an instant would he have taken them for stewards. Streller had shaved the sides of his head and colored his hair blood scarlet, while Wing wore hers in a thick braid. They were both cuffed, and with a glance at Wing’s hands, Marin saw the old scabs of half-healed split knuckles. 

She was glaring, slit-eyed, as he and Travers approached. Her voice was a rasp, low and hoarse after too much whisky. “You again. It’s always you. I should have killed the both of you, when I had you on Kjorin.”

“Maybe you should have,” Travers agreed. “Too late now. Shapiro made you an offer?”

“If we were brainless enough to buy into it,” Wing snorted. “We watched his data, all about this great war against the Confederacy.”

“You think it’s a fabrication, or a joke?” Marin raised his voice to get over the growing roar of engine noise as the Mako dropped in over the western parapet and followed the blinking landing lights to the space assigned to it. “You haven’t been watching CNS?”

“We have,” Conway Streller bawled over the din. “But what we see comes from Shapiro’s office. Why should we believe a word of it?”

He made a good point, and Marin gestured at the Mako. “Fair enough. Then don’t believe him, or us. But you know Sergei van Donne, and Asako Rodman, Freespacers the same as yourselves. You know that ship. Believe them.”

Wing and Streller were intent on the Mako, watching it come in at walking speed, riding hot, acrid repulsion that dried out the eyeballs and smarted the sinuses. “Sergei van Donne,” Wing growled as the Aragos howled up to cushion the ship as it set down on short, squat struts. “The last time I saw Sergei, I told him, if I ever saw his face again, I’d blow it off.”

“Oh, great.” Travers drew the back of his hand across his face in the humid heat. “And Shapiro wants this crowd to strike a deal?” 

In fact, Wing’s hands were manacled and she was never within two meters of a weapon. Marin frowned at her, watching every minute shift in the muscles of her face, wrists, shoulders, reading her mood, and guessing her thoughts. “You’re scared,” he said into the sudden comparative quiet as the Mako shut down.

“Go to hell,” she told him.

“You don’t have a hope of getting any advantage over Sergei,” Marin said slowly, “and if you offered to kill him the last time you were face to face, it’s a safe bet he’ll blow you away as soon as he sees you.”

“Well, duh,” Wing said nastily. 

“Fargo.” Travers beckoned her closer. “You heard? Keep these two apart.”

“You mind telling me how?” Fargo asked acerbically. “If push comes to shove, do we shoot van Donne to save Wing?”

“No, you bloody don’t.” Travers was looking levelly into Wing’s furious eyes as he spoke. “But I’m sure you can improvise.”

Marin stepped closer to Wing. “You know what Shapiro wants. He has ships, it’s pilots he doesn’t have, and he’s going to need them. Believe me, there’s one hell of a fracas coming. We just heard the London and Chicago battle groups are headed our way.”

She studied him darkly. “No bull?”

“No.” Marin gestured at the Mako, which was wreathed in heat haze while the hatches popped with a shush of equalizing air pressure. “Rodman’s about to contract with Shapiro. There’s no doubt about it. She and Roark Hubler have been looking at a data package since they left the Wastrel. They know as much about the political situation as we do. They know what’s at stake – what we stand to lose. Or to gain.”

It was Travers who put it in blunt terms. “You want a piece of that, lady?”

“Sure,” Wing said without hesitation. “But at what price? You want Con and me to take the Ranjipur up against a Fleet battle group? Never going to happen, Marin. She’s good, but not that good.”

“She was crap.” The voice belonged to Roark Hubler, who was stomping down the Mako’s ramp. “You saw the battle of Ulrand on CNS? I flew the Ranjipur there.”

“You – what?” Streller was half a pace forward toward Hubler before Inosanto caught him by both shoulders and physically hauled him back. The Ranjipur was his ship. 

“I said, I flew that piece of crap at Ulrand,” Hubler barked, “and a bigger pile of shit I have never handled. It was coming apart at the seams, you didn’t notice? Drive engines were borderline unstable, sublight was intermittent, the hull was corroding through in a dozen places, life support was on the fritz, the AI was thirty years obsolete, power systems were holding together with gum and staples. You flew that commercially? You’re lucky to be alive. You’re better off without it.”

Streller’s pudgy, full-moon face was a study in fury. “Without it? What did you fuckers do to my ship?”

“Not a lot that hadn’t been done to it previously,” Hubler informed him. “You want it back? It was towed into drydock at Ulrand. She’ll fix, but not without new everything and six months of work on the hull. Easier to get a new crate, start over.” He had stomped to a halt three meters from Streller, and first looked him up and down, and then Wing. “Shapiro wants to cut a deal with you? Christ knows why he didn’t just terminate the pair of you a long time ago.”

“Because they were on a legit bounty commission,” Travers said thoughtfully, “and because they have their uses.” He lifted a brow at Hubler. “You saw the data?”

“Oh, yeah.” Hubler knuckled his eyes, face creased deeply. “Vaurien made some calls, pulled some strings. We get the Harlequin back in a week or so. We’re shoving off for Ulrand in a couple of days … just in time to face the biggest carrier battle groups anybody ever saw.”

Wing had seized every word. Her eyes never left Hubler’s face, and though she did not know him, she knew Asako Rodman, who strolled down the ramp, hands in the pockets of a crimson satin windbreaker, as Hubler spoke. Wing pulled her shoulders back and cocked her head at Rodman, challenging, inviting, even daring. 

“I thought you were dead,” Rodman said, as if it amused her. She stopped at Hubler’s side, and he slid one arm around her. 

“You fly with her now?” Wing asked of Hubler.

“Yeah, I do.” Hubler gave Travers a nod of greeting, and his brows popped up in Marin’s direction. “You ought to know, Sergei’s up there, mad enough to spit. Seems the lady cost him a cargo, a fortune, a year ago, maybe two.”

Was there anyone in the Deep Sky with whom van Donne had not done business, and either cheated or been cheated by? Marin sighed lightly, and looked up at the wide cockpit windows of the Mako, high above the stained plascrete. He fished a combug out of his pocket and slipped it into his ear. “Sergei, you listening to any of this?”

The man’s voice was heavy, angry. “Every word. Give me one good reason why I don’t put a bullet in her.”

The armorglass was darkened, Marin could see nothing of the cockpit interior. “Settle your differences later. Shapiro needs pilots, and this one is good. If you both survive the storm that’s coming in, you can play ‘last man standing’ afterward.”

“Shapiro needs –?” van Donne echoed. “That’s not a reason I’d have cared squat about, a week ago. Now? Maybe, Marin. Maybe.”

“You’re getting well paid, Sergei.” Travers had just slid in a combug, and was looked at Wing and Streller. “If you want to slug it out with these idiots, pick your time and place. After.”

“After,” van Donne echoed. “Last man standing, is it?”

Marin indulged himself in an acid chuckle. “Around you, isn’t it always? Look, Wing, Streller, I’m up to my eyeballs with this already, it’s hot out here, and humid, and it stinks, so I’m going to cut to the chase. You want to die? Because you’re going to. You’re down for termination if you don’t wake up to yourselves and play nice – and if Shapiro were the bastard you seem to think, he wouldn’t even give you the chance. You’ve seen the data, you know the score. Nobody has the time or the manpower to keep you idiots under close guard anymore. You’re either with us, or you’re terminated and incinerated, tonight or tomorrow. Your call.”

And without waiting for an answer he turned his back on them, cut a line for the kiosk beside the elevators, where a utility ’chef was set up with soft drinks and snacks. He punched for a bottle of water and studiously avoided looking at Wing or Streller. There was no question about their decision – the alternative was extinction.

He drank half the water in one long series of swallows, and moments later footsteps told him Travers was right behind him. He passed the bottle to him and worked his neck around, easing the stiffness of tense muscles. He needed to relax, to meditate, purge the apprehension from his mind and the stress from his body with Resalq disciplines that had been ancient ten centuries before he was born. More than anything, he had come to long for peace, quiet, an end to the politics of war and the technology of a threat so great, humanity in the Deep Sky could easily be extinguished. 

“You okay?” Travers’s hand was on his back, his voice low. “You look like you could terminate the pair of them yourself and call it done.”

“I could,” Marin admitted. “I’m just –” He tipped back his head and studied the sky, where the last trailing edge of the afternoon rain storm was sliding into the west. “I don’t know. Tired. And I don’t mean I need to sleep!”

“I know what you mean.” Travers emptied the water bottle, leaned over and lobbed it into the chute, and touched Marin’s face with the cool fingers that had been wrapped around the bottle. “Talk to Mark.”

Marin produced a smile for him, but it was an effort. “It’s not Mark Sherratt I need.”

“No? Then what?”

“You,” Curtis said quietly, honestly. “You, and time, and space of our own, and the peace to remember who I am, much less who you are.” He caught Travers’s hand, held it. “How long is it since I told you, I love you? Have I said it this week?”

“You don’t have to say it.”

“Yes, I do. It needs to be said. You’re not psychic.” Marin took a long deep breath and looked up into Travers’s eyes, which were dark enough, blue enough, to reflect the silver of the sky and the vast armorglass windows. “Consider it said. In fact, we’ll be staying over in Riga tonight, maybe tomorrow night as well. And I’ll show you, never mind tell you.”

“Well, now.” Travers traced the line of Marin’s cheek. “I could go for some of that. And incidentally – ditto.” He glanced across at the knot of security, where Streller and Wing were still manacled, talking in terse voices with Rodman. “I have to hand it to van Donne. I thought he’d have wasted them by now.”

“Not if he wants Shapiro’s money, and a stake in the Deep Sky when this is over.” Marin passed both hands over his face and gave Travers a grateful look. “I’m all right now. Thanks.”

“For what?” 

“For not giving me a kick in the pants when I miss a gear,” Marin said with all due pragmatism. “Shall we?”

It was the terms of the contract that were being discussed as they rejoined the group, and Rodman was saying, “It ain’t up to you to decide, Streller. He trusts you less than I trust you. You want a ship and a license to fly it, you get chipped and like it. You keep your nose clean, stay off Shapiro’s shitlist, and then all you have to worry about is Sergei … and it’s a big universe. If you can’t settle with him – avoid him.”

“Are you people done?” Marin barked as Rodman finished. “Because this party’s breaking up, done or not. Streller, Wing, you’re either going to a holding cell pending termination, or you’re going to the lab to be chipped, and then you’ll see what ships are available. Asako, get Sergei out here. Shapiro wants a meeting.”

“Already arranged,” she told him. “We’re going down with Fargo and company … and you?”

“Riga, and then we’re on the Mercury to Velcastra.” Travers was watching Fargo and Inosanto, checking in with the building’s security and the lab. Wing and Streller would be chipped before they were unmanacled, and Shapiro’s AI would have the ability to terminate them at any moment. Perhaps they should have been chipped long ago, Travers mused, but it was an invasion of human rights, the kind of violation Shapiro had spent his whole career trying to avoid.

Even when they left this building, the termination signal could be given via the Deep Sky data conduit. The only way to outrun it was to run for Freespace and never return. And the ship they were about to be assigned would not allow them that much freedom. Until or unless the bugs were surgically removed, Streller and Wing were on probation, and they knew it.

The lab authorized Fargo’s security detail to take them down, and Marin watched without comment as the squad stepped into a lift. Only then did van Donne saunter down the ramp from the Mako, with Ramon and Rafe Byrne on his heels as always. 

“You’re an oddball, van Donne,” Travers observed.

Pale Pakrani eyes looked him over from behind green aviator’s glasses. “Because I didn’t kill Marianna Wing?”

“You could have,” Marin said. “Easily.”

For some time van Donne was silent, and then he adjusted the glasses with a flourish. “Shapiro made me the proverbial offer I can’t refuse. He can wipe the records, dump the files out of every Fleet and Tactical database in the Deep Sky. I get a clean restart.”

“Aside from regiments of people like Wing, who want to blow your face off – and I’m quoting,” Travers scoffed.

But van Donne was indifferent. “I’ll deal with darling Marianna when the time comes. She owes me, and I’ll take the price in blood. Or,” he added pointedly, “Ramon can handle it.”

The shooter from Marak City smirked. “You got a lot of enemies, Sergei … good thing you’re shacked up with the best.”

“Good thing.” Very deliberately, he laid one arm over Ramon’s shoulder and the other over Byrne’s, though he looked from Marin to Travers and back. “If anybody on Shapiro’s staff is thinking about getting aboard the Mako, forget it. The AI is rigged to disable, not kill, but you can believe me, it won’t hesitate to maim. Vaurien’s people, Shapiro’s people, it doesn’t care. So stay the hell off my ship, entiende?” He leaned heavily on his partners and raised his voice to get over the clamor of an approaching shuttle. “Rodman, Hubler!”

Then he was gone, making his way to the same lift Fargo’s squad had taken, and Marin and Travers had the east parapet to themselves. For some moments they stood under the shade sails, watching the antlines of the crosstown traffic. Marin leaned both forearms on the guardrail and cast a long, speculative glance along at the Mako. “What do you make of van Donne?”

“He’s good,” Travers allowed with grudging respect. “In his game, you won’t last long if you’re not. Can we trust him? That’s another question. It all depends how much he wants to legitimize.”

“Shapiro has the power to make it happen.” Marin turned his shoulders to the guardrail and looked up into Travers’s face. “He’s Shapiro’s problem now. Riga?”

“Riga,” Travers agreed. “Good company … and lousy food.”

With a chuckle, Marin pushed away from the parapet. Neil was right. The Resalq palate was nothing even vaguely similar to the human. The differences were among their many charms.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

Riga, Borushek

 

The Capricorn was parked on the private apron, well inside the security cordon. The air park was stressed to take a craft of its weight, like the Mako, but space there was at a premium and with several other small ships ahead of them in a holding pattern, circling Fleet Sector Command, Travers had opted for groundside parking space. 

He was talking to Shapiro’s AI as they rode the lift down. They paused on Shapiro’s own level to return the sidearms to the armory stash, and then moved on, back to the regular service levels, and the more public face of the DeepSky Fleet.

Ten minutes later they were airborne, with the city of Sark a great, sprawling carpet of lights in the gathering haze of a purple twilight, and Curtis felt himself beginning to relax for the first time in far too long. The Capricorn fell up from the surface of Borushek, rising far above the civilian traffic lanes before its nose turned north-west, toward the spinal range of mountains.

As the ship rose, its AI – a clone of Etienne – was talking to the Sark ATC, going through the ancient process of identifying and logging a flightplan, and with a cursory acknowledgement from another AI buried in an armored chamber deep beneath the city, the Capricorn’s jets ran up. Sark raced by below with a streaking of a million rainbow lights, and Travers gave an expressive groan.

“Two days. Two whole freakin’ days before Shapiro can yank our chain again, because the drive engines on the Mercury are jacking around.”

“Four days to Velcastra,” Marin added. “Nothing much to do on the way but sleep and eat and get laid.”

“Like a vacation.” Travers swiveled the seat around and deliberately lifted his feet onto the workstation. “Furlough.”

“Oh, no,” Marin argued. “Furloughs are taken by servicemen. Furloughs are what you get passes for, when you belong on a super-carrier. Not me, Neil. Not in years. Not even when we were on the Kiev, pretending to be Delta Dragons.”

Much had changed since then. Roark Hubler was out of the service, flying with Asako Rodman, copilot aboard the Harlequin, as soon as Richard Vaurien’s contacts could get her out of drydock. And Mick Vidal was gone. Marin frowned as he saw the ghosts passing across Travers’s face. 

“You miss him, don’t you?”

“Mick?” Neil did not even pretend that he did not follow Marin’s line of thought. “I suppose I do. He was a good friend. He could get right up your nose sometimes, make you want to haul off and hit him, but … he was a good guy.”

“And he fancied you,” Marin added. “Couple of times, I caught a glimpse of him trying it on with you.”

“And you didn’t make a scene.”

“Why should I?” Marin only shrugged, and for some moments watched the line of the mountains drift closer in the forward canopy. “If you wanted to hump Mick Vidal, me storming in and breaking his nose wouldn’t stop you wanting. And if you didn’t want to, you’d tell him ‘no’ without a word from me.”

For a full half minute Travers digested this and then asked bluntly, “And if I’d taken him up on the offer of a quickie?”

Marin was unperturbed. He surveyed Travers with arched brows. “Did you want to?”

“For half a second,” Travers admitted. “He’s a … was a very attractive guy. You didn’t notice?”

“Oh, I noticed,” Marin admitted. “He never made me any offers. I’m not his type, apparently. You are.”

Again Travers skipped several beats and then asked, just as bluntly, “And if he’d made you the offer?”

With a smile which Marin hoped was purely enigmatic he said, “I’d have considered it seriously, for a good half a second. Maybe longer. He was a very attractive guy. But I’m already involved. Mick knew, and he was decent enough to back off. I respected him for that, as well as having the guts to fly the Orpheus into hell.”

“Yeah.” Travers looked away. “Shapiro’s going to speak at the memorial. You and I have to front up and face his parents, his siblings. Christ, I hate these things.”

“People need them.” Marin held out his hand until Travers took it. “They need closure, especially when there’s nothing to cremate, nothing to inter. Mick is just … gone. There’s a lot of people who’re going to miss him a great deal for a long time. And you’re one of them.”

“And not you?” Travers wondered, lacing their fingers. 

“He didn’t get close to me,” Marin said thoughtfully. “He never invited me close – probably because he saw me as a competitor. Part of him wanted you for a lot more than the proverbial quickie, and I was the one in the way. He kept me at arm’s length, and I understand that.”

“I suppose he did.” Travers’s fingers tightened around Marin’s as he swung his feet down, leaned over and hunted for a kiss. 

It was deep enough to take Marin’s breath, make him wish the flight to Riga were not so short. His hands cradled Neil’s head, holding him to it for a long time, while the Capricorn scudded through a band of low clouds. The trim shifted, the AI pilot began to give away altitude, and at last they separated with a groan, a curse. Travers’s eyes were dark with dilated pupils, and Marin indulged himself in a chuckle.

“Hold that thought,” he suggested.

“Thought? Who’s thinking?” Travers reached down and adjusted himself in slacks that were abruptly a size too small. “Damnit, I’ll give you something to hold!”

But not while the Capricorn was already negotiating with the Riga ATC. The lights of the Resalq science community had begun to flicker through the Jupiter spruce on the high slopes where the air was so thin, human lungs struggled to cope. The only large trees that throve were the genetically re-engineered conifers designed for terraforming worlds where the air was weak, oxygen-poor.

“Wastrel 101.” Mark Sherratt’s voice had never sounded so welcome. “Wastrel 101, we have you on tracking. Follow the beam, Curtis. We’re parking you behind the house – there’s no space out front. Problem?”

“No problem, Mark.” Marin turned toward the comm pickup with a smile. “Damn it’s good to be back.”

“It’s good to have you here,” Mark told him, “even for a couple of days. Dario and Tor got in two days ago. I know you’re going to Velcastra soon. I should go myself – Robert Chandra Liang and Alexis Rusch will be there. I feel … responsible for the loss of Michael Vidal.”

“Don’t,” Marin said quietly. “The mission was critical, he took it without hesitation, and what we learned is his real memorial, not a lot of speech making and posturing by Velcastran royalty.”

Mark breathed a sigh which was clearly audible over the comm. “I know. But I sent those young people to their deaths, and I feel it, Curtis. I’ll never stop feeling it.”

The lights of Riga streamed upward as the Capricorn sank toward the vast slope behind Sherratt’s house. Downscan showed the busy front yards, where five cars and three trucks commanded every meter. Travers whistled. “He has a houseful.”

It was no less than Marin had expected. The whole community was picking up, making ready to move out. The Carellan Djerun was parked in orbit, and the AI reported that Sherratt’s other two ships were already tasked and working. 

 The reality hit Marin broadside. In a week, two at the most, Riga would be locked down and operating on AIs and drones. The Resalq would be gone from here, as they were already gone from Saraine – back in deep space, silent and dark as shadows, where Zunshu probes would not see them and Confederate warships could not touch them.

The landing beam brought the Capricorn right down into the open area between the greenhouses and the labs. It was eighty meters from the house, which was too far in the intense cold and thin air of these highlands, but the greenhouse connected to the house by a pressurized conduit, and Marin tweaked the autopilot to put the ship down with the port side hatch no more than ten meters from the greenhouse pressure door. The ship set down without even a mild bump to tell them it had settled. Red and green telltales cycled across the instrument surfaces as the AI powered down all systems, and the cockpit lighting came up.

Without a word, Marin stood. Travers was watching him closely, knowing how odd this must be. For so long, the Resalq community had been the one constant Marin had never questioned – a haven to run back to, a source of support, succor.

Cold enveloped him as the hatch opened. The night sky glittered with hard, bright stars, and for a moment Marin held in his last breath of oxygen rich air, tolerated the intense chill, to gaze up at the milky place in the northwest. Hellgate.

Then he hurried on, a pace ahead of Travers, and hit the ’lock release to get into the greenhouse. Heat and moist air greeted them, and he drew in another deep breath, grateful for the oxygen, and the living scents of humus, earth, growth. The lights were always on over the beds where fruits and vegetables grew. The vines ran riot in artificially light gravity, constant heat, humidity and full-frequency lamps. Strawberries and cherries, peaches and nectarines, marched in fifty meter lines, where tiny drones fussed over them night and day.

The drones would continue to work here until the Resalq returned, but part of Curtis Marin foresaw a day when power cells flatlined at last, and these plants were neglected, for the Resalq had moved on, and like their ancestors, they never returned.

“Curt?” Travers caught him by the shoulders. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Premonition? Or just perfectly natural human paranoia, like a kid being terrified of change.” He rubbed his chest. “Something in here is afraid they won’t come back. When they find new worlds beyond the human territories, they’ll abandon this half-life in the shadows, and Riga –” He shook himself hard.

“And Riga will be a ghost town,” Travers finished. Big arms went around Marin. “Some of them are almost certainly going to wander and keep wandering. They were nomads for centuries. It gets to be a habit. What’s the word? Diaspora. But Dario was grumbling to me about the new generation, kids of twenty and thirty years old. Some of them want to be gendered, for chrissakes! And they won’t take kindly to being ripped out of the worlds that are all they know. Human culture has become their culture – the music, the dumb situation dramas, the dance clubs. Even the sex, if the fact they want to be gendered is anything to go by. They’ll be back as soon as it’s safe, and if parents want to keep families together, they’ll have a foot still in this camp as well as one in the new.”

Marin gave him a wry smile. “You’re making more sense than I am, just at the moment. I’m sorry, Neil. It’s like …” he struggled to find the words. “Everything I ever knew is unraveling.”

“Except me,” Travers added.

And Marin permitted himself a soft chuckle. “Except you.” He clasped both hands at Travers’s nape to hold him. “You’re tough. Sometimes, tougher than me.”

“Denser, maybe,” Travers allowed. He pressed his lips to Marin’s forehead. “Look, before you give up on them, talk to Mark.”

“Mark,” Marin said darkly, “wants us to quit Shapiro’s service and go with the Resalq, remember? What’s that sound like to you? Like they’re not coming back, and he wants to keep his friends and kin near.”

“Or like he wants to keep them alive,” Travers argued as they made their way between tangerine bushes and racks of rabbit-ear lettuce. “Shapiro could get us killed.”

He was right, and with an effort Marin set aside his misgivings. The greenhouse ended in a lock-in, lock-out hatch, and the two-meter, flexible conduit covered the last ten meters to one of the house’s four rear entries. The conduit was intensely cold, but the oxygen levels were high enough for human comfort.

They were in, and Marin was holding his hands to a heating vent, when light footfalls announced Mark Sherratt, and for the first time in months he found himself in the Resalq’s embrace. Travers would never have protested, but even if he had, the embrace was offered to him a moment later, before Sherratt stepped back to look at them.

“You look grim,” he observed. 

The red-gold mane was loose about the shoulders of a bright silkscreened shirt; his feet were bare beneath the ragged cuffs of old, worn denims. He looked tired, but Marin saw a steely quality in his eyes, in the lines of his face. Everyone was feeling the stress, from Shapiro on down, and Mark was at the helm of a group almost as large, as complex, as Shapiro’s own.

“Grim?” Travers echoed. “We just came from Fleet Sector Command. They’re packed and ready to run, on a three minute alert.”

“So are we.” Mark jerked a thumb over one shoulder, indicating the house behind him and, by extension, the rest of Riga. “All the critical gear has already been moved out. We’re working down a list of priorities now, salvaging what we can, in order of importance. The Aenestra and the Hulleros are parked in low orbit.”

“And the Carellan?” Marin wondered. “We spoke to Joss before we came down.”

“The Carellan is working,” Sherratt mused. “Come on, get warm. Have you eaten? We’re just about to serve dinner – and before you say a word, Roy Arlott seems to be an excellent cook. No one will ask you to eat Resalq food! Make yourselves at home, please. I’m right in the middle of something. Let me finish, and I’ll join you for dinner.”

As the only human domiciled in the bosom of a Resalq household, Roy would swiftly learn to cook, since the Resalq were likely to slather butterscotch sauce onto a raw onion, dunk it in oyster sauce and balsamic, and serve it as a delicacy. Their palate was very different.

The aromas of cooking food wafted from the house’s big kitchen, reminding Marin of how hungry he was. He and Travers had eaten long before they left the Wastrel, but anticipation had robbed Curtis of his appetite at the time. 

Three autochefs stood in the kitchen, stocked to suit the Resalq, but Roy Arlott was actually cooking. As the only human, he could not rationalize stocking a ’chef for his peculiar tastes, but the Riga properties produced some of the best produce on Borushek, and Sherratt’s kitchen was the equal of anything Marin had seen.

He was busy between oven and workbench, while Leon Sherratt sat on a tall stool with a glass of red wine, apparently pretending to help chop vegetables. The sun-blond dreadlocks were clasped back, and Arlott looked fully in command of the kitchen, though Marin saw the shadows of anxiety even in his face. 

“Curtis, Neil.” He lifted a pair of glasses from a high cupboard. “Help yourselves. The gold glass bottle, not the green. The stuff in the green bottle would strip paint.”

“I like it,” Leon protested, saluting Marin and Travers with his glass. “How are you guys? Last time we saw you, you were sick as a couple of dogs.”

“Better,” Travers told him, offering his hand while Marin took the glasses and poured the dry white. “We got the full therapy and some rest. We’re good.”

“You’re sterile,” Leon said ruefully.

But Travers’s big shoulders only shrugged. “Shapiro got us the full Fleet contract, documents and all. If we ever want children, they’ll be made in a lab on Fleet’s dime, not ours. That’s good enough.”

“Is it?” Leon looked doubtful. 

“Don’t mind him. He’s Resalq, and they come with a double set of chromosomes, remember. They’re all daddy and mommy rolled into one. Sterility would halfway traumatize one of them. ” The little language teacher dusted his palms down on the seat of a pair of cutoff jeans, and then wiped them on the breast of a tie-dyed teeshirt that read, ‘Soy un genio, te molesta? Potomu chto, yesli on, sore wa anata no un ga waruidesu.’ Travers was peering at the decal, puzzling together the fragments of Slingo which wandered through the ancestral Spanish, Russian, Japanese, and Arlott laughed. “Save your brain cells, Butch. It says, ‘I’m a genius, it bothers you? Cuz if it does, tough luck.’”

“Cute shirt,” Travers decided. “Gets you punched in the nose now and then, does it?” He gave Leon a grin and pulled up a stool, just in time to take a glass from Marin. “So, what’s for dinner?”

“White fish that were swimming in the HavanaRiver this morning, sautéed vegetables that were in the greenhouse this afternoon, and chocolate mousse with brandy cream.” Arlott paused for long enough to take a swig from his own glass. “They told me you were coming in, so I’m cooking enough for three and leftovers.” His blond brows popped up. “You staying over?”

“A couple of days.” Marin gestured vaguely with his glass. “Until we ship out with Shapiro … Velcastra.”

“You hungry for some human company?” Leon guessed.

But Roy’s fair head shook. “I just need to know who I’m cooking for. It’s a safe bet these two can’t cook worth a damn. And you’ll need to slice those mushrooms a lot finer, Lee. Look, like this.”

He swiped the knife out of Leon’s hand and demonstrated with enough flair to impress Marin. It was Travers who observed, “You’re happy here.”

“Yeah, I am.” Arlott looked up with a smile. “All the work I can handle, all the Resalq I can learn … the ancestrals, who’re an education in themselves, every damned day. Leon to myself every night, beautiful place to live, great car on the driveway, three meter surf an hour away, down the mountain. What’s not to like?”

But his face was filled with shadows, and Marin said quietly, “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

“Yep.” Arlott heaved a large sigh. “I go where Lee goes, and … he’s going. Aren’t you, babe?”

“I go where they need me,” Leon said with a certain resignation Marin appreciated. “Besides, it’s not safe around here. Zunshu on one side, Confederate battle groups on the other? No way, kiddo.” He tousled Roy’s hair affectionately. “We’re out of here for the duration.”

“For the duration,” Marin echoed, and shot a hard glance at Travers. “Meaning, you’re coming back?”

The shadows were in Leon’s eyes too. “If there’s anything to come back to,” he said cautiously. “I like it here. Riga and Saraine were always my homes, but if there’s only rubble where they used to be … there’s other worlds.”

“Resalq worlds,” Travers mused.

“And human,” Roy added. “There’s me, and you two, attached to Mark’s house, but half the Resalq in Riga have human friends and family. There’s going to be a lot of us on the Resalq ships leaving Borushek.”

And they would take human culture with them, just as surely as the very young Resalq would cling to the music, dance, fashion, language, they had come to cherish in cities like Elstrom, Hydralis and Sark. Marin savored the crisp, light wine and tried to imagine a new world where humans, Resalq traditionalists and the young Resalq who were either gendered or wanted to be, built a new world, developed a culture that would weave together into something new. In a hundred years, two hundred, the hybrid culture would have a flavor, a character of its own, quite alien from anything the homeworlds knew.

“When?” Travers was asking. 

“When do we ship out?” Leon puffed out his cheeks. “We could go like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Everything we own is in four bags aboard a Tropheo, parked in the garages downstairs. Mark’s stuff is already up on the Carellan – or at least, everything he couldn’t bear to lose. The rest will follow, crated, stored. If the bastards give us the time.”

“Time,” Arlott echoed, and looked at Marin with rueful, haunted eyes. “They have no idea how much warning we’ll get if it happens.”

He meant, if a Zunshu device dropped into the Borushek system, riding the gravity express out of the sensor blind of Hellgate. Was three minutes enough? Marin did not know the answer, but Travers was saying quietly,

“This is one of the better fixed systems, Roy. It’s one hell of a lot harder to get in or out of Borushek than it is to slither in or out of Omaru, much less Saraine. The whole system’s ringed with sensor platforms, part of the civilian traffic network, as well as Fleet’s own deepscan system. If a Zunshu weapon arrives here, you should get plenty of warning.”

“Unless it drops in, right in orbit,” Leon said darkly, “and just does its thing right there. In which case there’ll be no warning at all, so it doesn’t matter a damn, because we won’t know a thing about it!”

The words were mocking, and Marin would not have known how to respond. In fact, it was Dario Sherratt who said from the door which opened into the dining room, 

“There’s not one physicist’s bone in your body, is there, Leon?” He sauntered into the kitchen for wine and crackers, and inhaled the scents of baking fish. “Zunshu weapons are gravity based. They ride a gravity drive, yes?”

“Sure,” Leon agreed readily. “But what the hell does that mean?”

Dario looked lean and hard, Marin thought. The months in the field, in places like El Khouri and Kjorin, had pared him down to muscle and bone. The look suited him, like the white linen slacks and the loose silver-gray sweater that was slipping off one bare shoulder with a nice, downtown Sark chic, which matched the shorn hair and gelemerald stud earrings. 

“It means,” Dario said with mock patience, “a device riding a gravity drive would have to drop out of e-space at least as far out as the edge of a Weimann exclusion zone, because the interplay of other heavy gravity wells – the inner planets, the star itself – would be more than enough to scramble its dropout coordinates, if it got too close. If the plan was for the device to detonate immediately when the drive shut off, the AI would have to know exactly, and I mean exactly, where it was before it did its business, or it could waste itself with a one-shot detonation in deep space. This kind of precision can’t be achieved with a dropout in any orbit close enough to destroy the planet in one hit.”

“Not by us,” Leon said dolefully. “You have no idea what the Zunshu can do.”

Three pairs of human eyes returned to Dario, looking for the answer to that one. Dario shrugged eloquently and fed several crackers into his mouth. “Mark and I have spent years, reverse engineering Zunshu technology, every scrap of it we could find. It was the two of us who predicted the ten minute window between a device showing up insystem and the detonation which would leave a great, yawning hole where Borushek used to be.”

“Ten minute?” Travers sounded surprised. “Everyone’s talking about a three minute warning.”

“Two reasons,” Marin said quietly. “Margin for error. Ten minutes could be too long – the Zunshu are smart. Err on the side of caution. And then, if you give people ten minutes, a lot of the silly buggers will take twenty, and stop to use the bathroom before they run.”

“Exactly.” Dario wore a wry smile. “Tell them three, and they might be out in five. Also, three to five minutes is the average time for safe ignition sequencing on something like the Capricorn, the Tropheo, any of the civilian ships taking people out of here. In other words, any less than three minutes, and we can’t get out at all.”

The observation was laden with meaning. Marin set down his glass and pulled a stool up beside the workbench. “How sure are you of all this, Dario?”

“Sure enough,” Dario said cautiously. “The way we’re also sure enough of having a few weeks. Beyond this?” He shook his head, and the earrings caught a glitter from the lights. “We’re out.”

“And the human population of Borushek?” Travers asked with an odd hush.

It was Dario’s turn to sigh heavily. “How do you evacuate a world? You can’t, Neil. All you’d do is panic people, cause them to spend their last few minutes in an agony of fear, running and screaming. There are more than a hundred human colonies in the Deep Sky. The human population could lose fifty of them and still own this territory.”

“That’s a shitty way of seeing it,” Arlott growled.

“It is,” Dario agreed. “It stinks. But in the end, this is what it could come down to, kiddo, and the smart guys are the ones who admit it without needing to learn the hard way.”

“Resalq,” Roy accused.

“Resalq,” Leon admitted, and opened his arms. “Come here. You need a hug, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” Arlott went to him, was engulfed in large arms. His chin rested on Leon’s shoulder and he closed his eyes.


“Message from Tor,” Dario informed him. “If you don’t dish up soon, he’s going to grab a plate, hit the nearest ’chef and start without you. He’s starving … so am I.”

“Yeah, all right.” Arlott disentangled himself from Leon’s embraces and surveyed the vegetables. “I just have to flash these, and I’m done. Make yourself useful, Dario – tell Tor to make himself useful! Table. Silverware. Crockery.”

The long table would seat twelve, and Marin counted ten places when Dario was done. Tor Sereccio was working the ’chef, plating for himself, Mark and Leon while Roy flashed the vegetables and sauce, and Travers found himself dragooned into carrying glasses. 

From the passageway beyond the dining room Mark’s voice carried clearly, but Marin could understand one word in five. He was speaking Resalq, conferencing with several people by comm, and most of what Marin could pick up was the names of ships, cities, people, times and dates. He mentioned his own ships several times, and he was almost certainly arranging flights, cargo, bulk storage. 

When he appeared from the labs and offices deeper in the house, he wore a frustrated look and Marin did not have to ask. People could be idiots, and humans did not own the sole rights to stupidity. He gave Mark his hand as he stepped into the dining room, and gestured over his shoulder at the two Sherratt siblings and their partners.

“This is almost the first time I’ve seen you all under the same roof at the same time. I like it.”

“So do I,” Mark said with rueful humor which mocked only himself, “but at what cost? If this were a family gathering, I would be celebrating. I’ve never been able to lure them all into the same place at the same time, much less having you here too.”

“Family,” Marin whispered.

“Heleque.” Mark smiled almost sadly. “The roots of the word are ‘love’ and ‘people.’ Aehal and equesam. Put them together … family. And it’s the same in any language.”

An odd prickling caused Marin to rub his eyes as he watched Travers juggling plates between kitchen and dining room. “Mark, do you know what Harrison Shapiro is planning?”

“Oh, yes.” Sherratt leaned both shoulders on the wall just outside the arched doorway. “He’s asked me several times if I’ll join the mission. Fly with Lai’a to the other side of the sky. He invited you and Neil aboard too? No surprise. He wants the best with him.”

“And are you going?” Marin asked very softly.

“I … don’t know,” Mark admitted. “Part of me, and a large part, yearns to go. It’s the culmination of a very long life’s work. It will provide the answers to every riddle I’ve spent a great many years trying to unravel. But at the same time, my people are about to vanish again. New worlds, new dangers in the regions charted by the Aenestra, and which you humans have never broached. Nor,” he added pointedly, “have the Zunshu. The Aenestra mission scouted almost three thousand systems, and there is not one hint of Zunshu activity before they reached Orion 359.”

“Which is a nasty, noisy, dirty black hole system a lot like Hellgate,” Marin finished. “And there, the bloody Zunshu pop up again like toadstools.”

“Exactly.” Mark set his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. “We know what to stay away from. What to avoid, in order to avoid them. We can start again on any of twenty worlds which are enough like Saraine and even Borushek to make my people comfortable with little or no terraforming.”

And he was torn in two, Marin knew. Half of him wanted to be aboard Lai’a, finding those answers. The other half wanted to be with the Resalq diaspora, building new worlds, safe harbors where his people and humans alike would be safe from Zunshu and Confederacy.

“Dario and Leon,” Mark said in a quiet, husky voice, “have already told Harrison they’re aboard. He wants Barb, and you know she won’t say no. How could she? This is everything she’s lived for.”

“Everything you’ve lived for,” Marin observed.

With both hands, Mark rubbed his face hard enough to bring a flush to the normally olive cheeks. “I know. But it’s not that simple, Curtis.”

“It never is,” Marin agreed. He set a hand on Mark’s shoulder. “If you want me to sign with you on the Carellan and let Shapiro lead this mission of his, go Zunshu hunting in Elarne … say it, Mark. I’ll come with you, as I always did, and where I go, Neil will go.”

The dark gold eyes were luminous in the soft light from the dining room. “You would do that?”

“I would.” Marin lifted his chin. “You’re no less my family than Neil is, and lately I’ve come to put a high value on family.”

“But I couldn’t tell you,” Mark said, and sighed. “It’s not my decision to make.”

“Oh … shit,” Marin said with an odd mix of passion and self-mocking humor. “You’re going to leave it up to me.”

“And Neil.”

“He’s already said it’s my call.” Marin looked from Sherratt and Travers and back. “You’re not making it easy!”

“When the time comes,” Mark said slowly, “it will be. Things can change. Will change. Before Lai’a enters Elarne much will have happened. We’ll know a lot more about the colonial situation, and even the Zunshu.” His eyes glittered with reluctant amusement. “You know, we’re still processing the Orpheus data. I have two signals that overlaid each other so perfectly, one was practically piggybacked on the other. The beacon from Ernst Rabelais’s Odyssey must have been transmitting from the same direction in both space and time as the telemetry returning from Vidal and Queneau. It was weird. Surreal.”

“A voice from the past.” Marin shivered. “Ghosts in the ether. Were you able to make any sense of the signal from the Odyssey?”

“Just a repeating, automated message,” Mark said tiredly. “A set of coordinates that don’t mean much, because the ship would have been drifting in space as well as time, and a brief message along the lines of ‘Help, am damaged, cannot maneuver.’ As you’d expect. From what I could see from the signal degradation, the Odyssey was drifting at right angles across temporal currents, literally surfing on gravity tides, a lot like the Orpheus. It can be done, Curtis. Mick Vidal did it – he proved the interior of Hellgate can be navigated.”

“And you…” Marin smiled up at him. “You would dearly love to be there when Lai’a does it.”

Sherratt returned the smile. “Of course I would. But not when the last of the Resalq are vanishing into the dark of what they’re already calling the Mare Aenestra. The name fascinates me, deriving from the ancestral Resalq for ‘pathfinder,’ and a word in a dead human language, Latin, meaning ‘sea.’ The PathfinderSea, named by, and for, two peoples who are becoming one in order to survive.”

Again Marin shivered. “And you would also dearly love to be there when it happens.”

“One lives a whole lifetime for just one of these chances, and –” he paused as Dario called out. “Ah. It seems we’re eating.” He set a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “And you’re about to meet the others. Try not to stare.”

To stare? Marin wondered what he meant for a moment, and then he knew. “The Kjorin survivors? From the stasis vessel?”

“Emil and Midani Kulich.” Mark pushed away from the wall, worked his shoulders around until Marin heard the pops and crackles. “Emil is the larger, heavier sibling. Midani is the more intelligent, but they’re both big, tough and smart. These were the hallmarks of their generation. You know their background, their history.”

What Marin knew of the centuries of the Resalq flight was grim. For generations, people like the Kulichs lived on ships which were tacked and patched and held together with hard work, prayer and welding. Their children were born in space and if they were lucky enough, lived long enough to call a planet home, discover the joys of sunlight, open water, green meadows and mountains, the ocean, before once again they had to flee when a squad of Zunshu automata found them.

He had never thought to meet people to whom their last waking memory was of those days, and his skin prickled as he hung back, watching the group gather at the table. The Kulichs entered the dining room from the high, arched doors leading into the lounge, and Marin murmured softly as they appeared.

They were both of Mark’s height; Emil was taller. Both skulls were hairless, and elongated into the strange, even elegant shape of the Resalq head. The limbs were too long to be human – the pelvis just that much too wide to be male, the eyes set a fraction too far apart, the nose too small and too wide to have the human ‘look.’ Clothes had be tailored specifically for them, and these Resalq were dressed in loose slacks and smock-style shirts, silkscreened fabrics in deep reds, golds, greens. Marin knew what the Resalq liked, and the exotic hues suited Emil and Midani Kulich. But it was their hands which made Main stare until he caught himself. 

The hands of the ancestral, natural, unmodified Resalq were very alien indeed, with the extra knuckle to each digit and the second opposable thumb like a mirror of the first. Those hands had much more dexterity and strength than human hands. They could do things the human hand never could. 

“I’m staring, aren’t I?” he said at last, catching himself.

Mark had hung back, waiting for him. “Yes. Try not to … but they’re used to it by now. Everyone stares at first, including people who should know better. Resalq of my generation can remember our elders, who looked much more like our ancestors.”

“They don’t mind – being alien, among their own people?” Marin asked quietly.

“Oh, they mind,” Mark said in a musing tone. “But they’ve been offered the gene therapies and the surgery to make them over into the forms we Resalq wear today, and they’ve declined. I can’t say I blame them. Remember, a little while ago, as far as their brains count time, they were among a whole Resalq community, and if they had seen a human, or a Resalq who had been modified like myself, much less like Dario and Leon, they would have stared!”

“The Raishenne,” Marin murmured. “They were on the Raishenne. You said the ship was lost, and all their people with it.”

“Yes. Many ships didn’t make it – I was on one of the lucky ones. The Freyana was refurbished to the best of our ability when we were able, and has been parked in a sensor blind on Saraine’s third moon since we found safety on that world.” Mark stepped into the dining room. “The AI has just been woken, its systems came online with a few hiccups. It’s delicate and difficult to maintain, because the technology is, of course, Resalq. Replacement parts are a dream, and nothing manufactured by humans fits! We’re blueprinting everything, in the faith that ships like the Wastrel, the Wings of Freedom, and Lai’a itself, will be able to manufacture replacement parts as the Freyana fails, piece by piece.”

Since the fabrication shops on the Wastrel were done making the mines which would be seeded in the path of the Fleet warships on approach to the Deep Sky colonies, Marin could see no difficulty other than time. Given a year, two years, the Freyana could be brought back to full operational standards, and human engineers like Ingersol, Fujioka and Jazinsky herself would stand in line to study her, reverse engineer the millennium-old technologies. 

The smell of baked fish and flashed vegetables reminded him of how hungry he was. Travers was heaping noodles onto a couple of plates as Marin slid in beside him, and he found himself opposite Emil Kulich, with Travers on his right and Mark on his left. Roy Arlott was speaking in slow, measured Resalq. His pronunciation was very different from anything Marin was used to hearing, and he realized, Roy was learning how the language was spoken by native speakers – and not merely the Resalq of this century, whose accent had been bastardized by a dozen human dialects as well as Slingo itself.

The Kulichs were looking at Marin and Travers as Arlott gestured toward them, and Marin caught just enough to know he was making formal introductions. And then the taller, broader Emil smiled faintly and extended one of the strange hands toward Marin.

He said, in thickly accented Slingo, “Good evening, Major Marin. Midani and I are … how do you say? … in your debt.”

“For what?” Marin took the offered hand, clasped it, felt its warmth and strength, before it was offered to Travers.

“For Kjorin,” Midani said in a lighter, softer voice. “We fight … have fought together. Fought Zunshu together, and have won.”

“Yes.” Marin shook Midani’s hand briefly. “All this must be very strange to you.” He spoke slowly, giving Arlott the chance to translate, if it were necessary. “Finding yourselves in a human environment would have been the last thing you expected.”

Arlott translated ‘environment’ and ‘expected,’ and Midani tried both words on his tongue while Emil said, “Human. So alien. Strange … but not strange like Resalq here. Like – ” he nodded at Dario and Tor. “These, I think are human.”

“I think you need to catch up with the world,” Tor Sereccio scoffed. “You’re a bit out of it, guys.”

Again, Arlott translated, and Emil gave Tor a disdainful look as Midani chuckled into a glass of acid-like red wine. Mark leaned closer, one hand on Marin’s forearm. “There is a certain reluctance for the Kulichs to accept much we’ve done in these last centuries. Remember, it’s all come as a massive shock to them. They find themselves alien in the midst of their own people. Of all the Resalq here in Riga, only the very oldest are recognizable as Resalq, if you know what you’re looking for, and even they are … different.” He held up his hands, flexed and turned them. “Of necessity.”

“Necessity,” Midani Kulich repeated, trying the word for fit. He was making a far greater effort than Emil to master the accent, learn the words. Emil leaned on Roy much more for translation, and when he spoke, the accent was thick enough to slice. 

“We do what we must,” Mark said gently, patiently.

“And we,” Emil said, “must not be here.”

“At dinner?” Tor was teasing deliberately, and Marin got the strong impression, he did not much like the Kulichs. 

“Here,” Emil repeated. “On Borushek, with humans. We must be … other place. Go.” He lifted one heavy brow at Roy and spoke at greater length in the Resalq.

Roy’s brows rose as he listened, nodded. “They’ve been discussing what’s to become of them,” he said a last. “They’re leaving with a number of the older Resalq, into the Mare Aenestra. Leaving behind humans and the Resalq who seem, at least to their eyes, to be some kind of hybrid between human and Resalq. They feel alien here, and they want to make their own place. Simple as that.” 

It was a fair decision. “They’re taking the Freyana,” Mark said quietly, “with science and engineering teams aboard. The engineers will be working constantly on the ship to bring her back up to acceptable levels. The science teams will research new worlds in great detail before a daughter colony is established, and when it is, the Freyana will be returned to the larger Resalq community. Either it will go back to Saraine, where it has been all along, or if Lai’a fails in its mission to identify and neutralize the Zunshu threat, then the Freyana will serve we hybrids, we modern-day mongrel Resalq who, nonetheless, will need a safe place to call home and begin again.”

Mongrel? Marin shot a sidelong glance at Travers, and then turned toward Mark. “Do I detect a note of animosity?”

“Perhaps.” Mark brushed the issue aside. “They’re quite within their rights to feel as they do.”

Three places down the table, Tor leaned forward and said too loudly, “You think there’s any place in any society for prejudice? I’m never going to agree with that, Mark. And not just because there’s only two members in their elitist club. It’s just wrong.”

“And perfectly understandable, in the context,” Leon sighed. “Look at it from their perspective, kid. They come from a generation where people like them fought and died by the thousands to preserve their species. These two were left behind when the Raishenne bugged out. They were fighting a rearguard action, drawing the Zunshu automata.” He looked across at Marin and Travers. “This is why there’s only two of them. They fought the automata to a standstill, got access to the stasis chamber. Then they wake up and they discover everything Resalq has been diluted. Hybridized. That’s what the word ‘mongrel’ means. It’s not an insult, just an adjective.”

“Depends how it’s used,” Tor snorted.

“Oh, for godsakes,” Dario remonstrated, “drop it, Tor. Let’s not have this argument again!”

“You think prejudice is excusable?” Tor demanded of his partner. “Because I don’t. The next thing will be, people are going to be looked down on for being Pakrani or Kuchini, and that’s exactly the bullshit you get out of Earthers!”

“Not all Earthers,” Travers argued. 

“Most of them,” Tor said hotly. “Are you telling me, Mark, our exalted ancestors were this bigoted?”

All eyes turned to Mark now, and he set down his fork, toyed with a napkin, for some moments. “Not in the senses the word has come to mean today. We were never gendered, and we were one race, so our sexuality and genetics never gave us cause for friction. Ask Curtis and Neil. Humans have a history of prejudice which will shock you! But there were elitist factions among the ancestral Resalq.”

“There were?” Travers was surprised. “I thought you guys were above that sort of thing.”

Mark chuckled softly. “Hardly. There were rich Resalq and poor ones, and the social climbers in between. Also people who ridiculed the rich for their excesses, others who derided the poor for the fancied idleness that plunged them into poverty and kept them there, and still others who scorned the social climbers both for their bloody-minded ambition and also the underhand tactics one must employ to get up any social ladder! There was also the artistic caste, the philosophers, poets, painters, who were scorned by the new warrior caste which developed as a result of the Zunshu. The warriors liked to refer to the artists as daydreamers and parasites, and of course, the philosophers and poets called the warriors mind-numbed soldiers, which was a reference to various meditational techniques used by our warriors to calm and clear the mind prior to battle.” He shook his head slowly. “Oh, we had our elitists.”

And from the looks of Emil and Midani Kulich, they were from a wealthy family whose younger offspring had become warriors, Marin thought. In their minds, they had sacrificed everything to defend and preserve the pure Resalq culture, only to learn that the Resalq themselves had betrayed it. Diluted – hybridized it.

So they were leaving on the Freyana, with some of the very old Resalq who shared their opinions of these last generations, while on the other side of the table Tor Sereccio was steaming with indignation. He had grown up in Sark, speaking the slang of a military town, dancing with conscript boys in clubs like Carousel and Jocasta’s. He thought of himself as Resalq, not human – he wanted children, and though Dario would be the equero, he was going to bear them himself. The original meaning of the word equero, Marin remembered, was ‘the individual with whom I share generic material and might conceive offspring.’ It translated as parent, which was good enough to serve.

“Enough, already,” Dario was saying. “We’ve been there, Tor. It’s an argument without a solution.”

“Bull,” Tor growled. “You want the bottom line? Prejudice is a fast-track to hell. You start down that road, you’re screwed. Don’t believe me? Go ask Neil and Curtis. Shit, ask Rick Vaurien why he got the hell out of the homeworlds!”

He was right, but Marin had no doubt the Kulichs would have made very different arguments, just as strong, from their own perspective. “I should imagine they want to see if they can find the Raishenne,” he guessed. “If it were me, I’d want to know what became of it, and the rest of the community. Damn, think about this. There could be a Resalq colony out there, cut off the way Ulrand was isolated. Find the Raishenne, and you find the lost tribe of real, genuine ancestral Resalq.”

The mention of the lost ship neatly diverted the conversation. The Kulichs looked along at Arlott as he translated what Marin had said, and at last Emil’s bare head nodded in acknowledgment. “So it will be,” he said in his thick accent. “We will hunt, seek, maybe find.”

“You know where the Raishenne was headed?” Leon wondered.

“Yes.” Midani licked his lips, wrestling with the language. “We had ship, hid in canyon, Kjorin. We kill Zunshu machine, we get ship, we go, follow Raishenne. Then … different. Waking here.”

“It’s been centuries,” Travers mused.

“It’s been too long,” Mark agreed. “The Raishenne would have moved on, and on, a hundred times.”

“And maybe,” Dario mused, “left signposts behind them, which only a Resalq could read. To outrun the Zunshu, they could be so far on the other side of the Shackleton Void … and then all it would take is a hardware failure. Drive problems they couldn’t fix, and the high band arrays go down. Suddenly they’re not going anywhere else, and they can’t send or receive – like Ulverson Yves Randell’s people, the original Ulrish who dropped so far off the sensor net, they had to be invited to join the Confederation.” 

“Possible?” Travers glanced from Dario to Mark and back.

“Perfectly possible,” Mark said slowly.

“Wild bloody goose chase,” Tor snorted.

“You’re just never going to meet them halfway,” Leon observed, “because you don’t like them. Emil got right up your nose with his opinions about racial and cultural dilution, and after that you wouldn’t agree with a word he said, supposing they were on the brink of wrangling an end to these damned Colonial Wars.”

“Not true,” Tor objected. “I’d agree with them that far … I’ll just give Emil a punch in the bloody nose if he doesn’t stop looking down it at me, as if I’m some kind of fungus!”

“Please!” Mark remonstrated. “If you people are going to argue every time we sit down to dinner, I for one am going to eat in the lab!”

“I’ll eat with you,” Dario muttered.

It was Roy Arlott who said, “I’ll keep you company – see how far the rest of them get without someone to translate. And you have no idea how many stand-up fights I’ve stopped by mistranslating, and retranslating some of the dumb-ass stuff that’s been said – on both sides of this table!”

“You did what?” Tor demanded.

“I said, I stopped a lot of fights,” Roy said loudly. “Look, big boy, you have the moral, ethical high ground, and you’re dead right. And they have the cultural, genetic high ground, and they’re dead right. It all depends where you’re standing, who’s righter.”

“That’s a word? Righter?” Travers smothered a chuckle.

“You know what I mean, goddamn it,” Roy growled. 

“I know what you mean.” Neil reached for the noodle bowl and added a second serve to his plate.

“See it this way,” Leon offered. “They sacrificed everything they ever had to preserve Resalq culture. And what they see sitting around this table is anything but Resalq.”

“To preserve Resalq purity,” Tor argued. “The purity of the bloodline, or the lack of it, is what’s pissing them off.” He gestured dramatically with his fork. “We’re impure. We should all be wearing placards around our necks saying, ‘I am contaminated, shag me at the peril of your offspring.’ Then the next thing is, it’ll be made illegal to shag one of us poor, modified souls. Then we’ll be second class citizens, and start losing a lot of our civil liberties. Tell him, Neil.”

“Me?” Travers looked up from his plate. “Why me?”

“Because you’re the human,” Dario said dryly.

“So are Curtis and Roy!”

“All right, tell him, Curtis,” Tor challenged.

Marin was done eating, and sat back with his wine. “I can’t tell you much more than you ought to already know. I was bred and born in the Deep Sky. I’m human, but not an Earther. There isn’t an Earther at this table! But Jagrethean schools do teach a nice line in human history. It was interesting. Also appalling.” He looked from face to face, uncomfortably aware that he had the complete attention of the entire group. “Humans have a history of elitism. It’s been traced back to the reptiles from which we descended, billions of years ago. First it was about tribalism, and the bigger, more powerful, richer the tribe, the more they looked down on everyone else. Blow this out to its most ridiculous extremes, you get Alexander the Great, the Roman Empire, and I realize these names mean nothing to you! 

“Then, later, it was about what color you were, your skin, hair and eyes, because only the people of one’s own tribe were good enough. Everyone else was either too dark or too pale, which made them the enemy, to be conquered and enslaved. Then it was about what gender you were, because men were big and strong, and women were easy prey – easily battered into submission and kept pregnant. Later on, when tribes turned into nations, it was about your sexual orientation, because the king-generals wanted to breed soldiers by the regiments, and it did no one any good if they allowed same-sex marriages. So they wrote the law regarding sexuality into their scriptures and went on a jihad against people like Neil and myself.” He looked around the Resalq faces, which were appalled, and smiled faintly. “You’re all single-gender, you have no such militaristic history … you’re clueless about what I’m talking about.”

But Leon Sherratt’s head was shaking. One arm draped artfully over Roy’s shoulders. “I could wish you were right, but I lived on Omaru for a long time, among humans, as a human. I know more about human culture than I ever wanted to. There’s situation dramas on the threedee. Historicals. You get bored enough, you watch anything to pass the time.” He gave an animated shudder. “And I take Tor’s point. You open the gate to prejudice, and you’re teetering at the top end of a slippery slope.” 

Tor raised his glass in salute. “My point exactly.”

“But you have to forgive Emil and Midani,” Leon added, “because they look at Dario, you, me, even Mark, and they don’t see Resalq. They see human males.”

“And what,” Travers asked abruptly, “do they see when they set eyes on a human female? I mean, Barb Jazinsky’s been here, and she’s about as male as Emil Kulich is human!”

Now Roy guffawed. “They asked me what species she was.”

“They what?” Marin paused, glass halfway to his lips. 

“You heard,” Dario snorted. “Fact one, they knew she wasn’t Resalq. She’s almost tall enough, but she has hair, and boobs, and hips. To that point, the only humans they’d seen were Harrison Shapiro and Roy himself. In walks Barb, and –”

“And Midani says to me,” Roy snorted, “words along the lines of, ‘Holy crap, what is it?’ And I say to him, ‘This is Doctor Jazinsky. She’s a woman.’ And he thinks Woman is a third species. Then I have to explain to him the concept of gender. It was … interesting.”

“Embarrassing,” Leon guessed.

“Interesting,” Roy insisted. “I just pulled a sixth grade human biology lesson out of CityNet, ran in, and translated the soundtrack.”

“Sex and all?” Travers’s eyes were glittering with amusement.

“We were all big kids, last time I looked,” Arlott intoned. “There’s a lot Emil and Midani have had to learn. They’re still shocked, if you want my opinion. They’ve caught up on the history of how the Resalq almost vanished out of the Deep Sky and how our people arrived, and folks of Mark’s generation were reengineered to pass. But those are the facts, and it’s not the same when you have to live it, feel it.”

The scrape of Mark’s chair as he pushed it back stopped Roy, but Mark produced a smile which was not too sham, and gestured him to go on. “Don’t let me stop you. I’ve a lot to finish, and I want to get it done tonight.”

With that he was gone, pausing only briefly at the far end of the table to refill his glass and pick up a couple of green pears. Marin frowned after him, wondering if even Dario and Leon were sensitive enough to Mark’s moods to know that many a raw nerve had been touched tonight.

He patted his lips, drained his own glass, and leaned closer to Travers’s ear to say, “He’s … not good. It’s company he needs. More than likely a shoulder to cry on, and he’s not going to get it from these buggers! Give us ten minutes, Neil, all right?”

“And then I’ll bring coffee.” Travers twisted in his chair. “You want me, yell.”

“I will.” Marin gave him a grateful look, and stepped quietly away from the gathering.

The house sprawled away, north-south with wings headed east-west from both ends. The second level was all bedrooms and studios, where the light was best; the labs were recessed into the rock beneath the house, along with the garages. Marin knew exactly where Mark had gone, and followed him unerringly.

The sound of very old music issued from the last of the labs. The instruments were original, the melodies lilting and ancient, in the strange quartertones and sliding cadences. The lab was half-lit; a whir of machinery and cooling fans whispered behind the music. Mark had pulled a stool up to the bench where a bevy of fist-sized drones waited to be tasked, but he had set his face into the palm of his right hand and was ignoring them all.

With just enough deliberate noise of boots on floor to announce his presence, Marin moved into the lab. Mark lifted his head, perhaps trying to give the impression nothing troubled him, but Curtis knew him too well, and had already seen. 

“They’d test the patience of a saint,” he said softly.

“And I’m no saint,” Mark admitted. “They’re all right – the Kulichs, Tor. We did what we had to do, to survive. We couldn’t run any longer, and even if we did, we were running into the human colonies, not away from them. It would have meant turning battered, ailing old ships like the Freyana into unknown space and trying to find somewhere to survive.” He had swiveled the stool around, leaned his back against the bench. His eyes closed as Marin’s hands fell on his shoulders. “In the end, it was easier to hide among you, and we used you.”

“Used us?” Marin’s fingers clenched and massaged, working over the hard, tense muscles. 

“We let humans terraform worlds, build cities, establish trade routes, and we slithered in by the back door, pretending to be from just a couple of colonies away, resettling. We grabbed a free ride on everything your people ever did, Curtis.” The dark gold eyes opened, and he looked up into Marin’s face with an expression of regret. “Is it any wonder Emil Kulich regards us with utter scorn?”

“He has no right,” Marin began.

“He has every right,” Sherratt said with ironic humor. “He sees with the clear eyes of one who was there before I was born. He’s old, like me. The Ebrezjim was launched into the Vast when he was very young – he and Midani are just about old enough to remember those days. The deaths of worlds, Curtis. Not just of outlying colonies like the ones we’re losing right now, but worlds like Borushek and Velcastra. He remembers the Resalq at the height of their civilization. And I say their, not our, because he’s right. We’ve changed. We did it to ourselves, and many, even most, of the Resalq as you know them wouldn’t want to change back.”

Marin’s hands stilled. He leaned his head on Mark’s and spoke in a murmur. “Emil Kulich is hardly going to inspire anyone to emulate him. He’s …”

“He’s a snob,” Mark said as if it amused him as much as confounding him. “He’s an elitist, superior, prejudiced bastard … also a scholar who became a warrior of necessity, who pledged his life to defend everything he believed in.”

“Meaning, the Resalq as he knew them in the hour when the Raishenne bugged out, leaving him and Midani to divert the automata and let the rest of their people get away.”

“Exactly. It took a courage nothing can diminish.” Mark looked up at him soberly. “He believes we should have hung onto our individuality, safeguarded our culture at all costs.”

For some time Marin weighed and measured this while his thumbs rubbed Mark’s tight neck muscles. At last he shook his head slowly. “It’s easy for a warrior to say this. Not so easy when you’re speaking for a community of tired, worn out old folks and frightened children. When your ships are battered past fixing and there’s nowhere else to go, nothing left to use. The Kulichs were there at the beginning, when the Zunshu struck first and the Resalq heroes became legends in their own lifetimes. He didn’t see the end of it. You did.”

“I tell myself this.” Mark’s hands spanned Marin’s hips, holding him there. “I’ve tried to explain the facts of it to him, but he won’t hear, or won’t understand. Warrior that he is, he can’t imagine being responsible for a broken ship full of sick old people and half starved children, all of them hollow-eyed with fear.”

“Then, the humans have an expression, very coarse, very accurate.” Marin’s hands stilled once again, fingers laced at Mark’s nape. “Fuck him. It’s Emil Kulich’s privilege to believe what he wants to believe, but he’s dead wrong, and you and I both know it. You’re not answerable to him. You don’t owe him any explanations. What about the other one, Midani?”

Mark wore a very gentle, lopsided smile. “Midani is a lot less opinionated, much less voluble. He usually defers to Emil because, as you’ve seen, Emil is the more powerful personality.”

“And Midani is the one with the brains,” Curtis observed. “I was watching him trying out new words, trying to pronounce them properly. He’s the one who wants to know about humans, learn from us, deal with us. Emil? Are you really going to give him the Freyana?”

“Loan,” Mark corrected. “There’s a number of the older Resalq who’ve never liked what we became, and a body of our scientists who would slug it out with each other to get places aboard to research our living history at the same time as hunting for the Raishenne.”

“Wild goose chase,” Marin warned.

“Probably. I know. But it’s something they have to do, and along the way they’ll return a lot of useful data about new worlds on the course broken by the Aenestra. If they want to found a new colony, I won’t stop them. We’ll always know where the Freyana is.”

“And you can repossess it any time you like, after they’ve found a world and put down sustainable roots,” Marin finished. He leaned closer, kissed Mark’s forehead, the bridge of his nose, his lips. “You have a lot more patience than I have. I’d have put something in Emil Kulich’s food to knock him out, and shoved him headfirst into a cryotank to keep him quiet, and then done business with his brother – and yes, I know it’s the wrong word!”

Mark actually laughed, and gave Marin a push. “Live as long as I have, Curtis, and you learn patience, if nothing else.” He leaned back heavily against the bench. “So. What’s it to be for you and Neil? Harrison’s mission, or ours?”

The question was too vast for Marin to grapple with. He was still struggling to find any coherent way to phrase what he felt when footsteps announced Travers, and his nose picked up the drifting scent of coffee before Neil stepped into the lab. 

“We don’t know. Not yet,” he admitted. “Shapiro’s going to need people he can trust.” He waited as Travers handed a mug to Mark, took a swig from the second and passed it across. They would share the second mug; Marin did not even think about it. 

“The truth us,” Travers said pointedly, “Shapiro needs you.”

“My people also need me,” Mark said quietly.

“They do,” Travers agreed, “but they need you where you’ll do the most good. And that’s not working yourself to death in some lab, analysing air and soil samples from some potential colony world while you try to keep the peace. Tor and Emil are going to work their way to flashpoint and wind up beating each other bloody! Dario and the others are trying to keep between them, but it’s inevitable. And babysitting the show is a total waste of your talents.”

The flat statement took everything Marin had felt and thought for days now, and placed into focus so sharp, it was brutal. Mark’s eyes widened for a moment before he chuckled. 

“If only it were so simple, Neil.”

“You mean, it isn’t?” Travers demanded.

“Not quite.” Mark drank a little coffee and listened to the sound of muted voices from the living rooms. “These people need a leader, someone they trust enough to follow orders. Someone who can hold them together, make them pull in harness.”

“Do they?” Marin was less sure. “The Resalq are already moving. The ships are in orbit, loaded, ready to get out to a safe distance where the Zunshu can’t hurt them, even if Borushek goes the way of your old homeworlds. There’s no rush to disappear, and this time around the Zunshu are up against a people whose whole history has been warlike.”

“They’re also going to be looking right down the barrels of their own weapons,” Travers added. “The Zunshu mines that’re ready to be turned on the Confederate battle groups will destroy the Zunshu themselves just the same.”

The arguments were sound, and Sherratt was not about to dismiss them lightly. He weighed every word while Travers and Marin waited, and Marin thought he could literally hear the cogs and gears of Mark’s mind ticking over.

The mug was empty, and Sherratt handed it back before he spoke. “Let me sleep on it. Lai’a won’t be finished fitting for the mission for some time yet, and Harrison won’t leave the Deep Sky until the Colonial Wars have been resolved, one way or another. Barb and Richard will be here tomorrow. I want to talk to them before I make any decision.”

“Jazinsky’s going with Lai’a,” Marin said quietly. 

“No surprise there!” Mark smiled tiredly. “Harrison wants to look some Zunshu general in the face, demand to know why, and get answers. Barb just wants to see the inside of Elarne with her own living eyes. Imagine it! A place where gravity surges like the ocean, space behaves like a body of water, and time … time is neither constant nor predictable. It eddies around massive gravity wells, changes speed, direction, as if time itself were a tangible thing.” He shook his head, still bemused by concepts he had been wrestling with all his life. 

For Marin, even the ideas were difficult to grasp. Like any living thing trapped in three dimensions and linear time, he could not conceive of any world where time was not constant, where day followed day and cause presaged effect. Lose the constancy of time, and reality shattered apart – yet Mark worked in theoretical realms where time followed spiral patterns, nested globes, anything but the straight-arrow flight living creatures understood.

“You need to get some sleep,” Travers said wisely. “We all do. What are you doing here that wouldn’t be done easier in the morning?”

“It’s the Orpheus data.” Mark gestured vaguely at the machines behind him, “as always. So many questions, so few firm answers, and too much theorizing. I can theorize any scenario into or out of existence. With the Orpheus data, I can show you watertight mathematics to prove the three dimensional universe you think you know so well doesn’t even exist – and since you know it does exist, you know the sums are wrong somewhere … but I’ll be damned if I can work out where.” He drew both hands back through his hair and mocked himself with a chuckle. “And Barb thinks of me as the teacher with all the answers!”

“He’s right,” Marin said softly. “Sleep.”

“In an hour.” Sherratt waved them off. “I’ve a few things to complete, and then I’ll close my eyes. I must clear a certain amount of data to make space for the next challenge. Vaurien and Jazinsky are following you down, tomorrow, with the item they collected on Celeste.” He massaged his temples hard. “Barb transmitted the scans.”

“And you know what it is?” Travers guessed.

“I … think I know,” Mark said carefully. “I’ll need to see it, image it, look inside of it. Hence the extra work to be done now, to clear enough processor power to handle the rest, tomorrow.” He gave Marin a wry smile. “And yes, I know I need to rest. And I will. Sleep is another question.”

“Then, we’ll let you get on with it.” Travers slid an arm around Marin’s back and steered him away. “You said Richard and Barb are coming down tomorrow?”

“In the morning, I think.” Mark had already turned his attention back to the flock of tiny drones. “Time enough to hammer out decisions then. They opened up the last bedroom on the west side for you, as usual. Sleep well.”

From the long, interconnected living rooms came the sound of music and voices. Marin stopped for a moment to listen, and heard Roy Arlott going over a range of words, intonations, pronunciations – with Midani Kulich, not with Emil. Either the elder Kulich was ominously silent or he had retired for the night, scorning the idea of learning enough of the human language to either understand them or make himself understood by them. 

The Resalq language was elegant, filled with patterns, weaves and textures which made sense when one understood them, but not one syllable of it bore any commonality with any human language, and many of its phrases were drawn from cultural references. To learn it well, a human student had to also study the culture, history and mythology of the people. No such thing as a simple translation cipher existed, and a coherent dictionary was almost an impossibility The task of speaking it well was so daunting, Marin had long ago set aside the ambition. 

The last room on the west side of the house was comfortably familiar, with its polished redwood floor, the scatter of rich green rugs, the reproduction of a classic triptych from Saraine, the vast windows with the view of Mount Kepler. The sky had been fully dark for hours now. The stars burned, and the snow-clad heights of the mountains were silver-gray, outlined in starlight. According to the threedee which idled in the corner of the room, the temperature right outside the window was thirty below zero, with a wind out of the northeast at 20kph, and snow flurries expected in the early hours as the wind rose and picked up drifts from the near mountains and cast them over the town. A fine, mild night for Riga.

For some time Marin stood, hands in the pockets of his slacks, looking out at the mountain without actually seeing it. Memories possessed him – images of many years before, in this house and also in Mark’s house in the EternalCity on Saraine, where he learned the secrets of Dendra Shemiji. He knew he was only the third human ever to master enough of them to graduate. Mark Sherratt had achieved so much, done so much to be proud of, and a thread of anger stitched sharply through Marin, prickling him like a dozen needles, as he considered Emil Kulich.

Part of him wanted to tell the man he had no right to judge Mark Sherratt or any Resalq. Another part wanted to see the argument come to blows, in which case his money would have been on Tor Sereccio. Tor was as tall as any Pakrani, as muscular as Michael Vidal had been, and he was trained in every Dendra Shemiji martial art Mark could teach. Tor soaked up physical skills, taking great delight in them. He also played aeroball, and had a deep ocean diving armor license. Emil Kulich might he a warrior, and arrogant about it – too arrogant – but Marin’s wager would be on Tor. 

If the ancestrals and the aged Resalq, those who were much less human than people of Dario’s and Tor’s generation, wanted to take the old Freyana and find their own space in regions the Aenestra had charted, Marin would be glad to see them go. 

But if the rest of the Resalq, and Mark among them, wanted to take a fleet of private vessels headed off by the Carellan Djerun and more than likely the Wastrel, the lure of that freedom was powerful. New worlds, a rich future, the opportunity to build something fresh which had never been tainted by Confederate politics, or shadowed by the ancient threat of an enemy that had no name.

“Penny for them,” Travers offered. He had been moving around the room, laying out a pair of scarlet and black silk kimonos, adjusting the heat and humidity to his liking, turning down the bed. 

Now his arms circled Marin from behind, and Curtis saw them both reflected in the window glass against the night sky. “They’re not worth a penny,” he told Travers. “I just met an ancestral Resalq, and I’d like to black his eye – how’s that for a revelation? I thought it would be some great, quasi-mystical experience, meeting them!”

“And instead you find they’re ordinary, mortal, fallible, brimming over with all the same foibles as any of us.” Travers’s grip tightened on him, and Marin was glad to lean back heavily into the embrace. “Kulich will have his uses,” Neil said, a warm draft against one ear. “He and his brother survived a lot of fights against Zunshu automata. I’m going to pick his brains tomorrow. I’ll get Roy to translate, and I’ll pump Emil for everything I can get out of him about the machines, how they operate, how to disable and kill them. You know Mark’s got one in the cyber lab?”

“What, the unit they disabled on Kjorin? They brought it here?” Marin turned into his arms.

“Mm. Dario wanted to show it to me, but I said – tomorrow. It’ll keep. I had a coffee in either hand at the time … and here we are.” Travers was drawing his lips across Marin’s forehead as he spoke in a deep, almost hypnotic voice. “The machine’s dead, they tore the central cortex out of it, smashed the transmitter, blew the power cells into about twenty pieces. It’s not going anywhere.” He hunted for Marin’s mouth, covered it with his own and kissed him searchingly. “You know what you need, don’t you?”

Marin drew his cheek across Neil’s with a rasp of whiskers on whiskers. “I know what you think I need.” 

“You going to let me give it to you?” The blue eyes danced with amusement.

“Oh, yes.” Marin shrugged out of his jacket, dropped it at his feet, and held open his arms. It was Travers’s physical strength he craved, his body heat, the scent of him, even the soft texture of his lips and the way he had of looking at Curtis from under long, black eyelashes. 

Their clothes were strewn between the window and the bed, where Marin let himself be tumbled, and he scissored Travers with both legs before he could escape. He looked up into the face he knew better than his own now, and admired Neil’s good looks, which the lights only accentuated with tones of gold from the lamps on one side and blue from the idling threedee on the other. 

Then Travers got his knees onto the bed, physically shoved Marin aside to make space, and covered him, heavy, hot, welcome. Marin’s arms closed around him, hands charting the curves and ridges from nape to buttocks and back. The hard, solid column of Travers’s cock thrust against Curtis’s belly, leaving him in do doubts as to where it wanted to be. He shuffled flat, locked his legs around Neil’s waist and held him there. 

The mattress molded beneath the bent-bow curve of his spine as he hunted for Travers’s mouth. When he had it, his fingers knotted into Neil’s hair to hold him to a kiss that was a ravenous clash of teeth and tongues. 

When Travers lifted his head at last he was breathless, dark eyed, surprised. “That was … damn, what’s gotten into you tonight?”

“Nothing yet, but you’re about to remedy that,” Marin told him.

“You not getting enough?” Travers rolled aside and drew a one-palmed caress from Marin’s face to his groin, where his hand curved about Curtis’s own shaft and began to work in a languid rhythm which refused to be hurried.

In fact, the flight in from Freespace had been a week of rest they had both needed, and they had made love often. A man got used to opportunity and availability, Marin thought, and he took badly to the drought when life returned to a muddle of duty, schedule, hazard. He arched his head into the pillow, eyes closed, and let Travers play him as if he were an instrument, make music upon him, until every nerve ending sang. And then Travers took his hands away, and Marin’s eyes opened to find him kneeling on the side of mattress, nursing an erection that looked as bemused as the rest of the man.

“I don’t know what you’re on,” Travers said ruefully, “but I want some.”

Marin rolled over and snaked both arms around his waist. “I’m not on anything. It’s just occurring to me…” He paused to lick a path from hip to hip, leaving Travers shivering. “Occurring to me that in a week, ten days, we could be free as a couple of birds.” He dropped a kiss on the salt-moist tip of him. “We could also be dead.” And before Travers could say a word, he dropped his head and set his mouth to better uses than talking.

Many of the sensual tricks of the Resalq would also work for human males, and even now Marin delighted in doing things to Travers that he had never felt before, never imagined. He listened to Neil’s yelps of surprise, and the lush groans as nerve endings he might not even have known he possessed were fetched to life. 

At last Travers threaded trembling fingers into his hair to stop him. His voice was hoarse. “If you want any more out of me, know when to quit.”

They had stayed in this very room several times, and Marin knew he would find their things in the top drawer of the antique chest at the bedside. A green glass tub of priceless gel from a sexshop so uptown in ElstromCity, the next address up the line was parked on Arago fields, ten kilometers in the sky. A pack of tissues that smelt of cedar and felt like damp silk. He lifted out both, slicked his fingers and dealt Travers a careful, delicate caress which inspired wounded moans.

And then Neil leaned back, weight propped on both flat palms, and Curtis straddled his lap. Coherent thought fled from Marin’s head, as it always did when his body was hazed in its own heat, his senses were full of Travers, his nerves overloading with fierce sensations that were as raw, as overwhelming to a man in this century as to the ancestral humans who hunted the mammoth.

A long time later, spent, exhausted, with his head on Travers’s chest and the slow, heavy beat of Neil’s heart against his ear, he heard raised voices from downstairs. They were arguing – it was Tor and Emil, speaking loudly in Resalq. The disagreement between them could be coming to blows even then, but Marin was too spent, too comfortable, to go down and see, and Neil was sound asleep. He listened for a while and recognized Leon’s voice, moderating, trying to talk sense into them. He shouted for Roy; feet thundered down the stairs and the human’s lighter, higher voice cut across the deep Resalq voices like a knife, though not in any language Marin could understand.

Not tonight, then. If the fight were going to happen, it would be in a time, a place, where no one would get between them. And Marin hoped he was there to see it.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

Riga, Borushek

 

The rattle of the window glass was the first Travers knew of Vaurien’s arrival, but the Wastrel’s lighter was guided in to the back of the property, and from the house’s front windows he never saw it. He and Marin were in one of the long living rooms, where a real woodstove crackled and the smell of the ham and eggs Arlott was cooking for brunch had begun to torment his belly. The Resalq would drown the ham in pickled figs and slather the eggs with grapefruit marmalade, dust the whole plate with green pepper and say, ‘delicious.’ Travers would pretend not to notice. 

Marin was nursing a third coffee, feet up on the knee table by the wood stove. The morning had dawned overcast, with light snowfalls across Riga, but strong winds high over MountKepler had swept the sky clear. It was blue now, over pristine new snow, and it was so cold, Travers was reminded of winter on the fjords under the Wulff Glacier. A little after dawn, he shrugged into a thick, padded parka, took a rebreather, and walked around the perimeter of Mark’s property for exercise. Marin was still asleep when he stepped out, and when he returned was in the kitchen, making coffee and arguing companionably with Arlott about the relative merits of sportplanes. 

It was many years since Travers had felt a genuine pang of longing for the Three Rivers region of Darwin’s World, but the desire for home was strong as he took off the breathmask, hung up the parka, heeled off the boots. The aroma of percolating coffee lured him to the kitchen, when Marin gave him the first cup off the pot.

The last cup off the same pot was almost cold in Curtis’s hand now, as they listened to the roar of heavy lift engines, and Marin set it on the table, between the assorted handies Mark and Dario had abandoned there the night before. Travers had glanced at the displays, but nothing he saw made any sense to him. He could handle the concepts with which they worked, but the physics was as alien a language as Resalq. 

The bang of the backdoor announced Vaurien and Jazinsky, and the heating vents in the floor began to whisper as the house AI pumped in heat to replace that lost when the doors were opened. Most houses in the Mossman area, the river country where Travers grew up, were sealed and AI controlled, from late fall to mid spring. The little similarities inspired a smile as well as another odd emotional wrench.

What was on his face, he could not guess, but Marin shot him an odd look. Travers waved him off and stood, just as Mark came up the stairs from the labs. Dario was still down there, still working. Travers suspected he had pulled an all-night shift, though Tor had drifted down, still yawning awake, while Travers was still organizing boots and rebreather.

“Richard, welcome.” Mark held out his hand, and Vaurien clasped it. “I could wish this were a social gathering.”

“So could I,” Vaurien said with dry humor. He was in the familiar blue denim and a pale gray cabled sweater with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. “One day, Mark,” he swore, “when this is all over.”

“If it ever is,” Jazinsky said acidly. She was a pace behind Vaurien, still rubbing her arms after the comparative chill of the conduit leading from the greenhouses to the house’s backdoor. Her blue and gold skinsuit was ill suited to the chill, and she had pulled on a burgundy red jacket which clashed with the colors. As usual, Jazinsky could not have cared less. Her hair was pulled back and escaping from a silver clasp at her nape, and a pair of blue lensed aviator’s glasses were perched on the top of her head. “Mark, you look tired.” She embraced him as she spoke, welcomed him like blood kin. 

“I am tired,” he retorted as he hugged her swiftly and fended her off. “And it’s going to get worse before it gets better. You have the item with you? The thing you took from the Freespacer, Belczak?”

She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “In a containment box, on a handtruck right outside the door. Where do you want it?”

Mark gestured at the floor. “The quarantine lab.”

“Quarantine?” Vaurien echoed. “It’s dormant, not dangerous.”

“But I need to see its innards,” Mark mused, “before I lay one finger on it. I have six different imaging systems in the quarantine lab. Barb?”

She thumbed a remote, and the backdoor slid open to the chill once more. The handtruck moved itself swiftly inside as Travers and Marin joined them, and Vaurien gave Travers a rueful smile. On Grant’s orders he had slept a long time on the flight back in from Freespace, and he looked better, Travers thought. Some of the shadows had faded from face and eyes. 

The handtruck went where it was told, down the broad stairs and into the part of the house Travers knew least. Jazinsky and Mark followed it, but Vaurien was more interested in the aromas of coffee and food. Arlott had set up a fresh pot, and brunch was keeping warm on a low heat while he sat on a tall stool by the workbench, already finished eating and intent on a handy. 

“Seles thelse arteridis,” he said as Marin and Travers appeared. “Twenty years, I’ve been saying seels theliss arteedees … damn.”

“I don’t think it matters how you pronounce it.” Marin fetched down a fresh mug and poured for Vaurien, who was searching for cream.

“It does to them,” Arlott muttered.

“You mean Emil?” Travers guessed. “Ignore him. He’s speaking your language like a bloody barbarian, and then nitpicking over every Resalq vowel. If you want to speak it with an accent, like Curtis, go for it.” He had produced a stack of plates from a high cupboard and was rummaging for forks while Marin examined the food. “What’s it mean, anyway?”

It was Marin who said, “The best translation is, ‘Fortune favors the brave,’ but the literal translation is, ‘Courage, fortune, gavotte’ … or perhaps tango, or waltz. The arteridis was a social dance form. The original meaning is, ‘Courage and good luck go dancing together.’ Or perhaps ‘Bravery and good fortune are dance partners.’ And here’s the key reference. At a Resalq social event, if you went there with your partner, you wore a kind of corsage which identified you as your beau’s dance partner. The corsage was called a favor, the way a kerchief or a veil, that kind of thing, would be worn by a medieval knight, given to him by a lady, and it was known as a lady’s favor.”

“Fortune,” Arlott said acidly, “favors the brave.” He tossed the handy back onto the bench in disgust. “This bloody language is impossible. You can get a perfect translation of every syllable and still not understand a word they say. It’s not even just about learning their history. You have to take their culture up osmotically, through the pores. Then again, I suppose all languages are the same, when you get away from the literal translation and into the social usages. I still have to learn to cuss properly in Resalq!”

As they spoke, Vaurien had subsided into a deep reverie, as if the secrets of the universe could be divined from the coffee in his mug. Travers frowned at him, well aware that so much was on Richard’s mind, he was literally tuning out every word which did not directly involve him. Marin had known the man for long enough to notice the long silence, and lifted a brow at Travers in mute question.

“So,” Neil prompted, when Richard showed no sign of rousing from the reverie. “Jazinsky never left the lab on the way back in. The object from Celeste … Zunshu? She made sense of it? We could never coax a word out of her.”

Vaurien pulled a stool up beside Arlott and cradled the mug between both palms. “Oh, it’s Zunshu. But not a mine, not a stasis device. She’s pretty sure it’s a passive monitor, semi-intelligent, very old … very broken.”

“Broken.” Marin shared a glance with Travers. “By Henri Belczak’s people?”

But Vaurien’s head was shaking slowly. “It seems to have been caught on the fringe of the event that destroyed the Silver Lake site. It was just sitting there, inert, dead, when Belczak’s idiots arrived, but Barb is fairly sure it would have been very much alive, a passive monitor, for a long, long time, just waiting.”

“For us to show up,” Arlott said quietly. “Humans or Resalq, it makes no difference.”

“Actually,” Vaurien said slowly, “Barb’s theory is that it was waiting for a wake-up signal which would reactivate it. If she’s right – and Mark is about to confirm or deny the theories – its secondary function is to report what it’s monitored.”

The gist of what he had said took several moments to sink into Travers’s brain, and then he shared a dark look with Marin. “Report back to the Zunshu?”

“Who else?” Vaurien took a long pull at the coffee. “Fact: the stasis chamber we opened on Kjorin was transmitting for a little over two and a half seconds before we could shut it down, and in a matter of days we were starting to lose the most outlying colonies. We know the Zunshu automata are moving. We suspect it’s only a matter of time, and not much of it, before devices capable of killing worlds like Borushek arrive here. And the device Belczak’s crew retrieved from the Silver Lake lode? A passive monitor. It just listens, watches. But what’s the use of a monitor that doesn’t call home and report?”

An uneasy quiet settled over the kitchen. Travers dropped a bundle of cutlery on the bench by Arlott’s handy, while Marin lifted over the skillet. It was Curtis who said at last, “Has Jazinsky said anything about being able to interpret any of the thing’s AI? I mean, I know it’s rudimentary, semi-aware, but if its function is to listen and report, it stands to reason, doesn’t it, it’ll be on Zunshu frequencies, and it’ll know where it’s transmitting to.” 

The same thoughts had been slithering through Travers’s mind. Arlott looked up from the handy as Marin spoke. They were waiting for Vaurien to comment, but he seemed reluctant. He frowned at Travers for some moments, and evaded the question neatly.

“Have you decided to sign with Harrison, or Mark?”

The change of gears made Travers uncomfortable. “We haven’t decided anything, not yet. Neither has Mark, I think. You know he thinks of Lai’a as a living creature, almost a child of his own. And you know Dario wouldn’t know how to say ‘no’ to this mission. You think Mark would let them go without him?”

“I didn’t ask about Mark.” Vaurien’s voice was soft, deep. “I asked about you, Neil. You and Curtis.”

Something in his tone made Marin take a step closer to Travers, close enough for Travers to be aware of his body heat. “As Neil said, we haven’t decided,” Marin said quietly. “You think we should sign with Shapiro? Or not? What do you know, Richard?”

But Vaurien only shrugged. “I’m not sure of anything anymore. I’m starting to think I never was! If I had the sense I was born with, I’d point the Wastrel in the other direction, and not drop out of e-space till I was so far from the Deep Sky and the Confederacy, she was practically off the charts!” 

“Then, do it.” Travers leaned back on the workbench, arms folded on his chest. “You always followed your instincts, Richard. Intuition. If this is what your gut tells you, don’t hesitate.”

“And Harrison’s mission, and Lai’a?” Vaurien sighed. “And Mark’s people, and the Deep Sky?” Vaurien smiled faintly as if amused at his own indecision. “I’m trying to dissuade myself from being any kind of a hero! I’ve survived this long by putting myself, my ship and my crew first, and now … I’m not sure any of us can do that any longer.”

It was Roy Arlott who pushed away the handy and said, “Does this mean what it sounds like? You’re making the old speech, aren’t you? The one that goes, ‘No greater love has any man, than that he lay down his life for another.’ You’re trying to rationalize buying some kind of one-way ticket into Hellgate, aren’t you?”

“Roy,” Travers said gently, “we all are. It’s the same deal Mick Vidal was offered, and he didn’t have to think twice about it. He flew the Orpheus without a second’s hesitation. And I’m starting to wonder if he had more guts than the rest of us put together.”

Arlott shuddered visibly. “You think it’s a one-way trip, then? I mean … I know Leon wants in on Shapiro’s team, and I always told Lee, where he goes, I go. But I don’t know if I’m ready to …”

“No one’s ever ready to go out there and give his life,” Marin said gravely, “but a lot of people do, when the time comes. Vidal always kept a distance between us, because he wanted Neil, and he never fooled me into thinking otherwise. But I respected his honesty, and I respected the courage it took to fly the Orpheus.” He gave Arlott a faint, sad smile. “You don’t have to follow Leon into hell. Just understand why he’s doing it.”

“For his people.” Roy’s eyes glittered with tears, and he rubbed them savagely before they could spill. “For godsakes, will you folks eat before that food gets cold? You have no idea what fresh food’s worth – you’ve never lived on the wrong side of a blockade, where a carton of fresh eggs starts to look like the holy fucking grail!”

He shoved a plate into Travers’s hands as he spoke and marched away, probably hunting for Leon. Travers wondered what he could possibly say to Leon, but before he could speak, the comm whispered with Mark’s voice.

“Curtis, Neil, Richard, would you come down here?”

But Vaurien was disinclined to move. “I’ll follow you down … I’ve seen all of the Zunshu hardware I care to, and I’m hungry.”

They were in the quarantine lab, directly under the living rooms, in an armored bunker where every molecule of air was filtered and not even neutrinos made ingress. With a sigh, Travers covered the skillet and set it back on the stove. He would load up a plate and flash it, when they had seen what Mark wanted to show them.

The lab hummed quietly with machinery. Four benches were set up laterally across the space, and a two-meter threedee was bright, cycling fresh data. On one bench sat the containment box; on another, naked as a subject on an autopsy slab, lay a body Travers had not seen since Kjorin.

The last time he saw it, it was trying to kill him. The machine was laid open now, from skullcap to groin, down its left side. Fiberoptic filaments bled out of it; sensor probes were inserted into its guts; two scan platforms were locked into position over its belly. Travers peered into the cavity and swore. It only looked like a Resalq, humanoid with a more than passing likeness to humans themselves. A millimeter under its skin, it was not merely a machine, but no kind of machine Travers could recognize.

“It’s interesting, isn’t it?” Mark agreed, materializing at Travers’s side. “These automata are very old, and from the data I’ve been seeing from fragments retrieved from one of the frontier mining colonies we’ve just lost, the technology hasn’t changed by one iota in so many centuries, your people, Neil, were still riding around on horseback and arguing over the best recipe for gunpowder!”

“You’ve had data from one of the disaster sites?” Marin echoed. 

“Fragments,” Mark corrected. “A long-range scan, made in the minutes before a colony snuffed itself out of existence. These things were seen at ground zero. They were imaged, probed, by a security popup – just a little disposable drone that was still in low orbit when a ship got there. It was retrieved, its data downloaded.”

“And the things that snuffed the colony were like this,” Travers finished.

“Identical.” Mark hugged both long arms around his own chest. “These could be the same machines as the ones we were fighting when I was no older than you and Curtis are right now. And that,” he added musingly, “is food for thought, don’t you think?”

It was, but all Travers saw were unanswerable questions. “It’s like the Zunshu technology stopped? Stagnated, for almost a thousand years?”

“That doesn’t happen,” Marin said quickly. “Does it?”

“No,” Jazinsky agreed, “it doesn’t. The civilization that was capable of destroying the Resalq homeworlds with world-killer devices, and then hunting down the fugitives with these things, wouldn’t just stop.”

“Unless…” Mark turned his back on the dismembered automaton and returned to the containment box. “Unless something compelled it to stop. Something arrested its technological development in midstride.”

Marin had stooped to look into the threedee, which displayed a slowly-rotating image of the inside of the device from SilverLake, in incredibly fine detail. “None of which does us any good, does it? Because even if the Zunshu tech did molder since bows and arrows were state of the art on Earth, they’re still centuries ahead of us.”

He was right, and Travers was not about to waste brain cells on the mystery. He gestured at the hotbox, and looked from Jazinsky to Mark and back. “So it’s a monitor? Richard said you guys are pretty sure it’s some kind of a drone. It listens, watches, and calls home.”

At last Mark smiled with wry, reluctant humor. “That’s one way of putting it! Barb?”

She mirrored his amusement. “It’s superbly simple, not much more than a conduit for observation, and about as intelligent as a bivalve. It doesn’t act, it reacts to changes in the universe it perceives. It listens for certain sounds, and when it hears them it … calls home.” Fists on her hips, she was glaring at the hotbox as if the contents were her mortal enemy. “This one is old. We were able to get a date on it, from the decay in its power cells. How old? Not less than five centuries. And it’s been sitting there, dormant as a bump on a boulder, until it woke up a short while ago.” She gestured at the other bench, and the wreckage of the automaton. “Kjorin. We woke it when we opened the stasis chamber. It transmit a signal for way too long before Lai’a could stop it, and we could have woken a hundred of these things. A thousand.”

“Once woken,” Mark continued, “these little things come online and act as nodes in a comm array spread out right across what we think of as the frontier, and on into Freespace. And at the heart of it is –”

“Hellgate,” Travers whispered.

“Elarne itself.” Mark leaned both hands on the bench by the containment box and looked up over it at the threedee. “We were lucky to get this one so intact. It was caught in the very edge of the gravity event that destroyed Henri Belczak’s mining operation. The rudimentary brains were destroyed, the power cells were virtually drained. But enough of it remains intact for us to analyze it.” He took a long deep breath and looked sidelong into Marin’s eyes. “You know what we’re looking for.”

Curtis said nothing, and Travers was merely thinking aloud. “If this thing is just a data channel that listens with one array and reports with another, like a glorified comm relay … it has to be operating on the Zunshu frequencies, yes? And it has to know where home is, or at least how to call through the mess inside Hellgate. Yes?”

“Give the man a whole pack of cigars.” Jazinsky rested one flat palm on the hotbox. “You know, I’m looking at this, and I’m seeing an omen. Harrison sent us into Freespace to bring back the Shanghai survivors, but the truth is, as crappy as this is going to sound, this little thing is worth a thousand times more than a couple of hundred human lives.”

An odd sensation shivered through every nerve Travers possessed. “It gives you a line to the Zunshu?”

“Maybe,” Mark warned. “First of all, the ruins of its brains have to be analyzed, and that’s more than I can do here and now. Half of the analysis will be sheer guesswork, because the brains are so rudimentary and so twisted up. It’s going to take the processor power of Lai’a to make sense of this device. Even when we have the raw data, getting something useful out of it is another question. This thing knows how to call home? Obviously. But shooting a comm signal through Elarne has always defeated us. We don’t know enough about the tides and currents, the rips and eddies of both gravity and time, in the guts of Hellgate. That’s where the Zunshu have it over us.”

“Yet this little contraption knows how to do it,” Jazinsky argued.

“It’s broken,” Marin said quietly. “Is there enough left for Lai’a to make sense of it? Because if there is…” His eyes were wide, dark, as he looked up at Travers, stunned by the implications.

The question seemed to galvanize both Sherratt and Jazinsky. “We won’t know till we hand the thing to Lai’a,” she said briskly. “And that’s why the Wastrel is shipping out later today for Alshie’nya, by way of the drydocks – Albeniz.”

“What takes you to Albeniz?” Marin wondered as he peered into the threedee, where the innards of the Zunshu thing were being peeled back, layer by layer.

“Richard’s new ship,” Jazinsky told him. “She’s half-fitted, and that’ll have to do. They brought the Weimanns online two weeks ago, and frankly, it’s time to get her out of there.”

“Albeniz,” Mark observed without looking up from the handy he was studying, “is too close to Hellgate, and just about the same distance from Naiobe as both Takashozu Field 9 and the Strauss Lode, both of which have been lost to Zunshu squads. The fact is –” he straightened his back and looked into the threedee “—we’re just waiting for the news, through the Deep Sky data conduit. We know there’s been another assault, we just don’t know where. Only the fact Albeniz is too big to be destroyed by a simple squad has protected it thus far.”

“But four or five or ten squads of Zunshu automata in a simultaneous strike would take it,” Jazinsky added bleakly. “Give them time to amass, coming from wherever it is they come from. Another month, and I’d put Albeniz at the top of the hit list.”

The Fleet drydocks were noisy, dirty, with the vast contamination and toxic fallout typical of such facilities. Because of this mess, the docks were situated in a system where no single world was a candidate for terraforming. A floating population of forty or sixty thousand humans and ten times as many drones lived on several planetoids and two major, barren worlds, and space was a toxic mess. 

They were an easy target. Travers wrestled for a moment with the logistics of trying to turn back an assault from multiple squads of the automata Bravo Company had fought on Kjorin, and then rejected the idea as ludicrous. Albeniz would be a casualty, and soon.

“You realize,” Marin whispered, “when the Albeniz facility is destroyed, the Confederacy is going to blame the colonial republicans.”

“And there won’t be one syllable we can say to convince them we’re not guilty,” Jazinsky said in cynical tones. “The Zunshu might actually do us a favor. Without Albeniz, the nearest Fleet dockyards are Haven, Lithgow, Kuchinbai, way back in the Middle Heavens. Too far to be convenient for the bastards.”

“Another reason for them to just leave the Deep Sky to get on with our own business,” Travers suggested.

“So long as we can weather the punitive expedition.” Mark’s face was set into grave lines. “You know they’ll want to punish. If they can,” he added, “and that’s another question.” He looked from Travers and Marin and back. “You know the Wastrel has been offloading cargo.”

“The mines, which will be seeded into orbit when the time comes, to stand between Borushek and a super-carrier battle group.” Travers gestured in the direction of the orbital platforms, where the Mercury was docked. “Shapiro took delivery before we checked out the Capricorn. The mines to defend Velcastra are being loaded onto a couple of freighters as we speak.”

“And the warload to defend Omaru and Jagreth is being crated on the Wings of Freedom at Alshie’nya,” Jazinsky finished. “We ship out to Albeniz to install the AI on the Esprit de Liberté, and as soon as the nav-tank is loaded, we’re out of there. Gone. The Esprit is going to Alshie’nya to finish refitting. Sacha Tomarov’s crew on the Wings will hammer her into good enough shape to be habitable. Right now, she’s all holds and engines, generators and Aragos. You work aboard in hardsuits and sleep tethered to an eyebolt in freefall, out of the way of the drones!”

“But she’ll be one hell of a ship,” Mark said approvingly. “As big as the Wastrel, and even more powerful. Which is all the more reason to get her the hell out of Albeniz before suddenly she’s sitting at ground zero in a Zunshu event! And that –”

He broke off as Joss, the house AI, interrupted with a soft chime and said in those quiet, exotically accented tones, “Vehicle registration ASN 429W has just landed in the forecourt. Single occupant is approaching the main door. Shall I grant access?” 

“Do you recognize him – or her?” Mark wondered.

“Human,” Joss reported. “The vehicle is registered in Riga. Will I access the civilian register?” And then, before Mark could answer, “Captain Vaurien observed the vehicle on approach and is granting access to the occupant. It appears he knows him.”

A kick of intuition made Travers stir, and he dropped one hand onto Marin’s shoulder. “I’ll give you three guesses. And I’m going back up, Curtis. If I’m right, Richard’s going to need a little moral support!”

For a moment Marin’s brows rose, and then shared the same flash of intuition. He was a pace behind Travers as he took the stairs two at a time, and they both felt the waft of chill air which fell through the house as the front door opened briefly. Heating vents began to whisper at once, as heat and oxygen were swiftly pumped in.

And before he reached the top of the stairs, Travers knew he was right. Richard was standing like a statue, hands thrust into the pockets of the dark blue denims, head cocked, watching Tonio Teniko take off the parka, gloves and scarf and dump them at his feet. He was waiting for the kid to make his case, but more than this, like Travers he could only be speechless for several moments at the change in Teniko.

He looked rough, Travers thought, as if he had been on a week-long binge, high as a kite for too long, and unaware of anything, everything, that had been done to him in that time. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes hollow, shadowed. A lot of the incredible beauty that had been his worst enemy was still intact, but the voluptuous sensuality was already gone. 

And he was taller. Travers whistled softly as Marin came up behind him. Teniko was a hand’s span taller, with wider shoulders, bigger hands and feet. The process of growing bone was exquisitely painful, and even now, even here, Teniko’s eyes were dark, dilated with the drugs he needed to endure it.

But he was not high, Travers saw. He was entirely lucid as he dumped the outdoor clothes and took a hesitant step closer to Richard. “Uh … hi,” he offered. “I, uh, I’m in Riga for the, uh, therapy, and I knew you were coming in, so…”

“Do you thought you’d come over, invade Mark’s privacy and bug me some more,” Vaurien said harshly.

The dark eyes blinked at him. “If you want to put it like that.”

“I do,” Vaurien told him. “What do you want, Tonio?”

At Travers’s side, Marin said quietly, “I never saw anyone change so much.”

“You never saw anyone reengineered in realtime,” Travers murmured.

“I want … I want to help.” Teniko shuffled his feet awkwardly. “I want to come back.”

Vaurien turned away from him, turned his back on Teniko and pressed his face into both hands for a moment. “Have you forgotten?”

“No. I haven’t forgotten anything.” Teniko’s voice was low, almost a rasp, and a couple of notes lower than it had been.

“Then you remember why I slammed the door behind you.” Richard glared at him. “I told you four times, Tonio. You don’t bring crap like mai boogey and angelino onto any ship of mine. Four times, you ignored me.”

“I needed it,” Teniko began.

“Rubbish.” Vaurien was impatient with the argument. He had clearly heard it too often. “Nobody on any ship of mine would abuse you. Mark offered to wipe every rotten memory right out of your head, and teach you Dendra Shemiji secrets, their martial arts, which you’d have been privileged to learn. But you? You’d rather skull out on crap that’ll kill you one day, and then – do this to yourself.”

The Lushi looked down at his body, in the pearl gray slacks and ice green shirt. “You don’t like it?”

“No, I don’t like it,” Richard informed him. “It’s not you. It’s not who you were, and who you’ll always be inside. It was you I liked, just the way you were, not … not this.”

 “But this is who I want to be,” Teniko said in that quiet rasp, which was so unlike the voice Travers remembered, he would never have recognized it. “What about what I want?”

“You’re quite welcome to it.” Vaurien strode to the wet bar between the tall potted palms, and poured himself a shot of bourbon. “I hope you survive to enjoy it. I hope any of this survives.” With the glass, he gestured at the house, at Riga, and Borushek. “Because we’re out of time, we’re strapped for talent, and you’re one of the best minds in the field, and what are you doing? You’re skulling, to get through the pain of – of this!” He gestured jerkily at Teniko, spilling a drop of bourbon. The rest was tossed down his throat a moment later, leaving his voice hoarse. “Take a tip from me, will you? Get the hell off Borushek. Soon. Or you might not live long enough to turn yourself into a Pakrani.”

The dark eyes were wide, luminous in the house lights, and they shadowed. “It’s happening, isn’t it? It’s now.”

“Oh, it’s now,” Richard said distractedly, “and I don’t have any more time to waste on your kind of fun and games. You want to trip out of your gourd? Fine. Just don’t bring the horse shit onto any ship of mine, don’t ask me to sit and hold your hand while you do it, or pick up the wreckage when you’re done.”

“I’m – I’m done with the first phase,” Teniko rasped – too low, too base. An unfamiliar voice. “The clinic doesn’t want to see me for another three months. I’m just … growing.”

“In agony,” Vaurien observed. “This process wasn’t supposed to be endured by people while they were wide awake, you little fool. This was how they took human stock out of the homeworlds, people like me, and turned us into Kuchini, Pakrani, Mazjeet, whatever.” 

“Lushi,” Teniko whispered. “But only children were redesigned as Lushi, did you know this?” His eyes strayed to Travers. “Did you ever think to ask Bill Grant about his family? It was his parents who came out to the Deep Sky from Australia when they were fourteen, fifteen years old. The took the therapies in mid-flight … slept through most of it, like Richard says. Their parents were small, Eurasian Australians, and the children were reengineered for Lushiar, whether they wanted to be or not.” His lip curled. “It wasn’t ethical.”

He made an interesting point, and Travers was surprised. He had never spoken to Bill Grant about Lushiar, or growing up Lushi, but he had always known from the Australian accent and attitude, Grant’s genetically pure, homeworlds human origins were not far in the past.

“Don’t complicate the issue, Tonio,” Vaurien said in hard, unrelenting tones. “The ethics were decided a century ago by people so far away, their decisions, their politics, have nothing to do with our worlds. Bill Grant was born to Lushi parents, who are what their parents made of them when they followed the work, the opportunities, to a small world where the gravity’s light, the air’s thin, the horizon is close, and half the planet is water. Lushiar is beautiful, and the Lushi were custom designed for it, just the same as the Pakrani were designed for their own colony. There’s nothing right or wrong about either one of them. You just … are what you are. Like Jazinsky.”

“But it’s not what I want to be,” Teniko protested.

Vaurien groaned. “You want to know what you are? You’re a self-centered little prick.”

“For wanting to be like Jazinsky.” Teniko had already lapsed into the surly attitude which was much more familiar.

“For doing it now.” Vaurien swung on him. “For taking the fine mind you were born with and subtracting it from the team which might, and I say might, win the Deep Sky for us – and doing it right now, right here, when the goddamned Zunshu are beating on the gate, and the Resalq are heading out of here so fast –”

“Heading out and leaving humans to be destroyed.” Teniko’s eyes narrowed on Vaurien. “How self-serving is that?”

For a moment Vaurien seemed at a loss for words, and Travers held his breath. Richard might have stalked away, or thrown Teniko’s jacket at him and told him to get out. The air in the room crackled with a great charge of static electricity.

At last Richard arranged himself in the nearest armchair, crossed his long legs at the ankles, folded his hands on his belly and said, “All right, Mister Teniko, I’m listening. What’s your plan for evacuating a world the size and complexity of Borushek, without panicking the public and causing total mayhem? Because only a few percent of them have access to the ships to get themselves out, and there aren’t enough military or civilian vessels to accommodate more than a handful. Who decides who goes, who stays? You? Why you?”

“I didn’t say that,” Teniko growled, surly indeed now. “I didn’t say there was any way to save humans. I just don’t happen to think the Resalq are as high and fine as you do. They’re just people, like anyone else.”

“And they should stay here, should they, and be destroyed alongside the human population?” Vaurien demanded. “You need a history lesson. They’re a bloody endangered species, Tonio. And when you’re down to numbers that hardly even constitute a stable gene pool, you bust your buns to protect what’s left, before another species vanishes out of the universe.” His brows arched. “You have an argument with that?”

There was little Teniko could say. He shuffled to the bar for tequila and ice, and held the glass in both bigger, clumsier hands. The fingers did not look quite right, Travers noticed. The joints were too large, the last digit, and the nails, too small. The process of growth was not balanced across the whole body. Some parts of him were growing faster than others, and though this was normal, it was enough to throw him off balance. 

“I want to help,” he offered a second time. 

“You think you can?” Vaurien sounded skeptical.

“I’m not on the therapy right now.”

“No, but you’re growing, you’re in pain, you look weird.”

“I know,” Teniko said quietly. “They told me it’ll take three years for me to get through it, have it done, and I’ll be like Jazinsky.”

“Good for you.” Vaurien looked away. “If there’s anything left of the Deep Sky by the time the Zunshu are through raping it, I hope you have a nice life. If they snuff Borushek and Velcastra and Omaru, you’ll be headed in, like the rest of humanity. You going to Pakrenne, or Lithgow, or somewhere? Maybe some Middle Heavens pit, far enough from Hellgate for you to be safe. Stay the hell out of the Near Sky and the homeworlds. Pakrani are so rare in any city back there, they’ll be gawping at you in the street.”

“I’m not – not high, not now, not so often,” Teniko muttered. “I can work. I can do what you need.”

Vaurien looked up at Travers. Travers’s brows rose; his shoulders lifted in the faintest of shrugs. “You should look at yourself,” Richard told Teniko. “You should be back in the sanatorium.”

“No.” Teniko swallowed the tequila in one swig. “I can work.”

“You think you can. Your mind’s not clear enough.” Vaurien leaned forward toward him now, elbows on his knees. “One mistake, and you can destroy everything we’ve worked for. There’s no space on a team like this – with professionals like Mark and Barb and Dario – for somebody who’s flying three sheets in the wind.” His brows knitted in a dense frown. “What are you taking?”

“For the pain?”

“For anything. What do you take, and how often?”

“Ibrepal,” Teniko said quietly. “Six hours … four, if it’s … bad.”

“Shit.” Vaurien settled back in the chair. “The side effects are euphoria and mild hallucinations.”

Travers groaned soundlessly and shared a sidelong glance with Marin. They were mere spectators at this scene, and Travers hoped Richard would not involve him, because he would not have known what to say.

“I can handle it,” Teniko was protesting. “The Ibrepal doesn’t cause me a lot of the side effects other people get.”

“That,” Vaurien said scornfully, “is humbug. I know how Ibrepal works. It adjusts human brain chemistry so you just don’t notice the pain because you’re too busy being euphoric and fantasizing your way through ten different daydreams an hour.”

“You know a lot about it.” Teniko seemed to object.

“I should.” Vaurien flexed his left hand and looked up at Travers once more. “This is a clone. You never knew, Neil. You never asked, and I didn’t think it was worth talking about.”

“Christ.” Travers took a step toward him. “How – when?”

“While you were in Fleet. A lab accident.” Vaurien studied the hand, which was identical to the one he had been born with. “My hand was burned off. Cloned replacement, grafted on below the elbow – wipe the horrified look off your face, Neil, it was nine years ago. I rarely even think about it now, and even if I did, it’s only to remember a fun year waiting for the new limb to grow … and some dark times, when I was so far out of my skull, I often didn’t know what day it was.” He glared balefully at Teniko. “So don’t you try feeding me any line of merde about Ibrepal being tolerable, and not making you almost incapable of handling a car, much less state of the art lab equipment, with the future of the Deep Sky riding on your shoulders!”

Again, there was little Teniko could say. He went for another tequila and nursed this second one. “I still want to help. I’ve still forgotten more about hyper-Weimann geometry than anybody else ever knew.”

Jazinsky’s voice took them all by surprise. Travers had been so intent on the pair before him, she gave him a start as she appeared at the top of the stairs and said tersely, 

“The little shithead’s dead wrong – Mark can dance rings around him in the same field. But Mark’s spreading himself too thin … he’s run ragged, and he knows it. There’s too much work and too few of us. The kid wants back in, does he?”

“He does.” Vaurien stood, and very deliberately joined Jazinsky, slid one arm around her waist, while he frowned over Teniko. “You can’t handle Ibrepal any more than anybody else can, but I also know there’s a two-hour window between shots – long enough after the last one for it to have cleared far enough out of your brain for you to think straight, and long enough before you need the next one for the pain to be tolerable. True?”

“Well, I suppose – maybe,” Teniko muttered.

“True or not?” Vaurien barked.

“All right, true.” Teniko gave him glare for glare.

“Then, here’s your deal. And it’s not negotiable,” Vaurien warned. “Your baggage is scanned before you load it. You bring the Ibrepal. Nothing else. I find angelino or mai boogey or some other crap in there, I throw it out, and you after it. You turn over your Ibrepal supply to Bill Grant, and he administers the shots, right on time. You answer to him about your physical condition, you answer to Barb about your work … and you stay the hell out of my way. Understand?”

“But I thought –” Teniko began, and then seemed to think better of it.

“You thought you’d be sliding right back into my life, my bed, and you could pick up where you left off, making wreckage of me?” Richard’s eyes narrowed on him. “Is this why you want to get back aboard the Wastrel? Because if it is, don’t even think about it.”

For a moment Teniko hesitated, and then shuffled to the couch and sat down heavily. “No. Well, yes, but … not only that. I do want to help. I’ve been in the clinic at the high end of the valley, getting the gene therapy, so I know what’s going on in the Resalq community. I’m not blind. I see things, and even if I didn’t – Jesus! It doesn’t take much in the way of brains to work it out. I watch the newsvids like everybody else, and I also know what I’m looking at, which the other stupid sods don’t. I …” He paused and licked his lips. “I want out.”

“Out of Riga?” Jazinsky asked.

“Borushek,” Teniko corrected. “If the Zunshu are coming –”

“They aren’t,” Vaurien said tersely. “They’re here.”

“Then I want off the ship before it sinks, like the rest of the rodents, like Sherratt and all of them.” Teniko thrust out a belligerent chin. “But I don’t expect a free ride. I can work my passage, do what I do best. Hyper-Weimann geometry is where I live, Richard, and no amount of Ibrepal is going to change that.”

“The little snot has a point,” Jazinsky admitted. “He’s doing all the right things for all the wrong reasons, but we can use him.”

“Then use him,” Vaurien invited. “Are you and Mark done? I had a message from Tully just before Tonio got in. The Wastrel is unloaded. Grant’s done briefing the medical staff, Harrison’s taken delivery of the full consignment of mines for Borushek and Velcastra, and we need to get out of here. I want the Esprit out of Albeniz, muy damn’ pronto. And I assume,” he added disdainfully, “we’re the only ride off Borushek Tonio is going to get.”

They were moving as he spoke, and Jazinsky frowned deeply over Teniko, as if he were her responsibility. She had found him, recruited him – taken him out of a sanatorium on Velcastra. “Go pack your gear,” she told him. “Meet us back here, half an hour, max. You bring anything except your Ibrepal, and you ride out with somebody else, got it?”

“Oh, I got it.” The look he had for her, even for Vaurien, was murderous. He tossed back the second tequila too fast for wisdom, scrambled back into his jacket, and was gone at once.

In his wake, Marin indulged himself in a soft curse. “Keep your eye on that one, Richard. He’s nothing but trouble.”

“He’s also brilliant,” Jazinsky said philosophically. “Not quite as uniquely brilliant as he thinks he is, but … almost, I regret to say.” She gave Vaurien a thoughtful look. “If he’s coming with us to Alshie’nya, he’ll see way too much for us to ever let him leave the Wastrel as an enemy. Know what you’re doing, Richard.”

Vaurien was restless, already eager to leave. “He already knows too much. He knows so much of our business, and Harrison’s business, it’s a risk having him out there, drugged out of his gourd and babbling anything, when anyone might be listening. He’s been a risk for a long time, and the only reason I let him go the first time was, I knew he was coming here. Riga.”


“And the alternative? Cryogen?” Marin wondered.

“If there’s a tank available at the time,” Vaurien sighed. “And if not, he can spend however long it takes under arrest, confined to quarters on the Wings of Freedom, chipped so Etienne can track him. Like Conway Streller and Marianna Wing.”

A harsh chuckle ambushed Travers. “When you said you’d throw his bags out and him after them, he probably thought you’d send him back to Borushek. You didn’t mean that at all, did you?”

“No.” Vaurien was still intent on his left hand. “I didn’t.”

“Let me see it.” Travers reached out, and Vaurien gave him the hand, the forearm. The sweater sleeve was pushed up to the elbow, the limb was fully exposed. Not even a white line remained to betray the surgery that connected the clone. It was perfect, strong, warm, the exact same skin tone as the rest of the man. Travers was impressed, and might have said so, if Joss had not interrupted a second time that morning.

“Message for Major Marin and Major Travers, from General Shapiro. General call to all personnel for the cruiser Mercury. Engineer Fujioka reports Weimann drive on standby. Departure time: sixty minutes.”

“That’s us,” Marin said wryly. He dropped a hand on Travers’s arm. “Give me a minute, will you? I want to say goodbye to Mark. You know what I mean.”

Travers knew. The Mercury was headed for Velcastra, and before she returned, the Carellan Djerun could easily be gone, taking the Sherratts, their partners and half of the Resalq science hierarchs with her. She would be headed for Saraine, where the old Freyana was being powered up and victualled for a long-duration flight; and then? Depending on who chose to sign with Shapiro’s mission aboard Lai’a, and who did not, Marin might never see Mark Sherratt again. 

Odd, hot and acid tears prickled Travers’s eyes as he followed Curtis down the stairs, but he held back at the lab’s open door, reluctant to intrude on the moment. Mark had heard the message. He knew the situation as well as Marin did. They embraced for some time – old friends, adopted family, sometime lovers. 

Then Mark held Curtis Marin at arm’s length to look at him. “I’ll catch up with you,” he promised. “If we’re gone when you get back to Borushek, we’ll rendezvous at Alshie’nya, before Lai’a heads into Elarne. I wouldn’t let it leave on such a mission, with the last blood of my blood aboard, without at least being there.”

“Yes.” Marin’s voice was husky with emotion. “Dario and Tor –?”

“Out, busy. Somewhere.” Mark gestured in the direction of downtown Riga, and smiled faintly. “Eles therin, emelhun.”

“I will.” Curtis took his hand again, kissed the open palm, and then returned to Travers, past him and up the stairs, without looking back.

“I … we have to go,” Travers said thickly. “Later, Mark.”

“Later, Neil.” Mark lifted his hand in farewell. “Alshie’nya, if nothing else! And then, who knows? You and Curtis could be shipping out on the Carellan, with us.”

“It’s – possible,” Travers agreed. “I don’t know, Mark. I just don’t know.”

“None of us does,” Sherratt agreed. “But you’ll know when the time comes, and it won’t be a hard decision.”

“I hope you’re right.” Travers withdrew to the stairs and turned back for a moment. “You be careful. All of you.”

He caught up with Marin in the greenhouses, halfway back to the Capricorn, hung one arm over his shoulders and stopped him for a moment in the humid warmth. Marin was silent, but a surreal calm seemed to have settled on him. Travers was envious. His head was full of the scent of orange blossom as he laid his cheek on Marin’s hair and looked out, beyond the glass, at the house, the line of the mountains, the blue morning sky where a few cars jetted in and out of Riga. 

It could all be gone. The reality settled in his belly like a weight of ice. “Are you all right?” he asked against Marin’s ear.

“I’m fine,” Marin said honestly. “Mark Sherratt doesn’t need either one of us to take care of him. It was always me needing him.”

“I can’t believe that.” Travers leaned back to look at him.

The hazel eyes were bright with tears, but they did not spill. “Believe it,” Curtis told him. “There was a time he was all the family I had.”

“Not now.” Neil set one palm flat on his chest, over his heart. “What did he say? What was it? Eles… something”

“Eles therin, emelhun.” Marin smiled faintly. ‘It’s just an old Resalq sentimentalism. ‘Take care as you go forward, my dear little one.’ They would say it to children and lovers, when…”

“When they might never see you again,” Travers finished.

Marin looked up at him, unblinking, for a long moment, and then stepped away in the direction of the double-sealed doors, where the Capricorn’s simple AI was already running up the lift engines and negotiating with Riga’s civilian air traffic network.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

Cruiser Mercury, 

Velcastra

 

Sweat coursed down Marin’s back, soaking the mesh shirt and Tai Chi pants. The Mercury was a comparatively small ship by Fleet standards, two hundred meters from engine deck to operations room, four decks from the spines of the comm arrays on her dorsal hull to the great caverns of the gunship hangars in her belly. Marin was on the top deck, which was quiet, little more than service bays, dormant labs and darkened machine shops, an Infirmary which was currently deserted. He had run the distance twenty times, concentrating on the steady pace, the rhythm of his heart and breathing, the pulses of a body which was only now returning to full strength and fitness after the ordeal of Omaru. 

He needed the exercise, after four days of idleness and growing boredom. Velcastra was a matter of hours away, and he felt stiff, slow, which was dire, when he and Travers would be wrangling Shapiro’s security. Neil was in the gym, pumping iron with the gunship crews; Shapiro played racquetball with the senior officers, but Marin preferred to run, in the company of his own thoughts. 

In Fleet trim, as a light warship, the Mercury would have operated with a crew of ninety. Shapiro had pared this down to thirty. Three shifts in the ops room and on the engine deck; an Infirmary on standby; three gunships on a rotation roster; minimal hangar crews. Drones under the control of his AI had replaced most humans, and only the presence of Bravo Company made the ship feel anything less than echoingly empty.

Most of Bravo was intact, and to have them back on a warship gave Marin a creeping sensation. Memories of Hellgate, the Intrepid, refused to be exorcised, though he had come to like Travers’s ‘kids,’ and respect them. They were in the belly decks, playing folgen with the hangar crews, eating, getting laid – getting soft, Marin thought, and quickened his pace as he jogged to the end of the corridor, where it met the wide armor doors of the engine deck. There, he spun and turned back toward the bow.

Three strides into this last lap, he felt the telltale shimmy through the airframe, and knew the cruiser had dropped out of e-space. She would be on the edge of the Velcastra system, negotiating with the Fleet ATC for an approach lane, while Shapiro placed several personal calls.

Officially, he was here for the memorial. Fleet accepted this as a necessity of protocol. Michael Vidal had been reported lost in action in Hellgate on a mission which Shapiro had logged as ‘investigation of sensor traces consistent with wrecker activity.’ Fleet knew nothing of the Orpheus, nor the data stream on which the Sherratts and Lai’a were still working. It was enough that they knew Vidal as a close cousin to Velcastran royalty, and Shapiro’s presence here was not merely expected, it was mandatory.

Every soul aboard the Mercury now was hand-picked, and had served on Shapiro’s private staff since long before the loss of the Intrepid, the ambush on Saraine, where the general signed Vaurien’s crew, plus Mark Sherratt, Travers and Marin himself. Not a single conscript remained aboard. Shapiro had spent the last year weeding the crew until only those like Marin, Travers and Bravo Company remained. 

If there were one place in the universe he ought to feel safe, it was here, on this deck, yet Marin’s skin crawled with an unpleasant foreboding, and he had been restless since they left Borushek. Food, booze, sex, logic and philosophizing did nothing to assuage it, and he was resigned to it. Mark would have called it the ‘wolf within,’ the primal creature inside every man which could feel a storm coming, though the civilized man was oblivious.

The four days en route to Velcastra had been far from wasted, he allowed. Shapiro spent several hours each day with the prisoner – the secretary who was the sole survivor of Boden Zwerner’s operation on Halfway. George Kiveris was a pretty young man in his early twenties, with a business degree from a college on Earth itself, and a desperate desire to stay alive a little longer. He had stumbled backwards into Boden Zwerner’s employment just four months before, so he could hardly be held culpable for any part of the CL-389 incident.

He was confined in quarters at the forward end of this almost deserted deck. Two guards were on his door, around the clock, and the AI had him under observation every second. Not, Marin thought, that Kiveris was in any mental of physical condition to make trouble. In four days, he had been sober twice. The flight had been the equivalent of a binge on everything from beer to cognac, and in the first few hours, Marin could have assured Shapiro he was hearing the truth when Kiveris spoke.

No one, no matter the training, was capable of lying coherently over that length of time, when he or she was so drunk, they did not know what day it was. Thoughts, memories, reason and imagination became too muddled. In the early days of his Dendra Shemiji training, Marin had been taught how to ‘ride’ most drugs and to control his brain, his tongue, at doses little below the lethal level. But even Mark Sherratt admitted, alcohol made such a swamp of the human brain, it was difficult to find a technique for dealing with it. Curiously, alcohol had almost no effect on the Resalq body. The massive, multi-lobed Resalq liver simply metabolized it.

The door to Kiveris’s quarters was open even now. Judith Fargo and Tim Inosanto lounged at the door, looking in, watching, with a pair of Chiyoda machine pistols propped against the wall outside. Their presence was a mere formality. Inside, George Kiveris was singing in a light, sweet tenor voice. 

“Please, George,” Shapiro was saying reasonably as Marin jogged to the door and came to rest. “George? George!” He was sitting at the side of a narrow bed on which Kiveris sprawled, half asleep, still singing. 

“Hey? Whazza madder?” Kiveris paused in his song and looked up out of bloodshot eyes. He waved as he saw Marin at the door. “Hey, look, iz Curtie. You wanna li’ll drikie-poo, Curtie? Cutie. You’re real cute. Do they tell you, you’re cute? They should. You wanna drink? I’z got plenty leff, and ever time I run out they bring more and more, so…” He ran down into silence and subsided, back onto the bed where he was sitting against a mound of pillows. “Anyway, whadya wan, Generbal, honey? Y’know, you’re kinda sweet. I like that. You asked … something. I can’t remember.”

“I asked,” Shapiro repeated patiently with a glance over his shoulder in Marin’s direction and an amused smile, “if you’d be so kind as to tell me about the office on Earth that organized the funding.”

Kiveris burped resonantly and blinked at him. “Wha’ fundin’ izzat?”

“The funding for CL-389,” Shapiro reminded him. “You know – the time your boss, Mister Zwerner, organized an ore hauler to destroy the city of Hydralis, Omaru, and most of the colony with it.”

“Oh, that.” Kiveris made dismissive gestures. “Din I tell you bout that before? No, probly not, just maginin’ things. I do that. A lot.”

“So?” Shapiro prompted again.

“So the money came from Earth.” Kiveris yawned. “From the shitty of Kitago … thaz wrong. The City of Chicago. Shee-car-go. You ever been there? Pretty shitty city, juz ’tween you an’ me.”

“And the funding for CL-389 came from Chicago?” Shapiro repeated.

The young man’s head wagged animatedly. “Yup. From Shee-car-go on good ole Earth isself.”

“You saw the records of the arrangements?” Marin had stepped into the room. “You had access to the documents.”

Kiveris hiccupped. “I had azzezz to ever lill thing. I saw … records an’ all that stuff. CL…whatever, y’know.”

He was an amiable drunk, Marin decided, garrulous and happy. “And the source, on Earth?”

“Shee-car-go,” Kiveris sang. “Office on Chicagaroo. No, thazz wrong. In Chicagaroo, good ole Chicagaroonies. Office of big, big polly. Politi…shun.”

The chair scraped back from the bedside, and Shapiro stood. “Do you remember the name of the politician who authorized the money, George?”

“Mmmm. Tired. Wan sleep now.”

“Just the name, George,” Shapiro promised, “and then you can sleep as long as you like.”

“Mmmm.” Kiveris’s eyelids were already glued shut. “Sen…tor.” His head lolled back on the pillow. “Senator Charleston.”

“Senator who?” Marin asked, sharply enough to rouse him.

“Charleston … A. Ruther…” Kiveris shook himself and yawned again. “Ford. Gotta sleep now.”

“You sleep,” Shapiro told him as he withdrew to the door, and touched his combug to cut into the loop. “Doctor Drury.”

The Infirmary was shut down, chill and dark, but Eileen Drury was on call. “General Shapiro? The usual?”

He gave Kiveris an amused look. “The usual.”

It was a case of mild alcohol poisoning which would make Kiveris ill if it went untreated. Drury would shoot him with blockers and set up an IV to rehydrate him, and he would sleep it off. In six hours, Kiveris would remember nothing of this scene, and the information he had given for the third time was consistent on all points.

He was snoring in great ripsaw snorts as the door slid over, and Shapiro stood with hands in the pockets of the blue uniform slacks. “Senator Rutherford.”

“Surprised?” Marin wondered.

“Appalled, not surprised.” Shapiro’s brows rose. “I’ll negotiate his ransom, have him shipped to Borushek. His trial will coincide with the announcement of our sovereignty, when Borushek declares itself independent from the Terran Confederation and a senior member of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth.”

Marin had tried the term on his tongue, and liked it. The nine worlds were Velcastra, Borushek, Omaru and Jagreth out close to the frontier and Hellgate, and then Lushiar, Pakrenne, Ulrand, Lithgow and Mawson, strung out like pearls on a necklace, toward the Middle Heavens. More worlds would apply to join when the Colonial War had been consigned to the history texts, but these nine worlds, all densely populated, highly industrialized, wealthy in people and resources, would always form the heart and soul of a commonwealth riding on trade. 

A chime from the comm preceded a soft announcement from Ingrid, the synchronized clone of Shapiro’s office AI. “Mercury is on approach to Velcastra and will dock in seventy minutes at Joseph Valdez. All personnel debarking with General Shapiro, be advised of the departure of Mercury 101 for Elstrom StarCity at 15:25.”

Marin flicked a glance at his chrono. The lander was shoving off in seventy minutes, directly from the belly hangar. “Time, General,” he said quietly. “With luck we might never set foot on the Fleet dock facility.”

“I’d be pleased not to,” Shapiro agreed. “I feel … exposed.”

The Fleet platform was named for one of the early pioneers into the Deep Sky. It was ostensibly one of Velcastra’s support facilities, but Marin was as content as Shapiro to go no closer to it than a docking boom. Shapiro wanted nothing to do with the regular Fleet crews. Every moment the Mercury spent berthed here was dangerous, if only because Ingrid was expected to interface with the mainframes. 

The threat of an AI spybot being virally transferred was so high, Jazinsky had spent an hour custom-configuring a firewall to keep them out, and installing routines that would make Ingrid appear like a much more rudimentary AI, similar to Richard Vaurien’s Etienne. In fact, Ingrid was more akin to Mark’s own Joss, and a distant cybernetic relation to Lai’a itself.

“I’ll see you on the lander.” Shapiro was already moving, heading back in the direction of his own quarters. “This is all about dress grays and polished teeth! Round up Travers, and organize your own sidearms.”

With fifty minutes to spare, Marin was back in the quarters he and Travers had been assigned on the starboard side, just aft of the senior crew. He leaned on the sky blue tiles, let scalding water ease his muscles, and then slammed the faucet over to cold. The shock snapped him fully awake in an instant. His head cleared, and he was drinking coffee as he padded, naked and streaming, to the armorglass to watch Velcastra coming up fast.

It was so much like Jagreth – people said, a lot like Earth itself, which was why it was treasured as one of the few real jewels of the Deep Sky. Little wonder, Marin thought, the Confederacy wanted so badly to hang onto it. The air was as oxygen rich as the sky was nitrogen blue; the oceans covered only forty percent of the surface, volcanism was minimal. The climate had been easy to stabilize by the same terraformer fleet that excised a number of hazardous life forms. The world was ready for humans in just under a decade, and almost three centuries later it was the queen of worlds – richer, more populous, more stable and beautiful even than Omaru, Borushek, Jagreth. 

From this distance it was a blue and white glass marble, shining against a backdrop of dense black velvet, but it was growing visibly as the cruiser powered in through the long approach lane, and Marin was just about to buzz Travers before he ran out of time, when Neil appeared.

Every muscle was still taut and pumped. His skin shone with sweat and body oil, his hair was a careless tousle, and he seemed to have purged the goblins that had troubled him since Borushek. Marin knew what was gnawing at him, and had said nothing. It was just Vidal – the empty place where a good friend ought to have been, the silence where one had come to expect his voice. Scores of people on Velcastra shared the feeling. The memorial would give them closure, but they had not served with Vidal. They had not been there when the Orpheus flew into Hellgate. 

“I know, I’m late.” Travers was stripping to the skin on his way across the stateroom, and a moment later the shower turned back on. “I was busy.”

“Pumping iron,” Marin observed as he slid open the closet and laid out a pair of Fleet dress uniforms that had never yet been worn. They were silver-gray, elegant, bearing the insignia of majors and the unit crests of Fleet Sector Command. Both were custom tailored for the security service, fitted with the discreet, concealed harness accommodating sidearms. 

“Nothing wrong with pumping iron,” Travers argued amiably with his face under the stream of water. “You like to run. Same thing.”

The uniform felt odd, and Marin frowned at his reflection in the long dressing mirror. He had left Fleet as a lieutenant and returned as a bogus sergeant, calling morons sir, and toying with Roy Neville for almost too long. The Intrepid was a time and a place, right behind his eyes, so vivid in memory, he could step back onto those decks at any moment.

He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, took a deep breath, and then looked out at Velcastra again – a disk now, filling the sky as the cruiser came up alongside the Fleet facility, with the sparklets of city lights just visible in the dark side, the shapes and colors of its continents arranged beneath the white foam of clouds. 

The last time he and Travers had been to Velcastra was to meet Robert Chandra Liang, inform him that his son was avenged, and he was in grave danger, with his security perforated and Shapiro’s office fully aware of him, his involvement with the colonial republicans, his Daku politics.

Joseph Valdez was a five-kilometer torus of girder, gantry and pressurized modules, with facilities to dock up to twenty small ships or a handful the size of a super-carrier. Eight assorted Fleet ships were berthed at the moment, including a tender and three couriers. The sterntubes of all were dark, cold.

A damp towel landed on the bed, and Marin turned back to watch Travers dress. The silver-gray uniform fit him snugly, a little tight across the shoulders. It made him look physically bigger, Marin thought, an odd illusion. Then Neil was glaring at his reflection, and his lip curled at the major’s insignia.

“You know, I never liked officers.”

“The rank’s honorary.” Marin poured another half cup of coffee.

“Tell that to Shapiro!” Travers tugged his collar to rights and turned his attention to his boots.

“Shapiro can believe whatever makes him comfortable,” Marin said acidly. “The truth? You and I can walk, any time we want.” Travers shot a glance at him. “Alshie’nya, when Lai’a deploys into Elarne. We go along, we don’t go along. Mark said, we’ll know where we want to be, when the time comes.”

“I hope he’s right,” Travers said dryly.

“That’s what I told him!” Marin drained the cup and went ahead of him to the door. “Ten minutes, loverboy. The lander’s going to be on preflight procedures already.”

Travers smacked his mouth with an off-center kiss on his way out, and was gone.

The Mercury’s lander was a Rand Montenegro in Fleet livery. It seated twelve, including pilot and copilot, but on this flight Shapiro was traveling with an entourage of six. Gillian Perlman was up front, with Judith Fargo in the shotgun seat. Marin might have wondered at this, but Travers had told him just the day before, Fargo was cross-training. 

With lieutenant’s bars on her shoulders, she had begun to take the rank a little more seriously, and she had glimpsed herself as an executive’s pilot after the war, flying for someone like Chandra Liang or Senator Prendergast, earning more money in a week than a conscript earned in a year, and doing precious little for it. Marin had only good memories of the kid – and of Perlman too. He greeted them with a smile as he followed Travers aboard.

In the left front seat, with the threedee access, Shapiro was already talking to faces Marin recognized. One belonged to Sonja Mei Ming Deuel, the mother of the long-deceased boy, Karl David Liang, who might have been the start of everything for Marin himself. 

The second face framed in Shapiro’s threedee, Marin had not seen in some time. It was Kristyn Bauer – General Bauer, from Fleet Internal Affairs. And she looked, Marin thought, so furious, she was ready to chew barbed wire. He could not hear anything she said, since Shapiro had the threedee on mute, and a bug in his ear.

Right behind Shapiro, Travers had taken the window seat, and Marin slid in beside him. In the back, Tim Inosanto was reading – something lurid, if the flush on his cheeks and the dilation of his eyes were anything to judge by. Beside him, Kravitz and Choi looked merely bored. Fargo was up front in the copilot’s seat. Between them, the four Bravo Company veterans constituted Shapiro’s bodyguard, while Travers and Marin had been tasked with his security – and Marin did not take the duty lightly. The Montenegro itself was very lightly armed, but enough weapons were stashed aboard to fight a small war.

It was a long time indeed since Shapiro had trusted his business to a secretary. His AI performed every chore he could not do himself, and Marin often thought, he and Travers knew as much about Harrison Shapiro’s dealings as anyone alive.

Moments later the Montenegro dropped out of the belly hangar. Perlman sat back, arms crossed, letting Fargo acquire the landing beam, negotiate with Elstrom ATC, and turn the lander’s blunt nose down on approach. Shapiro was speaking in undertones, monosyllable responses, and Marin glanced at Travers, wondering if he had heard, seen, more.

But Travers only shook his head. “We’re only running security on this. He can have the politics – and he’s welcome to the job. Have you seen the guest list at the memorial? It reads like the celebrity roll call at a state funeral. I didn’t know Mick was so well connected.”

“And if you had?” Marin was watching the Velcastran atmosphere envelope the lander, blazing and frothing through an Arago re-entry as smooth as silk.

“I might have cut him some slack,” Travers admitted. “He could be an arrogant sonofabitch at times.”

“But that came from the fact he was good, and knew he was good.” Marin set his head back against the rest and closed his eyes. “Vidal had a lot to be arrogant about.”

Travers was silent a moment and then said, as if it surprised him, “You liked him.”

“He never gave me any reason not to,” Marin said honestly. “We were rivals, and we both admitted it, eye to eye. We both respected the rivalry between us … and he didn’t dispute the choice you made. If it was a contest, I won, and I don’t underestimate the victory.”

“Rivals,” Travers mused.

“Over you, idiot,” Marin said fondly without opening his eyes.

“And you won,” Travers added. “Damnit, I never had two A-list studs fight over me before.”

“You must have improved with maturity,” Marin said with dry humor that won him a chuckle.

As he spoke, the Montenegro bottomed out into clear air, the comms came back to life on the low side of the ionization layer, and Elstrom ATC was whispering once more, approach and landing instructions for aircraft inbound to StarCity.

“I worked there once,” Travers said vaguely, watching the flyspeck of the domed platform come up slowly out of the blue of the distance.

“Installing a security system for Chandra Liang, I know.” Marin leaned over him to watch StarCity take shape as they drew closer. “I was a guest here, when I took his contract, the time he put me on the Intrepid.”

“And you’re a guest here again. We both are.” Travers looked away from the view for a moment, and into Marin’s face. “Security-wise, nobody knows Chandra Liang’s place better than I do. I took drones over every square meter of it. I know where his water pipes are patched with duct tape, because the construction crew did half a job on the fly!”

“Which is more than Chandra Liang knows.” Marin smiled wryly. “Why do you think Shapiro was so determined to have us along?”

“It’s also a privilege to be at the memorial,” Travers added.

He was right. Marin had read the guest list, looking for names which would hint at potential security hazards, but he had seen none. Fleet was represented by Shapiro himself. The last ship on which Vidal served, during his active career, was represented by his last commander, Colonel Alexis Rusch. Beyond them, distant blood relations were arriving by the squadron, and bringing with them people Vidal himself would not even have known.

The threedee right ahead of them, by Shapiro’s seat, blanked for a moment and when it reilluminated the colors were dim, reds and browns. Marin’s eyes were drawn by the change, and he murmured as he recognized Jon Kim’s face. He gave Travers a nudge with one elbow, but Neil had already seen him. 

“Harry, you’re here!” Kim’s expression was a study in sheer relief. “It’s so good to see you. I saw the preparations for the memorial on CityNet – looks like half the celebrities on the planet are invited, and there’s big-wheels coming in from offworld.”

“We’re just short of StarCity,” Shapiro told him. “Right after the memorial, two of my security people are coming to get you. Next stop, the Mercury and then Borushek. Home.”

“Thank gods,” Kim breathed. “It’s not a moment too soon.”

“They caught up with you?” Shapiro asked sharply.

“It’s hard to be sure, and too easy to be paranoid,” Kim admitted. “There might be a couple of goons in the pub across the street, and they might know the car I hired. I’m in a motel, the Blue Lagoon in Scott’s Harbor, about a hundred K’s east of Elstrom. It’s a dive, but it’s cheap, quiet, and they didn’t mind about the dogs. Have you ever tried to travel with a couple of dogs?”

“Not yet,” Shapiro said ruefully, “but I imagine I’ll learn. Listen to me, Jon. Pack, settle your account, and be ready to leave as soon as you see the lander.”

“How long?” Kim’s face was tight.

“An hour at least, three at the longest,” Shapiro guessed. “I’ll call you, before my people launch. Give me your phonecode there.”

Kim rattled off a dozen numbers, and then huffed a sigh, close to the audio pickup. “Jesus, it’s good to see you! You know I’ve missed you.”

“I could say the same,” Shapiro admitted. “I imagine you have quite a story to tell. You know you’re officially on Ulrand’s most wanted list?”

“Am I?” Jon Kim made a face. “It’s your perfect illustration of how screwed up things are getting back there. I worked my tail off for them, talked myself blue in the face and ran myself ragged, around the clock for weeks, after El Khouri, and what do I get for it?”

“Twenty-five years without the option of parole,” Shapiro observed.

“That long?” Kim was shocked, hoarse.

“You might have talked it down to ten, if you’d stayed in Marak and let yourself be arrested. Let it go,” Shapiro advised. “Marak law is very insular, very different. A good friend of mine had to literally abduct his son and his son’s partner from Ulrand, before they could vanish into prison for the rest of their lives, on charges that had all the substance of a handful of smoke. You’re out and clear, that’s all that matters. Now, pack, pay the bill, get the dogs on the leash and ready to move. Yes?”

“Yes,” Kim agreed. He paused, and gave Shapiro a wry, lopsided smile. “I owe you, Harry.”

“No, you don’t,” Shapiro said easily. “But if you think you do, we can talk about it in couple of hours. Soon, Jon.”

The line broke, and the threedee reverted to neutral tones of blue and green, and an image of StarCity, which by now was large with proximity. Marin turned in his seat to look at Travers, and Neil nodded, a mute approval of the man. He was young, with fresh good looks, keen intelligence and a profound grasp of the situation in the Deep Sky, possibly because he had become a victim of it.

The platform filled the viewports now, and Marin had jacked in to monitor ATC comm. “StarCity Control, this is Mercury 101 on final approach. Request clearance to land,” Perlman was saying into the quiet loop while Fargo had her hands full, learning procedure, interface, the nuance of control. Perlman was qualified as an instructor, and Fargo had done five hours in the simulators on the Borushek base. The real thing was very different.

They had been assigned to Hangar 9, in the keel of the platform, just short of the comm arrays and too close to one of the massive Arago generators for Marin’s liking. He felt the droning buzz, like a low level resonance in his bones, as Fargo took the Rand in and set it down neatly between a disgustingly cherry pink Tropheo and a small, sunshine yellow Kotaro-Fuente sportplane.

The engines shut down and Fargo woofed a sigh. Perlman applauded with a few sharp claps, and thumped her shoulder. In the back, Inosanto said loudly, “Hey, dudes, you notice something? We’re still alive!” Fargo turned the seat around and showed him her middle finger. 

“Best behavior,” Travers said mock-sternly. “You’re not going to mingle, but you are going to show the face of this unit while this ship is on this deck, and you are not going to get that face punched.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” Inosanto groaned. “’Scuse me, Major. And I still haven’t gotten used to that.”

“Neither have I,” Travers admitted, “and either way – best behavior.”

Shapiro allowed himself a quiet chuckle as he stood, ran his palms over the perfect gray surface of the dress uniform, and Perlman popped the hatch. Travers went aft to break sidearms out of storage as the ramp whined down, but Marin held up a hand to stop Shapiro before he could head out.

“We go first,” he said firmly.

“Security,” Shapiro’s voice was sharp with bitter tones.

“Dendra Shemiji,” Marin corrected. “I’ve seen Fleet’s idea of security, and you’ll forgive me if it didn’t fill me with confidence.”

“All guns and bluster,” Shapiro guessed.

“Something like that.” Marin took a Zamphir pistol and a Chiyoda AR-60 from Travers. The Chiyoda fit the holster at his left side, and he primed the smaller, lighter Zamphir. “Neil?”

“After you,” Travers invited.

In fact, Travers had only begun the Dendra Shemiji studies, and they were likely to be interrupted for a long time. He deferred without comment to Marin’s far greater experience – hung back on the ramp, halfway down from the hatch, and let Marin work. Surveillance and security duties were little like the battlefield for which he was trained. 

The hangar air was cold, a little thin, breezy with the equalizing pressures after the Montenegro came in. Marin’s senses were wide open as he deliberately dropped off the ramp and stood in the cover of the lander’s nose. The cavern was half dark, half neon glare, which made for difficult visual conditions. 

His eyes protested the lights and he slid on a pair of blue glasses, which flattened colors and dimmed the glare while he panned a small handy around the full three-sixty. Heat traces were everywhere; standby drones were parked, still hot, in service bays, and the pink Tropheo was still warm enough to have been powered up very recently. The sensor sweep was filled with useless information, and he fell back on his own senses.

The only things moving were handling drones, little machines shuttling baggage from a plane across the hangar and into the elevator. He heard only the shush of the air vents and the whine of overstressed servos from the drones, and he smelt only the acrid, ozone tang of hot Aragos, lift engines cycling down to idleness.

“Clear,” he judged.

Travers hopped off the ramp and joined him by the forward struts. His voice was very quiet. “I saw the nostrils flare. What were you sniffing for?”

“Perfume, cologne, even sweat.” Marin gestured at the parked ships. “There’s twenty places to hide in here, but you can’t hide the cologne you doused yourself with two hours ago! I was listening for the knock of heels on the deck as someone moved about, out of sight.”

“And if you were up against someone with the same skills,” Travers wondered, “who didn’t hose himself – herself! – down with perfume and then try to hide, maybe someone who wore soft-sole shoes?”

“That’s when it gets interesting,” Marin admitted. “It’s down to who shoots fastest, and can get on target.”

 “I had to ask.” Travers slid his own Zamphir into its holster. “Mark taught you this stuff.”

“Most of it.” Marin stepped away from the lander’s nose as Shapiro appeared on the ramp.

“The AI has already announced us. They’re waiting for us.” Shapiro lifted a curious brow at Marin. “Your hackles are up, Curtis?”

“Not yet,” Marin admitted. “But I don’t want to be picking up the pieces and wishing. Where do they want us?”

“Elevator 6. And by all means, lead the way,” Shapiro invited.

A step out of the hangar, and the opulence of StarCity began. The elevator was sleeved with amber mirrors, its air smelt of neroli and the unmistakable, contrapuntal strings of Bevan Daku accompanied them up four levels to a reception kiosk where a hostess waited. She was taller than Marin, reed slender, with red-gold hair and eyes bluer than natural human eyes ever were. The designer body and a business college degree brought her here, dressed in a pale green skinthin and a smile that never slipped for an instant, directing guests as if it were the greatest honor to which any mortal could aspire. 

A buggy stood by the kiosk, and as they slid into it Marin gazed across the wide park at the center of StarCity. The mansions were ranged around it, under the armorglass dome; below, the city of Elstrom stretched to the horizon and beyond, and at night it was like being suspended between two starfields, with the Mare Resalq above and a million city lights below.

The mansion belonging to Robert Chandra Liang stood on the eastern perimeter, bordered by gardens as impeccable as Marin remembered, arranged around terracotta courtyards with thickets of potted palms and fountains. And Chandra Liang had volunteered to host the company gathering for the memorial for several reasons. 

He was at the heart of the Velcastran republican movement, and if the colonial governor appointed by the Confederacy were to step down tomorrow, he would walk into the Grand Senate and take the oath as Velcastra’s first president. Michael Vidal had been his eyes and ears in Fleet for more than five years; he was related by marriage to several of the oldest, richest houses on Velcastra, families that had come to this world with its First Fleet. 

Did he feel in part responsible for Vidal’s death? Marin stood back with Travers in the warm, shaded courtyard, watching as Chandra Liang clasped Shapiro’s wrist, and for a moment he thought he saw the shadow of something that might have been guilt. Yet Vidal would have made scornful noises and told them he had done what he was born to do, and if it was the last thing he ever did, so be it.

“Harrison, welcome,” Chandra Liang was saying. “You’re almost the last to arrive. We’ve been waiting for you. The rest of the late-comers are just distant relatives and some CNS people who’ve been given permission by the family to cover the event for CityNet. It’s a sad time for the Vidals, the Shackletons, the Rusches. They were immensely proud of Michael. So was I.”

And he meant it, Marin decided. He had been watching the man closely, with the eyes of Dendra Shemiji, from which few lies could be concealed. Chandra Liang was dressed in white, the Daku color of mourning, and the open-headed ankh was displayed clearly, a pendant on his breast. The long, raven’s wing hair was swept back, clasped, and he wore a grave face, which had as much to do with the political ramifications of the gathering as the memorial.

The courtyard and the lounge off which it opened were busy with people, and Marin recognized many of their faces. He saw Kristyn Bauer at once, and her Pakrani husband – Mike Quinn, the partner who had cost her a career in the higher echelons of Fleet, back on Earth itself, where the real power lay. Marin had never seen the man in the flesh before, and took the opportunity to look him over, head to foot. Quinn must be fifty-five by now, by no means a boy. He was as big as any full-blood Pakrani, hard as an athlete, handsome, with thick hair as white-blond as Jazinsky’s, worn as short as Travers’s dark hair. He wore a simple linen suit, some shade between blue and green, elegant and understated. He and Kristyn Bauer had married almost a quarter century before, and they were so easy in each other’s company, Marin might have envied them. 

On the other side of the buffet table, they were talking with Colonel Alec Tarrant, head of the resistance militia in Hydralis, Omaru, and with a young woman Marin was surprised to see. It was Zulika Garrick – Mitch Garrick’s sister, married to the ill-fated Marty Cimino, who still lay in a cryogen tank on the Borushek base, waiting for cloned organs to repair the lungs that had been ruined in the fires when Hydralis became a battlefield. Garrick was at Tarrant’s elbow, small, elegant, attentive – behaving much like a political secretary.

Beyond them was Colonel Alexis Rusch – Vidal’s aunt, who was a distaff Shackleton by birth. The Vidals were also distaff Shackletons, and proud of it. The commander of the super-carrier Kiev was accompanied by her aide, Paul L’Engle, the young lieutenant whom she trusted enough to let him work in her private spaces on the carrier. And she was listening with an expression of disdain to a young man and a young woman, whose faces Marin recognized from file images. These were the cousins, Trick and Ying – Patrick and Mei Ying Shackleton, who would have shared the inheritance with Mick. They stood to benefit from his death, which might explain the disdain with which Alexis Rusch viewed them.

Sitting in a palm-shaded corner of the courtyard, drinking cocktails and looking ill at ease, were Elaine Osman and her new husband, Senator Rob Prendergast. Marin’s eyes narrowed on these two, while Travers fetched a glass of something sparkling for Shapiro, and two mineral waters for himself and Marin.

So this was Vidal’s celebrity mother. She was no longer a girl, but she was still startlingly beautiful, and at once Marin could see the likeness to Mick. They shared the same brow line and nose. So this was the aeroball star who had married the already elderly Charles Vidal for the sake of a fortune and a social position, and then divorced him and married the senator who was soon to be the president of Jagreth. Osman was as mercenary as any politician or professional soldier; the hardness was written into every line of her face, as well as the anger, the resentment, at the death of her son. Marin was too young to have seen her play professionally, but he had seen classic replays of the games in which she won herself superstar status on the aeroball court. The same hardness was in her face even then, and today she was glaring at Shapiro, literally daring him to look her way. Perhaps wisely, he did not.

The senator was much older again, with iron gray hair and skin tanned brown, seamed and lined by too many years under Jagreth’s strong sun. But the air of power about the man was palpable – political power. He spoke for Jagreth. CityNet would report that he was on Velcastra, accompanying his new wife on the occasion of her son’s memorial, but the truth was much more complex. 

As Marin watched, Chandra Liang drew them all together. Prendergast, Tarrant and Shapiro followed him into a study off the lounge area; the door closed, sealed, and Marin relaxed. Those four men were about to schedule the birth pangs of the Nine Worlds Commonwealth, most of which would be suffered out here on the frontier, and Marin was keenly aware of the gravitas of the moment. 

He had turned toward Travers, about to suggest the buffet table, when Alexis Rusch’s voice cut rudely across the buzz of more polite chatter. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Patrick, you’ll just have to muddle along like everyone else, and wait for your uncle to pass away peacefully. I suggest you find yourself some cushy little job and learn how to set yourself a budget and adhere to it!”

With that she marched away from the Shackletons, stiff backed and tense in the immaculate Fleet dress uniform, and zeroed in on Travers and Marin as the nearest familiar, friendly faces she could see. Halfway between the lounge and the courtyard, she swiped a fresh glass of champagne from a passing tray, and the glass was half empty by the time she came to rest in the shade of the potted palms, where Marin had settled to observe the guests.

“Good Christ,” she said by way of greeting, “that little shit needs five years on a Fleet crewdeck to get him thinking properly, but even if he gets his conscription papers, which is doubtful, you know where he’ll be? Daddy will get him an assignment jockeying a desk on the base in Sark, and he’ll come out of the service worse, more conceited, callow, selfish and narcissistic than he went in! Hello, Marin, Travers. How the hell did you get yourselves roped into this pack of jackals?”

Marin chuckled, and Travers suppressed a snort of amusement. “We’re running the security screen for the general,” Neil told her. 

“Because Harrison doesn’t feel safe … and he isn’t,” Rusch said darkly. “None of us is.”

“You know something?” Marin’s nerve endings were prickling.

Her eyes were hawkish as she looked over the gathering. “God, I wish Michael were here. Isn’t that pathetic? I could use him. I miss his bad manners and snarky attitude – his complete honesty and loyalty. I need someone I can trust to the last, even if he’s as Daku as Bobby Liang.” She shook herself hard. “Yes, Marin, I know a good deal. I know you’re about to get an extreme closeup view of the Chicago. It’s in the Middle Heavens, and it’s coming this way, with battle orders. You’ve been told?” 

“We’ve heard it mentioned,” Travers said carefully. “Shapiro’s here to negotiate where the first battle’s going to take place.”

Her mouth compressed. “Make the bastards fight where and when we need them to. I’m not privy to the Chicago’s orders, but it’ll either be Jagreth, Omaru or Velcastra, and they could easily try to crush Ulrand along the way.”

“They tried before,” Marin said quietly.

“And failed, which is all the more reason to do it right next time,” Rusch said harshly. “It’s bad, Curtis. It’s all dead wrong.”

“What do we know about the Chicago?” Travers wondered. “The command corps, at least. I know the ship well enough. I served five years aboard her, as a conscript.”

Rusch frowned at him, shrewd, interested. “I read your files when you signed with Harrison. It’s ten years or so, since you were on the Chicago.”

“It’s gone to hell?” Travers’s brows arched. “Like the old Intrepid – what, command corps corruption?”

But Rusch’s dark head shook. “Far from it. It’s one of the few ships where the officers in charge have a great deal of integrity, a powerful honor, and a history of exemplary service. All of which makes it so difficult to conceive of them coming out here and literally laying waste to a colony in order to subdue it. Rounding up ‘criminals’ for execution by the tens of thousands – if you’re known to be a republican, you’ll automatically be deemed a traitor, due a military trial and a firing squad.” She sighed heavily. “I know both the captain and the executive officer on the Chicago, and I swear to any god you want mention, Neil, I do not understand how Allan Bronhill and Valerie Sung accepted the orders to commit mass murder.”

She was agitated, carrying a burden of stress Marin did not envy. “People change,” he offered. “Bronhill and Sung could be under duress themselves.”

“It’s possible.” Rusch gestured across at the buffet table, where Kristyn Bauer and her husband were availing themselves of lobster and green salad. “You know General Bauer? Of course you do. Well, then, you know the pressure Kris was under to just bugger off, leave Earth and take her undesirable Pakrani husband and her mongrel children with her. And she did leave,” Rusch finished. “She was smart enough to turn the deal to her advantage, got herself a promotion, a new home, top salary, everything laid on for herself and Quinn and their daughters. But Fleet, and the politicians of Earth? They make me sick. They can tighten the screws, Curtis, till you just don’t have a choice, and you’ll do things, bad things, you would never have dreamed of doing before. 

“But … I know Allan. He’s a scientist and an engineer as well as a career officer. I know his father, old Cornelius Bronhill – and that’s General Bronhill, Retired, formally the big he-bull at Fleet Sector Command, Darwin’s World, in case you’re wondering! These are decent human beings, with more integrity and compassion than most of the politicians who’re polishing senate seats with their fat asses!”

And she was furious, Marin observed. He shared a glance with Travers, and it was Neil who said, “Is it possible the senior officers have been replaced? It would have happened before the Chicago deployed, if Fleet was in any doubts about them.”

Rusch worked her neck around, betraying its stiffness. “Highly possible. If Allan begged off, you can take it as read that Val Sung left with him. She’s spent twenty years in Fleet, more, trying to stand by whatever honor the service used to have.” She glared at her empty glass. “This whole thing,” she said bitterly, “has gone to hell. It’s turned into a great, steaming pile in the years since I went through the Academy myself – and what did I join up for? I used Fleet to get me into Hellgate! Jesus, I’m not a career Fleet officer, I’m a physicist in fancy dress! My six-times great uncle would be ashamed of me.”

She meant Ernst Rabelais, whose direct descendents were the Shackletons and Vidals. She was a Shackleton to the bone marrow, through the matriarchal line. The only Rusch was her father, Congressman Bernard Rusch, whose name she assumed because she shamelessly used his money to drive her life in the directions she wanted it to go. All this, Marin and Travers knew from file data, but it was infinitely more interesting, more real, to get it from the woman’s own lips.

“He’d have been so proud of Michael,” she was saying wistfully. “Ernst and Michael had the same soul, the same spirit. Explorers, navigators, idealists, the pair of them.” Tears glistened on her eyelashes as she looked from Marin to Travers and back. “Michael will be remembered forever. There’s going to be a statue of him, after the war … if there’s anything left after the war.”

“Zunshu or Colonial?” Travers asked in an acid tone.

“Both.” Alexis Rusch set her back against the green marble pillar that held up the pergola, and closed her eyes. “I had the job telling his father, you know. Michael’s father, old Charles Vidal himself. I had to walk in there while the man was still mooching around, wondering what he did wrong to make that bitch, Elaine, leave him, and I had to deliver the usual speech.” He voice dropped several notes and fell into the flat intonation of formality. “It is my solemn duty to inform you of the sad death of your son, who gave his life in the performance of his duty and was lost to space – and blah blah, and so on.” Her brow creased in memory. “I watched Charles age ten years in that many seconds. He’s hanging on to see the memorial, to see Michael honored publicly, and then I think this city will be hosting another memorial. One of the last flesh and blood links to the colonial era is going to pass away, decades before he should.”

“He’s not here today?” Marin was looking around again, hunting among the guests for a very old man, perhaps a figure in a hoverchair, accompanied by a nurse. 

But Rusch made negative noises. “No, Charles is much too frail for all this rubbish. Being here, confronting Madam Prendergast, soon to be the first lady of Jagreth, would be more weight than he could carry.” She was glaring at Elaine Osman even then. “You can be so wrong about people. There was a time Elaine and I were close – before Mick was even born. God, how many years ago? Too many. She was the big star, the celebrity, young and beautiful. Charles romanced her when she was on Velcastra with the Pakrani dream team. He never even liked aeroball before he saw her, and three months later he could have refereed a game, and he could quote you stats going back decades!”

“She’s still a beautiful woman,” Marin said slowly. “I can imagine what she must have been like, in flesh and blood rather than the game posters. It was all twenty-odd years ago.”

“Thirty,” Rusch corrected in desiccated tones. “You saw her play?”

“Not live. I was too young, but I saw her on the vids, classic games of yesteryear. I remember seeing interviews, profiles. She was a lot like Jazinsky.”

“Without the brains,” Rusch added. “Elaine was the perfect athlete. All limbs and muscles and coordination, and partial vacuum between the ears. And Charles, “she said ruefully, “liked ’em that way. She was his third wife, you know.”

Travers whistled. “I didn’t look into Charles Vidal’s file. We took a look at Madam Osman-Prendergast of course. She was married to Charles for twenty-six years and then decided she’d go further hitched to a Jagrethean senator, so she split.”

“That’s it, in a thimble,” Rusch said with reluctant humor.

“The tip of the iceberg?” Marin guessed.

“Oh, yeah.” Rusch turned her eyes to the heavens. “Behind the scenes it was the Battle of Ulrand … with a lot more blood and screaming. They both tried to rope me in, because Charles was also married to my sister, Kathleen, for twenty years, and I was dear, weird, scientific Aunt Alexis to their daughter, Theresa, for eighteen years before the stupid kid took out a raceplane and plowed it face-first into a mountainside. That’s what you get for flying when you’re too stoned to read your instruments. I helped Kath and Charles get through the dark times, so he called me when Elaine broke the news that she was on her way. Of course, Elaine had called me first, with her side of the story.”

“Which was?” Travers seemed bemused. “Unless it’s private.”

“Private?” Rusch actually laughed, and the humor was genuine. “It was all over CityNet! For about six weeks, it was a bigger soap opera than anything in the vids. Elaine wanted out because she was still too young and ‘vital,’ as she called it, to be married to a man so old, he was impotent with sheer age and nasty about the fact she had lovers.”

Marin’s brow arched at Travers. “She made a point.”

“A damned good point,” Rusch agreed, “if it had been true. The fact was, she was having simultaneous wild affairs with a Fleet pilot, a news anchor from CNS and the captain of the Velcastran aeroball touring team, and Charles gave her all the rope she wanted, because he was old. Too old and frail to be attractive to a woman of Elaine’s age, and even if she had fancied him – which would have been downright weird – he couldn’t have done one damn’ about it. So he adored her from afar, over the breakfast table. He turned the proverbial blind eye to her lovers, some of whom she even brought home to the Vidal family castle – and at the time his will described a clean 50/50 split between Elaine and Mick.”

“You’re right, it’s a soap opera,” Travers chuckled. “Tune in for the next ludicrous episode.”

She shared the humor. “The next episode? Well, Elaine had met Rob Prendergast when he was on Velcastra for trade talks, something to do with a deal Velcastra and Jagreth had going for agricultural machinery and fine wines. Rob made her an offer. Marry me kiddo, and you’ll be Jagreth’s first lady as soon as the Colonial War gets done.”

“And she didn’t mind forfeiting half of the Vidal fortune?” Marin wondered. “That would have to be big numbers in anyone’s currency.”

“She’s Rob’s sole beneficiary at this time,” Rusch said darkly. “She’s going to be worth slightly more than she’d have gotten out of Charles’s death … if she stays with Rob long enough to collect. She’ll stick to him for some time, of course, since she’s desperate to be a president’s wife. After that? Even Elaine Osman isn’t getting any younger. See that face of hers?” Rusch was glaring at it as she spoke. “She’s already been tweaked. She’s the same age as me, and she looks a hell of a lot younger.”

She looked, Marin thought, very little older than Barb Jazinsky. “So Charles Vidal rewrote his will, after the divorce?”

Rusch stirred and considered her empty glass. “Elaine became a very minor beneficiary. She’ll get ten percent, which is still a lot. Mick was supposed to get fifty percent. With him out of the picture, his cousins, Trick and Ying Shackleton, are going to split the balance, which is bad, because they’ll throw it away. It took three centuries to build the Vidal fortune to this point, and those stupid little brats will waste it in one generation. They’re going to inherit ninety percent of Charles’s fortune now, and the truth is, the pittance that goes to Elaine will find its way into the hands of Rob’s investment managers and will grow, while the lion’s share will be gone like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh, the Vidals will always be influential, well connected, but they’ll lose their position, influence, power, celebrity status. Old fashioned prestige.”

“And they wish to any god you can think of Mick was here, and this was someone else’s memorial,” Travers finished.

“Yes.” Rusch smiled sadly. “Life works out this way. You remember enough of your college science classes to recall the third law of thermodynamics?”

“Entropy,” Marin said with wry humor, “always increases.”

“There ought to be a fourth,” Travers added. He was watching Elaine Osman-Prendergast. “Scum always rises to the surface.”

The colonel gave a guffaw. “I’ll remember that. It’ll give Bobby Liang a chuckle. Damnit, you have to hand it to Elaine. She saw the way to get herself into Chesterfield House, the Colonial Governor’s residence in Westminster, and Jagreth just loves Senator Rob Prendergast.” She gave Marin a hard look. “You’re Jagrethean.”

“I haven’t been back there for more than a week in years,” Marin said defensively. “I don’t even know if I’m still on the electoral register. I should think they’ve filed me under ‘inactive’ and forgotten I exist.”

“Hmm,” Rusch mused. “Well, if you do go back there, tell them you ate crab and guacamole with the president.” She glared into the corner of the beautiful courtyard, with its deep terracotta and emerald pavers, where Madam Osman-Prendergast sat under the flowering vines, balancing plate and glass in her lap and talking to big, handsome Mike Quinn. Then Rusch heaved a vast theatrical sigh and passed a hand across her eyes. “Forgive me, gentlemen. Family politics. The Vidals, the Shackletons, the Rusches, the Rabelais – they’re all sides of the same extended family. 

“We trace our lineage back over three centuries, since before the terraformer fleet which put the spit and polish on Velcastra. We go back to Louverne and Darwin’s and Earth itself.” She pushed away from the column and gave her jacket a tug. “You want to eat? The food’s quite decent, which makes a change. The last one of these things I was dragged into, you’d have sworn the waiters were running back and forth to an autochef in the garage!”

In fact, Marin was hungry, and as Rusch drifted away to talk to Sonja Deuel he gave Travers a nudge and steered him to the table. She was right, the food was excellent, and he was eating shrimp and grilled chicken when Kristyn Bauer arrived, looking for cantaloupe and cream. Like Rusch, she wore the dress uniform, and she wore it well, with her dark gold hair impeccably styled and gelemerald earrings glittering in her lobes. Travers was investigating the crab salad when Bauer raised a glass in salute. 

“Major Travers, Major Marin. I saw the report from Freespace. Congratulations. The job was extremely well done.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Marin was surprised. “It’s a pleasure to see you here. I hadn’t expected to. You knew Major Vidal?”

“No, but I know his family,” Bauer corrected. “Actually, his mother. You understand, if you’re Pakrani – or Pakrani by marriage, like myself – it’s impossible not to know of Elaine Osman, even if you don’t know her personally, and in my line of work I tend to do a lot of these functions.”

“Your line of work?” Travers echoed, opening a fresh bottle of mineral water.

Nothing slithered past Bauer. She gestured at the green glass bottle of MountStrathmore water. “You’re on duty? Ah, of course. Harrison’s security.”

“For some reason,” Travers said fatuously, “he doesn’t feel safe, and this is the most exposed he’s been in a long, long time.”

“I know … and he’s right.” Her voice dropped to a murmur. “None of us feels safe. The slightest hint that we might have republican sympathies, and we’ll be branded as war criminals.” Her brows arched at Travers. “Anything goes wrong, Major, anything at all, and we fail to win this war we’re orchestrating, and every one of us will become either a fugitive or a small can of ashes interred in a numbered grave. Let the Confederacy win this, and there will be military trials and executions by the thousand.”

“Colonel Rusch was saying the same thing a moment ago,” Marin said thoughtfully.

“Yes.” Bauer picked over a basket of strawberries for three or four that took her fancy. “And she must be looking over her shoulder every day now, since she’s well known to have had a close relative who was so openly and fervently Daku, he wore it on his chest.” She popped a strawberry into her mouth. “Michael Vidal, and that damned tattoo he sported.”

Marin took a bottle of water from Travers, and sipped. “It’s not actually illegal in the Deep Sky to have Daku affiliations, ma’am. The Daku are as much a philosophical and spiritual movement as they are political. More so, in fact.”

“Oh, yes, this much I know.” Bauer was watching her husband, who had taken a chair across the courtyard and seemed to be listening to the unabridged version of Elaine Osman’s life story “Spirituality is the last loophole through which the Daku fly, and when the Confederacy stitches it up, everyone from Bobby Liang on down is going to be in hot water if we lose this war.”

The Daku symbols were everywhere in Chandra Liang’s home. They were cast as tiny bronzes and set into the lamps, worked in ceramics and fired in rainbow hues. The open-headed ankh was the symbol of freedom, not merely for the colonies, but for the individual.

“Mister Liang wears the symbol with pride,” Travers observed. “So did Mick … Michael Vidal. He was a good friend of mine – of ours, actually. One thing I always meant to ask him, and never got the chance.”

Bauer smiled. “Shoot. If I know, I’ll tell.”

“The Daku symbol.” Travers gestured at the lamps, which were fashioned around it, in bronze. “The ankh was from ancient Earth. I saw it on CityNet, a long time ago. It stood for immortality, or infinity.” Bauer nodded, and Travers added, “So why do the Daku use it with the open head?”

“Ah.” Bauer’s eyes creased in amusement. “A most astute question, Major. Michael Vidal could have answered it for you! The ankh did indeed symbolize immortality, but this came to mean first the freedom from the sheer tyranny of death, and then freedom from any tyranny at all. The liberty of the Deep Sky, yes? Why is the head of the ankh open? Because it’s broken, Major. Or perhaps not broken, but incomplete. If ever the Deep Sky is free, and the Daku survive to enjoy those days, the ankh will be competed, or mended. As it is, it’s merely a symbol of the desire for a freedom we don’t yet possess.” She sighed heavily. “I’m pleased to see you running security for Harrison. Keep your wits about you, gentlemen. Trust nothing to chance and question everything you see.”

“Even here?” Marin asked quietly.

“Well, perhaps not in Bobby Liang’s house,” Bauer admitted, “but here on Velcastra we’re all under the Fleet microscope. Harrison Shapiro is Fleet on Borushek. It all dances to his tune there. Here, you don’t have any such luxury, and you can expect to be watched. I know – fact! – I’m under surveillance myself. So is Alexis. These are paranoid times, and it would be far too easy to jump at every shadow we see … but remember what I said, Major Marin.”

With that she stepped away, and he watched her stroll across the courtyard to join her husband and Osman. Travers drew to his side, still eating, and for some time they were silent, content to watch the more key players in this game. At last Travers handed his empty plate to a passing steward and said acidly, “This could get ugly. Dangerous.”

“You notice that.” Marin was watching the guests he did not recognize, those who had come in with Vidal’s more distant relatives. “Did Liang’s house security check any of these people? One Confederate spy among this company, and … damn.”

“So we do like the lady says,” Travers suggested. “Trust nothing and keep our eyes wide open. So.” He gave Marin a speculative look. “What do your Dendra Shemiji eyes tell you about this crowd?”

Marin set down his plate, took a swig of the sharp, bitter mineral water, and settled against the pillar where Alexis Rusch had been twenty minutes before. “A few of them are here on business – Zulika Garrick, Paul L’Engle, the Bauers, Rusch. The rest? There’s a lot of tomb raiders here. They’re waiting for the Vidal fortune to be carved up, since Mick is out of the picture, leaving the likes of Trick Shackleton, who can’t wait to get his hands on the inheritance when old Charles Vidal falls off his perch! And there’s a lot of party animals who’re only here for the free booze and the chance to get their faces on CityNet.” He gestured at the vidnews crew. “I don’t see anyone suspicious. If I did, it would be the scrawny blonde in the black skinthin, or the ghost-pale kid who looks like he’d dissolve if he got wet. There’s something not right about them – which probably means they’re either casing the place and will be back later to steal anything that isn’t nailed down, or they’re trying to figure out how to seduce their way into the money. Who they hell are they?”

They were not on the official guest list, so they could only have arrived as guests of the formally invited. Travers took a handy from his pocket and petitioned the house AI for data. Chandra Liang had instructed it to work with Shapiro’s crew, and the feed was available moments later. “They were all scanned on the way in,” he mused. “So were we. The AI documented our equipment, guns and all, but we’re authorized to be armed, so it didn’t raise any alarms. The rest? No weapons, no suspicious chemistry, no biohazard, no surveillance gear. Only a dozen or so authorized sidearms and the hardware brought in with the CNS crew. So?”

“So relax.” Marin turned his face to the sun, which shone full and strong through the high armorglass dome. “Chandra Liang is as paranoid about his security as Harrison Shapiro. For what it’s worth, we’re probably as safe here as anywhere.”

“Too many Daku in one place at one time, too much blue republican blood,” Travers said thoughtfully. “You heard Bauer. Lose the Colonial War, and images captured right here, right now, could be used to incriminate us.”

“Incriminate?” Marin echoed.

“How’d you like to be shot as a war criminal?” Travers demanded.

“I’d like to avoid being shot as anything.” Marin nodded at the bench which had just emptied, on the long wall opposite. “Sit, while we’ve got the chance. Shapiro’s group are going to be talking until the last call for the shuttle to the memorial.”

In fact, they talked longer. The shuttle was an executive skybus, docked on Aragos at one of the portals not fifty meters from the Liang mansion. After the third call the courtyard emptied out, and still Shapiro’s group remained in the sealed room. Travers and Marin watched the stewards ushering Madam Deuel and the official aides, Garrick and L’Engle, into the last of the buggies, and it pulled out with a soft burr of motors. From the long lawns in front of the house they saw the skybus pull out on a steep angle, arcing away over Elstrom StarCity. 

They had not realized they were not alone on the lawns until they heard the chink of glasses, and Marin turned back toward the house as Alexis Rusch appeared. In one hand she had a half bottle of San Sebastian champagne, in the other, three flutes.

The quiet after the troupe of guests vanished was profound. Marin heard birds, the shush-shush of a water cannon, the soft buzz of traffic from the distant side of the platform, where gardeners were working. Travers took two of the flutes and held them while she brimmed all three and dropped the empty bottle to the grass. 

She raised her glass. “Here’s to you, Michael, wherever you are. No way would I have ever said this in earshot, but you were the bratty little kid I couldn’t stand, the boy I started to admire as he grew up, the man I came to like for his own sake, and the professional I learned to trust … you were the true heir to everything Ernst Rabelais ever was, ever did. You were the best of us, kiddo, and I’m going to miss you, long as I live. The weird thing is, you’ll probably outlive us all, and wherever you are, whenever you are, may the sun shine on your face, may the skies be blue and the air clear.”

On those words, she drank, and so did Marin and Travers. “You should be standing up in the auditorium and saying that,” Marin said softly.

But Rusch made scornful noises. “They asked me to speak, and then handed me a prepared little speech that sounds like a Fleet press handout. Oh, I’ll read it while I glare at that little sod, Trick. I’ll read it because the families need to show the polite, diplomatic face to CNS, but this is my memorial, with the men who served with him, knew him, called him a friend.” She looked from Marin to Travers and back, with a wry little smile. “Harrison’s twitchy enough to head back to the Mercury right after the memorial, so you’re off duty. You want to hang around, get a little drunk? Michael would have approved.”

“Yeah,” Travers agreed, “I do. Curtis?”

“Mick would smile.” Marin glanced back at the house, but of Shapiro’s group there was still no sign. “Are we missing the main event?”

“No. They’ll be an hour getting settled and started, and the auditorium’s only five minutes away, right below us. Bob has executive parking, and I can be the last into the hall. I’m the eleventh to speak, and what they’ve given me won’t take three minutes to read. Then … I’m buying.”

“I’m drinking,” Travers decided. “I guess you’re right. He’ll live forever – he’s a damned legend. There’s immortality for you.”

“Hellgate,” Rusch argued. “You didn’t see the Orpheus data?”

“I wouldn’t have understood it, if I had,” Travers confessed. “I wait for the plain language translation. Jazinsky said something about the ship having caught a gravity tide. Mick was surfing at right angles across it, like tacking an iceboat ahead of the wind.”

“And he was headed into a temporal current,” Rusch added. “You probably think of time as a line, straight as an arrow – in fact, this is what they used to call it. Time’s arrow. They were dead wrong, but trying to think of time as an infinite number of nested bubbles, all of which can warp out of shape and nudge each other, intersect with each other, is beyond the normal human brain. Jazinsky can think in these terms. Mark Sherratt has a grasp on them that leaves me in the dark, but I do know this.

“Time speeds up and slows down as it eddies around gravity wells. The heavier the gravity, the slower the time current. Even your college physics class should have covered how time stops at the event horizon of a black hole. Inside the guts of Hellgate? You can take all those physical laws and throw them away. Hellgate ties them in knots.” 

Her eyes were bright with the zealot light Marin recognized, and he forced himself to listen, to understand, as she said, “The gravity tide Michael was surfing was driving a temporal current before it, and the analysis of the direction and decay of the gravity event suggests that it was an absolutely stable stream. To us, he was traveling at double the speed – meaning, time was running at twice normal speed. To him and to Pilot Queneau it would have seemed perfectly normal, and stable...

“And here’s the sting in the tail of the data. Mark got enough out of it, or perhaps it was Lai’a who made enough sense of it, to be able to predict, almost plot, a slingshot course around the gravity well of Naiobe. The Orpheus was on its way into a kind of pocket of temporal freefall, where time would be like ...” Rusch struggled to find an analogy. “Like the deep, calm water at the bottom of an ocean, where molecules move at a glacial rate.” She looked into their faces, saw them struggling to comprehend, an tried again. “Think of time as a fluid. Water, in fact. Then think of water as ice.”

Travers’s brows rose. “Time would stop.”

“Almost stop,” Marin mused. “Glaciers flow, rivers of ice. And ice itself isn’t absolutely in stasis. The molecules within it move – crystals form up into structures. The patterns of organic molecules can form up in ice.” He gave Travers a lopsided smile. “This much, I remember from college science classes.”

“You have it. Top of the class.” Rusch chuckled. “Michael should, by all accounts, be in temporal freefall, suspended between gravity currents, where the interplay of forces between those currents almost, but not quite, cancels out time.” She seemed entranced by the concept. “In a thousand years from now, he might still be falling between one moment and the next.” 

“You say should, and might,” Marin said shrewdly. “So you’re not absolutely certain? What’s the alternative?”

Now she pursed her lips, brow furrowed, eyes narrowed in thought. “Well, continuing the water analogy, the Orpheus is in a temporo-gravity current, and what do we know about ocean currents? They’re generated and driven by several mechanisms including salinity and thermal layers and regions, and also, on a much more localized scale, the forces ensuing when geometric formations such as coasts, seabeds, must funnel enormous amounts of water which are under extreme pressure due to the force of the prevailing tide behind them. 

“This localized model is more similar to the kind of temporo-gravitic phenomena you’ll see in the guts of Hellgate. Gravity affects time, but time is the medium which makes everything go, and which decides how it all goes. Now, Michael and the Orpheus are in a fast-flowing current generated by the tides around the gravity wells of Naiobe and its handmaidens, the supergiant stars you can see from here on Velcastra, on a clear night. The current is strong and quick, but it’ll eventually slow down and diminish as it encounters other gravity wells which drag on it, warp it, erode it.”

“So …” Marin wrestled with the concept. “So the speed at which time is passing will drop back to normal –”

“Or slow way down,” Rusch added. “And then – well, if time, space and gravity continue to behave like water, which there is every reason to expect they do, the Orpheus could find itself washing along with an eddy into something like a lagoon or tidepool. Quite stable, balanced between gravity wells, with time passing at one minute in every century according to our perspective … or with time passing quite normally, for all we know! The inside of Hellgate, the guts of the beast.” She smiled wistfully. “I dream about it.”

Marin and Travers shared a glance, and Travers asked very softly, “Colonel, have you spoken to Shapiro? I mean about … that?”

She chuckled throatily. “You’re trying to ask, without asking, if I’ve had an offer to sign aboard and go hunting Zunshu. Yes, Major, I know all about the Lai’a mission.”

“And you’re in?” Marin guessed.

“How would I pass it up?” Rusch drained her glass and stooped to pick up the empty bottle. “It’s the culmination of a life’s work, Marin. A chance to do something significant for the Deep Sky, to vanquish an old enemy and answer so many questions. Every time we get data out of Hellgate, it spells more questions.” She gestured vaguely with the bottle. “Like this last data lode. Jazinsky sent me a squirt, highly encrypted. Yes, I know we received a signal from the beacon aboard Ernst Rabelais’s Odyssey, and yes, I know it had been broadcast only a couple of hours before we received it! 

“This is a perfect illustration of the eddies and currents of gravity and time. The Zunshu mastered this riddle so long ago, the Resalq were no match for them. Ernst Rabelais vanished into the Drift centuries ago, and the Odyssey has been drifting with one of these currents. It probably loops right around Naiobe in an orbit so long, he could have passed by this way two, three times, or this could be the first time. 

“And my guess is,” she added thoughtfully, “Michael was lucky enough to pick up the same stable, navigable gravity tide. He’s surfing across it on the most powerful Aragos every conceived of, much less built. God, what a thought!”

The concepts stretched Marin’s imagination as well as his grasp of physics. He puffed out his cheeks and turned toward Travers. “You know, part of me wants to sign with Shapiro, just to be there and see this.”

Travers’s blue eyes were distant, half focused. “I wish I had a better grasp of this stuff. I think I might have cut too many classes.” He seemed to shake himself awake and pinned Rusch with a hard look. “Mick is surfing in freefall, right?” She nodded. “And the Orpheus is drifting on a current, being carried with it, not actually navigating?” Again, a nod. “But when Lai’a gets in there, it’ll have the power, the armor, the Aragos, whatever, to actually navigate in there?”

“It’s being fitted with the hyper-Weimann drive,” Rusch said with fat satisfaction. “It’s Mark Sherratt’s and Barb Jazinsky’s finest work. Their ninth symphony. Lai’a is the greatest creation of our species, and the modern Resalq’s closest approximation of the lost science of their ancestors. It’s a feral hybrid, Neil. Part human – the hardware and the drive; part Resalq – the intelligence to understand and navigate in a realm the human mind finds dizzying; and part Zunshu – the armor and the fuel to shoot the rapids of a Class 7 event and then ignite the hyper-Weimann drive.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “And Michael tested this, flew its maiden flight. Blood of my blood, and Rabelais’s blood.” The tears spilled. “And nobody at his stupid goddamned memorial knows, or can ever know, what he did, why he died. You know how they think he died?”

“Chasing wreckers in the Drift,” Travers said acerbically.

“In line of duty, on the DeepSky Fleet payroll,” Marin added. “What he did can be made public after the war, though, and –” He left the thought hanging as he heard voices from the house, and turned to watch Shapiro, Liang, Prendergast and Tarrant strolling through the gathering afternoon shadows in the courtyard. “Looks like we’re on our way.”

Their faces were grim, and Marin did not have to ask which world would be first under the Fleet guns. Robert Chandra Liang was pale, stressed. Tarrant and Prendergast were frowning at him, as if imagining themselves in his position. Some world had to be the first. Some statesman had to be the one to stand up and volunteer his people. Marin was impressed and chilled at once. Shapiro was in mid-conversation, holding a comm to his ear and concentrating on what might have been a poor line, and Liang was intent on every word, listening in on a repeater, a bug in his left ear.

The colonel of the Omaru militia headed out of the courtyard and offered his hand. Travers shook it, and Tarrant turned to Marin with a wry smile which sat well on his weathered face. “It’s a long time since Hydralis, Major.”

“Not as long as it seems.” Marin clasped the man’s hand for a moment. “Damnit, Colonel, it’s happening. It’s now.”

Tarrant’s hand was offered to Rusch now, and she took it with an ironic smile. “If any Fleet surveillance drone is imaging us at this moment, Colonel Tarrant, you realize we’re both dead. Executed. Military firing squad.”

“I realize it,” Tarrant agreed, “but I set up Robert’s house security for this little tea party. Drones can’t get inside StarCity without us knowing about it, and if you’re worried about being imaged at long range, relax. There’s a field right over this whole property, low level distortion. It’ll look like a heat shimmer, like a localized fault in the atmosphere processing. Not enough to be suspicious, just enough to screw up imaging systems, if Fleet has drones outside the pressure skin – which they could.”

“All right.” Rusch looked him up and down critically, and smiled. “So you’re the one who’s been costing me so dearly.”

“You’re the one,” Tarrant countered, “who’s been putting gunships in my city. You think we’ll sit back and watch?”

“I’d be disillusioned if you did,” Rusch admitted. “And gunships in the city of Hydralis were never my idea, Colonel. The Kiev was on the far side of Hellgate until Harrison retasked us, sent us to the blockade … to watchdog the situation. Try to control it. If not the Kiev, you’d had drawn the Shanghai on the same assignment. And they would have hit you hard.”

“We know how to hit back,” Tarrant said with deceptive ease.

She nodded deeply. “I know you do. It would have been a bloodbath, Colonel Tarrant.”

“Call me Alec,” he invited.

“After the war.” Rusch was still studying him almost rudely. “You’ve been an interesting adversary.”

“I could say the same,” Tarrant admitted. “But it’s almost over. It’ll be Velcastra first – it’s been decided, twenty minutes ago. The republican government will be announced with a day to spare before the Chicago battle group arrives in range, so you know where they’ll strike. Omaru is old news, strangled by the blockade. We’ve been under your guns for so long, we’re not much more than smoking wreckage. But Velcastra … now, there’s the jewel in the crown. And they’ll fight to keep it.”

“Christ.” Rusch’s eyes closed, squeezed shut. “I was saying to Travers and Marin, not half an hour ago, I can’t believe what’s happening. I know Allan Bronhill and Valerie Sung personally – I’ve known them for years. I can’t make sense of this, Colonel. Alec. They’re scientists, engineers, humanitarians, and they’re coming out here to crush this colony, round up the republicans, force them through some meatgrinder of a mass trial and execute them by the thousands.”

“Yes.” Tarrant looked away. “People are never who you think they are. Times change, and people change to fit the times, and you see them for who they really were. You realize how you fooled yourself.” He paused, grim, haunted. “For what it’s worth, we have to believe the battle is winnable. The Chicago battle group will come to Velcastra, and the bloodbath you and I worked to prevent on Omaru will happen here. But it’ll be Fleet blood, not ours.” He glanced over his shoulder at Shapiro and Liang. “The weapon is ready, it’s being delivered.”

The mines – a case of Zunshu alloy, a speck of Zunshu fuel, powering a simple mechanism generating a single event. A catastrophic implosion of such power, it would smash a large ship, swallow small ones whole, and leave wreckage where most of a super-carrier had been. Marin and Travers had watched the whole process, from concept to design to manufacture, and Marin was seared by the irony of it. The weapon, as Tarrant called it, which was the pivot point in the Colonial Wars, was a Zunshu device.

“Years of waiting, planning, speculating,” Alec Tarrant said quietly, “and suddenly it’s on top of us and we don’t feel ready for it.” He turned his face to the late afternoon sun, closed his eyes to the brilliance and let the heat soak into him. “The truth? We’re as ready as we’re ever likely to be. And there’s no more time.”

“And we are ready for it.” Marin was watching Shapiro, who was still engrossed in the comm exchange and looking more worried by the moment. “Colonel Tarrant, you don’t happen to know what’s going on?” He gestured at Shapiro, and Liang, who was hovering at Shapiro’s elbow. “Something’s gone pear shaped.”

Tarrant seemed almost unconcerned – too intent on the business of war. “He took a personal call … some guy he was going to meet here, a friend, I believe.”

“Jon Kim.” Travers stepped closer to Marin. “And from the look on Shapiro’s face, there’s trouble.” He gave Rusch an apologetic look. “We might have to give you a raincheck, Colonel.”

She was frowning at Shapiro. “Jon Kim. I know the name. I heard the scuttlebutt, Harrison found himself someone at last – Ulrish, isn’t he? What’s he doing on Velcastra?”

“Running,” Marin said simply. “And I think it’s come to trouble. Colonel Rusch, it’s been a genuine pleasure. I have a feeling we’re about to miss the public memorial, but this was the real one. The other’s just going to be a performance for CNS. We’ll catch up with you soon.”

“Alshie’nya, perhaps,” she said tersely. “Lai’a.”

“Ma’am.” Travers sketched an approximation of a salute and gave her a smile. “Colonel Tarrant.”

As they stepped into earshot, a note in Shapiro’s voice brought every nerve in Marin’s body alive. A chauffeur was coming up from Liang’s private hangar, waiting to take the party directly to the auditorium, but both Shapiro and Liang held back, and Liang beckoned Travers and Marin into the house. 

“I’ve got the proverbial bad feeling,” Travers warned. “You?”

“Oh, yeah.” Marin glanced after Rusch, Tarrant and Prendergast, who were leaving with the chauffeur, and then gave his attention to Shapiro. “Trouble?”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

The call was audio only, and the quality was poor. Travers groaned as he listened to the playback via the threedee in Chandra Liang’s study, because he recognized the distortion as surely as Marin and Shapiro recognized it. Jon Kim was at the Blue Lagoon Motel in Scott’s Harbor, a fishing town on the east coast, where the InmanGulf stretched more than four hundred kilometers to the western reaches of the ShirubamiraIslands. And the motel’s phones were bugged.

“I’m being watched,” he was saying from the threedee as Travers looked up through the blue-green haze of the display. “I went out for some chow for the dogs. Just to the store across the street, not far. I saw the same faces I saw last night and this morning – they’re not locals, and I’m dead sure they were scanning me. They just want to be certain they’re picking up the right poor bastard before they come in and get me.” Kim paused for breath. 

“Calm down,” Shapiro’s voice said from the threedee. “Where are you right now?”

“I’m back in the room, Harry, and I’m not going to budge. The motel’s full of people – families, kids. They won’t just come blazing in, will they? They’re waiting for me to leave. Aren’t they?”

“Probably,” Shapiro’s recorded voice said quietly. “The plan could have been to wait for night, and come in then. Can you get to the car? Is there a back way out?”

“No.” Kim swallowed audibly. 

“Then, stay where you are,” Shapiro told him. “Don’t go near the window. If there’s a bathtub, that’s the most bulletproof place. Grab the dogs, and all three of you get in the tub and stay down.”

“Jesus Christ,” Kim whispered, and then, in a plaintive tone, “come get me.”

“Right now,” Shapiro’s voice promised from the audio track. 

There, he stopped the playback and gave Travers and Marin a dark look. “It could be bounty hunters or the Ulrish secret service. Either way, they’re operating on Velcastra without any official authority, and they’ll be trying to keep a low profile themselves. If they make any kind of scene, they’ll be arrested. Jon could also be arrested in the affray, but Robert assures me, Velcastra has no extradition contract with Ulrand, and the law here has no interest in any fancied charges issued in Marak. Robert?”

“Correct,” Liang affirmed. “As far as Velcastra is concerned, these insurgents are the characters on the wrong side of the law!”

“So they would have waited for night,” Marin mused, “or the early hours of the morning, when the motel settles down and it’s just hustlers and trade on the prowl while everyone else is asleep. That would have been the plan, until they monitored this call.” He flicked a glance at Shapiro. “You heard the comm distortion. They heard every word.”

“And we,” Travers said bleakly, “don’t have the luxury of time to stand here talking about it! General?”

Shapiro was already touching his combug. “Mercury 101, do you copy?”

As Travers would have predicted, Perlman was online. “Standing by, General.”

“Start her up, Lieutenant,” Shapiro said tersely. “Travers and Marin are on their way. Break out small arms, and then wait for instructions.”

“Mercury 101, on ignition procedures,” Perlman reported, always the professional. “You there, Travers?”

While Shapiro was still speaking, Travers and Marin had left the study and were jogging out through the courtyards. They turned left around the gardens and quickened their pace. “Right here,” Travers told her. “It’s a fast shot over to Scott’s Harbor. Clear it with ATC, and tell them to standby to cycle the hangar.”

“Will do,” Perlman assured him.

It was Fargo in Travers’s ear then. “Some kind of trouble, boss? Shooting party?”

“Probably,” Travers told her. “But for chrissakes keep it simple. It’s probably bounty hunters. With any luck they’ll scatter, and if they do – let them.”

He and Marin were through the gardens now, and slithering to a halt where the executive elevators were tucked in behind the reception kiosk. Marin keyed for the lift, and the car opened at once. Travers looked at two grim faces in the mirrored interior. 

“The Ulrish Secret Service,” Marin warned, “has a bad reputation for being staffed by buffoons. Don’t count on them scattering.”

“Dumbass agents on one side, the best of Bravo Company on the other,” Travers mused. “Now, let me think this through.” He gave Marin a wink. “You’ve only seen my kids in the field once, on Kjorin. They were the best, on the Intrepid. They know what they’re doing.”

“I’m sure they do,” Marin agreed. “I’m just not used to going into this kind of scene with a – a crowd. I always worked alone.”

“Dendra Shemiji,” Travers observed as the elevator opened, and they jogged out into the cold air and harsh neon of the hangar.

The Aragos were already hot, wreathing the Montenegro in a haze of its own heat. The ramp was down, and as Travers followed Marin in through the hatch, he smacked the ‘lock’ control. It was whining up while Perlman said, “StarCity ATC, this is Mercury 101, we are clear to leave.”

Right behind the pilots’ seats, Fargo was waiting with a Chiyoda 60 in each hand and a face full of questions. Travers took one of the weapons, stepped aside to let Marin take the other, and said baldly, “Shapiro has a man groundside, pinned down by insurgents. It’s just an extraction, people, and the last thing we want is shots fired, because the place is full of civilians.”

“Oh, great,” Fargo muttered.

“Civilians,” Inosanto moaned.

“So you’ll take a full scan series,” Travers said sharply, “and you’ll mind where you’re bloody shooting, if you have to shoot at all.”

Fargo accorded him a crisp salute, which looked somehow like an insult, and as the Montenegro dropped out of the hangar she was already configuring the threedee. 

From the altitude of StarCity, all Perlman had to do was swing the nose of the Rand lander through seventy degrees, angle it down and let the ship fall on the storm of its repulsion. Marin leaned on the back of the seat where Shapiro had sat, intent on the threedee while he said into the loop, “We’re in the air. Three minutes, General. Do you want to call Kim, tell him his ride’s coming in? If the call is monitored, which it ought to be, there’s a good chance the insurgents will avoid a confrontation, vanish into the woodwork with the rest of the roaches.”

“Or it’ll give them plenty of early warning of what we’re doing,” Travers added. 

“Doesn’t make any difference.” Marin gestured at the town, which was framed in the threedee, a grainy longshot at the extreme resolution of the lander’s imaging system. “Look at the size of the place. As soon as they hear heavy lift engines, they’re going to know who it is, what it’s about … and they’re going to hear us coming in about two minutes.”

“Call him,” Travers suggested, “with one minute to spare.”

“No shooting,” Shapiro warned. “One civilian casualty, one broken window, and questions will be asked which no one wants to answer, myself least of all.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Marin said in an evasive tone which said clearly, ‘no promises.’ He looked up and back at Travers and mouthed, “No shooting?”

Travers’s head shook minutely as he moved in and around to see the threedee. Scott’s Harbor was imaged at better resolution now, with several scans overlaid on the outlines of the buildings. Twenty assorted structures were connected by power and comm conduits; over a hundred thermal signatures of people showed in and around the buildings. Travers counted twenty small vehicles, cars or planes, and one spaceplane, an old Volvo in electric blue. It was parked on the common ground at the south side of the town, where the cove curved around in an elbow of white sand and the boat ramps were quiet in the evening light. 

“If they bugged the motel’s comm lines,” Marin said quietly, “and they know they can’t try to take Kim before dark, they should either be on that ship, or in the bar.”

“But since they heard Kim talking to Shapiro –” Travers glanced at his chrono “—eleven minutes ago, they have a decision to make. Pull their heads in and let him go, or force their hand.” He deferred to Marin now. “This is more your line of work. Dendra Shemiji. What’s your guess?”

A whisper over the open loop, Shapiro was talking to Kim as Marin said, “It all depends on several factors.” The lander was dropping in over the town now, and his eyes remained on the threedee. “Bounty hunters would cut and run before government agents. Agents, especially stupid ones, could follow orders to the letter … then again, bounty hunters might take the risk, if the paycheck were fat enough.”

“So,” Fargo wondered, “what’s Shapiro’s man worth?”

“General?” Marin prompted. “Do we know?”

And Shapiro: “Five million in Ulrish dollars, which isn’t a lot of buying power in anyone else’s currency, but it’s a fortune in Marak City.”


“Which tells us something,” Marin said as the lander dropped right in at the south end of the town’s single main street, and Perlman parked it there, effectively blocking through traffic and cutting off the Volvo. “It tells us, whoever has Kim under surveillance is from Marak itself, because the paycheck wouldn’t make offworld bountymen even lift an eyebrow.”

 The Montenegro settled in a miniature sandstorm, and Perlman opened up at once. A waft of ocean air entered the cab, smelling of ozone, wrack and boats. Travers would have said it smelt like a vacation, if he did not have a Chiyoda machine pistol in his right hand while he stuffed two spare magazines into his pocket with the other.

The motel was three buildings up the street, with a service garage and a bait-and-tackle store on the south side, and the bar and general produce market opposite. A marine engine dealership was beyond the bar, and Travers could see no further. The street was wide, and the sidewalk was confused with the umbrella-shaded tables outside the bar, gaudy with the logos and colors of Redondo and Martini and Schultz. 

Data reorganized itself in the threedee, and Travers stabbed a finger at the graphic of a second-floor room, where three figures were detailed in thermo. “One human, two dogs. That’s Kim. Got him … and there’s no other figures on his level. Eight downstairs, all bunched together. Dining room? Perlman, you see our man?” 

“I see him.” She was intent on the pilot’s threedee. “I’ll monitor him, if you guys want to take a stroll.”

“Do that,” Travers said quietly. “Judith, Tim, you’re going to go check out the Volvo. If there’s any sign of life, nail it to the spot and tell it not to twitch a muscle till it’s told to.”

Fargo and Inosanto were moving at once, and Marin took one last glance at the datastream. Then he very deliberately knocked the safety off the Chiyoda before he slid it back into the holster beneath his zipped-down jacket, and headed down the ramp into the ocean air.

It would have been the perfect place, perfect weather, for a vacation, Travers thought. He had forgotten the last time he had smelt the sea air or the sun on his back, heavy as a hand pressing him down. Tanning under a lamp on the Wastrel was no real substitute. The light was bright, glittering off the ocean as the big, yellow sun of Velcastra headed down into evening. 

Scott’s Harbor was quiet. The loudest sound was a low thrum of engine noise from the distance, the hoarse voices of gulls squabbling over refuse where fishermen had recently gutted their catch, a thin thread of music issuing from the bar.

Over the loop, Jon Kim said, “Any time you’re ready, Harry.”

“My people are on their way in,” Shapiro told him. “Stay right where you are, don’t even move.”

The faded plascrete was dusted with sand, and the end walls of the street’s last buildings were painted up with gaudy, fanciful murals. A fishing boat sprouted wide gull’s wings and headed up to orbit, where some massive sea creature described a great arc around the sun. Travers’s eyes narrowed against the glare as they made their way across an empty lot and into the deep shadow of the street.

The motel was thirty yards ahead and on their right, closest to the shoreline, when Perlman warned, “Got movement. Three figures just started up the stairs. Can’t tell yet if they’re anything to do with your man … standby.”

Marin’s voice was a bare murmur. “Tell us if they turn in Kim’s direction at the top of the stairs – but remember, they could be residents. There’s eight rooms on Kim’s side of the building.”

“Do you read weapons signatures?” Travers asked as he and Marin quickened their pace.

“Tough to be certain,” Perlman mused. “They could be using something like the Kolya 9mm Taina. On scans, it’s going to look about as much like a weapon as a kid’s bucket and spade … give me a second. I’ll recalibrate, see if I can squeeze out some more info.”

They were in the forecourt of the service garage now, and Travers’s nose wrinkled on the reek of lubricants, fuels. A marine engine was on the bench, just inside the rolled-up doors, its handler drone still parked right beside it.

“They turned right,” Perlman said quietly. “Signs of metal on them, but they look like rods and tackle boxes, that kind of gear. This is a damn’ fishing town, right? People come here to murder fish.”

The bait-and-tackle store was open, with a frond curtain fluttering in the afternoon wind, discouraging the flying insects which buzzed around any trash barrel and any exposed area of human skin. Travers waved them away from his face as he glanced at the heavy-duty rods and reels, high-tech fish finders, hats and teeshirts with the ‘U gotta luv Scott’s Harbor’ logo.

They were under the Blue Lagoon motel sign, stepping into the dim, cool interior, when Perlman said, “Pick it up, Neil. I think you just ran out of time. They’re not heading into the other rooms. They’re on your man.”

Without a comment, Travers and Marin bolted through the foyer and took the stairs three at a time. Faces turned toward them, a man’s voice shouted from the reception desk, but Travers ignored them. The Chiyoda was balanced between both hands as he and Marin stopped with two stairs remaining. 

Marin went down flat and peeked around to the right, and Travers flattened out against the near wall. He slid out just far enough to see, and swore beneath his breath. Three figures – two men and a woman – all dressed like vacationers in shorts, sandals, silly teeshirts, jackets tied on – were grouped around Kim’s door. Three bait boxes lay open and discarded at their feet, and Perlman was right. 

Three matching Kolya pistols glistened in the subdued passage lighting – plastex bodies, plastex rounds driven by compressed air delivered from kevlex gas cartridges. They were almost silent and deadly over very short distances, and almost impossible to identify on sensors, which made them the assassin’s weapon of choice.

“Drop them,” Marin barked. “You’re busted – guns down, hands up, right where you are!”

The three figures spun, and Travers held his breath. His right index finger held a feather’s pressure on the trigger as he watched the figures turn in Marin’s direction. Secret Service or bounty hunters? Either way, they would know they were so far on the wrong side of Velcastra law, they were in trouble. Ulrish agents would probably surrender to the authorities and leave it to their government to negotiate the terms of their release. 

But the Kolyas were coming up, dragging into line, and Marin had barely finished the mandatory warning when he squeezed off the first round. Locked on single shot mode, the Chiyoda gave a quiet, low-pitched cough, and it would cycle as fast as the hair-sensitive trigger could be stroked. 

Long familiarity with Marin, many hours on the shooting range, told Travers he would take the middle target and then go left, and he was already intent on the right-side target, a blond man with big shoulders and long, stringy legs. 

Two needle-sharp plastex rounds, more like darts than bullets, spat out of the Kolyas, raising dust and flecks of paint in the wall by Travers’s head and in the woodwork just above Marin’s shoulder. At a range of twenty meters, the Kolya was not known for its accuracy, and the Chiyoda was infinitely superior. 

A distinctive chemical tang sharpened the air as both Travers and Marin fired. The woman and the man with the stringy legs stumbled back against Jon Kim’s door, leaving one target up, mobile, dangerous. He had targeted Marin when Travers squeezed a second round into him – Marin had marked this one first – a big Pakrani, too big for a single round to put him down. The second shot spun him around, and his feet snagged in the tangle of legs under him. He went down hard, sprawling over the other two, and it was the woman who bellowed, in a thick Marak accent, 

“All right, all right! Busted, we got the fuckin’ message, for chrissakes, enough!”

“Not the Ulrish Secret Service,” Travers said with dry humor.

Shapiro was on the comm, voice taut and raw. “Travers, I thought I said no shooting!”

“You said you didn’t want civilian casualties and broken windows,” Marin argued, on his way to his feet. “And those, you don’t have. You have what looks like three bounty hunters. One’s certainly Ulrish, the other two … give us a minute. You might like to get a doctor in here. You want them arrested?”

For a moment Shapiro said nothing, and then, “Frankly, no. The less fuss we make, the easier it’ll be to sweep the dust back into place over this. Severe injuries?”

“Minimal,” Travers told him as he and Marin made their way down the passage. “Curtis and I are fine – thanks for asking. These idiots are smarting. Flesh wounds, gun arms, one shoulder. Fargo!”

She was there at once. “Right here, boss. No sign of movement on the ship. I think you got ’em all right there. Perlman ran an ID on the Volvo. It’s registered in Marak City, got into Velcastra four days ago.”

“Thanks,” Travers acknowledged. “Makes sense.”

The three intruders had untangled themselves, and sat in various degrees of pain, anger and humiliation, around Jon Kim’s door. The woman glared up at Marin with a twisted, furious face. Her left hand was clenched into her right shoulder, cutting off some of the pain of a wound in the upper arm which was bleeding profusely. “Fleet,” she accused. “Fucking Fleet, it had to be Fleet, it’s always bloody Fleet. We bugged the phones.”

“We know.” Marin held the Chiyoda loosely on the whole group as he looked from wound to wound, checking for dire injuries. Only the big man, who had drawn two shots, was in real difficulties. The second round was high in his shoulder – much too high to puncture his lung, though it had hit the bone. He was glassy eyed with concussion, after the shock of the impact transmitted through his bones to his brain.

Travers was looking at faces, and thrust out his hand. “Credentials. Come on. Secret Service, bounty bastards, what are you?” With a maximum of wincing, groaning and cursing, three warrant cards were slapped into his palm, and he held them to the light. “Benson, Kapel and Ghetty. Licensed in Marak. What a shock.”

“You bozos are dead lucky. You’re off the hook,” Marin was saying to them. “Get yourselves a doctor, and then get lost. Crawl back under your rock. Show your faces again, and you won’t see daylight for a very long time, understand?”I

“Fleet bastards,” the big man was groaning as he cradled his right arm and shoulder, breath whistling in his throat with real pain. 

“Whatever. Get yourself a doctor.” Marin leaned over him and rapped his knuckled on the door. “Jon Kim? It’s time to leave.”

Over the comm loop Shapiro’s voice murmured, “That’s Major Marin and Major Travers. Mercury 101 is standing a hundred meters due south of your position. You’re safe, Jon.”

Travers tossed the warrant cards onto the floor between the woman and the big man. He backed off two measured paces as the door rattled, opened, and the first sign of Jon Kim was the bared fangs of two dogs. A cream German shepherd and an Australian sheepdog strained on short leashes, so eager to get their teeth into any flesh they could reach, they were foaming at the lips. Kim was not about to call them back. He had on a rucksack, and he shortened both chains to just a few links, struggling to hold the dogs as he picked his way through the Oleander bushes.

“Damnit, you didn’t need us.” Travers slid away the Chiyoda and zipped his jacket. “Just let these two loose!”

“Let them lose and have them shot,” Kim said doubtfully. “These buggers wouldn’t have hesitated. Major Marin?”

“Neil Travers,” he corrected. “That’s Curtis Marin, right behind you. Anything else you need, Mister Kim?”

“No – I paid the bill, I’m good.” Kim was flushed, anxious. “Jesus, I’m sorry about all this. I know it’s been a major trouble but I swear, I had no one else to call.”

“And twenty-five years doing hard labor on the wrong side of the bars, if you got hauled back to Ulrand,” Marin finished. “Don’t fret about it. We know who you are, what you did after El Khouri.” He gave the man a smile. “We also know your personal relationship with Harrison Shapiro, which places you top of the priority list.”

“You mean, I’m his Achilles’s heel.” Kim sighed.

“I wasn’t going to say that, but it’s true, your relationship puts you at jeopardy as well as him.” Marin frowned over the Ulranders, stooped for the three Kolyas, and deliberately confiscated them. “You idiots have comm, you have a ship. Get yourselves a medic and go. If you’re still here in an hour, you’ll be picked up.”

With that he turned his back on them with contempt, and led the way back to the head of the stairs. Travers followed, behind Kim, covering the bounty hunters with the Chiyoda, but none had moved, nor was likely to. Management was halfway up the stairs, and as Travers started down, Marin handed a hundred credit bill to a large woman with brassy orange hair and bright green skinthins which bulged in all the wrong places.

“Fleet business, ma’am,” he said smoothly, trading on the uniforms he and Travers wore. “You have very minor damage to a little woodwork and one wall, top of the stairs. This will more than cover your repairs and inconvenience, and if you have any questions, please ask them now.”

At least a dozen people had heard gunshots, and they were about to see three wounded Ulranders limping away. The manager’s eyes were wide as she took the mauve and gold bill. “Fleet business? Something about the wars – the Colonial Wars?”

“That would be classified,” he said pleasantly.

“They’re agents?” She gestured up the stairs.

“Licensed bounty hunters,” he corrected, “quite legal, but operating here without authority … and anything else really is classified. Do you need any assistance to cooperate with Fleet when we ask you to minimize this incident in the interests of Velcastran security?”

The brassy copper head shook. “Hey, man, no. Velcastran security? The lips are sealed.” She gestured with the hundred credits. “We got it covered. You’re just lettin’ the bounty hunters go?”

“They’re leaving Velcastran airspace directly,” Marin assured her. “Fleet has no use for them, and I’m sure there are more than enough fools in your prisons. No need to add more. Good day, ma’am.”

 Five patrons were arranged in the foyer, watching them leave, and Travers said quietly, close to Marin’s ear, “Smooth talking.”

“Not quite lies,” Marin said, amused. “The trick is to massage the ego a little bit, make them feel like they’re part of something special that just happened here.”

“Something special did.” Jon Kim mocked himself with a chuckle. “I’m still alive, and so are these brutes.” He was still wrestling with the dogs, and the sheepdog in particular was still determined to attack anything within reach. Travers stayed well out of both dogs’ strike range. 

“Mercury 101,” Marin was saying. “Perlman, fire it up. We’re coming back to you. General, we’ll be in the air in five.”

From the street outside the motel they could see past the service garage, across the empty lot, to the lander. Travers watched the sand kick up into two-meter dust devils as the Aragos howled into life, and he took a quick look up and down the street. No one outside the Blue Lagoon was aware that anything had happened, and though the story would be all over the town by nightfall, it was over. Scott’s Harbor would brag for years that it had witnessed one small incident in the Colonial Wars.

The sun was on the horizon, shadows were stretched and black, and the ocean was like molten gold. Travers took one moment to gaze out across the breadth of the gulf while Kim was coaxing the dogs up the ramp, but Perlman was already talking to StarCity ATC, negotiating for hangar space. She was offered the same spot they had vacated half an hour before. 

Right in the back of the lander, strapped into a seat with one dog on either side of him, held tightly under each arm, and his backpack between his feet, Jon Kim seemed to begin to breathe again. He closed his eyes and hunted for calm as the lander dropped upward from the bleached plascrete. Marin had opened the armory locker and was stowing the Kolya pistols.

“Are we going straight up to the Mercury?” Kim asked.

“StarCity,” Travers told him. “General Shapiro is late for a public engagement. You’re quite safe on the lander here. I’ll scare up refreshments when we’re on the platform, if there’s something you want.”

“Coffee,” Kim said gratefully, “and water for the dogs. Thanks.”

“No problem.” Travers took the combug from his ear and passed it to him. “Here, talk to Shapiro.”

The sky was mauve as he went forward and took a fresh combug from the panel before Perlman. The lander was a few minutes short of StarCity, and the pilot’s threedee displayed approach data while the CNS broadcast of the memorial service played in the upper right. 

The Raphaela de Moranis auditorium was packed, and banks of blue and white flowers filled the stage. Blue and white were the Daku colors. Camera drones scooted to and fro over the audience while the latest in a company of speakers took the podium and made his tribute. On a three-meter screen behind the stage, stills and vidclips of Michael Vidal played on an endless loop.

“Damn,” Perlman said softly, “he was a doll, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, he was. You knew him?” Travers was not surprised.

“Not well,” Perlman sighed. “Him and Roark and me and Jim, we used to get a little pissed and play some very bad folgen, when we were in the same place, same time for long enough. On the base in Sark, mostly. I mean, I never really knew him well, but…”

“I know.” Travers dropped a hand on her shoulder. “There’s an empty place where he used to be, and nobody’s likely to fill it for a long, long time.”

“Or, ever,” Perlman said sadly. “Coming up on StarCity.” She adjusted the bug in her ear. “Mercury 101, returning to hangar. Standby to cycle the locks.”

“StarCity, copy that.” A young woman’s voice, light and insubstantial over the loop. 

“General Shapiro, Mister Liang,” Marin said softly. “What’s the plan?”

Shapiro sounded amused and relieved. “The plan is, I’m going to show my face at the memorial for the last twenty minutes or so. I’ve missed most of it, but social historians won’t forget or forgive if I don’t show up at all! Jon, if you’re comfortable, you can stay right where you are and watch the whole thing on CNS. I’ll be back inside of an hour. Duty’s a bitch.”

“Ain’t it, though?” Kim agreed. “Your people have promised me coffee, and I’ll think I’ll take you up on the offer. I’ve had enough excitement for one day. One lifetime!”

“And you’re surrounded by the best of my own bodyguard,” Shapiro added, “so relax while you can. Neil?”

“Here,” he responded. 

“You and Curtis will be with me,” Shapiro told him. “Robert and I are going directly to the auditorium.”

“Better late than never,” Marin observed. 

The breadth StarCity filled the forward viewports with blood and gold sunset glare from the dome, and with deft hands Perlman took the lander down and under, close to the comm arrays. The hangar opened up, bright with harsh blue neon, and Travers looked away. Inosanto was right behind him, watching the hangar engulf them, and Travers said quietly,

“Tim, it’s going to be an hour or so. Lay on some coffee, and water for his dogs.”

“And food,” Inosanto added. “I’m starving.”

“There’s a service kiosk, right at the top of the elevator well,” Marin said, amused. “Have them send plenty. There’s a formal dinner after the memorial, but I doubt Shapiro will want to be there, so we’ll join you later.”

“Get tiramisu,” Fargo told Inosanto. 

“I’ll see what they’ve got. What am I, a waiter?” Inosanto grumbled.

Travers was still chuckling as they made their way out of the lander. They were in the kiosk, which was softly-lit now, with reflection effects and glowbots, when Shapiro’s voice murmured into the loop, “Come around to the executive hangar behind the mansion. You know it?”

“We know it,” Travers assured him. “You’re using Chandra Liang’s transport?” 

“We’re taking the Magister.” Shapiro paused. “The lander is too big. The Magister is bulletproof, agile, fast.”

“Good enough,” Marin decided. “Who’s flying?”

“You are, Curtis. You flew, albeit briefly, with the Delta Dragons. It’s only fitting you should be flying on this of all occasions.”

He was right. Travers knew the car, knew how it handled, and the Weiss Magister would be far better suited to the security compound on the auditorium’s air park. Marin had no reservations.

The twilight was thick and mauve even on StarCity, and Elstrom was in near darkness already. Its carpet of lights spread to the horizon and beyond, and Travers took a moment to admire the view before they followed the path on, around a grove of olive and fig trees, to Liang’s own hangar.

“They call this city the jewel of the Deep Sky.” Marin was a pace behind him at the armorglass, the pressure skin of the dome itself, on the very edge of StarCity. “It’s amazing.”

“Great, if you’re a cityboy.” Travers glanced back at him, also admiring the way the garden lamps lit his face. “Not my scene. Fine for a vacation, but I’ll take Three Rivers.”

Marin gave him a gentle push. “They’re waiting for us.”

The hangar was just large enough to park four assorted cars and planes, and only the Magister’s corner was illuminated. Three spotlights glared on the starlight blue paint and fluoresced on the curves of the gullwings. Shapiro and Liang were already in the back; the plane’s rudimentary AI had pre-flighted all systems, and the hangar was standing by to decompress. Liang was conferencing with his people at the auditorium, and Shapiro was talking to Jon Kim. Marin slid into the right-side seat and brought the gullwings down. As Travers ran up the harness he was saying softly into the comm loop, “ATC, this is StarCity 55104, ready to depart.”

The evening air was dry, cloud-free. Far below, the antlines of traffic circled and crisscrossed the city in orderly, geometric patterns, but Marin was cleared to drop straight down to the Marshall Hatori Convention Center, where the auditorium opened off one end of a shopping mall, buffered by a strip of parkland, fountains and statues. When Michael Vidal was immortalized in bronze, he too would stand there, impervious to time. 

The idea lured Travers back to Alexis Rusch’s analysis of the Orpheus data, and he looked up, away from the bright carpet of the city, to the milky place in the western sky, where the supergiant stars glared through the nebulosity of old supernova events. From this distance Hellgate seemed serene, unchanging. Few civilians knew how deceiving looks could be.

“What the – Christ,” Marin muttered, and the next was a bark: “strap in, and strap tight.”

“What?” Travers’s eyes were on the instruments before Marin was finished speaking, and he saw the trouble at once.

“What is it?” Shapiro said sharply.

“Another aircraft.” Marin pulled up hard, and the Magister leapt in the air like a frightened deer. “On a converging flightpath … and it just jinked up to follow us.”

Travers pressed the bug into his ear, clicked it over onto broad-frequency and called, “Unidentified aircraft, this is StarCity 55104, you are on our flightpath. Please divert immediately.”

The plane was an angry red blip in the Magister’s simple navdeck display, and Marin swore softly as he saw no response. He pulled up again, taking the Magister high, back toward the level of StarCity – and again, the plane was dead-center in his path. Collision alarms began to clamor, and this time Marin swung the Magister around, forty degrees off the original course, and opened the throttle.

“He’s coming with us,” Travers said quietly. “Unidentified aircraft, this is StarCity 55104. Break off. Who the hell are you?” 

“It’s probably a drone,” Shapiro guessed. “Robert, has this happened to you before?”

“You mean, have there been attempts on my life?” Liang asked grimly. “This would be the first. And you could be the target.”

“Or both of you,” Marin muttered. “He’s fast … hold on, I’m going to try and shake him. Let’s see what this crate will do.”

“Get us away from the city,” Shapiro said sharply.

“You think?” Marin whispered. He had already thrown the throttles wide, angled the nose up, and he rolled the Magister onto an angle that would take it high above the traffic lanes and out of Elstrom airspace on the shortest route – back toward Scott Harbor and Inman Gulf. 

And still the aircraft was behind them, closing steadily with slightly better acceleration than the Magister possessed. “Screw this,” Travers muttered. “Mercury 101, do you copy?”

“We surely do,” Perlman said loudly in his right ear. “I’ve had a track on you since you shoved off … Jesus, boss, what are you doing? Looks like you’re headed off the damn planet, and you got something on your tail. Looks like some kind of Kotaro-Fuente, maybe a Jintou, but I’ve never seen that performance out of a civvy bucket.”

“No shit.” Travers was intent on the display. “Get here. Fast.”

“Civvy airspace,” Perlman warned.

“You want clearance?” Travers glanced into the back, where Shapiro’s and Liang’s faces were lit blue by the instrument panels. “General?”

“Consider yourself authorized, Lieutenant,” Shapiro told her. “Like the man said, get here – fast.”

She was talking to StarCity ATC then, asking for an emergency hangar cycle, and Travers returned to the navdeck display. Marin was riding the Magister’s redline, and the distance between them was still closing. “I can’t outrun it,” he warned, “and if it’s a drone, I can’t outturn it. A drone can pull G’s that’ll reduce the human brain to liquid goo.”

“And we’re not armed,” Travers said disgustedly. “You, uh, ever do a Dendra Shemiji course that covered this?”

“A course?” Marin’s head shook. “But I did in assignment on Santorini that got me chased all over the sky.”

“In a bucket like this, the Magister?” Travers wondered.

“In a Murchison F-65,” Marin corrected ruefully. “And I know the Magister’s not going to handle like a fighter. Hold on – all of you.”

“Hey boss,” Perlman said into the loop, “they’re starting to cycle the hangar. Be with you in four minutes.”

“Four minutes,” Travers echoed. “Curtis?”

For just a moment Marin took his eyes off the instruments, long enough to look into Travers’s face. “We can try,” he said simply.

He flung the Magister into a turn which slammed Travers hard against the straps, and the dash lit up with red warning lights. The Magister was robust, but it was still a civilian craft, not designed or manufactured to withstand such abuse. 

At once, Travers saw what Marin was doing. He had made a little distance on the Jiantou, but more importantly he had swung them onto an intercept course with the Mercury 101. 

“Hey, Curtis, nice flying, my son,” Perlman approved. “That makes it a little bit over two minutes before we’re on you. You hang on, now, y’hear?”

But Marin was not even blinking as he watched the instruments, and before Travers could speak he had thrown the Magister to port and slammed on every airbrake, including every erg of repulsion power he could find. 

The shock of the Arago brake made diamonds glitter in Travers’s vision, and in the back Chandra Liang was yelping in pain as the harness cut into him, compressed him. The dash had lit up red again, and now the AI was murmuring in a ridiculously calm voice.

“Warning, critical stress to airframe. Warning, structural integrity at seventy percent.”

“Can’t pull that trick again,” Travers muttered.

“Might not have to … see?” Marin pulled the Magister back right, and the tailflare of the Jiantou swam in the forward canopy, bright against the dark sky. It banked left, put down a wing and rolled, and the Magister dove after it, at the absolute limit of craft’s tolerance. “So long as I can keep tucked in behind him, I know right where he is. You know what’s bugging me?” 

“Oh, yeah.” It had been bugging Travers since the beginning. “He’s not shooting at us. He could have shot us out of the sky five times by now.”

“Three times,” Marin corrected. “I’m not letting him get into any position to take an easy shot – but he’s not even trying to shoot. He’s just trying to crawl up our tailpipes. Now, why?”

In the back, Liang had recovered his breath but still sounded hoarse. “You keep saying ‘he,’ but it has to be a drone, the way it’s flying.”

“We’re talking about the bastard who configured it, tasked it,” Travers said tersely. “Sure, it’s a drone, but we’re up against the guy who launched it. And he’s not shooting at us.”

“Meaning, the Jiantou isn’t armed?” Shapiro mused.

“Maybe. But why isn’t it?” Marin threw the Magister over again, matching course and speed with the Jiantou with difficulty.

“Because it’s the civilian version?” Liang suggested. “The Kotaro-Fuente plant here makes the sportster model, they hit the market blood red and sky blue, unarmed. They’re just upmarket toys.”

“But you could arm it easily enough,” Travers added. “Just take the chain guns off a gunship, and slap ’em right on.”

“If you had access to the gunship,” Shapiro argued. 

Marin jinked this way and that across the sky. The Jiantou was closing the distance, no matter what he did, until the two craft were in dangerous proximity. “So you’re saying,” he said, breathless with sheer effort, “whoever configured this thing either has no access to weapons systems … or chose not to use them.”

“Right.” Shapiro paused. “Which begs the question –”

“Who?” Liang finished. “Who the hell is he, Harrison? Your enemy or mine? Or ours,” he added in a winded voice, as Marin slammed the Magister to starboard again, knocking the air from his lungs.

Travers had been thinking the same thing. “Who’d be after you, General, and why? Answer that, and you’ll know the rest.”

“Or after me,” Liang panted, “and it probably comes back to the same answer. Harrison?”

“The Confederacy,” Shapiro said acidly. “They have to know I’m up to a lot they can’t access, because my encryption codes are all Resalq. Just the fact they can’t read my data is enough to tell them I’m doing something … and nobody’s security is perfect. A whisper gets back to Fleet Sector Command, back on Darwin’s, and suddenly I’m under surveillance.”

“Are you?” Liang’s tone was sharp.

“Of course I am,” Shapiro said dismissively. “Damnit, Robert, we all are! But I’ve been too careful. The Confederacy couldn’t prove one damned thing, and if they dragged me in front of a military tribunal a good defense could make it last years before charges were dropped for lack of evidence. So –”

Again, Marin pulled the Magister up so fast, so hard, the red warning lights flashed and the AI said, “Structural integrity at fifty percent. Land immediately. Fuel conduits compromised. Engine harmonics unequal. Arago generators at eighty percent. Starboard engine in thermal overload. Land immediately. Land immediately.”

With a soft curse, Marin reached out and hit the mute. “Perlman?”

“One minute,” Perlman told him grimly. “You’re all over the sky, Curtis, I’m trying to catch you … and you don’t look too good. You’re venting something.” 

“Engine coolant.” Marin was frowning over the instruments. “Damn.”

“Arago generators at sixty percent,” the AI said calmly. “Starboard engine shutdown imminent.”

“I’m going to have to put this thing down,” Marin said, hoarse with effort and stress. “Perlman, get a lock on us.”

“You’re scan painted, I won’t lose you,” she promised.

Travers’s fingertips stroked the navdeck once, twice, bringing up the groundscan and overlaying the GPS mapping. The Magister had run south, far away from Scott’s Harbor. She was at ten thousand meters, and the terrain was all low hills and woodland now, punctuated by a scattering of outlying farms. “You’ve got some open space,” he offered, “if you can make it.”

“Arago generators at forty percent,” the AI reported in that infuriatingly calm voice. “Land immediately –”

“We’ve run out of time to be choosy.” Marin glanced at the display, and then reconfigured the Magister deftly. “Tighten your harness and brace yourselves. We have to get down fast, it’s the only chance we have, so we’re going to fall like a brick. I’ll catch us on repulsion. It’s still going to be the landing from hell, and when we hit, you have to be ready to get out and run, just as hard as you can. Understood?”

“Understood,” Shapiro said, bleak and cool. “Robert?”

“Just get it done,” Liang muttered.

“Perlman?” Travers called into the loop.

She was there at once. “I heard, boss. Forty seconds, give or take, and you’ve got trouble right behind you. The Jiantou isn’t shooting at you, but it’s going to climb all over you, first chance it gets. I heard Curtis. The second you try to land, you’ll be wearing that thing!”

“We know,” Marin whispered. “It’s a drone, it’s got one objective.”

“Mid-air collision,” Perlman said sourly. “Hey, Neil … good luck, man.”

“Thanks.” Travers shot a glance at Marin. “Go.”

It felt to Travers as if the air had fallen out from under the Magister. He had logged scores of hours in the simulator, flying storms in which wind shear and low-pressure pockets literally plucked his aircraft out of the sky. Almost every time, the crash was catastrophic, and his heart was in his mouth as Marin shut off the failing repulsion and let the Magister fall like a stone.

And the Magister was a car, not a plane. The handling characteristics were very different, even if one engine had not quit the instant before Curtis had shut off the Aragos – and even if the repulsion generators had been working properly, which they were not. 

If Travers had been the kind to pray, he would have been praying as he watched the altimeter. He left his belly behind, somewhere in the descent – and then his brain seemed to rattle in his skull, his eyeballs seemed to compress, as Marin throttled the Aragos to their redline, with a scant sixty meters of clear air under the Magister’s floor.

The jolt was much more gentle than any impact with the ground, but still Chandra Liang cried out. He had never done military service, never done the training flights, real or simulated. Travers had done this, bailing out of a burning gunship in the lightstorm over a city – deploying fins and airbrakes to avoid flak which was tracked and plotted in his helmet displays – taking damage to the chute which should have soft-landed him, and piling into the city ruins hard enough to bruise every muscle, though the hardsuit would save his bones. Shapiro had done all this, but it must be decades ago, and Travers chalked up a mark to the older man. Not a sound passed his lips, not even a curse as the Aragos redlined.

The Magister wallowed like a pig and skidded in high grass, plummeting toward a stand of tall trees. Marin slammed the single functional engine into reverse, extended every airbrake, and as the speed decreased he popped the gullwings. The Magister was still moving when he released his own harness and bawled,

“Out – run!”

Shapiro needed neither instructions nor encouragement, but Travers twisted around, ready to help Liang get out of the harness, and out of the vehicle. The Magister careened to a dead stop with its nose plowed into a drift of grass and dirt, not ten meters from the trees, and Marin was already out. He was watching the sky, looking for the Jiantou. The Zamphir was primed, braced in both his hands, but it was pitifully inadequate.

“There it is,” Shapiro barked as he and Travers hoisted Liang out of the seat between them. 

“I see it,” Marin assured them. “Move, for godsakes – it’s still out of range of this little thing!”

All at once Liang seemed to snap back to his senses, and scrambled out of the car. Travers was sweating in the heat of the Aragos and engines, all of which had far overrun their design specifications. The Magister sat in a shimmer of heat haze, big and bright to any thermal tracking system. The cab lights flickered, ruining his night vision, and he looked away, squeezed his eyes shut, as he clawed out his own weapon.

He could hear the Jiantou now, and as Shapiro and Liang began to run, he joined Marin in a flat sprint toward the scant cover of the trees. Blundering through the underbrush in near total darkness was insanely dangerous, but they were out of options. He listened to the drumbeat of his heart as the Jiantou’s engines began to scream, overloading his ears, in the seconds before it hit.

The drone pilot drove it into the wreckage of the Magister at full throttle. Thirty meters’ distance between fugitives and inferno, and a double-line of dense spruce, were barely enough. The blast picked Travers up bodily and threw him. He caught sight of Marin, diving in the same instant the shockwave hit them, as if he could control the direction of the fall, the angle of his landing.

Then Travers was only aware of the fallen log that came up out of the darkness and smacked into his shoulder and right side. His senses dimmed out to gray for long, dizzy seconds. He thought he might have lost consciousness completely for a moment, because the next he knew for sure, Perlman was yelling over the comm and Marin’s voice was a groan, somewhere off to his right.

“Travers! Travers! Neil, goddamn it!” Perlman was shouting.

“Still here,” Marin was saying in an odd grunt. “They’re all moving, but they’re hurt.”

“What about yourself, Curtis?” Perlman insisted.

“I’m all right,” Marin said grimly, “but I think Shapiro’s taken some damage. Where are you?”

Travers rolled up to his feet and shook his head as if he could physically sweep the fog out of it. His vision was better, and the wreckage was burning brightly, casting enough light into the woodland for him to see between the dense shadows. Chandra Liang was up on his knees, holding his head. Shapiro was still down, lying on his side, but he was moving. 

“We’re twenty seconds from your position,” Perlman was saying in a grim voice, “you should hear our engines … and you’ve got company. There’s a vehicle heading toward you, fast, stump-jumping, just coming in at hedge-height. Can’t tell what kind, but it looks like a car.”

“Could be locals,” Travers said groggily. “They must’ve seen the crash – wondering if there’s anything left worth rescuing.”

“It could be,” Marin agreed. “Have a look at Shapiro … Perlman?”

“Just look up,” she reported. “Where do you want us?”

“Put it right between us and the incoming vehicle,” Marin said in an ominously quiet tone. “Fargo?”

“Yeah,” she said, a whisper over the loop, “I think you’re right, Curtis … hey, Tim, grab your hardware. You fancy some night hunting?”

She and Inosanto had been among the best sharpshooters Bravo Company ever fielded, in any conditions. Travers was confident to turn his back on the incoming car, leave them to do their job. His eardrums were still protesting the explosion, and the engine roar of the approaching lander seemed oddly muted. He leaned down over Shapiro, cursing the shadows, which fell directly over him, making it difficult to see anything, much less details.

But there was no mistaking the hot, slick feel of blood, and his nose picked up the iron tang of it at once. “General? General!” The man was moving, but without light Travers could not tell where he was bleeding, or how badly. “Shapiro!” he barked, hoping to reach him through the shroud of red mist that would surely have settled over him. “Shapiro! Harrison, damnit, do you hear me?”

Whether through the proximity, the volume or the familiarity, Shapiro returned to his senses with a rasping cough and said hoarsely, “I’m all right. Nothing’s broken. Let me up.”

“You’re bleeding,” Travers warned. 

“I know.” Shapiro’s breath caught in pain as his body folded at the waist. He twisted, caught Travers’s shoulder and pulled himself up with a curse.

The storm of engine noise, the gale of the lander’s repulsion, filled the night now. Perlman was holding the ship on its Aragos, and as it dropped in to just a few meters the floodlights kicked on and ramped up, casting harsh blue light around the full three-sixty. Over the loop, she reported, “Fargo and Inosanto are down … I’m seeing the car. It’s stopped, over on the road, on the far side of the creek. Keep your heads down, Neil – you’re well inside shooting range. Curtis?”

“Yo,” Marin responded. “I’m on the deck, between the wreck and the road.”

“I see you,” Perlman assured him. “I’m going to put this thing down where it’ll give you some cover. “Neil, you need a medic?”

“Yes,” Travers began.

“No,” Shapiro grunted. “I can get myself aboard. Travers, get Liang moving. Lieutenant Perlman, exercise extreme caution. That vehicle could be civilian – and while you’re at it, get that damned fire out!”

Mercury 101 had settled on its repulsion cushion. The ramp was whining down, and a single drone deployed from a hatch in the aft dorsal plating. It whirred like a big insect in the floodlights as Travers stooped to haul Chandra Liang to his feet. He was propelling the man into the glare of the lander’s lights when the drone issued a piercing hiss, like escaping steam, dousing the wreckage in rust-red fire retardant powder. In moments the blaze was out, and Travers swore as his sinuses began to smart.

“Try not to breathe it,” he told Liang. “If you have to inhale, hold your sleeve over your nose and take shallow breaths.” He twisted his head around, looking back for Shapiro. “General!”

He was a few paces behind, shoving himself from tree to tree to keep himself upright and moving. Travers had taken a quick breath to shout at him to stay where he was and wait, but before he could speak a figure dove down the ramp, out of the lander. 

Jon Kim had a breathmask on his face and another in his left hand as he hurried back to Shapiro, and over the comm loop his voice panted, “Stay put, Harry. Don’t breathe this crap – it’ll rot your lungs. They’re setting up the trauma unit – where are you hurt? Damnit, you’re bleeding like a pig!”

He had run wide around Travers, hurrying to get to Shapiro. Just short of the foot of the ramp, in the hot bluster of the repulsion cushion, Chandra Liang seemed to recover his wits and pushed Travers away. “I’m all right. Get Harrison aboard.”

“If you say so,” Travers said acidly. “Perlman?”

“Right here,” she called.

“Get Mister Liang strapped down. Kravitz!”

“Yo, Sergeant … I mean, Major,” Kravitz said with bleak humor. “We’ve got trauma set up. You want me to take a look at our VIP?”

“Do that,” Travers agreed. “He looks shocky to me, but I don’t think he’s hurt. Standby to receive Shapiro – and he’s going to want full-on med support. He’s blood up to the eyeballs, I don’t know where from.”

“Copy that,” Reuben Kravitz responded crisply.

All the while, Travers was listening to the loop – listening specifically for Marin, and as Liang staggered up the ramp he heard Curtis say in cynical tones, “It’s a plain gray vehicle, looks like a Rand of some kind … no markings, so it’s nothing official, and the paint’s still shiny-clean, so it’s not from one of these farms. You thinking what I’m thinking, Fargo?”

She sounded equally as cynical. “It has to be the bastard who launched the Jiantou, come to make sure there are no survivors. And if there are, fix that little problem.”

“You got a clear shot?” Marin was asking. “I’m in a bad place. Stick my head up to get a shot, and they’ll take it off at the shoulders.”

“I got a shot,” she told him. “You want a big bang and wreckage, or somebody to interrogate?”

“Disable it,” Marin said grimly. “General Shapiro, are you monitoring this comm?”

The man’s voice was wheezing, thin, taut. “I am. You’re the expert – Dendra Shemiji. Your call.”

And Marin: “Fargo, you still have the shot?”

“Oh, yes.” Her voice purred with concentration.

“Take it,” Marin invited in a low voice.

Travers had no line of sight to the car. Mercury 101 was between him and it, but he heard four single shots in rapid succession, coughed out of a service rifle, and away in the night, a shriek of ripping metal. He held his breath till Tim Inosanto said crisply,

“One car, going nowhere. You want we should pick the bastards up?”

“Arrest them,” Marin said with sour humor. “That’s the term, isn’t it? And for chrissakes watch yourselves. They won’t hesitate to –”

He was surely going to warn that the man, or men, in the car would not hesitate to shoot, but before he could finish the sentence, big caliber rounds were whanging off the lander’s armor while Fargo and Inosanto cursed fluently over the comm.

“Neil,” Curtis called calmly. “Neil, you hear this? They’re not going to make it easy. Somebody’s going to die, if we’re not bloody damned careful. They know where we are – either we’ve been scanned or they pinpointed our position from muzzle flashes.”

“Copy that.” Travers was watching Kim and Shapiro on the ramp. “What do you need?”

“Get into cover,” Marin told him, “or get on the lander. Perlman, kick up to a hundred meters, take these bastards before they hurt somebody.”

“My pleasure,” Perlman responded. “Neil, where are you?”

At that moment Travers was making his way into the darkness of the trees. “In cover. Do like the man said.” He was trying to circle around, find his way to Marin’s approximate position, but the briar was dense, sharp, and the dress uniform was hardly well designed for this work. 

The ramp whined up at once, and the Aragos began to hammer under the lander. It lifted fast, floods strobing among the trees. Travers covered his eyes to safeguard his night vision, and looked for Marin, Fargo and Inosanto. He could not see any of them as Perlman said softly into the loop,

“There’s two of the buggers … and it looks like you did an oopsie, Judith. One’s face-down on the road. Looks dead as dog meat to me.”

“Sorry, guys,” Fargo said with mock contrition. “The other one –?”

“Good enough to be up his feet and shooting at me.” Perlman sounded mildly amused. “Curtis, you said you want this idiot alive?”

“If you can,” Marin advised.

“I’ll try,” she mused, “but the caliber I’m shooting is going to make a mess, no matter what I hit.”

“Best shot you can get.” Travers was in the lee side of a massive fallen tree trunk. “We’ll pick up the pieces. Kravitz, Choi?”

They were monitoring every word, and Choi groaned. “Standing by with a handtruck, boss.”

As he spoke, Perlman tripped her triggers just once. The low whine of the lander’s nose cannon murmured over the roar of the Aragos, and Travers’s ears picked up a scream, brief, high, from the direction of the road. “Choi, you stay with the general,” he said quickly. “Kravitz, get that handtruck organized. Curtis?”

“Up and moving,” Marin told him, a little breathless as he cleared the brush and went over the fence. “I see the man … he’s down, and he’s … missing a leg. Kravitz, make it fast.”

Travers dove out of the trees ten meters from the fence, and picked up his pace. Ahead of him, the car was mangled, and both occupants were on the far side of it, one dead, one in bad shape. Perlman had done well to miss the vital organs. So long as med support arrived fast, the man was due a biocyber limb and residence in a cell in the Jackson facility for a very long time.

The lander maneuvered around, right over the wreckage, and Perlman let down the ramp from several meters up. Kravitz hopped down onto the road, and the big gunmetal cases of trauma gear popped out after him, scurrying in his wake on their own repulsion. Without a word, Travers went over the fence and dropped into the ditch on the roadside. He slid the Zamphir back into its holster as he joined Marin, Fargo and Inosanto.

They had gathered to watch as Kravitz pushed the worklights where he wanted them, sealed the wound with a few hissing pulses of pure cryogen, and slammed a sedative into the man. It was enough to settle him while the bioscan drone raced over him, and Travers watched the results come up on Kravitz’s handy. 

He had the look of an agent, bullet-headed, buzz-cut, big through the shoulders, and he was in shock, with massive blood loss. Muttering in an undertone, the full repertoire of curses and a few Travers had never heard before, Kravitz loaded the hypo. Six different shots fired into the survivor at various parts of his anatomy. At last he stood, and touched his combug. 

As he worked, Mercury 101 came around, drifted down the road a little and set down gently. The repulsion shut back, the ramp lowered, and Gillian Perlman appeared in the spill of light there. “You need a hand there, Roo?”

“Nah, he’s good to transport,” Kavitz reported. “You want to send the handtruck?”

Travers shared a glance with Marin and said quietly into the loop, “General Shapiro, are you still monitoring this?”

His voice was stronger now. “I am … and we have a subject for interrogation. Clean up the scene, Travers, Marin.”

“And you?” Travers prompted. “I’ve got your blood all over me!”

“I’m all right,” Shapiro began.

“Bullshit,” Jon Kim’s voice said stridently. “He had a piece of shrapnel the size of your finger in his shoulder, Major Travers.”

“And now it’s out, and the wound is cauterized, I’m full of broad-spectrum antibiotics and the whole shoulder is numb as wood,” Shapiro said acerbically. “Perlman called the Mercury. The Infirmary is coming online, but there’s not much they can do for me that hasn’t already been done. Calm down, Jon. And Travers – just clean up and get aboard.”

He might have hoped to quit the area, Travers guessed, before the locals called the authorities with eyewitness reports of an air crash, but it was already too late to get out. Firefly lights had begun to flicker among the stars as the survivor was loaded onto the handtruck and shoved up the ramp. Before Fargo and Inosanto had zipped the bodybag on the dead man, a squad flyer dropped in behind its flock of forward surveillance drones.

The big yellow Marshall set down in the road, right beside Mercury 101, and Travers heard Shapiro groan in frustration. To his surprise, it was Robert Chandra Liang who said, 

“Stay where you are, Harrison. You’re in no condition to field Tactical! I, on the other hand, don’t seem to be good for much more than untangling the paperwork. You’ll have to forgive me. That’s the first time in my life I’ve been under fire, shot down, whatever you people call it. And if it never happens again, I’ll be grateful.”

“Robert, be careful,” Shapiro warned.

But Travers was already satisfied the Marshall was a genuine Tactical squad flyer, and Marin was saying, “It’s all right, they’re kosher. It’s a squaddy from Mount Marathon Tactical, they’re just doing their job.”

“As am I,” Liang said in desiccated tones.

He was coming down the ramp as he spoke. Travers watched him tug his jacket straight and show his face to the Tactical officers – and they knew him, at a glance. The two women from MountMarathon beckoned him toward the squad vehicle, and Liang joined them there. All three spoke much too quietly for Travers to overhear a syllable, and after a moment he turned back toward Marin.

With the bodybag loaded onto a second truck, Fargo and Inosanto had tackled the wreckage of the car. The best they could do was task two drones to shove it off the road, into the ditch, and before doing this, Fargo was wise enough to call up the road to the Tac crew.

“Pardon me, ma’am, but have you imaged this whole scene, for the record? Get your pictures, if you need ’em, and we’ll clear the road for you.”

The older of the two officers gave her a wave. “Proceed, Lieutenant. We got all the images we need.”

As Fargo beckoned the drones, Travers turned his back on the tableau and saw a rueful smile on Marin’s mouth. “We,” Curtis said quietly, “are the luckiest sons of bitches just this side of hell. We should all be dead.”

“Assassinated,” Shapiro’s voice said from the lander. “I’m not quite sure if the target was me or Robert. It might have been both. But I would call this a classic assassination attempt.”

“Not quite classic,” Marin mused. “Whoever tasked the Jiantou wanted to make it look like a natural accident. The object was to create a midair collision. When that failed, the next best outcome was to crash the Jiantou right on top of the Magister, and again you’ve got a crash leaving too little wreckage to ever know what actually happened … and I’m afraid to say, this tells us several things.”

Shapiro and Jon Kim had appeared on the ramp. Kim was shadowing him, as if he expected Shapiro to stagger, though Shapiro was quite steady on his feet, with the remains of his jacket hanging off his left shoulder and the right shoulder supported by a bright blue air cast. He was pale, but he was entirely lucid, and chuckled quietly as he invited,

“Go ahead, Curtis. I’d be grateful for your professional analysis. This kind of thing lies well within your purview.”

“I might just have been insulted,” Marin said with brittle amusement. “One: either your security or Mister Liang’s has lost at least some of its integrity, and one or both of you has become a target so prime, an agency which can only operate under the auspices of the Terran Confederacy is willing to murder two or three other people to itemize you. However, two: this agency can prove nothing. If they could prove General Harrison Shapiro is the organizational genius behind the colonial insurrection, or that Robert Chandra Liang is the head of the Velcastran republican shadow government … suffice to say, warrants would be issued for your arrest, rather than orders for your covert termination! But, three: the Confederacy is certain enough of what it knows – with or without proof that would hold up under legal scrutiny – that the termination orders were issued, although the murders were deemed so politically delicate, it was critical to disguise them as an accident. Which suggests that authorities within the Confederacy are still trying to maintain the ethics and morality of the power structure here in the colonies … trying to keep their noses clean, if you will! Lastly, you can be quite certain the failure of this attempt was reported, which means one or both of you remain in extreme jeopardy.” His brows arched at Shapiro.

Travers puffed out his cheeks. “You did say, professional analysis. You want my recommendation, General?”

“You’re about to advise Liang should be removed from the hot zone,” Shapiro said tersely.

“And you, yourself,” Travers added. “We won’t know for a while which of you was the target, so you can only proceed from the assumption it’s you. Go back to Fleet Sector Borushek, and you’ll live inside a security cordon so tight, you’ll think you’re wearing corsets.”

Shapiro gave him a faint, curious smile. “Well, then – you’re in charge, Travers. You and Marin can lay down that security cordon and monitor it. Because we’re not done, not yet.” He looked up past Travers at the Tactical squad, where Chandra Liang had just taken his leave of the officers and was walking back up the road. “Get aboard, all of you. If Tactical is satisfied, we need to put distance between us and this scene.”

“Before someone higher up the assassination command chain shows up to finish the job,” Marin said quietly, almost an aside, to Travers. “Damnit, Neil, we were just lucky.”

“Lucky you’re a fighter jockey,” Travers retorted.

But Marin’s head was shaking slowly. “Lucky Mercury 101 was close enough to stand by us. Sure, I managed to get us on the ground, but that wasn’t going to be the end of it.”

He was pale in the lander’s floodlights. Travers frowned at him, wondering for a moment if Marin had been hurt, though he was not wearing any visible bruise. He touched the combug to drop out of the loop. “You okay?”

“Me?” Marin also cut out of the loop as Shapiro and Kim followed Liang up the ramp. “Yes … no.” He forced a smile. “Maybe I just felt my mortality. You know the weird shiver, as if someone walked over your grave?” He laid his right palm flat on Travers’s chest, over his heart. “You and me, Neil, and all our big plans about handfasting and getting a place of our own. We just came within a whisker of losing all of it.” He frowned at his hand, feeling the beat of Travers’s heat through his palm. “Shapiro’s war is going to kill us.”

“No,” Travers murmured. 

“If we were cats,” Marin said with thin, forced humor, “we’d be down to one life left apiece. The Resalq used to believe a person is born with a certain stash of luck – good luck and bad. You spend your luck the way you spend your money, and when it’s gone, it’s gone.”

“Resalq superstition?” Travers was surprised.

Marin seemed to shake himself. “I don’t know. Mark would spin you complex theories about causality chains across several lifespans – and his people retain at least vestigial memories of one or more previous lives, so don’t be too quick to dismiss it as superstition! Me? I honestly don’t know. But it feels as if Shapiro is taking what luck we ever had and spending it.” 

He looked up at Travers in the odd, harsh lights of the lander’s floods and the Tac squad’s spinners, and Travers felt the same shiver. He touched Marin’s face with light fingertips. “Security cordon, tight as the corsets on a citybottom hustler. The same cordon that guards them guards us. Yes?”

“Yes,” Marin whispered. He turned his head, touched his lips to Travers’s fingers just as Perlman called down the ramp,

“You guys want a ride home? Did your comm drop out? You see something we didn’t clean up?”

With a quiet curse Travers cut back into the loop. “Yes, no, and no.” He ushered Marin ahead of him, up the ramp. “Button it up, people, let’s get the hell back to the Mercury.”

“StarCity,” Perlman corrected as they stepped aboard. The hatch was locking as she jerked a thumb over her shoulder in the direction of Shapiro and Liang. “We’re making a pickup before we head home … and I just called ahead and put both gunships on alert. The Mercury is leaving Joseph Valdez at this time, and we’ll rendezvous in orbit with gunship escort.” She was watching through the armorglass viewport as the Tactical squad lifted off in a blaze of red and blue spinners. When it had angled off into the southwest she lifted the lander. “No second chances.”

“Very wise.” Marin had stepped carefully over the trauma unit which was set up amidships, and was handing his weapons to Inosanto, at the armory store. The surviving agent was sedated, with an IV and a transfuser set up, feeding him fluids, synthblood and drugs. Marin spared him a glance, and another for the bodybag which had been shoved unceremoniously between the seats. “So we’re picking up Madam Deuel,” he mused softly, “which means Chandra Liang is taking Shapiro up on the offer of being ... how did he put it?”

“Removed from the hot zone.” Travers was frowning at Shapiro, Liang and Jon Kim, who sat in the very back of the lander, talking in undertones.

All three looked badly shaken up. Kim was visibly jittery as he held his dogs by the collars; Shapiro was starting to get some feeling back in the shoulder, and he was clearly in pain; Liang was tight lipped as he held a comm to his ear and listened with difficulty before he interrupted in an impatient tone. 

“I know, Sonja – I hear what you’re saying, but I’m telling you to pack a bag and be in our private hangar in three minutes, with at least two security drones as your escort. I should have been dead three times over!” He paused to listen again; and then, “Yes, I’ll tell you the whole thing as soon as you’re aboard – and no, I can’t, won’t, say one syllable on the air!” Another pause as she protested, and at last he said loudly, “Sonja, we’re in the air right now. If you’re coming with me, grab your stuff and be in the hangar, drones and all. If not, fair enough, but you won’t be safe. You know the bastards will try to use you to get to me, and you also know there won’t be one damned thing I can do to help you! People could get killed, trying to pull you out of there. Pack, and call the drones, damnit!”

He cut the line before she could protest again. Shapiro leaned back heavily against Kim and dug his fingers into his shoulder to deaden some of the feeling. “She doesn’t want to leave?”

“She doesn’t want to ‘desert Velcastra.’” Liang turned his eyes to the gods. “Her heart’s in the right place, but I often wonder where her brain is.” He looked up at Travers and Marin and from somewhere produced a smile. “Once again I find myself in your debt. I owe both you gentlemen. Regard StarCity as your home, and if, when, I can be of service to yourselves or to Dendra Shemiji, don’t hesitate.”

Travers was too taken aback to speak, but Marin said quietly, “We salvaged our own lives too, Mister Liang. Tell me, have you seen the surviving agent, or the body? Do you recognize them?”

But Liang was making negative gestures. “I saw the live one, on the way into the lander. I don’t know him. I can take a look at the body.”

The bag unzipped with a churring sound of unmeshing metal. Fargo peeled it open, and Liang peered down into a face which was oddly serene, undamaged in death. 

“No joy?” Travers guessed as Liang stepped back.

“Alas, no.” Liang glanced forward, through the viewports, where StarCity filled the sky. “Pilot, you won’t be able to take a ship this size into my private hangar.”

Perlman was unperturbed. “We’ll dock on with a collar, Mister Liang. Call your lady, please, make sure she’s ready to leave.” 

If she was going at all, Travers thought as Liang touched his combug and called, “Sonja? Sonja, are you with us, my dear?” A pause, no more than a few seconds, and he huffed a sigh. “Thank gods! We’re about to dock. Where are you now?”

“Better scan the whole area,” Marin was saying to Perlman. “We don’t want any more nasty surprises.”

“Well, shit, why didn’t I think of that?” Perlman said acidly, and gestured at the threedee, where the data was already beginning to run.

“Sorry.” Marin clasped her shoulder. “Micro-organization. Occupational hazard.”

With delicate hands Perlman was maneuvering the lander as Travers had watched her fly the Bravo Company gunship. He had trusted her for more years than either of them cared to remember, and as the docking collar extended he turned back to the company in the rear. Shapiro was going down fast now, as whatever Inosanto had given him simply wore off. Jon Kim sat close, and Shapiro was holding his left hand to the dogs, letting them learn his scent, get to know him.

“Stand by the docking collar, Jude,” Perlman said into the loop. “The hangar’s quiet as a crypt. I’m not seeing anybody … Mister Liang, you sure your lady’s on her way?”

Liang hovered at the top of the ramp, busy with his comm. From there he had a clear view of the threedee, which was cycling security data. “She’s on her way now, Pilot. Two minutes, maximum. I’m telling my house AI to lock up, shut down the power, enable the surveillance system. The house will take care of itself, and I’ll brief my people when we’re safely away.” He gave Marin and Travers a wry look. “My absence, and Harrison’s, at Michael’s memorial won’t have gone unnoticed.”

“I’ll be briefing Colonel Rusch,” Shapiro said tiredly. 

“Leave that to us.” Marin stooped to look into the older man’s eyes. “You’re about to fall flat on your face. There’s only willpower holding you up, and it won’t last much longer.” He gave Kim a faint smile. “I think you’re about to find yourself in charge. He’s needed an aide for a long time, but there hasn’t been a soul he’d trust to do the job.”

Jon Kim looked from Shapiro to Marin and back. “Now, that’s a job I can do, Harry. I’ve dealt with every kind of government bastard you can imagine, and a lot you can’t, and I’ve negotiated with the worst Fleet had to throw at me. If he’s right and you need an aide, and if you’ll give it to me, I’ll take the job.”

“My boy,” Shapiro said in an odd rasp, “it’s all yours.”

They were the last words out of his lips before he slumped sideways into the seat, and his head lolled in unconsciousness. Kim’s face blanched, and without a thought he handed both protesting dogs to Travers. “Medic!”

For years Tim Inosanto had been Bill Grant’s assistant, and he had retrained to replace Grant when the Australian transferred to the Wastrel. Travers drew back with Marin, wrestling the dogs with him and holding their fangs away from himself by simply outmuscling them. Marin took the sheepdog from him, trapped the animal between his knees and held him still while Inosanto went through the same routines as Grant would have performed. The lad was good, Travers thought – not the natural medic Grant had always been, but much better than the average field company ‘butcher.’ 

“He’s lost a lot of blood,” Inosanto was saying, “but he wouldn’t let me transfuse him, or tie him down with an IV. He ought to be in the Infirmary. I can give him a shot to bring him around, if you need him, but frankly, he’s better off out of it. His pain levels are into orbit.”

“Let him sleep,” Kim decided. “Pilot, how long till we dock on the Mercury? Thanks, guys, I’ll take the dogs back. You wouldn’t believe it, but they’re not usually paranoid and antisocial.”

“They’re freaked, and who wouldn’t be?” Travers handed the shepherd back to him, and the smaller sheepdog dove out of Marin’s hands, back to Kim. 

Up front, Perlman had been running tacking data for some time. She had a plot of the cruiser’s position, and with a glance into the threedee Travers saw that the Mercury had maneuvered into an orbit right above StarCity, flanked by its two gunships. “We’ll be aboard fifteen minutes after we can show StarCity our sterntubes,” Perlman said crisply. “Mister Liang?”

“She’s in the hangar,” Chandra Liang reported. “She’s coming as fast as she can … she’ll be wearing those bloody stupid spike heels, I expect. Try to run, and you’ll break your ankles.”

“Security overview?” Marin asked softly.

“Clear,” Perlman reported. “Jude, you see the lady?”

Fargo was in the mouth of the docking adapter, armed with an assault rifle in one hand and a scanner in the other. “I see her. Hey, man, nice shoes. Not.”

At last, Travers began to relax. He and Marin took the side seats right behind the pilot’s position, and as Curtis loosened up, Travers indulged himself in a self-deprecating chuckle. “We’re out of this particular wood.”

“With an interrogation subject,” Marin added as he set his head back. His right hand rested lightly on Travers’s thigh, cupped loosely there, familiar and comfortable. “You know, Mick Vidal would have gotten a kick out of this.”His head swiveled on the padded rest to look at Travers. “Mick,” he added, “was a little mad.”

“Only a little?” Travers smiled at the image of Vidal in the field with them tonight. He would have relished the action. 

“You miss him,” Marin said quietly. 

“A lot of people do.” Travers was thinking of Alexis Rusch. “He was one of a kind. And a good friend.”

Marin’s fingers hunted for Travers’s, and laced into them. “Vidal’s real memorial was on the lawn outside Liang’s place – you, me and Colonel Rusch. We were the ones who knew him best, worked with him, respected him. Roark Hubler should have been there.”

But Hubler was out of the service, with Asako Rodman on the Harlequin. They would be on Ulrand even now, where the docks would have received a shipment from the Wastrel. They would be spaceworthy in a week, and doing business between the Deep Sky and Halfway. 

The clatter of feet on the ramp announced Sonja Mei Ming Deuel. She appeared in a confusion of limbs and bags, and Liang was right. She was still dressed for the memorial, in fashionable clothes and ridiculous shoes which were Velcastran uptown chic this year. She handed the bags to Fargo and Kravitz, and let Liang pull her into a seat. 

She was frightened, Travers thought, though she was doing a fair job of masking it. In the back, Harrison Shapiro was slumped over, unconscious; on the deck were a maimed man and a bodybag, while four black uniformed, heavily armed marines secured the lander, which was far from the plush, elegant transportation she was accustomed to. To a lady from the high side of Elstrom, the scene must be a nightmare come true.

“StarCity ATC, this is Mercury 101,” Perlman was saying, “we are undocking and leaving your airspace on a heading for orbit … copy that, thank you, ma’am, and goodnight.” She switched up from the civilian band to Shapiro’s encrypted channel. “Mercury, this is 101, coming home. Do you have us on tracking?”

And over the loop Travers heard a thin-stripped voice from the cruiser: “Affirm that, 101. Gunships will meet you as you make orbit.” The voice belonged to the cruiser’s executive officer, a young woman called Lansdown with a homeworlds accent which sounded incongruous in the midst of this colonial crew. “Ops room is asking for General Shapiro.”

Travers touched his combug. “He’s out cold. This is Major Travers. Have the Infirmary standby to receive him, and give me a course for Borushek, direct. The gunships will be returning as soon as we’re docked, and you can bug out to the Weimann exclusion limit, and standby there for orders to commit to e-space.”

“Ops room, understood, Major,” Lansdown said crisply. “I have Fleet Colonel Arthur Hong at Joseph Valdez, waiting to speak to General Shapiro.”

“Inform him Shapiro is unconscious, pending medical treatment,” Travers said curtly.

“I’ll brief him on the situation, if he’s willing to talk to lesser mortals,” Marin offered. “It was a purely civilian matter, nothing to involve Fleet.”

“Hold on, Major Marin, we can always ask.” 

While Lansdown negotiated with Hong’s staff, Chandra Liang was already conferencing with his own people. Madam Deuel was blank, like a rabbit in the spotlight, but Liang had set the incident behind him. While he waited for another connection he looked up at Travers and Marin and suggested, 

“If that’s Arthur Hong on the line, tell him to keep his nose out of civilian affairs. It was an assassination attempt on me, it’s for Tactical to investigate, and Elstrom Tac will be taking care of the whole thing. If Hong argues, hand him to me.”

“You know him,” Travers observed. 

“I know him,” Liang said scornfully. “He’s an officious little bean counter who would love to worm his way into politics. He’s always intruding in civilian affairs, when the proper channels, if Fleet needs to do business with the civilian sector, involve the office of the colonial governor. I –” And then his connection went through and he returned his attention to his own comm. “Yes, Roger, it’s me, and I’m safe.”

Travers stopped listening as Lansdown murmured into the loop, “Colonel Hong will speak with you, Major Marin.”

“Send it to the threedee,” Marin advised, and slid into the seat where Shapiro had been on the flight down. 

Deliberately staying out of range of the lens, Travers watched him paste on a bland, pleasant face, and when Arthur Hong appeared in the threedee, he delivered an even, homogenous report which covered the event in the broadest terms and divulged none of the details. Hong was a man of Shapiro’s age, or older, stalled at the rank of colonel because he did not have the potential to go further, and chained to a desk at the Fleet facility, because an office was his natural environment. 

He was also officious, superior, more than a little pompous while addressing a colonial, and Travers would have sworn Marin’s accent thickened, the long vowels of Jagreth becoming longer yet, as soon as he perceived the colonel’s elitism. Hong spoke with some upper crust homeworlds voice, and seemed to take affront at being briefed by a colonial, and a major.

“If you would like to confer with Mister Liang,” Marin finished, “he’s available and willing to talk at this time, but I can assure you, he can add no more.”

Hong peered out of the threedee, studying Marin rudely. “An assassination attempt, then, and you’re certain Mister Liang was the target?”

“Quite certain,” Marin lied smoothly. “Elstrom City Tactical is being informed of the details at this time. The matter is in their jurisdiction, Colonel Hong. There’s nothing to involve Fleet. Shall I call Mister Liang?”

For a moment Hong seemed to consider it, and then shook his head. “No. Good enough, Major. Give my regards to General Shapiro. I trust his injures are not too dire.”

The threedee blanked, and Marin gave Travers a pained look. “Coffee?” Travers offered. 

“Black, and strong,” Marin agreed.

The lander was rising through a long, slow repulsion spiral, the gentlest ride to orbit Travers could remember. Vibration through the airframe was barely enough to disturb the coffee as he brought two cups back to the forward seats, where Fargo was watching Perlman adjust course and speed to rendezvous with the gunships. The Mercury was fifteen thousand meters downrange, ten thousand meters above; the sky was velvet black, with Joseph Valdez a speck of light on the western horizon of Velcastra. 

Flat on the deck, their prisoner had begun to groan, but Inosanto swore he was still too deeply sedated for the mind to know anything of the body’s pain. In the back, Kim’s dogs had settled down and Jon Kim himself was a cushion against which Shapiro lay limply. He would be in the Infirmary before he woke properly, and he would remain there until the Mercury was halfway back to Borushek. Kim might have had romantic notions about their reunion, but the truth was going to be about work, patience and trust. Travers liked the young man a lot, and the dogs seemed to have accepted Shapiro. If Kim was willing to slide into place as the aide Shapiro had needed for a long time, Travers approved.

In the seat beside him, Marin set his head back and closed his eyes. “I wouldn’t want to be Robert Chandra Liang right about now.”

“You think he was the target?” Travers tried the coffee, found it bitter and acrid.

“It’s … possible,” Marin mused. “An hour before, he had just set up Velcastra to be the scene of the first formal battle.”

“But who knew?” Travers demanded in a whisper. “Unless security at the house in StarCity is a joke, and they were bugged.”

Marin’s eyes opened, dark and filled with misgivings. “We’ll know soon enough. By the time we get to Borushek, that prisoner should be fit to answer questions – and Shapiro will be fit to ask them! And till then…”

“Till then?”

“Till we make Borushek,” Marin said softly, “I’m going to pretend I never heard of this whole thing. Play a little racquetball with you, play folgen on the hangar deck, eat a lot, sleep … have a lot of very good sex, since the two of us are somehow alive and uninjured. Yes?”

“Oh, yes,” Travers said with dark amusement, and raised his cup in toast. “Thank gods you trained as a fighter jockey.”

“Thank gods Mercury 101 was hangared on StarCity,” Marin added. “That was too damn’ close, Neil.”

He was right. For a moment Travers clasped his hand tightly, though he said nothing. Moments later a proximity alarm from the pilot’s console announced the approach of the gunships and the cruiser itself.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

Fleet Cruiser Mercury, Borushek

 

His name was Carson Hume. He had the Afro-Eurasian genetic type, typical of the pure homeworlds human, and Marin was not surprised to hear a clipped, brittle Earth accent.

For three days he had been confined to one of the Infirmary’s five beds. One bed was vacant, and a third was occupied for the first day by Harrison Shapiro, until he checked himself out in sheer boredom. When Shapiro walked out, Hume was still sedated after the surgery to clean up the remains of his left leg, and when the Mercury dropped out of e-space just short of the Borushek system the agent was in a hoverchair to which his left wrist was handcuffed. Tim Inosanto or Reuben Kravitz was with him every waking moment, and what Hume did not yet know was that he had been chipped. Shapiro’s AI could track him – stun or euthanize him, if he somehow got away from Inosanto and Kravitz.

Borushek looked serene, normal, but Marin wore a frown as he watched the globe expand in the forward observation ports. One thought haunted him. They were gone. He had called Riga moments before, and only Joss answered. 

A message was waiting on the threedee, and Curtis had already buzzed Travers. Neil was with the rest of Bravo, down on the hangar deck, and though Marin would have been welcome to join them he knew he would have felt like an intruder. He had never really been a part of Bravo, though they would have opened ranks to admit him. But Perlman had called Travers to a private meeting of the old unit, to answer hard questions in terms they would understand, and knew they could trust. There was no more time to deliberate. The moment to choose was now.

The comm loop was quiet but busy, though none of Bravo’s business was being monitored. Marin gave a thread of his attention to Robert Chandra Liang and his ex-wife, who had been talking without pause for the last hour. Madam Deuel was ordering clothes, furniture, personal effects – all the items she apparently deemed the absolute essentials, while anyone else would have called her shopping list absurd frivolity. 

She had picked up and run from Velcastra with a change of clothes and her cosmetics bag, and her first demand, as soon as her head cleared, was to know when she and Robert were going back. Neither Liang nor Shapiro could even hazard an answer, and the lady’s eyes widened as she realized she would be aboard the Mercury for an indefinite time. 

Officers’ quarters were spacious and comfortable, but the appointments were hardly appropriate for Velcastran royalty. Marin might have been scornful, but in her own way Sonja Deuel was a trouper. She either could not or would not fall in with the rest of the company, wear service clothes, sit on service chairs, eat service food, but not a word of complaint passed her lips until the Mercury dropped out at Borushek. Then the shopping began, and everything conceivable was being crated for shipment to the cruiser.

Chandra Liang’s voice was a subtle murmur behind Deuel’s. Marin listened for a moment, long enough to know he was conferencing with Daku contacts on Borushek. All his transmissions were made in level five encryption, and the real meat of what he had to impart was buried in a data packaged, encrypted at level nine and piggybacked on the voice signal. The foundation stones of Borushek’s republican government were being cemented into place.

Footsteps at the door of the dim Ops room made Marin turn, expecting Travers, but it was Jon Kim. Two Mercury watch officers were on duty, but Marin was otherwise alone in one corner of the vast facility. Three out of four displays were dark, and the AI was idling, negotiating with Sark ATC as the ship drove into its usual parking orbit.

As Shapiro’s aide, Kim had access to every system, every iota of data. The Mercury crew nodded good morning; one gestured with a mug to ask if he would like tea, but Kim shook his head. He had only looked in on his way by, and said softly to Marin,

“Harrison wants you and Neil in the medlab.”

“Now?” Marin glanced into the threedee, where Mark Sherratt’s face was frozen, his message on hold. 

“Next ten minutes,” Kim speculated. “It’s Carson Hume.”

So the man was fit enough for the interrogation to begin. Marin breathed a soundless sigh and bumped Mark’s message through to the threedee in the quarters he shared with Travers. “Tell him I’ll round up Neil and we’ll be there.” Kim was gone a moment later, and Marin slipped a combug into his ear. “Travers? Sorry, Neil. We’re out of time.”

His voice was terse. “We’re done here anyway. Where do you want me?”

Marin might have said, flat on his back on a black sheepskin before a crackling hearth, with cognac in one hand and bitter dark chocolate in the other, but he said, 

“The medlab. Shapiro’s going to tackle Hume, and frankly, I want to be there.”

“So do I,” Travers agreed. “Five minutes.”

“I’ll meet you there.” Marin raised a hand to the watch crew and stepped out.

Arrangements were being made for two Daku secretaries to be cleared through Shapiro’s security screen. They would be aboard by late evening, Sark time, and Liang would continue to work. The location mattered little to him. Madam Deuel seemed satisfied with her own preparations for the ‘ordeal,’ as she called it, and Jon Kim was still riding a cushion of relief which bordered on euphoria. He was free and safe, the dogs were safe, and if the look on his face this morning was anything to judge by, Shapiro was feeling much better. 

For himself, Marin had no objection to living aboard. The Wastrel was more plush, less military, but the stateroom he and Travers shared was the equivalent of Alexis Rusch’s quarters on the Kiev. They would take a lighter down later in the day, and pack anything they wanted to be freighted out of the apartment in downtown Sark. 

There was little Marin actually wanted to take, and he kept nothing much aboard the Wastrel. He could pack everything he owned in two bags and in an hour vanish into the milling streets of the spaceport rink. It was a matter of professional security for any Dendra Shemiji operative to be able to fade like a shadow out of the city, on an unmonitored civilian ship such as the Carellan Djerun. 

And she was gone. Marin had asked Ingrid for a comm patch when the Mercury dropped out, but Shapiro’s AI had already traded data with its clone at the office on the base, and with Joss at Mark Sherratt’s house in Riga. ‘All Resalq vessels have departed Borushek space,’ Ingrid reported baldly.

A peculiar shiver lingered in Marin’s bones, long enough to leave his belly fluttering. They were gone, to the last individual. The Resalq had slipped away, one ship at a time, leaving Riga a ghost town running on automatics – and someone, somewhere had noticed. Someone had called CNS with the news. A curious little story was running on CityNet this morning. 

Longshots and overviews of Riga accompanied a voice track laid by one of the society journalists. Marin knew the voice but could not connect it with a name. Stills and vidclips of various Resalq who had attained a little fame in Sark society popped up – a very young one, whom everyone thought was a girl, with his long, blond hair, legs that seemed too long to be human, which they were, and the gold eyes which were natural in the Resalq, though they could be genetically designed into the human. And a young man who had won a sportplane race, collected his trophy, partied the night through in a danceshop in Sark, and was soon named as the father of two human children. The claims were ridiculously absurd, but the socialites who had fallen pregnant at the night-long party were not to know it. Resalq and human DNA were far too different to permit a natural pregnancy. Marin was not even sure they shared enough in common for a hybrid to be conjured in the lab.

‘The highlands town of Riga,’ said the voice track, ‘is curiously empty today. The home of the beautiful Winona Breck and two-time Arago Challenge winner Tigh Stromberg appears to have become a ghost town. For decades, Riga has been known as a tight-knit, insular community, comprising several extended families, eight global business combines, forty individual households with over six hundred billion credits in investments on Borushek alone. According to AIs across the town, the community has departed on its private vessels to attend a family gathering at an undisclosed location. Wedding, funeral, anniversary, business conference? Who can tell? But you can be certain Winona and Tigh will be in the spotlight here on CityNet when they return to the city of Sark.’

If they returned, Marin thought grimly as he made his way back to the medlab. He was sure of nothing. For himself, the two bags of possessions he cared to keep and Neil Travers beside him were his only needs, and he could lose the bags without much grief. Travers owned even less. 

It sometimes seemed to Marin, the only roots they had were in each other, and the only moments of reality were the quiet times when he and Neil refused to even speak of the wars – colonial or Zunshu. Lovemaking was a refuge, and they knew it. They used sex as a means to snatch an hour of peace. Marin might have fretted about it, if they had not come to share the same dream of freedom. A region called Three Rivers, in a place so far from Hellgate, the Zunshu could not touch it.

A rumble from the lifts twenty meters short of the medlab announced Travers, and Marin waited there for him. Over the comm, the AI was announcing the departure of a drone lifter from the Fleet compound, and he recognized its codename. It was coming up from Shapiro’s office on the top of the Fleet building. Everything that had been packed for weeks now was in transit. Very soon the AI would lock down the office and route all comm traffic to the Mercury.

“You listening to the loop?” Travers gestured at his combug as the lift closed behind him. “Shapiro’s not even going down.”

“Wise,” Marin said darkly. “I’ve also been listening to Liang and Madam Deuel.”

“They’re getting settled in for the duration?” Travers fell into step beside him. 

“Like Jon Kim.” Marin mocked himself with a grimace. “Like us.”

“Don’t get too comfortable,” Travers warned.

The medlab door was open. Inside, Carson Hume’s hoverchair was tethered to the end of a bench, and a Mercury staff technician was fiddling with a full suite of scanners. A dozen fine probes were aimed like rifles at Hume’s buzz cut head and his barrel chest. He was still in a hospital gown and robe, with his right leg absent from a point just above the knee. The stump was protected by a soft foam sheath. 

Beside the bed, Jon Kim had just finished setting up the data recorders, and he had rolled a comfortable chair into place for Shapiro. The air cast was off now; the wound had been deep-healed, and whatever pain Shapiro continued to feel was dulled by patches on the shoulder. He still carried his right arm close to his chest, but he looked otherwise none the worse for wear. He was tough, Marin thought. And this morning there was a definite sparkle in his eyes, a touch of color in his cheeks. Marin angled a glance at Jon Kim, and saw the same signs of vitality.

The machines were in good order. Satisfied, Kim stepped back from the bench. “We’re clear to start, any time, and Doctor Drury has certified the subject fit for the session.”

“All right. Let’s begin.” Shapiro leaned forward, elbows on his knees, fingers laced, regarding Hume with interest. “You were carrying no ID, but you were easy enough to trace through the Fleet register. You came around a couple of times while you were being treated. I heard your voice, your accent. I knew you were out from Earth, on assignment. And only Earthers bother to have themselves DNA-printed.” His brows quirked at Travers and Marin. “The genetic vanity will be their undoing. You’re Douglas Carson Hume, born in the city of Marseilles, educated at Wade Rouse College in Edinburgh, where you excelled in languages, chess and athletics, which brought you to the attention of Fleet … and yes, Captain Hume, I know I shouldn’t be able to access any of these files. You’ll have guessed by now, I’m several jumps ahead of anything Fleet knows about encryption.”

“Well … shit,” Hume sighed with a deep pragmatism.

“You’re 28 years old,” Kim continued, “you have a brother in the office of General Schroeder at Fleet Lithgow – which, incidentally, is the ass-end of space, which makes one wonder what he did to draw the assignment. You work in association with Colonel Andrew Grimes, aboard the super-carrier London, which is at this moment still in the Middle Heavens, between seven and fourteen days behind the Chicago battle group. And Colonel Grimes,” he finished, “is one of the chief movers and shakers of DeepSky Fleet Security, with a finger up everything.”

Hume blinked owlishly at them. “I thought you wanted to interrogate me, not read me the report.”

“Half the report,” Shapiro said lightly, as if it amused him. “We can surmise from the fact you work under the auspices of Grimes that either I or Robert Chandra Liang was your assignment. Fleet Security hasn’t – yet – been tasked with terminating civilians on their own home soil! But these are strange times, Captain. We’re all being asked to do the unusual. Now, I can put a viral AI spy into Grimes’s database, and in three or four weeks I can be looking at the documentation which put you on Velcastra with orders to do the job. At that point, I’ll know if your target was myself, or Mister Chandra Liang. The data lag is damned inconvenient. However, it works both ways.” His brows rose, creasing his forehead as he studied Hume. “I wonder how much you know about the politics of the situation … or if you’re just a drone. Wind him up, put the gun in his hand and tell him which way to shoot.”

The question seemed to take Hume off guard. “I work for Fleet, not some senator. I have no interest in politics.”

”He’s a drone,” Travers said quietly. “He could have been given orders to terminate Chandra Liang. He wouldn’t know why, but he’d sure as hell pull the trigger.”

“Which makes our job a little easier.” Shapiro sat back, crossed one knee over the other and began to massage his shoulder. “As I said a moment ago, the data lag works both ways, and it’s very much to our advantage. You missed, Captain. Your target could have been myself or Chandra Liang, but the fact you missed won’t filter back to Colonel Grimes on the London for a couple of weeks. Now, we know – fact – the Chicago and the London are on their way out here to put down the colonial insurrection.” He chuckled at the surprise in Hume’s dark blue eyes. “Don’t be so shocked. You think Fleet security is watertight?”

“I … might have wanted to believe so,” Hume admitted.

“Then this is the first of several rude awakenings,” Shapiro said levelly. “The next is when I tell you any information you offer only affords us a modest advantage – the advantage of time. Because anything you know, we can get from Grimes’s database shortly after the London drops out of e-space to take a crack at Jagreth or Borushek. Not Omaru, Captain, because it’s under the guns of the Kiev. And not Velcastra, because the battle for Velcastra will be over in the hours immediately after the Chicago arrives in the Deep Sky. My sources inform me, she shipped out of the Middle Heavens thirty days ago, which means we can expect the battle group at Velcastra in twelve or fourteen days.”

The agent’s eyes narrowed. He was dying to ask, Marin knew, how Shapiro could be so sure the battlefield would be Velcastra, but the question would only expose his own ignorance. Shapiro took pity on him. 

“We decide where the battles will be fought, and when, Captain. Don’t concern yourself with the mechanics of how; just be sure, we do. And all I need from you is a confirmation of who was the target … you’re only a drone. I don’t expect you to know why. However, knowing who was the target will alert me to potential security hazards on Borushek and Velcastra. Knowing this several weeks ahead of time will save lives.”

“Ah.” Hume looked away. “Here’s the sticky part, General. Because you’re sounding like a republican and a traitor to the Confederacy, and I’m an Earther, as you somewhat crudely put it. I’ll be loyal to my last breath.”

“Bravo,” Shapiro approved. “This last breath of yours can come fairly soon. In return for your cooperation, I can offer you a biocyber limb and confinement to reasonably comfortable quarters for the duration of hostilities, after which Fleet or your family can negotiate your repatriation. Or you can opt for euthanasia, if you choose not to cooperate.” He gave a left-shouldered shrug. “I don’t have the resources or inclination to hold you indefinitely. War has its casualties, Captain Hume. I’m sure you’ll be remembered as a hero, for safeguarding a small secret for a few extra weeks, at the expense of a handful of colonial lives. You’ll be responsible for those deaths, so you could regard your euthanasia as their price, perhaps a minor victory reckoned by this modest body count.”

For some moments Hume looked at him, not even blinking. “Then you’d better terminate me, because I’m not a traitor.”

“Very well.” Shapiro turned toward the audio pickup. “For the record, let it be stated that Captain Douglas Carson Hume elected, personally and with complete free will when given options, to be euthanized at this time index. Ingrid, standby to execute.”

The AI’s voice was soft, deep, resonant. “Standing by.”

And Hume was showing the whites of his eyes. “What – now?”

“Right now,” Shapiro affirmed. “I’ve told you, Captain, the information isn’t terribly critical. You were foolish enough, arrogant enough, to be DNA-printed for the Fleet register, which made you easy to identify. You showed up on Velcastra at a time when it was well known that both Chandra Liang and I would be present at Michael Vidal’s memorial. We were both in the car and the only question is, which of us was the target? You had no means of knowing I can access any layer of any Fleet database, but you know now … you also know we have sources deep inside Fleet, which have already informed me about the Chicago and the London. The secrets you’re dying to protect will only make my job, and Chandra Liang’s job, a little harder over the next few weeks. They’re small potatoes, Captain. But if they’re worth your life – so be it. Ingrid, standby to terminate the subject on my mark.”

“Wait – for godsakes wait,” Hume rasped. “Let me think.”

“You’re a drone,” Travers said acidly.” Drones don’t think.”

The blue eyes glared up at him. “This drone does, Major. And shut up, let me do it.”

Shapiro stood, and gestured to the open door. “By all means, let’s give the young man a few minutes.” He was a step outside when he turned back toward Hume, who remained cuffed to the hoverchair, which in turn was cuffed to the bench, still surrounded by a battery of probes. “Don’t waste my time, Captain. Five minutes.” He glanced at his wrist chrono, and then turned his back on Hume and said softly to Kim, “There’s no chrono in the room?”

“Nope.” Kim’s brows had arched and his eyes were wide on Shapiro. “His mind is going to play every trick in the book. Five minutes is going to be five hours.”

“Or thirty seconds,” Marin added. He gave Shapiro a wry look. “You’re good at this game.”

“Would you really execute him?” Kim whispered.

“Probably not,” Shapiro admitted, “but Hume doesn’t know it. I told Ingrid before we began, by execute, I mean give him a jolt through the chip, put his brain into a medically induced coma. He can lie in the Infirmary on an IV for a couple of weeks, by which time we’ll have the resources to put him through a VR simulation, like the Frank Berglun interrogation. We’ll get what we need then.”

“A couple of weeks.” Travers sounded doubtful. “If Chandra Liang was the target, Fleet could know about every member of the republican shadow governments on Velcastra, Borushek, Jagreth.”

“Which is why Robert mobilized his people on Velcastra to vanish, as soon as he got his wits together and we were safely away,” Shapiro said cynically. “He’s spent several hours doing the same thing here on Borushek. Even I don’t know the individuals comprising the shadow government here, Neil. This is a military town, as Elstrom never was. The Daku don’t show themselves, and the republicans are buried deep. But Robert knows a number of key figures, and he’s already made the calls. They’re dispersing as we speak.”

“So, even if Hume wants to be a complete bastard,” Marin said slowly, “it’s no tragedy.”

“No tragedy,” Shapiro agreed, “but I’ve been hoping for his cooperation, because he could tell me a lot more.”

“For instance?” Kim was hanging on every word.

“For instance,” Shapiro said in bleak tones, “who Colonel Grimes takes his orders from. If Chandra Liang was the target, Grimes could easily be under the orders of a civilian body – as are we all, in fact. Climb high enough through the ranks, and you’ll find the military answers to civilian oversight.”

“Which takes you right back to Earth,” Marin observed. “The seat of the Grand Senate, in Chicago. Fleet Command itself.” He looked from Travers to Shapiro and back. “The office of Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford.”

Shapiro gave him a wry little smile. “You’re getting good at this game yourself, Curtis.”

“That,” Travers said, reluctantly amused, “is an insult.”

Marin made quiet sounds of humor. “It’s all academic. Rutherford is sitting under house arrest somewhere in Marak City, the first battleground has already been decided, and the Chicago is flying into a Zunshu minefield.”

For the third time, Shapiro looked at his chrono. “The Velcastran republicans were going to ground before the Mercury broke orbit, but they’ll announce their government with twenty-four hours to spare before the Chicago group can reach them … twelve days from now, gentlemen. Which gives us all the time we need to pay the asking price for Senator Rutherford himself.”

By Marin’s calculations, it was just under six minutes since Hume had begged for time. He glanced carefully into the medlab, and the man had not budged a muscle. He was hunched into his hoverchair, both hands tight clenched in the lap of the hospital robe. 

“The asking price?” Travers was asking.

“Ulrand put a price of twenty-five million credits on him,” Kim said quietly. “You don’t want to know what that is, in Ulrish dollars.”

“Cheap at twice the price – but don’t tell them that!” Shapiro shared a smile with Kim. “We’re going there directly, as soon as we’ve taken on cargo. The contents of my office, and anything Curtis and Neil might want to salvage from their apartment. If there’s anything you’d like to do or see on Borushek, Jon, here’s your chance.” He gave Marin and Travers a bleak look. “The next time we see the fair city of Sark, if we see it at all, there’ll be Nine Worlds Commonwealth flags flying above the residence of the republican president, which used to be the home of the colonial governor.” 

“There’s nothing, Harry,” Kim said thoughtfully. “It’ll keep. Anything I wanted to do on Borushek, I imaged myself doing with you. There’s not much attraction to doing it alone.”

“All right. Then in a month, two, however long it takes, we’ll return and tackle your itinerary.” Shapiro straightened his back with a slight effort and a faint grimace. “If the Zunshu leave anything for us to play at being tourists on, and in. And speaking of the Zunshu,” he mused with a frown at Travers, “what’s the word from your people?”

“Bravo were done grilling me for data,” Travers told him honestly, “and just starting to hash it out between them. Give them a chance, General. They’re soldiers, and they believe they’re trained to take on any enemy, including the Zunshu. They also believe they’re owed a crack at them.”

“Owed?” Marin echoed.

Travers’s dark head nodded thoughtfully. “I told them this is another war, and Gill Perlman said, and I quote, ‘bullshit.’ To them, it’s all about the survival of their home, and it doesn’t matter much to them if the kill shot would be made by a super-carrier or a Zunshu vessel. At the same time I didn’t lie to them. The chances of any of us coming back are estimated at less than forty percent, so Jazinsky told me. Those are her calculations, and when it comes to numbers, I trust her.”

“I’ve gambled a great deal of money on longer odds, and won,” Shapiro said thoughtfully. “Keep me informed, Neil. I want them aboard when Lai’a ships out into Hellgate, but I’m not conscripting. Not this time. I’m not about to issue orders.” He tapped his chrono and lifted a brow at Travers and Marin. “Seven minutes?”

“Closer to nine,” Marin judged.

“Good enough.” Shapiro turned back into the medlab, and fixed Carson Hume with a chilly look. “So, Captain?”

The man was a peculiar shade of gray, tinged with yellow around the eyes and mouth and with two angry spots of red in the cheeks. “You were the target, General. Not Liang. Liang is well known as a Daku crackpot. He has a reputation for talking to pixies, reading tea leaves, dealing fortune cards, all that spiritual crapola. Daku gibberish. But you?” Hume’s shorn head shook slowly. “Fleet’s been listening in on your personal comm bands for months now.”

“He’s lying,” Marin said sharply. “All our comm is encrypted far past any level they can read.”

“No shit,” Hume scoffed. “That’s what they heard, Major – white noise and gibberish. So they asked the Borushek base AI for access, and they were told to bugger off … in polite cybernetic terms, of course.” He glared up at Shapiro. “So you’ve been under surveillance, about the last five months or so. What, you didn’t know?”

“Of course I knew.” Shapiro gave him a reproachful look. “What do you take me for? And what were Fleet’s conclusions, which made them issue an order to terminate, when they had insufficient evidence for an arrest warrant?”

Here, Hume shrugged. “I’m a drone, like the Major says. It’s mostly all politics to me, and I have no interest. But from what I heard, they suspect you of corrupt activities, probably embezzlement. Billions of credits have been vanishing out of the Fleet appropriation. The money has to be going somewhere, but those credits never show up as ships, munitions, troops. There’s no hard evidence to put you in the responsibility seat, nothing Fleet could go into court with, so any kind of tribunal would be a waste of taxpayer funds. But there’s also your comm encryption, so they know it’s you, General. They know you’ve been creaming billions out of Fleet funds for your own ends. They just can’t prove it.”

Shapiro’s eyes fairly danced with amusement as he looked at Travers and Marin. “These are the funds I’ve been siphoning off to pay for the industries at Alshie’nya, the Wastrel’s assignments, recruitment of the Freespacer fleet which won the Battle of Ulrand for us, and bought the Shanghai survivors from that Belczak character on Celeste. The same funds are about to buy Senator Rutherford from the government of Ulrand. Well, now. How very poetic. Embezzlement, was it?” He actually chuckled. “I suppose it was. But Fleet doesn’t know the half of it – not yet – and by the time they do, it’ll be too late.” He gave Hume a curious look. “Do you have any inkling of what’s going on here, Captain? Or do you also imagine I embezzled a cool half trillion credits and am headed out into Freespace to live like a king for the rest of my days?”

“My gods, there’s an idea,” Travers said softly. Shapiro shot him a glance as full of amusement as reproach, and Travers ducked his head. “Sorry. But you have to admit, it has a certain appeal.”

“It does,” Shapiro agreed. “Well, Captain?”

Hume had hung on every word. “You’re the puppetmaster behind the insurrection,” he said bluntly. “It’s you, goddamn it.”

“It’s me, goddamn it,” Shapiro confessed. “And as for you, Captain Hume, you can have your biocyber limb, and a degree of comfort on this vessel. A word of caution. You’re chipped. The AI will know where you are, every second, and if you set foot in a place you’re not suppose to – the engine deck, the Ops room – you’ll wake up an hour later with the biocyber leg uninstalled, and your hoverchair tethered to a bulkhead in quarters with a great deal less comfort. These are my terms, and they’re not negotiable.”

“Then I guess I better accept,” Hume said tersely. “I’m a prisoner of war.”

“One of hundreds,” Marin informed him. “The rest are on Ulrand, the survivors of the battle who were picked up by the Ulrish militia rather than the Freespacers who fought the battle.”

“Freespacers?” Hume’s eyes narrowed. “We had intel. A drone courier made it through, fast. The Shanghai was pulverized. Freespacers didn’t do that.”

“No.” Shapiro touched his combug. “They didn’t. Did your intel describe the ship that did?”

But Hume made negative noises. “The intel was patchy. All Fleet knows is, something very big and very nasty dropped in out of nowhere and suddenly the Shanghai was a carcass surrounded by carrion eaters in a feeding frenzy.”

“All right. For the moment that’s all you need to know. You can see the rest on a CNS documentary when it’s all over.” Shapiro turned his attention to the loop “Doctor Drury, you can have your patient back. And he can have his prosthesis.” 

Her voice was a whisper in Marin’s ear. “I’ll send the orderlies to prep him for the installation. Any special treatment, General?”

“No. Have him transferred to private quarters after the leg has been fitted. Thank you, Doctor.” He gestured toward Kim. “Assign a surveillance drone to be his shadow. And as for you, Captain Hume, be aware of the chip, and think twice about your conduct aboard this ship.”

“General.” Hume saluted crisply, but it was an insult – full-blood homeworlder to colonial, loyal Confederate office to republican traitor.

For a moment Shapiro studied the man darkly, and then left the medlab without comment. It was Jon Kim who grumbled, “Shouldn’t you be having him keelhauled or something?”

“We took his leg off above the knee,” Shapiro said acidly. “I think a radical amputation should suffice. See to the drone, Jon. He’s chipped, his fangs are pulled, but I don’t care for him.”

Nor did Marin. “If you don’t need us for a couple of hours, we’ll take the opportunity to go down to Sark.”

“By all means.” Shapiro gestured toward the hangars.

“Can we bring you anything from the city?” Travers offered as they stepped away toward the lifts.

For a moment Shapiro hesitated, and then shook his head slowly. “Nothing. But thank you, Neil.”

The lift car was a few moments arriving – long enough for Marin to catch a single glimpse of Jon Kim in the curve of Shapiro’s good arm while they waited in the passage for the orderlies to take charge of Carson Hume. Then the doors closed over and Travers said quietly,

“You called Mark?”

“And got the AI,” Marin sighed. “They’re gone. Joss has the whole operation locked down tight, and Mark left a message, but they already bugged out. CNS is running a story about Riga, the ghost town.” He looked up into Travers’s face. “They could be anywhere.”

“Alshie’nya,” Travers guessed. “We’re headed there soon.”

“Ulrand first.” Marin pushed away from the wall as the car opened again, into the cold halflight of the hangar. “Senator Rutherford is about to get his day in court, though he doesn’t yet know it. And I’ll be damned if I know what he could say in his own defense How do you rationalize funding a covert op like CL-389?”

“How much do you want to bet,” Travers growled as they made their way across the corner of the hangar, “he signed the order to itemize Harrison Shapiro not long after he got a departmental memo about how much Fleet funding was vanishing! About the time it started gushing in Richard Vaurien’s direction.”

It was a good guess, and Marin was ready to believe it. In the Intelligence business, Colonel Grimes would certainly answer to some civilian taskmaster, and Rutherford had already shown his involvement in Fleet, the desire he had for a stranglehold on the Deep Sky. He had been aboard the Shanghai, fully expecting a ringside seat when Ulrand was crushed.

The Fleet gray Murchison Europa was Shapiro’s personal vehicle. It was as bulletproof and as immaculate as Liang’s Magister, and it had the advantage of being orbital. It was also lightly armed. Marin acknowledged a faint shiver as he slid into the right-side seat, but deliberately dismissed it. The Mercury had come home fast, outrunning any signal from Velcastra. If agents like Hume were assigned to Sark, they would have to believe Shapiro was dead, and no transmission from the Mercury would make them any the wiser.

Travers had seen the shiver pass through him, and dropped a hand on his arm as Curtis brought the systems alive. The Europa was signaling the AI with its departure data. “We don’t have to do this,” Travers said quietly.

“I’m just being paranoid.” Marin was annoyed with himself. “There used to be a saying, something about getting right back on the horse that threw you. There’s no way intel from Velcastra got here ahead of us … last chance to pick up our things, Neil. We’re only going to be in orbit long enough for Chandra Liang to tip off the Daku and republicans here, and for Sonja Deuel to empty out the stores. Shapiro’s drone cargo hauler will be docking in a few minutes with everything he wanted from the base, which just leaves personal business, like you and me.”

As he spoke the Europa lifted, and the bay doors opened in the hangar floor. The face of Borushek was dark below. It was night in Sark, and the city lights illuminated the geography of the coast of the Challenger Gulf. It was a beautiful view, which Travers appreciated for several moments before he said, “Personal business. You and me.”

“Yeah.” Marin left the Europa to handshake with Sark ATC, and when the navdeck showed green, he turned the nose down. “There’s something else we can do, Neil, while we’re here. We might not get another chance – or not for a long time. And I don’t want to take risks. While we’re here, data can be entered into the Borushek civilian register, and Jagreth has a reciprocal arrangement. They share data.” He turned in the seat as the Europa began to buck a little as it rode the turbulence of the upper atmosphere on its repulsion cushion. “You know what I’m talking about. If we’re going to do it.”

“We’re going to do it,” Travers said quietly, with a curious kind of resolve. “I’ve been meaning to ask you when.”

“Whenever we’re in the right place to update the civil register.” Marin studied him in the instrument lights. “It has to be done from Borushek or Jagreth. We’re never here for long enough to make anything special of it, which is a pity.” He gave Travers a sidelong glance. “It’s just data, Neil.”

“Just data?” Travers took his left hand and held it. “You call this data? I never even thought of handfasting with anyone.”

“Would it make a difference if we didn’t?” Marin’s grip tightened on the bigger, broader fingers. 

“No. Yes.” Travers smiled faintly. “No. But I want to do it.”

“When we get back, then.” Marin brought Travers’s hand to his lips, kissed the palm and let it go. “You’re about to be a rich man. There’s an account in Atransa Bank stuffed with Dendra Shemiji dollars. You’ll be co-signatory to it, just in case.”

“In case something happens to you,” Travers said grimly, and shook his head. “This is not why I’m filing the paperwork with you. It’s nothing to do with your bloody Dendra Shemiji dollars. And as for anything happening to you – it’ll happen to us both, Curtis! We need to name a beneficiary.”

“I did, a long time ago.” Marin chuckled quietly. “It all goes back to Mark, from whence it came. Good enough?”

“Good enough,” Travers decided. “You, uh, know how to file the documents, then?”

In fact, Marin had never even thought of the practical aspect of it. “I have no clue,” he confessed, “but Jon Kim must know. He knows the bureaucratic red tape system inside out.”

“All right.” Travers settled back with a perplexed expression. “Are we supposed to buy flowers or something?”

“Do you want flowers?” Marin was vastly amused.

“I’d rather have ten year old malt whisky,” Travers confessed.

Marin indulged himself in another chuckled. “Remember the store on the corner on Wisconsin and Firenze? Apricot brandy and sherzake. Ten year old scotch and champagne. Enough of each to last a while. Who knows when we’ll be back?”

Or if, he thought, but he did not say it. 

The city was as busy as he remembered – nothing changed. Even when the republican government had taken the reins, and when a NineWorldsCommonwealth banner flew from the masts beside the gates of the Fleet compound, nothing would change. For fifteen minutes the Europa circled in a queue of inbound traffic, waiting for ATC to grant permission to approach the ‘racetrack’ lanes over and around Sark, and then Marin took it in to the air park on the roof of their own building.

They had spent no more than ten days here, since Shapiro gave them the keycodes, and though Marin liked the apartment, and the view, he knew he could walk away from it without regret. The AI had kicked on the lights and heat while they were still on the air park, but the apartment was cold, with the dankness of rooms that had been unoccupied for months.

They stood in the middle of the wide living space, between the windows with the view as far as the hills, and the big threedee. Travers turned on the spot, looking for items he wanted. Two duffels were bundled in the bottom of the closet. Marin gathered them up, flattened them out on the foot of a bed that held a few good memories.

He salvaged the black and charcoal sweater Neil had bought him when they knew they were headed back to Kjorin; the silk scarf with the dragon motif, from the markets in Dominguez; a terracotta figurine, a genuine Resalq antique from the ruins on Saraine, Mark’s gift; a black enamel case of data cubes in which were images and vids, from all those places. A pair of blue-green silk slacks, a jade ring from Sark’s own Chinatown, a bottle of cologne from Earth itself, a pair of gelemerald earrings he had never worn.

From the doorway, leaning on the jamb, Travers watched, and as Marin zipped the duffel he asked, “That’s everything you want?” 

“There’s a couple of items in the lounge,” Marin admitted, “but the rest of this is just furniture. You?”

“I grabbed these.” Travers opened his palm to show a handful of cubes, a couple of interactive vids, games, documentaries. “There’s a few shirts and a pair of slacks I want. And I think we left a couple of items in the drawers by the bed.”

“Yes.” Marin smiled faintly, remembering them. A pot of gel with the heady scent of blue lotus, a pack of ridiculous condoms which Mick Vidal had thought hilarious enough to be worth gift wrapping. “Do you want to take what you want, pack a bag, while I go down to the store? Ten year old malt, brandy and so on –?”

“Champagne,” Travers added. “You need champagne to celebrate properly, don’t you?” He pushed away from the door, deliberately took the duffel from Marin’s shoulder and dumped him across the bed. The mattress was still bouncing when he joined him there, and Marin was not about to protest.

”We’re celebrating?” he asked, doing nothing to help as Neil began to strip him. The air was warm enough by now to only raise a few goosebumps along his arms and thighs. 

“Well, aren’t we?” Travers gestured vaguely. “We’re only back here for long enough to update the civilian registry. It isn’t a big shindig with fifty guests and the two of us looking embarrassed as all hell in white suits, but it’s still handfasting. It’s got to be worth celebrating.” He paused with his own shirt half on, half off. “Mick said once, if I told him when and where, he’d be there and throw rice.” He sighed heavily, and Marin watched him set aside the memories with a deliberate effort. 

He stroked both hands over Travers’s chest and shoulders. “What do you want, Neil? Long and languid, fast and hard?”

But Travers only shrugged. “I don’t know. It feels weird, if I tell you the truth. Being here, last time, not knowing where we’re headed, or if we’ll be back. Handfasting.” He looked down at Marin and mocked himself with a smile. “Why don’t you chuck me on the bed and do me? I’ll let all that Dendra Shemiji experience of yours take charge.”

The experiences Marin had garnered over more than a decade working with Mark did not seem to afford him any advantage at all, but he knew what Travers meant. It felt as if a door were closing behind them as they passed by like ghosts. A prickle rushed across his skin, and he reached up, took Travers by one arm and hooked his ankle around Neil’s calf. 

The pivot point was calculated, and he hit the bed chuckling. Bigger than Marin, heavier, stronger, he capitulated with one mocking swipe at Curtis with a pillow, before he tugged the same pillow under his head and subsided on the mattress with a sultry expression. Dark blue eyes challenged Marin to do his worst – or his best. 

 They had made love here too seldom for there to be much sentiment in the place, but Marin was keenly aware of the time. He lavished on Neil a lot of the Resalq secrets he had learned across the years, ways of manipulating a man’s nerves through pressure points which differed only slightly between the two species. Beneath him, Travers was pliant, supple, hungry for him, and for the potentials he was only now discovering in himself. Marin thought he could spend half a lifetime exploring his own sensuality through the lens of Neil Travers, and if he had been waiting for this – the time, the person, the opportunity – he knew they had arrived.

He rocked deeply into Travers, delighting in the heat and strength of him. His hands clenched into Neil’s wide shoulders, leaving transient marks there as Travers arched and turned his head to kiss, wanting it all now. Marin could have stopped him again, made it go on, but a bass moan rumbled through him, he felt it vibrate through Travers’s back over the heavy beat of his heart, which was fast now, as urgency overtook him. So Curtis let him go, urged him on, caught him up and hunted with him for a coming that chased every vestige of thought from his mind.

Minutes later, Travers’s voice was rich with amusement. “Save the best till last.”

“You mean, the last time in, or on, this bed?” Marin sat up with an effort and stretched his spine and shoulders. “You don’t think we’ll be back?”

“Here? No.” Travers was sprawled cross-wise over the bed, and did not yet move. “From here we’re on the Mercury, with a transfer to either the Carellan or Lai’a, and if we make it back –”

“It’s not healthy to say ‘if’.” Marin swung his legs off the bed and headed for the bathroom. “Whatever we do, you go into it believing we can win, or we don’t go at all.”

“All right.” Travers sat up, propped on both palms on the bronze quilt. “If the Resalq find a virgin new world to colonize, Mark will have an army of constructor drones build him a replica of the house on Saraine, and I’d be happy to call that home. Or if we shipped out with Lai’a, when we get back, my vote goes to blowing straight through. Clipper tickets for either Darwin’s or Jagreth. And which we chose depends on what happens between now and then.”

The Zunshu and the DeepSky Fleet could still wreak havoc on Jagreth. Marin had acknowledged this, and the offer of a home on Darwin’s World was welcome. “I’ve been thinking,” he mused as he washed quickly and lobbed a hot, wet cloth into Travers’s lap. “When we update the civil register, I want to get into my accounts with Atransa and transfer a good wedge of capital. Get it off Jagreth.”

“Where to?” Travers washed sketchily and threw the cloth back into the bathroom. “The money won’t be much safer on Borushek.”

“We can get it invested,” Marin mused. “Atransa has a property division. We can put most of it into real estate – on Darwin’s, where it’ll be safe. It’ll also give us a foothold there, when we get back.” He lifted both brows at Travers as he sorted slacks from boots.

“You’re asking me?” Travers wondered. “It’s your money.”

“And as soon as the civil register is updated, you’ll have an equal interest in it.” Marin pulled on the black slacks and sat on the foot of the bed to put on his boots. “You’ll want to know your inheritance is safe.”

Travers made a face. “Better ask Mark what he wants done with it, then, because if you buy it in a firefight or a crash, it’s a safe bet I’ll be right beside you, and the whole account reverts to him.” He pulled his shirt over his head and ran both hands through his hair, standing it on end. “He owns property everywhere. A little more on Darwin’s wouldn’t hurt – so long as your weird Jagrethean law would let him inherit, him not being a resident or family, of course.”

“If the cash account turned into investment property, it’s not an issue.” Marin stooped for his jacket. “Jagrethean financial law was drafted to stop liquid currency hemorrhaging offworld. It’s only cash they were trying to safeguard.” He stepped out of the bedroom, stood in the wide lounge and turned around on the spot, looking for items he wanted. 

Big arms fell around him from behind and Travers said against his ear, “Let’s get out of here. You want to swing by the store on Wisconsin, pick up the champagne?”

“I do.” Marin turned into his embrace and opened his mouth to a long, searching kiss.

A light rain was falling as they walked the block and a half to the store. It was late; traffic was thin and the sidewalks were almost empty. The pavement glistened, the air was heavy with humidity which made the night feel almost hot, though midnight was no more than an hour away. 

The store was deserted, just a whisper of steelrock playing to amuse the kids who took the graveyard shift. Travers chose brandy from a distillery on Velcastra; a twelve year old malt from the southern hemisphere of Borushek itself; to which Marin added a flask of local sherzake and two bottles of sparking white from a vineyard on Earth in a place called McLaren Domain. The wine was outrageously expensive, bottled in antique green glass with silver and gold labeling

“If you’re going to celebrate, do it right,” he said with dry humor as Travers tucked the carton under his arm and they stepped back out into the warm rain of Sark’s tropical night. 

Lightning flickered on the horizon, where the ChallengerGulf stretched away toward the ClocheIslands. The overcast was ripped in the west, and the crescent of one of Borushek’s moons shone there. A heavy lifter scudded across its face, headed up from the Fleet compound to one of the orbital facilities. The thunder they heard was not the distant storm but engines, a long, low roar which rolled around the streets as they took the executive lift up the outside of their building to the air park.

The Europa’s engines were still warm when they swung in under the gullwings. At once Travers jacked into the comm and negotiated with Sark ATC, while Marin stowed the carton in the rear cargo space. Minutes later the aircraft bobbed up into the night sky, and they began to listen to the Mercury’s loop. Shapiro was talking personally to Security, and Marin’s ears pricked as he heard private codes known only to this group. 

He was telling the last handful of his own staff, who had been managing the lockdown of his private levels in the Fleet building, to be on the up-shuttle no later than 2:00am, Sark time. Travers swore softly and Marin whistled.

“We’re bugging out so fast?” Neil whispered. The Europa was falling upward, passing vertically by the civilian traffic lanes and still accelerating. The civvy antlines faded below, and he jinked the nose over for an insertion into the Mercury‘s orbit and threw the throttles wide open. 

“It could be trouble,” Marin guessed. “If a courier just dropped in from Velcastra, it could have the news of the failed hit on Shapiro, not to mention the complete disappearance of their man, Hume. We knew we’d have a safe window of a matter of hours.”

Without a doubt, elements of the Confederate Secret Service were installed in Sark, answerable to some office on Earth. Shapiro’s whole group could expect to be at jeopardy the moment the news arrived that he was not in a morgue on Velcastra. He had spent years hand picking his own staff, but Confederate agents were an unavoidable fact of life, and the surest way to attract the attention of men like Charleston Aimes Rutherford was to eliminate them. 

The safe window on Borushek could be measured in the time it took a courier to make the crossing with data, outracing the Deep Sky data conduit. And those hours were up, Marin thought grimly, while the Europa closed swiftly with the cruiser, and the rudimentary AI traded signals with Ingrid. Shapiro’s AI was smooth, calm, with the massive potential of the Resalq AIs. Mark had upgraded it, rendering Ingrid a close cousin of his own Joss. If Richard Vaurien would allow a more comprehensive AI to control the Wastrel, he would have installed something very like Joss into the big ship’s mainframe. 

The thought inspired a pang of something very like longing, surprising Marin. Like Travers, he had come to think of the Wastrel as home, or as close to a home as either of them had known for too long. She might still be in the Albeniz system, finishing and testing the Esprit de Liberté. The moment the new hull was spaceworthy, even if she must be finished in mid-flight by drones and armored technicians, both ships would be out of there, bound for Alshie’nya. 

As the Mercury grew on forward sensors, Travers gave control over to the AI. He sat back, swiveled in the seat and studied Marin thoughtfully. “You’re starting to fret about which way to go. Shapiro’s mission, or Mark’s.”

“No. And … yes,” Marin admitted. “I’d give anything to talk to Mark.”

“Soon. He’ll be at Alshie’nya.” Travers took his hand, laced their fingers. “If we’re bugging out of Borushek already, we’re safe. It’s a milkrun to Ulrand. Pay a ridiculous price to buy the bastard senator, then we disappear into the Drift. It sounds insane, but Alshie’nya is safer at the moment than any of the outlying colonies. Even the Zunshu can’t get data out of the Drift – too noisy, too messed up. They don’t know we’re there, any more than Fleet ever knew.”

For the moment Marin set aside his misgivings and watched the courier swell up out of the darkness. The Mercury was outlined against the limb of Borushek, where the sun was ten minutes risen, causing the canopy to polarize. The Europa was already cutting speed, while the cruiser’s AI exchanged signals with a drone freight carrier. It had come up loaded, more than likely with Madam Deuel’s cargo, and the cargobots were already tucked back into storage. 

Two hangars stood open to space, and as the Europa slid itself into the first, the freight hauler dropped out, on its way home. Travers cut into the loop as the bay doors closed over. While Marin released the harness and twisted in his seat to get the carton, he was saying,

“Mercury Operations, this is Mercury 101, we’re home. This is Travers, looking for Jon Kim.”

He called four times before Kim said into the loop, “Right here, Neil. What do you need?”

“A few minutes of your time,” Travers told him, “if you could meet us in the Ops room.”

“Problems?” Kim’s voice sharpened.

“No. In fact,” Marin said quietly, “the opposite. We just need your help to put the shears through a bale of civilian red tape. If anyone on this ship knows how to do it, it would be you.”

“Sure. I can be there in ten minutes,” Kim agreed. 

“Thanks.” Travers paused. “We heard orders calling Shapiro’s core security to the Mercury. Trouble?”

“Not yet,” Kim said grimly, “but we know time has to be short. A courier can make the crossing from Velcastra as fast as we did, which only leaves us the amount of time it would take agents back there to find the wreckage, notice the paucity of bodies, dead or alive, report back to base and get orders to ship out here with their tail feathers on fire! Harrison’s riding the top of Fleet’s shitlist. We knew he would be.”

“It was only a question of when the whole barrowload would hit the fan,” Travers agreed. “And I think it’s about to. Ten minutes, Jon.” He cut out of the loop and popped the canopy. He gave Marin a crooked, engaging grin. “We bought the champagne. It’d be a pity to see it go to waste.”

“Second thoughts?” Marin was only teasing, halfway out of the cab.

“Me? Not a one,” Travers said with what looked to be perfect candor. “I’ll just swing by the crew lounge and pick up a couple of glasses.”

“Four,” Marin said pointedly.

“Four?” Travers’s brows rose.

“You, me … two witnesses.” Marin counted off on his fingers. “It might as well be legal.”

“Four,” Travers agreed, and hoisted the carton under his arm.

The Ops room was half-staffed, dim, quiet, busy with machines, rich with the smell of brewing coffee. It would not power up for another hour, when the cruiser broke orbit, and then the watch crew would stand down again as soon as the ship had made the e-space transition for a fast passage to Ulrand.

They waited fifteen minutes for Jon Kim, and he arrived with apologies, explanations involving Chandra Liang and a body of missing data. “It doesn’t matter,” Marin told him. “This won’t take long. Just pull up a chair and do what you do best.”

Kim cocked his head at them. “Red tape, you said. Okay, I brought my shears. What do you want cut?”

“You can access the civilian register?” Marin gestured at the nearest threedee. 

“Of course.” Kim rolled a chair up to the circuit access and laid his hand on the pad. “What am I pulling up? Births, deaths, marriages, taxes, registrations, immigration, customs, quarantine –?”

“Marriages,” Travers said simply, deadpan.

“You got it.” Kim’s hand curved around the pad, access codes skimmed between Ingrid and the Sark mainframes, and data began to scroll. “Whose?”

“Ours,” Marin said softly. He looked over Kim’s head at Travers, whose eyes glittered with amusement in the instrument lights.

“O…kay.” Kim was working swiftly. “I didn’t know you guys had made it formal, and … hmm. You got a problem. There’s no record of the union in the system.”

“There wouldn’t be,” Travers said in mild tones, “until you put it there.”

For a moment Kim blinked up at him, and then at Marin. “You mean you’re handfasting? This is it?”

Travers indulged himself in a chuckle. “This is it.”

“But where’s the party? There’s supposed to be a wild party, and everybody dresses up to the eyeballs, there’s a lot of rice needs to be thrown, and you float out the door on an ocean of booze.” He wound down as Marin pointed out the two bottles from McLaren Domain, and the four flutes. “No party?”

“No party,” Marin said, feigning a sigh. “No rice. We just want the right documents filed in the right places, so they catch the next data squirt to Jagreth. Can do?”

“It isn’t a problem. Just two applications, a certification and two witness declarations. Easy.” Kim was already accessing forms as he frowned up at them. “You’re doing this because you’re heading out with Harrison, and you don’t think we’re going to make it back alive, aren’t you?”

“Not really.” Marin perched on the edge of the workspace and folded his arms on his chest. “It’s more about Jagrethean law and a lot of money Mark Sherratt’s been paying me. It’s complicated, Jon.”

The argument failed to convince Kim, but he did not press them. “I’m just dumping data out of your Fleet files into the civil forms … there they go. You need to validate them with an ID. Your service numbers would do.” He shoved the keypad toward them.

One long-familiar string of numbers rattled in, and Travers passed the pad to Curtis. “Is it done?”

“Half of it,” Kim mused. “Now you need the certification, which I can generate via the AI here. And the same validation of two witnesses.”

“You’re one,” Marin informed him as he keyed in his own numbers. “Who else is free right now?”

“It would have been great if Mick were here,” Travers said with an honest sigh. 

Kim was listening to the loop, and held up a hand for quiet. “Harry, have you got a second?”

In Marin’s ear, Shapiro’s voice was quiet, measured. “That’s about all I have. Can you make it quick? Where are you?”

“It’s only a document for validation,” Kim assured him. “We’re in the Ops room.”

“Then, I’m on my way.” The comm clicked off.

“There’s your second,” Kim said thoughtfully as he set up the witness declarations, once again dumping data from existing records into the forms. Ingrid had already compiled the certificate; it was waiting only for the completion of the witness documentation. “Last chance,” Kim said teasingly.

“For what?” Travers was stripping foil from the neck of one priceless bottle of wine.

“To back out and run.” Kim chuckled. “Soon as the forms are filed, it’s done and dusted. You’re hitched, according to Borushek civil law, and Jagreth’s systems will update in two days.”

“Oh, I think we can live with it,” Marin decided with an odd thrill.

“Live with what?” Shapiro’s voice asked from the wide, open door. “Alcohol in the Ops room? I can’t imagine how many regulations you people are breaking.”

“Special occasion, Harry.” Kim pushed the chair back from the threedee to let him see the data on hold there. “When’s the last time anybody got handfasted, hitched, nuptialized, whatever they call it, in this Ops room of yours?”

For a moment Shapiro seemed to suspect a prank, and then he gave his hand to Marin, and to Travers, the first formal handshake they had ever received from him, and the last they expected. “Well, congratulations, gentlemen – and he’s right. I believe we can dispense with regulations for once. I’ll take a glass and toast you with it, Neil, if you’re pouring.”

It was done as simply as transmitting the documents. The cork popped quietly as Shapiro keyed in his service number, and Ingrid transferred the data in a microsecond burst. The civilian mainframe acknowledged, and sparkling brut streamed into four flutes on the workspace in the blue-green glow of the threedee.

“Hey, congratulations, man.” Kim lifted his glass in salute. “It’s been a pleasure.”

“I hope you’ll remember this day as a beginning.” Shapiro raised his own flute. “And I believe you’ll be remembering it for many decades to come … no matter which ride you take out of Alshie’nya – Lai’a or the Carellan Djerun.” 

He drank on those words, and smiled, which was a rare expression on Shapiro’s face in recent months. Marin touched the rim of his glass to Neil’s and tried the wine. It was very old, very crisp, pungent and tingling. Travers’s taste ran more to lager, but he nodded in appreciation. “This is not bad.”

“For eight hundred credits a bottle, it had better be great,” Kim scoffed. “This is the real thing, isn’t it? Right out of a vineyard on Earth.” He held the glass to the light, studied the size and density of the bubbles. “Nothing like the rubbish they make on Ulrand.”

Marin was about to speak well of the Velcastran wines when the AI interrupted with a discreet chime. “Incoming datastream. Issuing ID, salvage tug Wastrel. Tagged priority.”

“Priority,” Shapiro echoed. “All right, Ingrid, run it.”

The threedee cleared and the corner of the Ops room aboard the Wastrel appeared. Richard Vaurien sat at a workstation, coffee in one hand, a handy in the other, and a grim expression on his face. 

“Neil, Curtis, Harrison – you’ll be relieved to know we shipped out of Albeniz an hour ago. The Esprit is viable, the AI core has been installed and the Weimanns are operational. They’re jacking around a little, which I don’t like, but Tully rates them well inside of permissible parameters. He’s aboard, still working on them. If he sees anything he doesn’t like, he’ll scram the whole system back into normal space and start again. So long as she’s the hell out of Albeniz, I don’t mind. The Weimanns will fix, and if anyone can drag them into line, he can.

“We’re fifteen minutes short of an e-space jump, and we’re about to vanish. Fleet won’t know where we went, and we’ll see you in the Drift. So much for the good news.” He looked away. “You won’t have had the bad news, because they’re not broadcasting it. We picked it up out of encrypted Fleet comm, and double-checked the source to verify it.”

He looked back into the vid pickup, lips compressed. “It’s the mining colony, Hunan. There’s been another implosion, and this one’s bad. Harrison, if you get this before you jump out of Borushek space, access DeepSky Fleet transmissions to Earth Sector Command. We were monitoring all bands, particularly anything on level four encryption or higher, and Fleet is screaming, they’re just not sharing the data locally, not even with lesser departments within Fleet itself. If we hadn’t filched it out of their high security transmissions to home base, we wouldn’t know a damned thing about it.

“I’m sending a data package with this. It’s little enough, but more than we need to know. They captured viddrone footage, exactly 6.4 seconds of it, before the signals quit and ground zero suddenly wasn’t there any longer – and here’s where it goes sour for Fleet.

“Hunan was a military operation. They can’t blame this one on civvy ineptitude. The mines were working out two lodes on the big moon of a hellhole planet that doesn’t even have a name. It’s coded LS-4924, after the Lan Shui survey expedition, late last century. It’s a damned nasty system, too dangerous for human colonization, and the star is hot, bright, so sizzling, the human engineers were working in bunkers, and sealed inside the Aotearoa. She was a Fleet cruiser a lot like the Mercury, hard-landed and plumbed in to supply power to the whole operation.”

His face was bleak. Marin glanced sidelong at Travers, who could read Richard like a book. Neil’s brow was creased, his eyes narrowed. 

“Run the viddrone footage, Harrison,” Vaurien said quietly. “We’re making best speed to Alshie’nya, and Mark will be seeing this. Suffice to say, all of Fleet’s security couldn’t keep these units out of the Hunan system, much less off the Aotearoa, and the next thing you know, there’s three hundred people dead, along with several thousand industrial drones, several hundred billion in payload and about twice that in the value of lost hardware. 

“And Fleet, Earth, can’t blame this one on some freak generator accident, a design flaw in the new Prometheus machinery. You can look up the specs of the Aotearoa – she was an old ship, full of reliable old tech. Right now, Fleet will be trying to dream up some airtight cover story, table scraps for the shareholders, not to mention the insurance underwriters. You can bet your pension the human casualties will be recorded as killed in action. They’ll cook up some story of a battle fought, and lay the blame on us.” He shrugged with ruthless pragmatism. “There’s nothing we can do to set the record straight until this war is over and the truth starts to come out. Even then, a lot of Earthers will prefer to believe we butchered the non-combatant crew of a mining installation.

“It’s bad, as I said, and we only learned about this one because we were eavesdropping on Fleet comm while we loaded the AI core into the Esprit.” He stirred with a vague gesture over his shoulder, back in the direction of the dockyards. “I have a very bad feeling about the facilities back there. If Fleet had any integrity, they’d be evacuating Albeniz right now, but it’s business as usual. You’d never know anything had happened. As for us, we’re on Weimann ignition procedures. Next stop, Alshie’nya. So I’d better send this while I can – and we’ll see you there. Neil, Curtis, Harrison … you watch yourselves. Nowhere is safe.”

The threedee blanked, returning to routine ship system data, and Marin took a long deep breath. Beside him, Travers was silent though Jon Kim swore quietly and drew both hands over his face. Marin cleared his throat. “You want to run the vid? All 6.4 seconds of it.”

“Yes. Ingrid, play the vid attachment,” Shapiro said softly. “Set it to loop.”

Now the threedee darkened. The viewer had just enough time to see a corridor, a wide doorway, subdued lighting, such as was normal aboard a ship where the day/night cycle was set to cater to a human crew, before three figures moved into the frame from the right. The image began to white out intermittently with muzzle flashes, and to break up with interference patterns caused by powerful energy sources at close proximity. 

Between flashes, and among the visual distortion, Marin saw the figures clearly even the first time the vid played through. He did not need to see it loop more than twice before he turned his back on it, not wanting to see it again. The clip ended suddenly, just a cessation of signal. It was the last transmission likely to issue from an area within a radius of several hundred kilometers from the Aotearoa.

The humanoid figures were unmistakable. A glimpse of them, and the eye saw Emil and Midani Kulich. Not any modern Resalq – the mongrel, hybrid race whom the Kulichs despised on sight. These figures had the look of the ancestrals, whom Dario, Tor and Leon had learned to dislike after a brief exposure to Emil. 

“Zunshu automata,” Shapiro whispered.

“Yes. I’ve seen old, old vids.” Marin glanced from Travers to Shapiro and back. “Fragments would be transmitted, exactly like this, before a colony was lost. Mark cobbled them together into four or five minutes of video, all they were ever able to capture from dozens of encounters.”

“Encounters,” Shapiro echoed. “Ingrid, show me the data on the Hunan system. Plot the position, relative to Hellgate.”

“And Albeniz,” Travers added. “I remember the Hunan system. The Intrepid swung through that armpit of the universe with replacement machinery, maybe four years ago. If I remember correctly, it’s closer to Naiobe than Albeniz is, but not by much.”

Before he finished speaking the data was in the threedee, and Marin whistled. “Well, now. There’s enough space to buy Albeniz a day or two. If the docks still exist in a week, it’s because the Zunshu are going to need to muster the troops to take on a target so large, not because they can’t reach Albeniz … and certainly not because they don’t know it’s there.”

“Damn.” Travers poured a second flute of champagne and swallowed it too fast to even taste it. “You want to warn them?” He lifted one brow at Shapiro.

“Do I want to signal Fleet Albeniz and tell them to get the hell out, while they can?” Shapiro’s head dropped back and he regarded the ceiling panels blindly for several moments. “Yes, but don’t expect miracles. It’s a four-day data lag between here and Albeniz.” He gestured at the threedee. “Richard sent this transmission ninety hours ago. Albeniz could already be gone, and even if it isn’t, it’ll be another ninety hours from now, before the colonel in command of the base receives a message from me.” He shook his head slowly. “Say, two more days to mobilize the system and bug out en masse, even if the base commander believes a word I’m saying – and if,” he added acidly, “my orders carry any weight by the time he hears this!” He turned away from the threedee, which was still looping, and leaned both elbows on the workspace. “I’m about to become persona non grata. Fleet has had me under surveillance for a long time. I’m supposed to have embezzled most of the Fleet Borushek budget!”

“They have no skerrick of proof,” Kim said pointedly. 

“True,” Shapiro agreed. “So someone way back along the command chain gave the order to terminate me, only to have Captain Hume vanish off the face of Velcastra, a few days ahead of my own complete disappearance out of the Deep Sky.”

Travers chuckled. “There’s going to be an arrest warrant issued. The fact you’re disappearing gives them all the reason they need. Show your face again on this side of the frontier, and you’ll be in custody.”

“Which would concern me, if it were relevant,” Shapiro said in arid tones. “Fortunately, it’s not! You know Robert Chandra Liang has spent many hours in conference with the republican and Daku factions which form the colonial shadow government here. Individuals whose names I don’t even know are poised to stage the coup at the key moment. When we return to Borushek, you’ll see NineWorldsCommonwealth flags, and I’ll take my orders from this world’s civilian oversight, via a president in Sark.” He smiled faintly, and shared a look of deep satisfaction with Kim.

“Your part in the Colonial Wars is almost done,” Kim observed. 

“And I’m glad to be hearing those words.” Shapiro massaged the muscles in his neck, which seemed to be tight. “From here, we’re headed to Ulrand, which is a Freespacer port in any event, and from there, we’re going directly into the Drift. If word of my apparent corruption and desertion reaches Albeniz ahead of the execution of the order to evacuate, my voice will be ignored.” 

“Still, it’s worth going through the motions,” Marin mused.

“It is, and I intend to. When we leave the Drift, systems like Borushek, Velcastra and Jagreth will be on the cusp, evolving into sovereign territories. Even if arrest warrants are in force in the Middle Heavens and back as far as the Near Sky, those orders won’t be recognized here.”

“Which won’t stop Fleet, or bastards like Senator Rutherford, taking another crack at you.” Travers warned. “They’ll soon know Hume’s crew failed. They can easily send assassins into Borushek.”

Shapiro waved Marin and Travers away. “I’ve surrounded myself with the best security I know – Dendra Shemiji and the core of Bravo Company. I’m trusting you to keep trouble off my back until it’s all over! Now, take a couple of days to yourselves. There’s no more to be done till we reach Ulrand, and as for Robert and myself, we’re in the safest place in the sector. The Mercury is hardly a honeymoon destination, but I can think of worse places! You’ll have a short while in Marak City, while I make arrangements to have Senator Rutherford transferred aboard, and then …” 

And then they were headed to a rendezvous with Richard Vaurien’s ships, the Carellan Djerun, and Lai’a. Marin collected two of the flutes and the rest of the open bottle of McLaren Domain. “There’s a few places aboard even a cruiser that make it worth the ride. If you need us, call.”

“I will.” Shapiro had pulled up a chair and was already tasking the AI to assemble a priority transmission for Albeniz.

The crew deck was quiet. Threads of music issued from the executive quarters Chandra Liang shared with his ex, and Madam Deuel herself was organizing the bevy of drones and two human aides who were assigned to make her tenure aboard a military vessel as comfortable as the conditions allowed. Marin and Travers shared quarters thirty meters aft. Travers might have expected Marin to stop there, but Curtis did not pause until he reached the service lift at the rear of the deck, where the heavy pulse from the engines thrummed through a man’s bones.

He punched for a car and sent it up, and forward. Travers’s face was curious but he waited to be surprised, and when Marin led him out into the astrolab, under the great armorglass dome, he whistled. A tiny maintenance drone scurried back under its hatch as Curtis set down the bottle and flutes. He waved a hand through the dormant threedee to bring it alive, and hunted through the archive.

The sounds of Bevan Daku whispered into the lab, and overhead the stars of the Deep Sky were bright, hard. The Mercury was already driving out, away from Borushek. She would soon be coming up on the edge of the Weimann exclusion zone, and seen from the astrolab’s dome, the jump into e-space would be a spectacle. 

The last of the champagne brimmed both flutes, and Travers handed one to him. “Not quite the event I’ve been imagining, but …” He leaned over and captured Marin’s mouth with a comprehensive kiss. “How’s it feel?”

“Being handfasted?” Marin guessed. He pulled out a chair, sat, and considered Travers with a wry smile. “It feels very good. Very right. We’ll be in e-space before I can tackle the financial business, but I can do it from Ulrand just as easily.” 

“It’s not important,” Travers began.

“It is to me.” Marin’s left hand wandered through the blue-green mist of the threedee; a flock of menus whisked by, and not far away the big motors began to drive the deepscan platform. “I put my life on the line a hundred times on Mark’s business, and if I don’t get my affairs in order, under Jagrethean law the accounts revert to the state five years after I vanish! If we’ve both been reduced to a couple of memorials on some honor wall in a garden of remembrance, I’d rather see the money supporting the new Resalq colonies than being siphoned off to build an extra wing on the governor’s residence and put the latest model luxury spaceplane in a senator’s garage!”

“You make a good argument.” Travers was watching the stars drift through the armorglass dome as the Mercury made its way to the jump point. 

“And … there. Done.” Marin sat back from the threedee and picked up his glass. “The stars of home?”

In the display, the yellow G2 star of Darwin’s world was framed among its near neighbors, in constellations Travers had to recognize. He had grown up under those skies. Marin watched the expression of surprise and delight, and when Travers leaned down to kiss he was pleased to tip back his head and take everything Neil had to offer.

The vibration through the deck alerted them both to the power surge just ahead of the Weimann transition. Travers lifted his head to watch the heavens swim into blue and mauve while the stars shifted red and streaked like fireflies. The sight was magnificent, and rarely seen since the days of Ernst Rabelais himself, when the splendor was still appreciated.

Even Fleet pilots rarely saw this, since the ignition protocols closed armor shielding over the forward viewports on military and industrial ships. The astrolab dome was cocooned within interlaced Arago screens but not physically armored. It was left viable as the ultimate fallback. If every instrument on the ship were destroyed, the naked human eye could still take visual sightings for rough navigation.

“Pretty,” Travers decided. “Why did we never do this before?”

“No reason to.” Marin stood, wanting Neil’s embrace and getting it. “It’s just same old, same old. The magic of it went away long before we were born. People used to wax rhapsodic about this, the way they still do about windjammers – the way you do about iceboat sailing.” He looked into the threedee, where the last realtime image of the stars of Travers’s youth was frozen. “You can show me all this.”

“I will,” Travers promised. His embrace tested Marin’s ribs for a moment before he took a long draught of the priceless champagne, and set his lips on Marin’s to share it.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

Ulrand

 

“So where’s the boss?” Roark Hubler asked, between bites of seafood lasagne. “I thought the pair of you would be shadowing him.”

They were in the Skye High, the bar and grill at the extreme tip of the transit platform, with a view of half of Ulrand, where MarakCity sweltered in the afternoon heat two hundred kilometers below. The platform extended back, up and down in every axis, and the docking rink was busy. Since the battle it had been a crush of Freespacers, many of whom had staked salvage claims on the wrecked Fleet hulls. 

The Mercury was docked not far away, up in the arching superstructure. When she entered the system, Shapiro had not identified as a Fleet vessel. She came in simply as an independent with Borushek registration. The Harlequin was still at its berth, down below, where the maintenance facilities had easier access. 

Asako Rodman was satisfied with the work still being finished by a crew of drones as she and Hubler joined Travers and Marin in the Skye High. Hubler commandeered a table with a view, in a wing of the bar where the decor was a peculiar mix of tartan and antique technology, heather and cheap plastex reproductions of famous Resalq relics.

“The boss,” Travers said with some amusement, “is sitting in the penthouse suite at the Marak Santorini, with his secretary right beside him and four young guns from Bravo Company outside the door.” Satisfied with the security detail, Travers was content to relax. “They’re only waiting to take delivery, pay the bill, and they’re coming right back up.”

The bar was busy with a diverse crowd of locals and Freespacers. The only people in any way connected with Fleet were sitting at this one table, just inside the vast armorglass observation windows. Rodman had hung her jacket over the back of the chair and was working on a third Black Russian. Hubler was drinking dark ale while Travers and Marin opted for Irish coffee and listened to the comm.

The feed from the Mercury was a soft whisper in the background, and the feed from the penthouse suite at the Santorini had been silent for an hour. With any luck, Travers thought, Shapiro and Kim would have grasped the opportunity offered by peace, quiet and tight security. There would be no better time for intimacy.

“They tell you how long?” Rodman wondered.

“Before we can expect Rutherford to be wheeled out in shackles and handed over?” Marin leaned over the table and teased a breadstick from the basket. “They didn’t say anything about when. Some major official from the Ulrish government stated the price, Shapiro told her it was a done deal, and Neil and I are in a holding pattern, until the authorities file the papers. The fee was delivered an hour ago, in gelemeralds, from Shapiro’s own hand.”

“Twenty-five million Confederate credits’ worth.” Rodman whistled. “That’s a lot of cash. What’s it make in Ulrish dollars, two or three billion?” Her brows rose, creasing her forehead. “You don’t ever think of just vanishing into Freespace and carving out an empire of your own?”

But Marin only smiled. “Not this year. It’s a zoo, right across the frontier.” He broke the breadstick into three pieces and dunked one in the sweet chili dip. “You guys signed with Shapiro. You’re talking deals with Richard Vaurien. You’re not thinking about cutting and running –?”

“Now, would we do that?” Rodman demanded fatuously.

“I don’t know. Would you?” Travers was frowning at Hubler. “You’ve got a good thing going.”

“And I’ve got enough brain cells left to know it.” Hubler swabbed the last of the sauce out of his bowl with the last wedge of garlic bread. “I’m waiting for my legs, Travers. Shapiro owes me that much.”

“You’ll get them.” Marin gestured over his shoulder and up, toward the high boom where the Mercury was docked. “After the scene on Velcastra, everything they could jimmy out of the whole Borushek facility was loaded aboard. There’s a tank with your name on it, in the medlab. Back in Sark, it’s just the AI minding the store … and right about now all hell will be busting loose.”

Because Harrison Shapiro had vanished. The news he had paid a high price for Rutherford would race back to agencies answerable to Earth, but due to the data lag he was far beyond their reach. They could only construct a case, try and sentence him in absentia. The warrants for his arrest would probably remain in force in from the Middle Heavens right back to Earth itself for the rest of Shapiro’s life. 

There might always be a security risk surrounding him, Travers mused. The probability of agents trying to abduct him to attend a show trial in ten or twenty years was very real. But as the man who had almost singlehandedly wrought liberty for the Deep Sky, Shapiro could expect to be guarded jealously on any Commonwealth world.

The tale of the scenes on Velcastra had not surprised Hubler and Rodman. Travers and Marin told it by turns, and Hubler’s face settled into bitter lines. Cynicism was an occupational hazard. Rodman’s only remark was that she wished they could have been there – they had missed a good fight. A heavily edited version of the data from the Hunan system was told in soft, confidential tones, and now Rodman swore softly while Hubler’s big hands clenched on the table. 

“Shit,” he murmured. “It’s happening, isn’t it? Damn! I wish Mick was here to see this.” 

Travers finished his coffee and waved to their waiter with gestures for another. “So do we. He was a good friend.”

“You know what burns me up?” Hubler said to no one in particular. “It’s knowing the Orpheus was surfing on some stable temporal current, or a gravity tide, or whatever the hell it is, and he’s still out there somewhere. Tully Ingersol put the whole thing into words of one syllable for the likes of me, over a slab of beer.”

“But,” Rodman added pointedly, “the way the time currents run at different rates inside the Drift, accelerated rates, he could be fifty years in the future by now. A hundred. He’s still out there, but there’s no way to know when, much less where – even if you could reach him, which you can’t. Leave it alone, babe.”

The subject was sharply painful, and Travers changed tracks while Hubler was still frowning over it. “So the Harlequin’s shipping out soon? Where to?”

“Shakedown,” Rodman told him. “I want to make sure the patches and upgrades are good before I let Shapiro hand me some suicidal assignment.”

“But I’m pretty sure it’ll be Velcastra or Borushek,” Hubler added thoughtfully. “We ought to be tracking mines, monitoring deployment. Activating them when a Fleet carrier battle group sticks its nose insystem after the declaration.”

“The declaration,” Marin echoed. “I like the sound of it.”

The days when each colonial republic would declare its sovereignty were racing up, and Travers felt the jump in his pulse. Even then, Chandra Liang was conferencing with his Daku associates in Marak, and the NineWorldCommonwealth flags would be flying over Ulrand before this week was out. The Ulrish were still celebrating – they were the first free republic, the site of the first genuine battle, and the first victory.

“Monitoring drones is boring work,” Hubler was saying, “but Shapiro’s paying well, and we could use the downtime.”

From the look on Rodman’s face, she was not so sure. Marin dunked another breadstick and waited for Travers’s coffee to be delivered before he said quietly to Rodman and Hubler, “Has Shapiro briefed you about the Hellgate mission?”

The look on their faces would have curdled milk. “If you can call it a briefing,” Rodman said tartly. “He’s recruiting, looking for volunteers with a death wish. Something about working the wrong side of Hellgate, hunting, and I assume he’s after wreckers.” She shook her head. “Even if Freespacers worked the Drift, wrecking Fleet ships – which they don’t – I wouldn’t sign aboard to hunt them down.”

“Ah.” Travers sat back and regarded Marin speculatively. “That’s not what it’s about, Asako. Not by a long shot. You don’t have the data.” He lifted a brow at Hubler. “Roark?”

The big man lifted both hands as if Travers had him at gunpoint. “The little bit of it I know ain’t my data to share. The man wants it known, he’ll come out and say it himself.”

“Wants what known?” Rodman demanded.

Marin groaned and passed a hand before his eyes. “You remember back on Celeste, the device Henri Belczak’s people had found, and were poking around?”

“Alien tech, older than God, could be unstable, might be a weapon, dates from the same era as the Resalq ruins,” she said slowly.

“Right.” Marin paused and laced his fingers on the table before him. “You must have heard Jazinsky refer to it, on the comm, as Zunshu.”

“Yeah. Some new tech jargon.” Rodman looked from Marin to Travers and back, and then fixed her partner with a glare.

“Zunshu,” Hubler growled. “No, it’s no kind of jargon. It’s a Resalq word, translates out as ‘enemy,’ because they didn’t know what else to call the bastards.”

In fact, what Hubler knew about the Zunshu situation was no more than Mick Vidal would have seen fit to tell him, at the time they were both on the Wastrel, prepping to launch the Orpheus. He knew nothing specific about Lai’a, simply the existence of an enormous, powerful ship which dropped out of nowhere at Ulrand. But Rodman was so deeply ignorant of events, the few hints Shapiro had dropped regarding the Hellgate mission made no sense.

As Hubler spoke, her brows arched at him. “I saw a documentary on CNS about the Resalq war, the fight they lost. They were wiped off the face of the Deep Sky. Zunshu is their word of enemy? Neat. Might help you win a pub quiz. I’ll add it to my store of useless information.”

“Useless?” Marin pushed back his chair. “We’re going up to the bar, Roark. I think it’s time you told her. You need authorization to share data? You got it. Come find us when you’ve said it all.”

The prompt inspired several passionate curses, and Hubler’s face set in grim lines. “Well, shit, thanks, guys. I needed this.” 

“Needed what?” Rodman’s voice rose. “Roark, you want to start making sense, or do I yell for a medic?”

With a chuckle, Travers headed for the bar. He threaded his way through the tables toward the big screens where a highlights package of the local aeroball playoffs was punctuated by commercials for the eco-tour flights to the great domes in the El Khouri wasteland. The fragile environments there were protected, nurtured, using cash that had streamed from Shapiro’s department, and local funding raised by the tours.

Perched on a tall stool, Marin was watching the screens. As a bartender drifted closer Travers ordered a couple of lite beers and pulled another stool closer. He glanced back across the lounge to the table where Rodman was intent on Hubler, who was speaking rapidly in undertones, with a lot of emphatic hand gestures. He would be talking about Mick Vidal, and the Orpheus. He would add the little he knew about Mark Sherratt, whom he had met so fleetingly – about the Wastrel ’s true work, and the research that had kept Jazinsky imprisoned in the lab for years now.

The beer was local, and little more than bitter, sparking water. Travers made a face as he tried it, and set the glass down. “Useless information,” he mused.

“Depends on your perspective.” Marin’s eyes were still on the game, but his left hand settled on Travers’s right knee. “For any population close enough to Hellgate to be under threat, it’d be too much information. The only thing you’d get from sharing it would be a mass exodus, and a lot of innocent people would be trampled in the crush.”

“Get out and go where?” Travers frowned at Hubler and Rodman. “Most people out here were born in the Deep Sky, so they don’t have anyplace to go back to, or else they came out here following work –”

“Like my parents.”

“Exactly. They follow the work here because wages and job prospects in the Middle Heavens went to crap decades ago.” Travers tried the beer again. “Push a big population back into the old worlds, and you know what it would be. Economies would collapse under the strain. Mass unemployment, poverty, depression, privation, disease.”

“Prejudice against the migrant population, who’d be termed refugees,” Marin added. “The ghetto structure would come right back as people crowding together, safety in numbers. Kids are born and grow up in the habitation modules. Rafts of the population are selected against in terms of education, so good jobs are impossible to get. Some genius decides you must be educated, employed, or both, to get full citizenship, without which you can’t vote.”

“Fast forward a generation, you’ll have a big population of illiterate labor grades who’re miserable, desperate, ready to fight for their rights … civil war.” Travers sighed. “But they’ll be up against the Army, Fleet, the best Tactical can field. Bloodbath. They’re arrested, sentenced. The razor-wire goes up. Ethnics are locked up for the safety of the legit community, because they’re dangerous. And no one would argue, after the recent bloodshed.”

Marin lifted his glass in a mock salute. “Too much information, Neil. It has the potential to be a far greater disaster than anything the Zunshu automata can cause in the short term. Millions could perish and two, three generations would pay for it. Leave people be, while somebody with the ability to do something actually gets out there and does it. Fast,” he added. “Time enough to push the panic button, start the exodus, if the Hellgate mission turns into a bust.” He paused, brows arching. “Of course, if the mission does go bad, you and I wouldn’t live to see the panic back here. The people with the potential to avert this –”

“Meaning, us. And if Shapiro’s mission is a wipeout, there’ll be nothing left but evacuation, no matter how much it costs. Damn.” Travers took another draught of the beer and looked for the bartender. She was busy with several Freespacers who were half drunk when they wandered into Skye High, and were finishing the job on vodka and mango juice.

“Probably.” Marin swung the stool around, leaned back against the bar and watched Hubler and Rodman. “It all comes down to Lai’a, doesn’t it? If the ship is good enough, it’ll get through. And back.”

“It’s the back part that concerns me.” Travers leaned toward the bartender as she drifted closer. “Make it another Irish coffee,” he decided. “Curtis?”

“Green tea and lime, over ice, with a shot of ginseng.” Marin was still intent on the others. “Damnit, Asako looks mad enough to chew nails.”

She was furious, and Hubler seemed to be taking the brunt of the anger. She marched away from their table, and he was close enough behind her for Travers to hear as he said,

“I told you, Captain, it wasn’t my data to share.”

“You’re not in fleet now,” she reminded him. “You ship with me, you bloody sleep with me, you don’t keep secrets. Get me a tequila.”

“Get your own,” Hubler growled. “And if you had some wild idea I was going to just blab data on the project Mick fucking died for, you’re dead wrong, lady. You were always going to get to know when the time was right, and I’m not the one who decides the time.”

“And they are?” Rodman demanded with angry gestures at Travers and Marin, though she was subsiding as she saw the sense of his argument. “You and Mick. You were close.”

“We were close.” Hubler rapped sharply on the bar. “Hey, any chance of getting any service down here? Make it a vodka”

The Freespacers swung toward him, two women, three men, much closer to drunk than sober. Marin groaned. “Jesus, this is going to turn into a brawl.”

“It’s all right, folks,” Travers said levelly. “Just a private argument. No need to get involved. How about I buy this round, and we call it good?” He set down a thick wad of the garish local currency, and with a hand clenched into Hubler’s sleeve, turned him back around. “It’s nobody’s business but Shapiro’s, Rodman. Understand – Roark knows about two percent of what’s really going on. Just enough to give you a shadow of an idea, and make sense of what Shapiro might be talking about. You want to know more, you talk to us, or you talk to Shapiro himself, or Rick Vaurien.”

“I bloody knew Vaurien was up to something!” Rodman swiped the glass out of Hubler’s hand and swallowed the contents untasted. “And as for Barb Jazinsky – I’ve known her too long for her to fool me.” She gave Travers a sidelong look. “We used to hang out on the spacers’ rink, the three of us. Me and Barb and Rafe Byrne, when the Wastrel got into port. We’d play mahjong, get a little blitzed, cruise the Companions and get friendly when something we liked wandered by. I wasn’t long out of Fleet. Rafe was looking for a berth, and Barb was just desperate to get the hell out of the lab for a while, off the job, and away from Rick.”

“Away from Rick?” Travers was astonished. “Why the hell would she want to get away from Rick?”

“Maybe because they were rubbing each other the wrong way,” Rodman said sourly.

“Over what?” Travers began.

“Over you, you idiot,” Rodman told him. “Vaurien was waiting for you, but you just never came home to roost. Years later, him and Barb got it patched up, and she got to work with the great Mark Sherratt. Rafe got the berth he was looking for, flying with Sergei. And me? I got the Harlequin and a whole lot more trouble than I bargained for.”

“You got me,” Hubler muttered, not looking at her. 

She appraised him mutely for a moment, and sighed. “Yeah, I did. And I guess I got a good deal. I just didn’t know you were keeping secrets.”

“Not my secrets,” Hubler repeated.

“You said that already.” Rodman leaned both elbows on the bar at Marin’s side. “And I guess you’d guard my secrets the same way?”

He drained his glass and upturned it on the bar. “You know I would, Asako. I just don’t know what you’re being so shitty about.”

“What the man said,” Marin said pointedly. “Some things, Asako, you just don’t tell. Not till the time comes.”

Rodman glared at him with dwindling resolve. “And you and Travers decide when it’s time.”

“Not really,” Marin allowed quietly, “but we know enough to be uncomfortably aware of the truth. There’s not much time left for any of us, and certainly not enough to waste it, pratting around in ignorance.” He was nursing the green tea, watching the game. “You know enough, now, to stay the hell away from the frontier colonies, right?”

Skipping a beat, she backed off a pace and cooled down visibly. “It’s not a design flaw in the new generation colony generators, then.”

“Nope.” Travers slid off the stool and came around behind Marin. “The Resalq never knew what to call them. Zunshu. Enemy. It’s as good as any other word. You want to know more, call Shapiro.”

“I … will.” Rodman set a hand on Hubler’s arm. “Mick Vidal knew all this stuff? He actually took a ship into a Drift storm?”

“Yeah, he did.” Hubler looked away. “That’s where they come from. And he told me, if we ever want to take the fight to them, kick the crap out of them on their turf instead of getting cut up for dog meat on our own homeworlds, then we learn to ride the gravity express, even if the price of knowledge is the lives of a few test pilots.”

“Well … shit,” Rodman whispered.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” Hubler’s face was shuttered, bleak. “Mick thought it was worth dying for. Me? I left right after the flight, and because I didn’t stick around, join their flying circus, they didn’t share data. That’s all I know, Asako. I swear to God.”

She was nodding. “I believe you. So, Roark.”


“So.” Hubler took a half-step closer. 

“You want we should talk to Shapiro?” Rodman wondered.

The big shoulders twitched in an awkward shrug. “I dunno. Honestly,” Hubler admitted. “I’m guessing Shapiro wants to fly where Mick flew, and I’m not going to lie to you, babe. The thought scares shit out of me.”

Travers tugged up the collar of his jacket as a chill breeze wafted through the bar from the doors, which opened onto the rink. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Roark. Talk to Shapiro. You know he’s recruiting.”

“For a mission,” Hubler said doubtfully. “For the mission.”

“Purely volunteer,” Marin added. “And we also told you, Confederate agents on Velcastra tried to kill him. Right now, warrants for his arrest will be appearing on CityNet on every world between here and Earth. The charges are light years wide of the mark, but good enough to stand him in front of a military firing squad, if they ever actually got him into custody! You might like to know the Mercury ID’d as an independent when she cruised into Ulrish space.”

At last Rodman chuckled. “Harrison Shapiro just ID’d as a – a Freespacer? Well, damn. There’s hope for us all.”

“There might be, if Shapiro can pull this off.” Travers looked up at the screens as the brilliant colors of aeroball skinsuits replaced the commercials. 

“You mean the Colonial Wars?” Rodman hazarded.

“No.” Marin drained his glass and pulled out his wallet. “You’re soon going to be on assignment to wrangle minefields, and by now you know enough about our business to know there’s some new weapon. Fleet can’t possibly know about it. The key colonies are set to make chopped liver of a carrier battle group. Chandra Liang is pulling most of the strings now. Shapiro is in the process of handing the position of puppetmaster to him.”

“And the rest of us,” Hubler said with grim determination, “need to decide which way to jump when the fun starts.” He frowned deeply at Rodman. “We could make a run for Freespace. God knows, we could leave a smoking hole in the ground where Henri Belczak was standing, and make a bid for Celeste! But they’re losing real estate too, remember. Silverlake went the same way as the legit outposts. Fact? It’s getting too dangerous out there.”

“You could also head in,” Marin suggested. “Beg Barb Jazinsky for one last favor, have her reregister the Harlequin as a legit trash hauler, and then get yourselves back into the Middle Heavens, even the Near Sky worlds. You could watch the whole thing on the vidnews. Neil and I have thought about it.”

The arrogance and belligerence had bled away from Asako Rodman now, leaving her entirely human and disquietingly vulnerable. Travers had never seen these qualities about her before, and when she turned to him, looking for perspective, perhaps advice, he spoke honestly. “It’s down to this, Asako. The people who fight for the Deep Sky will come out owning a decent piece of it, when the dust settles. Show them your sterntubes right now, run in either direction, and you’ll come back out here as a common crew. There might even be bad feeling against Freespacers who cut and ran when they were needed the most.”

“Has anybody calculated the chances of survival?” Rodman rasped, as if her teeth were clenched.

“In the Colonial Wars? Damned good,” Marin judged. “Shapiro wouldn’t be handing the reins to Chandra Liang if the key colonies were not perfectly positioned. The shakedown is actually scheduled. It happens when the Chicago gets here. It’s safe to tell you, the battle group will be maneuvered into a commitment to fight at Velcastra, and since you’re about to take an assignment to wrangle the minefields, you already know what the Chicago will be flying into.” He shook his head slowly. “I wouldn’t want to be there.”

“And this other thing, the Zunshu,” Rodman prompted. “Shapiro’s recruiting for a mission. You want to quote me the survival odds?”

“Jazinsky reckons, about forty percent,” Travers said candidly. “Soon as we get Rutherford aboard, we’re headed for the Drift, fast as the Mercury can do it. You want the bald truth? Curtis and I haven’t signed with Shapiro yet.”

“Not till we hear it from Mark Sherratt, and Jazinsky herself,” Marin said softly. “And Lai’a.”

“Who’s Leah?” Rodman wondered, slightly mispronouncing the name.

“Now, that,” Travers said in wry tones, “would be classified.”

“Because the time ain’t right?” Rodman groaned.

“The time, the place, the company.” Travers summoned a faint smile.

They fell silent as the bartender passed a handy to Marin, and he picked up the tab with a thumbprint and a polite smile. “You can fly in convoy with us,” he offered Hubler and Rodman, “see the goods for yourself, decide if you want to buy in. You’ve both served in the Drift, you know the territory.” He glanced at his chrono and stepped away. “As for Neil and myself, we’re on downtime till Shapiro gets hold of the senator. There’s not much on Ulrand to see and do, but we’ve hired a car.”

“The locals recommend Kelgard Falls,” Travers added. “The glacier turns into a kilometer-high waterfall at this time of year.”

The sight would not be as overwhelming as Onrabi, on Saraine, but the brochures described the mountains as being mauve in the distance, while rainbows danced in Ulrand’s thin, dusty air, and the indigenous flying reptiles nested in the heavy humidity by the falls. At this time, the young would be learning to fly before making the migration north to the feeding grounds. 

“Wide, free skies and dinner in an open-air restaurant with a view of the falls when the colored lights come on after twilight,” Marin was saying. “We’re out of here, Roark. We’ll catch up with you later, if you want to talk –” He broke off as red panels blinked on, over the bar, and from far across the docking rink they heard a siren begin to whoop.

In an instant Travers’s pulse rate kicked up, the way it always had when sirens woke the whole crewdeck on the Intrepid. “What the hell is that?” 

“It’s trouble,” Rodman said grimly. She had flown out of Ulrand enough to know the system better than any of them. “They just put the whole platform on alert, which means they’ve got what they call a catastrophe grade event.”

“Hull breach,” Hubler groaned, “or a major mechie like a power grid collapse or an engine failure.”

Rodman was already moving. “They added a couple of things to the list when they knew Fleet was coming in. The sirens also wind up when the system’s under attack.” She grabbed her jacket and was shrugging into it as she moved swiftly out of Skye High. “The platform’s a big, fat target. The Harlequin’s closer than the Mercury. Go!”

The Freespacer ship had been out of drydock only a few days, and Travers recalled her saying she wanted to do a shakedown run before committing to an assignment. Then, this was her shakedown. He and Marin were right behind Hubler as Rodman dove ahead. She had a combug in her ear and was talking to the new AI, shouting to make herself heard over the growing confusion. People were running in every direction across the rink, trying to get back to their ships. If this was an assault, anyone left docked could expect to be a sitting duck.

Could it be a Fleet strike? Travers wondered. Had the agency that failed to assassinate Shapiro moved on Ulrand with a strategic raid? “Damnit,” he said loudly, leaning closer to Marin to get over the warwhoop of the siren and the cacophony of yelling voices, “this could be about Rutherford. Fleet could have agents like Carson Hume right here in Marak. If they found out where Rutherford is, they could be trying to snatch him. There’d be no better time to get to him than during the handover.”

“It’s possible.” Marin’s face was taut, grim. “It could also be a dozen other things, and a lot worse.” He lifted his wrist close to his lips. “Mercury? Mercury Operations!”

They were not answering, and Travers shared a hard glance with Hubler. Both of them were still close enough to Fleet to feel the old kick in the belly of a ship-wide alert. Hubler was making good time on the biocyber legs, but they were hurting him. He waved Rodman ahead. “Don’t wait for me. Go get her prepped, I’ll catch you up. Git!” And as Rodman sprinted away he gave Travers a shove. “Go with her, and don’t you dare wait for me. Get the hell out, while you can!”

“It’s not far to your berth,” Marin reasoned. “Suck it up, soldier, and get yourself there.” Then he dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder. “Come on. She could need help with a cold-start on a ship that size.”

He was right. Many things could go wrong, exceeding the abilities of an AI. A cold-start was simple when a vessel was in impeccable trim, but the Harlequin had just been patched and upgraded for the tenth time, and was untested.

They ran, and caught up Rodman a few paces inside the docking rings, where the big ship butted up to one of the rink’s forty booms. The crew of maintenance drones scattered as the AI began ignition sequencing on the drive, and without a word Rodman headed for the cockpit.

Instruments were alive already. Marin took the seat in the right rear, settled a bug in his ear and called again, with the benefit of the ship’s powerful transmitters, “Mercury Operations, this is Major Marin, respond.”

A human voice from the Mercury answered as Travers slid a combug into his own ear. Listening intently, he swiveled the seat out from the weapons control panel and began a swift diagnostic. The ship was heavily armed, as well as armored, but she was critically short on ordnance. Only a few rounds were available to a handful of her many guns, and most cannons were shut down pending loading. The few that had come online were blinking red with low-ammo warnings.

“I know what you’re seeing,” Rodman said tersely before he could speak. “We haven’t loaded ordnance yet. Fighting right here, right now, was the last thing on anybody’s mind, Travers. Marin, you get anything from the Mercury?”

“Wait,” Marin said sharply. He was listening keenly to the Ops channel, while Travers hunted through the transmissions issuing from Ulrand’s own defense forces. A moment later he spun the seat around and his eyes skimmed Rodman’s control surfaces. “It’s a raid, but not on the platform here. What the hell is Fridjof Central? Is it code for something?”

Her brows flew up. “It’s the production station on Ulrand Prime – the big moon, the titanium and helium 3 fields. Jesus, these bastards know where to hit Ulrand to hurt. Take out Fridjof and the Unrish’ll be buying fuel to keep the lights on!” Her hands splayed over the control surfaces and she was listening to the AI, over her combug. “Engines are coming online right now. Roark! Roark, you got thirty seconds before we gotta button her up. Move your ass!”

His voice barked from the direction of the docking rings. “Move your own ass, lady. I’m locking up behind me. How’s she look?”

The enunciators right across the pilot’s control surfaces were green, and aside from the calamitously low ordnance load, Travers was satisfied with what he saw at the weapons station.

“Engines are good, fuel and power systems are in the green, life support is eighty percent and still cycling up,” Rodman reported. “Hull, comm, highband arrays, everything looks good. The AI is online, the navtank is pre-loaded with system data. We check out good to go.”

At that moment the AI was negotiating with ATC, waiting for clearance to disengage from the boom, but space was full of small craft, Ulrish and Freespacers, all heading away from the docks in a wild panic. Hubler listened to ATC while Travers rotated every gun, sent the available ammunition where it would be best used, and Marin spoke in terse undertones with the Ops room aboard the Mercury. He was asking urgently about the status of Shapiro, and of Senator Rutherford, as Hubler growled,

“ATC is just screwing around. They’re going to keep us here till doomsday while their precious civvy buckets make a mess. It’s useless anyway – there’s already been two collisions, nothing to do with the fight at the mines. They just flew right into each other.”

Jacked in and reading all systems online, Rodman asked over her shoulder, “You want to bug out?”

“Go,” Hubler agreed.

“I have Shapiro,” Marin said sharply. “Reading you, General – speak up, it’s a weak signal. Where do you want us?”

And Shapiro’s voice, thready and breaking up a little as he transmitted on personal comm from a hotel on the surface: “It looks like a raid on the production station, Fridjof Central. Major fighting. Ulrand’s deep space scan system is as good as anyone’s, and instruments saw nothing until Fridjof reported they were under attack. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“We are,” Marin agreed as he and Travers shared a mute conference, and Travers nodded. “You want us there?”

“Can you get aboard the Mercury?” Shapiro wondered.

But the Harlequin was already breaking away from the docking boom, and Marin said, “Negative. Mercury Ops just announced, they’re heading for Ulrand Prime. You want the Harlequin at Fridjof?”

Shapiro did not skip a beat. “This is what you were trained for, Major. This was Dendra Shemiji’s business, long before humans got out here.”

“Time,” Marin said bleakly, “to do the job.” He looked at Travers, and again Neil nodded. “What is your situation, General?”

“Safe,” Shapiro told him. “We’re leaving the hotel. We’ll be in the Europa. We won’t make it back to the Mercury before this round is over, but we’ll make a damned hard target, airborne.”

“All right. Be safe.” Marin turned the seat toward Hubler. “You got something like industrial armor?”

“Yeah.” Hubler knew what he was asking. “Good hardware, new, damn’ near as good as Marines armor, and I can arm you. You’re going down there.” Not a question.

“Dendra Shemiji,” Marin said ruefully. 

On his way to his feet, Travers gave the weapons station to Hubler. “You’re dangerously light on ammo, Roark. You can’t afford to get trigger happy. Asako, get us to the site, get in low, as close as you can. Drop us in, then pull out to a safe distance and standby. If you can give us some topcover with what ordnance you have, we’d be grateful.”

She was taking the big ship away from the docking platform on a wide, arced course, around the civilian traffic lanes and directly up and out. The big moon loomed in the forward canopy. The Harlequin was as fast as the Mercury, and she had got away sooner, because Rodman and Hubler were less inclined to sit waiting for ATC to give them clearance. The panicked mess of civilian ships had not even begun to thin out, and the nav displays marked the positions of several more collisions. It was getting ugly.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Ulrand Prime was much larger than the moons of Darwin’s World and Jagreth. It orbited further out from its parent body in a longer ellipse which precluded the captured rotation of the moons Travers and Marin were accustomed to. The helmet displays were already alive as they broke the armor out of storage. On command, the AI had powered up the suits. They were warming up, and internal diagnostics were complete as Travers lifted the first pieces out of the locker. Life support and skin integrity showed 100%. 

Smart seals formed up around his knees, hips, shoulders, elbows, with old, old familiarity as he lifted the suit on, piece by piece. It neutralized its own weight, the same as the Marines armor he had first worn when he was eighteen years old, and from the inside, it felt no different. 

The displays were almost the same, and the soft shush of the air feed to the helmet was entirely familiar, like the sharp treble of the comm in his ears as he watched Marin lift on and lock down his own helmet.

These suits were a dull red with yellow chevrons on chest and back. The name and registration of the Harlequin were printed on the side of each arm, the back of each thigh, and across the shoulder-mounted power and life support pack. 

“They’re in the hardsuits,” Hubler’s voice said over the comm. He was twenty meters aft, working in the armory. “Where are we?”

“Ten minutes out of Fridjof Central, with the Mercury coming up dead astern, three minutes off our tail,” Rodman reported. “I’m seeing signs of fighting everywhere … damnit, is this Fleet?”

“I don’t think so,” Travers rasped. “Give us the data feed, Asako. We need to know what we’re jumping into.”

And Hubler: “Come on, kiddo. You did your hitch, you know how this works.”

Rodman sounded less certain. “I did one half of my hitch on the engine deck of a super-carrier, and the other half wrangling big guns and Arago screens from a station in the Ops room. I never made any kind of jump in Marines armor.”

“You missed all the fun,” Travers told her as data began to stream in his helmet display. He whistled softly. “You seeing this, Curtis?”

“I’m seeing it,” Marin affirmed. “Looks like at least a dozen insurgents. Going by the trail of wreckage, they dropped in, formed a semicircle and they’re all headed in, converging on a central point.”

As he spoke, Hubler appeared with weapons slung over both shoulders and his hands full of grenades, magazines and powerpacks. The assortment of weapons was far from Fleet standard, but Travers recognized the ubiquitous service rifle, the AR-19. He was clipping grenade launchers and multiple spare magazines into the smart-mounts on the armor’s forearms and shoulders as he asked quietly, 

“You ever seen this kind of strategy?”

“Me?” Rodman snorted. “Nope. It ain’t any Fleet or Freespacer pattern I ever saw.”

“I’ve seen it,” Marin murmured, busy with his own weapons.

“Where?” Hubler’s tone said he already knew.

“Old vid footage,” Marin said with a surreal calm. “Very old vids, a few seconds here and there. Mark Sherratt stitched them into a few minutes of coverage, for study.”

“Damn.” Travers locked down the last reload and began to rotate the shoulder-mounted weapons in test. 

Blue and green in the suiting bay’s weird lights, Hubler’s face was gaunt. “Zunshu?” 

Travers answered with a nod. “Automata.”

“You, uh, ever go up against these guys before?”

“Once,” Travers told him. “And we were right in the middle of Bravo Company, with the best topcover in the business.”

Hubler’s teeth closed on his lip. “We can cover you.”

“Be ready to pull out, fast,” Marin warned. “I know what they’re heading for. They’re a good way out, but if they get through us, they’ll do what they always do. They’re converging on the generators, and if they can get within weapons range, this place will go up like Ulrand just got a second sun for a second or two. The shock wave is going to cripple the docks, and any small ship between here and the planet will be fried.” 

“Rad shields on full, Aragos overlapped and locked,” Rodman informed him. Her voice fell. “There’s about two thousand humans working on Fridjof Prime.”

A sigh whispered over Marin’s comm pickup. “It’s always like this. It always has been.”

How many times would he have listened to Mark Sherratt’s stories of these raids? Every time the Resalq fugitives stopped, took refuge on a world where they could produce fresh food, mine fuel and resources, in a matter of months they would be located by the energy signatures of their own industries, and they would be fighting again.

The pattern was always the same. The insurgents appeared as if from nowhere, dropped in around the installation, and if they could not completely destroy it from within, using its own generators, the last survivors of the running battle would self-destruct, which would erase all life from the area, though machinery might survive.

In the helmet display, red markers flagged the areas of conflict. Travers counted them grimy. “I’m seeing sixteen hotspots. Four Zunshu units have been taken down already. Twelve are still up and moving, heading toward the generator housing. I’m also seeing a lot of security drones, looks like fifty or so still viable, all broadcasting ID … they’re going down fast.”

“And there’s no more where they came from,” Rodman warned. “The Fridjof security squad was about a hundred drones. Nobody ever expected to be fighting a full-on battle here.”

Marin’s voice was sharp. “You know this, fact?”

“Yep. I was on the crew that delivered the drones,” Rodman said darkly. “They’re Fleet issue, the Murchison Ajax series, maybe three, four years old. Good machines, right off a Fleet tender that killed itself on the Bronowski Reef.”

“You know the model, Neil?” Marin asked.

They were moving aft, and down one deck, to the maintenance and fueling hatches in the belly. “I know them. They’re good enough to give the automata a run for their money,” Travers mused. “The trouble is, getting results is mostly about dumb luck for them, because they don’t know how to hit Zunshu tech to put it down, and how to kill it when it goes down. We do, after Kjorin.” He lifted the AR-19 in his right gauntlet and very deliberately clicked the selector over from projectile to pulse.

“You better know what you’re doing,” Hubler warned. His right hand hovered over the airlock control, ready to close the tiny bay on the two armored figures. “You go onto pulse, you get ten shots apiece, max, and then those rifles are dead weight, not enough juice left to even fire off a solid round.”

But a short-duration, high-voltage jolt was exactly what they needed to knock the Zunshu automata offline for just long enough to let them physically disable it. How many Resalq lives had been lost, learning this trick?

“Trust us,” Marin said bitterly as he moved into the ’lock. “Asako, where’s the Mercury?”

“One minute behind, driving in fast,” she rasped. “We’re coming up on your drop zone at two hundred meters. Any lower and we’d be getting tangled up in Fridjof’s pylons. Standby to insert in Ten. Nine. Eight –”

The ’lock sealed fast. Hubler was not interested in depressurizing it, and as Rodman counted through four the hatch opened. Travers found himself looking directly down on a landscape of immense machinery, tanks, blockhouses, conduit and girder.

The drop zone was a freight marshalling pad, fifty meters by fifty, with a massdriver at one side, flanked by the freight elevators feeding underground warehousing. Two cargo modules were parked opposite the massdriver, but the landing apron itself was clear.

With their apparent mass set to three hundred kilos they would fall fast and land hard. Travers was keenly aware of the proximity display, which told him the closest insurgents were only thirty meters away. The Zunshu machines appeared to be pinned down by the drones, but as he had said moments before, the drones were handicapped by ignorance. They would target the automata as if they were humans, or at least other drones. Zunshu technology was very different.

“Away,” Travers said quietly as he and Marin dropped out, and he looked up fleetingly as the Harlequin peeled swiftly away, back to the south, hugging the cover of monstrous gantries and silos. 

The plascrete came up as fast as he had expected, but the hardsuit absorbed most of the shock of impact. He set his mass back down to forty kilos before he had even straightened from the landing, and was shoulder to shoulder with Marin as they covered the distance to the massdriver in three long strides. The closest of the automata were beyond, with three hapless drones taking random shots at them.

In the helmet displays, the access way to the generator bunker showed as a semi-opaque overlay with a range of seventy meters south, beyond the blockhouses and the black and yellow spire of the very crane gantry that had installed the Prometheus machine. In Travers’s ears now was a whisper of comm traffic, and he listened with as much attention as he could spare as he and Marin crouched in the cover of the massdriver’s great steel and plascrete footing.

The human crew on Fridjof Central was on full alert, not yet panicking, but bellowing for help on every frequency. They might have hoped for an answer from the Marak defense forces, but it came from the Mercury. Travers recognized the voice of one of the more senior officers, a long-time trustee of Shapiro’s, with a lifetime of service and experience in Fleet ships. Margot Fedayev’s voice was deep, resonant, with the accent of uptown ElstromCity. In terse words, she counseled getting the general population of the installation into the nuke bunkers, and everyone into armor who could be armored. Fridjof’s civilian management was delighted to comply. 

“There they are. I have line of sight,” Marin said softly. “Three o’clock, right behind the fuel boom.”

“Now you see them, now you don’t … and they’re way out of pulse range,” Travers warned. “Two of the buggers, like … like the Kulich brothers in flat black skinsuits.” 

But those suits would be a feather-light armor of the Zunshu alloy, enough to give the oddly-proportioned automata an edge against normal gunfire, even though they had no need of life support.

“See if the drones can take one,” Marin suggested. “We’ll pick off whatever gets through.” He checked the charge on the rifle before he shouldered it and marked his target.

As he spoke, a drone erupted in a cascade of magnesium sparklets and a small storm of steel confetti. Bits scythed toward Travers, and he rode them on the left shoulder of the armor. His display lit up with hazmat and temperature warnings, but he ignored them. The suit could be stripped to the bare kevlex, but it would remain sound. 

“One drone down, two to go,” Marin murmured. “They’re falling back … if they fall back far enough, we’ll get a clear shot at the automata while they’re busy with the drones. Damn, I wish we had a way to task the Murchison units, use them as bait.”

“Keep it in mind,” Travers said with grim determination. “This kind of fight could be happening every day if … and here we go.”

The black, barrel-shaped Murchison security drones scudded on powerful Arago fields, bristling with gunbarrels and the spines of scores of sensors. They were surprisingly intelligent, smart enough to play a good game of chess. They knew about evasion, decoy, diversion, ambush, and multiple player strategy. One was leading the automata, showing itself, bobbing up and out into plain sight and then spinning and twisting around the bursts of incoming rounds, while the other surviving drone hugged the plascrete and snuck into a crevice in the girder and conduit around the massdriver. From such a position it might get a clear shot at the oncoming insurgents which should follow the unit that was playing tag with them.

“They’re good,” Marin observed.

“State of the art.” Travers checked his weapon and pulled it back to his shoulder. “Harlequin, where’s the Mercury, damnit? They should be here!”

The voice answering belonged to Fedayev. “We are here, Travers. We’re a few K’s over your skyline, wrangling your data. I just popped up a dozen drones for vid and sensor coverage … you’ll have a squad of four Bravo units groundside in armor, in one minute.”

“Give me a comm feed.” Travers’s finger hovered on the trigger, waiting, waiting, while the oncoming machines played tag. The Zunshu automata were getting close now – quite close enough for him to see the grain in the flat black suits sheathing the oddly-proportioned bodies. Their helmets were faceless; the forearms and shoulders carried more than twenty tiny protrusions which spat high-velocity, dart-sized rounds with enough knock-down potential to destroy the best security drones Murchison knew how to manufacture. 

The comm feed patched through as he watched, and he heard a voice he recognized. “It’s Fargo, boss,” she said glibly, “and the boys thought they’d come along for the exercise. Inosanto, Kravitz, Choi. Codename is Groundhound.”

Again. It was all so familiar, time seemed to dissolve away. “Mark your targets,” Travers told them. “Remember Kjorin. We learned how on Kjorin. It’ll work the same way here.”

Sure enough, as he spoke, Marin stroked the trigger of the AR-19. The weapon lay like a lover in his arms, and Travers held his breath as a single massive pulse of electricity punched the black-clad figure of the Zunshu machine onto its back. It went down like a doll and stayed down. 

Without even taking a breath, Travers switched to the grenade launcher mounted on his right forearm and put three rounds into it, tightly targeted on the belly. The core processor was there. Taking off the automaton’s head would only slow it down until it routed navigation and sensory feeds through alternative sources.

This machine went up in a blue-white hail of shrapnel and sparks, bright enough to make the helmet visors dim and leave Travers’s eyes filled with corneal after-images.

“One Zunshu down,” Marin was saying. “Mercury, do you get any energy readings off it?”

“Nada,” Fedayev said crisply. “We’re looking at visuals from popup drones fifty meters right over your head … you blew it in two, there’s not enough left for it to reboot.”

“That’s how we do it,” Travers breathed. “Bravo, listen up. Switch to pulse, I repeat pulse, on the AR-19. One shot, dead-center in the chest, right where the heart would be if they were human. The pulse will knock the machine offline, give you a few seconds to put two or three grenades right into the belly. That’s the belly, not the head, you hear me? The core processor is in the belly.”

“Got it, boss,” Fargo responded.

And Fedayev: “All Bravo units are away.”

“I’m not a freakin’ unit,” Fargo said loudly. “I walked the hell away from Fleet because I was sick and tired of being a unit.”

“Have it your way, Judith,” Fedayev said blithely. “Neil, be aware, Judith, Tim, Reuben and Paul are groundside, one hundred meters southwest of your position, tracking four Zunshu machines. Fridjof’s security drones have taken two more. Nine, total, are viable, and you have one twenty meters dead ahead of your position, behind the massdriver. You want me to flush it toward you?”

Travers chuckled, and it was a sound of genuine humor. “Why don’t you do that, Margot?”

The Mercury was maneuvering even then, never quite rising above the jungle of pylon, girder and silos, but the glare of floodlights and sterntubes lit up the clouds of dust which hung in the airless sky of Ulrand Prime, drifting down under a gravity load just a little less than a third of Earth’s normal.

The ship was coming around, circling behind the Zunshu machine – and it knew. Travers had taken a breath to bark a warning when it burst out of cover, both arms up, more than a dozen tiny barrels leveled both on the drones and on Travers and Marin.

They fired together, two service rifles and two combat shotguns, two high-voltage energy pulses and a blizzard of explosive pellets, which knocked the machine offline and in the same instant took its head off at mid-chest. To be sure, Marin switched to grenades and eviscerated the carcass. 

“Mercury, you read any signature off it?” Travers prompted.

“Nothing,” Fedayev’s assured him. “And Bravo has gone hunting. They’re after three, headed west of your position.”

She had barely finished speaking when Tim Inosanto whooped over the comm and Fargo said, “Hey boss, you’re right. The pulse makes the buggers go dark … but man, are these mothers mean. I’m sending Choi back up to the Mercury. He’s busted up.”

“How bad?” Travers had risen to his feet and was panning the suit’s scanners to and fro, looking for the next nearest target. He had it a moment later – a single figure skulking among the high-pressure, high-temperature pipes. 

“The armor’s fritzed,” Tim Inosanto told him. “He was hit before we made it down. The legs are compromised, but he says he’s okay, just bruised, a few gashes. Doc Drury has the OR cranked up to receive incoming. He’ll be good.”

“You watch yourselves,” Travers told them. “Judith, can you get backup?”

“Not with four of us tied down, bodyguarding for Shapiro.” She stopped there, and he heard the heavy breathing of considerable physical effort.

Groundhound was working hard. They knew what they were doing, and they were the only human squad who had gained any experience in the field against Zunshu automata and lived to tell about it. These scenes would have been fought out scores of times on the worlds where the Resalq dared to stop long enough to gather food, mine fuel, but Travers was very much aware, the Resalq had come late, and reluctantly, to the arts of war. The Zunshu won many victories before the Resalq warrior caste was born, and at last the Zunshu began to lose.

The automata were tough, smart, and virtually impervious to normal rounds. Their weakness was discovered at the cost of many lives. “We can take them,” Travers said softly as he and Marin moved off toward their own target.

“But they’re at their most dangerous when they figure out they’re losing the fight,” Marin warned. “Remember? The moment they believe they can’t get to the colony generators, they’ll self-destruct, and there won’t be two molecules left sticking together in the crater.”

“Damn,” Travers rasped.

Over the comm, Hubler’s voice was a bass growl. “I’m hearing most of this, Travers. Classified shit?”

“It used to be,” Travers said ruefully. “You’re getting the crash course, Roark. Any time you want to join the party, feel free.”

“You hit the buggers with a few million volts, and then you tear out the guts, to get the core processor?”

“You got it,” Marin told him. “But the more we knock down, the bigger the mess we’re digging ourselves into. When they get down to a handful of viable units, and when they figure they can’t get the whole colony, they’ll cut their losses and blow away what they can.”

For a long moment Hubler was silent. Then he called, “Mercury Ops, How many you tracking, still viable?”

“Seven,” Fedayev informed him. 

“Gimme the data,” Hubler invited. “You know what I’m thinking, Travers?”

“You’re thinking, you can target a bunch of them together, from altitude,” Travers guessed.

“Not seven. I can get four, with six megavolts apiece, in discrete pulses,” Hubler mused. “We don’t want to zap the whole zone with EMP. Christ, we’d knock the whole lot of you dark, you’d lie there and suffocate! But I can get the last four, all at one time. If you think four is safe, before they do the self-destruct number.”

“Curtis?” Travers prompted. “You’ve seen those old training vids.”

The question was delicate, and Marin chewed on it for a while. “It should be safe,” he decided at last, “because of the conditions. Industrial field, low gravity, vacuum. I’d have to guess they perceive themselves as having the advantage over living creatures. They could be right. I don’t know if you’ve looked at the ranging data lately, but all seven of the buggers are well inside of sixty meters of the access elevators to the generator bunkers!”

“I’ve seen it,” Travers said bleakly. “So we can take them down to four?”

“If this were the chaos of a city, where they were cut off from each other and human soldiers – or Resalq! – could be anywhere by the thousand, they might call game over at six.” Marin spoke slowly, deliberately. “But once or twice, they pushed further. Once, they didn’t call game over till they were down to two. And then five thousand Resalq perished in one event.”

“Christ almighty,” Asako Rodman’s voice whispered. “That’s some hellish history. You saw this on CityNet?”

“Not quite,” Marin admitted. “It’s more stuff that would have been classified an hour ago. You want in, Asako?”

She did not hesitate. “I do. I’m taking the Harlequin up to fifteen hundred meters.”

“And I’m going to lock targets on the four closest to the access elevators,” Hubler added. “You listening to this, Groundhound? I can put ’em down, but I don’t have the ordnance to be dead sure of taking ’em all right out – not from the altitude we need to hit all four at once with a high-voltage kick in the head.”

Fedayev was back at once. “We got it covered, Harlequin. Feed us your data. I’ve been piping this comm to General Shapiro, and we have clearance to bring the Mercury closer. We won’t get a clear enough shot to put them down with discrete EM pulses, but we can target the hotspots you’re about to create. If the Harlequin can knock ’em dark for a few seconds, I’ve got gunners here guaranteeing you mangled wreckage where the automata used to be. Good enough?”

“Curtis?” Travers asked deliberately. “You’re the specialist.”

“God help me,” Marin breathed. “Mark your targets, Roark, but do not fire on them until they’re the last four viable, understand? They’re a lot smarter than drones, and if they figure out what we’re doing –”

“Got it,” Hubler assured him. “Mercury, move your fat ass – you’re too close. Your engine wake is scrambling my instruments! I can’t get a target lock when you’re frying every sensor I’ve got!”

While they spoke, Travers and Marin had been making their way around the mass driver and around the long, rectangular blockhouse beyond it. Six security drones were also converging on the area, bright blips in the helmet displays. As the Murchison drones appeared in Travers’s line of sight they began to sneak, holding to the harsh shadows cast by spotlights mounted high on the gantries overhead.

Stealth was worth the effort. The sheer tonnage of machinery, the background noise from the Prometheus generator buried in the rock beneath them, the fallout from big ships’ engines, was scrambling everyone’s sensor feed. Travers, Marin and Bravo were getting direct data from the popup drones, but the Zunshu units were on their own. 

The Zunshu comm was so much white noise, an annoying, insectoidal crackle and hiss of data, defying human machinery. They were using a frequency so high, human equipment could barely register it at all, but Travers could hear the breakup in their signals. 

The datastream on which they depended for networked performance was dropping out under the load of interference. Marin was hearing the same thing, and his voice was sharp with disquiet. “Neil, are you listening to their comm?” he asked softly. “This could get ugly. Groundhound, Harlequin, we don’t have a lot of time. Zunshu comm is starting to break up. If they get cut off from each other, any single, isolated unit can make a unilateral decision, and it’s over for all of us.”

“Shit,” Rodman muttered, “shitshitshit. Okay, Curtis, you seem to be the specialist. Which way do you want us to jump?”

“It’s the Mercury,” Travers said. “Fedayev, you’re putting out too much wake noise as you come up over our skyline. You gotta get her back out of the way.”

“If we drop over your horizon,” Fedayev’s warned, “we can’t guarantee the accuracy you need … I’m assuming the Zunshu drones will boot themselves right back up, come back online, if they’re given half a chance. How long, Marin? This ship’s not some little bucket like the Mako. She doesn’t pick up and move on a dime.”

The question was critical. “As little as twelve seconds,” Marin said carefully. “Reports have varied from place to place. This has been done before, and people got out alive to tell the story, but it’s seconds. I wouldn’t want to push it to twenty seconds. Ten would be safer, and I’d like eight a whole lot better. Can do, Mercury?”

“Negative,” Fedayev told him. “I’ve got pilot and weapons officers shaking their heads at me. No guarantees.”

Travers’s mind was racing. “Can you deploy gundrones?”

“Not four,” Fedayev said tersely “We’re a cruiser, half-staffed and not geared up for a full-on battle. Nobody expected to be fighting today – 

weapons officer reports two gundrones on standby. And before you ask, my specialists have looked into using viddrones to remote-guide rounds fired from the cannons aboard the Mercury. The zone’s too sizzling hot to guarantee four clean kills on the first volley, and eight seconds isn’t enough to take a second crack at them with any safety factor.”

If this were a battlefield Travers would have accepted the odds, but the lives of two thousand civilian workers were riding on this action. He swore softly.” Curtis, you want to call it?”

“Dendra Shemiji always took them one on one,” Marin said quietly. “Gundrones, Bravo, you and me. We have the numbers.”

“Mercury Operations, launch the gundrones,” Travers said without hesitation. “Groundhound, you getting all this?”

Fargo was there at once. “Every lousy syllable. We lost about twenty more security drones out this way, but they took one more Zunshu machine with them – just blind luck. You guys are tracking one, which leaves one more in play before we do this thing … and I know what you’re going to ask. One on one, right?”

“Two gundrones,” Travers told her, “best we can do. Can you guys cover the last two Zunshu units?”

“We can,” she barked.

“Can you do it fast enough?” Marin pressed. “We’re history, all of us, if you miss your shot.”

“We can,” Fargo said loudly. “Me and Roo, we’ll nail one apiece, and we’re getting targeting data right from the Harlequin.”

“Kravitz?” Travers said softly into the comm. “You good to do this?”

He was a good shot, one of Bravo’s best marksmen, even if he was inclined to bitch about nothing. “I can see the targets right now, Sergeant. I mean, Major. I mean – Jeez, why don’t you guys just fuckin’ fry two more and let me and Jude and the Harlequin get this thing done? This place is creepin’ me out, I want to git.”

He made a point. The industrial field was such a tangle of monstrous machinery, most of it dangerous, all of it ugly, Travers himself felt a prickle of unease. “We have one almost in sight, and a half dozen Murchison drones flushing it toward us,” he whispered into the loop as he began to concentrate hard on the scene unfolding before him under the massdriver. “Roark, you got your targets marked?”

“Nailed,” Hubler assured him. “Pulse cannons are charged and standing by.”

“Mercury,” Marin said sharply, “status on the gundrones.”

“Prepped to launch,” Fedayev’s said levelly. “On your order.”

“Launch,” Marin whispered. “Judith, you and Roo, mark your targets and make very, very sure you’re marking different automata from each other and from the units covered by the gundrones. We’re going to get one shot at this.”

“Will do,” she groaned. “Trust us, Curtis.”

And Fedayev: “Leave the data wrangling to me, Major Marin. I’ll straighten it out and keep it that way … drones are away.”

To Travers the scene was electric with the same sensation as an aeroball final which had come down to the last play of the final quarter. The ball was in the air, the crowd was silent, hushed in anticipation. 

He and Marin were concealed in the last possible cover. Ahead of them, the security drones had driven the Zunshu machine to the very corner of a blockhouse, where the airlocked doorway provided just a few square meters of refuge. If the Zunshu thing moved, Travers would have it. Or if Travers himself widened the angle, he might either get a shot at the machine before it could react, or else lure it out and give Marin a shot.

“Cover me,” he said to Marin, “I’m going to go left, see if I can fake it out.” He had set his apparent mass to thirty kilos and was moving as he spoke, and he more than half expected admonishments. But Marin said nothing, and Travers gave him long enough to bring the service rifle into a loose aim before he dove.

The long, spinning dive took him directly into the path of the Zunshu machine, and he saw it almost at once. He held down the trigger, pulsing three, four high-voltage discharges into the doorway before he found his target with the last shot. It had been crouched in cover, in a disturbingly human pose, intent on the ravel of girder and gantry, scanning for a way through to the access elevators serving the generator installation. 

In surreal slow motion he watched it spin toward him. It ducked and flung itself down, under the incoming pulses, and only a machine could have coordinated return fire in the moment it hit the plascrete.

A dozen shots came close enough to Travers’s armor to make the helmet displays light up with warnings. Two punched into him, both in the right shoulder, heavy enough to spin him over and dump him onto his back a split second after he triggered the pulse that took the machine down. 

His display was a litter of red, but he looked only far enough to know the kevlex-titanium shell had not breached, because Marin was up and sprinting like a deer to get a clear shot. From the middle of the freight apron he triggered three times, and Travers had rolled back up to his knees when he saw the Zunshu thing wrench into several pieces through the juncture where its core processor was housed. This one did not erupt in a blue-white halo, but its brains were certainly destroyed.

“One down,” Curtis said tersely. “We still have five viable on the loose?”

“Still,” Fargo told him. “I was hoping the security drones would take another one, but these Zunshu gizmos are smart – and they’re networked. They bastards are sharing data. The Murchison drones are getting totally destroyed.”

In fact, they were beginning to get in the way, and as Travers took the opportunity to check his shoulder armor he said, “Fedayev, do you have a line to the boss of this establishment.

“You want to liaise?” Her voice was grim.

“No. Just tell him to have his security team stand down their drones. Deactivate them right where they are, and do it fast.” Travers worked his right arm around to check not only the joint in the armor, but his own shoulder joint. He had not even noticed the impact in the heat of the moment, but now the whole arm was growing numb.

“You all right, Neil?” Marin was there beside him, examining the armor visually.

“I’m going to be wearing a bruise the size of your palm,” Travers told him. “It’s fine.”

“You know best,” Marin said acidly. “Mercury Ops, show me which of the remaining Zunshu are marked. Give me a graphic. Neil and I will take the fifth one. Groundhound, Harlequin, just wait for our word, and then you move, fast. Acknowledge.”

“You got it,” Fargo responded.

And Rodman: “You’re in charge, Major. Then you guys owe me a beer and a bloody damn’ explanation.”

“It’ll be a pleasure.” Travers was looking at the graphic even then, and whispered a curse. The five remaining Zunshu automata were strung out like beads on a bracelet. Four were well covered by human eyes and the two combat drones from the Mercury, and the single wildcard was just over one hundred meters from their position, on the far side of a silo complex.

All of the Zunshu were within thirty meters of the access elevators now, and Marin whispered, “Heads up, people. We’re starting to run out of time. Neil?”

“Go,” Travers invited. “Groundhound, stay on your marks. Remember, they’re machines, and they’re networked – they’re going to react at machine speed. We’ll have a window of seconds, max, and they all have to go down together.”

“Copy that,” Fargo said evenly. “On your signal, boss.”

A pulse drummed in Travers’s ears as he and Marin went swiftly around the blind side of the silos, coming up on their quarry from behind. Sweat prickled Travers’s ribs, and he was unaware of the pain in his shoulder. The AR-90 was at half-charge, giving him four, possibly five high-energy pulses before the powerpack was dead. Marin’s weapon was carrying a better charge, but their margin for error was slender indeed. They were hunting now, but he was intensely aware of the danger, if the hunt should degenerate into a shooting gallery.

The silo was tall, narrow, a thirty-meter tank with blue side panels and orange chevrons, and the flag of Ulrand emblazoned above the logos of Fridjof Central and Marak Energy. And beyond the silo, making its way down the side of a blockhouse, not twenty meters from the great arched shape of the head of the elevator shaft, was the Zunshu machine.

Marin was a half pace ahead of Travers. As he watched the service rifle pull up into Curtis’s shoulder, Travers switched to the grenade launcher. It was mounted on his damaged right shoulder, but the device read well inside the functional range. A swift diagnostic showed only green indicators.

They were still under the silo, out of the floodlights and trusting to the blanket interference over the area to screen them, when the automaton spun toward them. Twenty spine-like barrels jinked into line, dividing between the two targets, and it was firing as Marin’s finger caressed the trigger. 

The thud of multiple hits in the breast and belly armor made Travers grunt in reaction, and he staggered back two, three steps. Just as many shots had found Marin, punching him backward, and the first energy pulse was wide. The second glanced off the automaton’s head, making it shimmy while its weapons fired meters off-target. Marin’s third pulse was on the mark, and the Zunshu machine was never more obviously a device. It seemed to stop, rigid as a doll, and toppled sideways. It was still falling when Travers triggered for grenades.

Nothing.

He triggered again, and swore lividly. “Hit it, Curtis – I must’ve taken some damage – doesn’t show up on the diagnostics.”

“I’ve got it,” Marin muttered. “Groundhound, go! Take them now!”

As he spoke, he switched to grenades. Travers was right behind him as he strode closer for a more accurate shot.

In the same instant they both saw the Zunshu device twitch, and Travers’s heart was in his throat, choking off the warning he might have barked as Marin triggered twice. Against the odds, something had deflected the massive charge, and the machine was rebooting already, seconds early. 

As always, Marin was dead on target with both shots, and the automaton ripped apart in a flash so bright, Travers’s visor darkened to black. Shrapnel peppered them both. Marin turned his back on it, rode it on the shoulders and left flank of his armor as they listened to the guttural voices on the loop. 

Groundhound and the Harlequin seemed to be communicating in monosyllabic grunts, under the whipcrack of Fedayev’s voice. Travers’s heart was hammering in reaction to both the hail of shrapnel and the comm. He heard a bark from Hubler – “Got ‘em! Move!” – and then Fargo and Kravitz, a growled curse, a sharp intake of breath, before she snared, “Done and done, two for two.”

The gundrones should be equally fast, but they had distance to cover before they could get a clear shot, and now Travers was holding his breath, not even feeling the burn of his lungs before he heard Fedayev.

“Four for four,” she reported. “All Zunshu units accounted for … and I have General Shapiro on the line. Standby.”

With a painful spasm, Travers’s lungs dragged in a breath, and he moved out into the open. “Damnit, that was nasty.”

“But effective,” Marin added. “We know how to take the bastards.”

“But they’re damned smart, Curtis,” Fargo said hoarsely “It’s not like fighting gundrones. I could swear these mothers learn – they’re networked, sharing data. Whatever you throw against them one minute won’t work the next.”

“They do learn,” Marin said quietly. “Now you know why the Resalq were virtually destroyed. The Resalq were never soldiers, Judith. They had to evolve the arts of war, and do it so fast –”

“So fast, it’s a wonder any of them got out at all,” Travers finished. As the adrenalin rush dwindled away the shoulder began to hurt badly, and he nursed it as they made their way toward Groundhound. “The Zunshu lost here, today. It’s got to be one of the very few victories humans or Resalq ever scored… but they could be back next week.”

“Not so soon,” Marin said slowly as they watched the Mercury come up like a breaching leviathan, over the horizon line of girder and gantry. “Devices like the one Henry Belczak’s people found need to report back through a data chain, and we’re talking about vast distances. Ulrand might have a few weeks, maybe a month.”

It was Fargo, an armored figure coming up on Travers’s right hand, who said acidly, “Curtis, the people here need to know how to fight these things.”

“Except they don’t know what they are,” Marin mused, “and to answer that question would take the top off the whole can of worms. You want blind panic, Judith?”

“Shit,” she said passionately. “Thank Christ I don’t have to make these decisions! Uh … who does?”

“Shapiro does,” Travers growled as he cradled his right arm. “And I don’t envy him. Hey, Mercury, we’re coming up with Groundhound. I need a medic.”

“The Infirmary is online, Doctor Drury is waiting,” Fedayev assured him. “General Shapiro has instructed us to grab all the Zunshu refuse we can find and lift it right out of here.”

“Keep the lid crammed down on the can of worms just a little bit longer,” Marin said acidly.

Then they were watching the Mercury slide up overhead, just three hundred meters over the gantry heads and the constellations of beacons crowning the silos and the massdriver. Groundhound had gathered into a loose knot, and the shimmer of an Arago field filtered through the veils of dust. Ulrand Prime was too small to hold an atmosphere, but its surface was a mass of gray talc which would hang suspended for hours. The Aragos stirred it up, lifted it in tall spirals like dust devils as Groundhound rose back toward the cruiser’s jump bay.

With a curse, Travers tossed his AR-90 to a waiting armory tech, caught the handhold in one gauntleted fist and hauled himself onto the deck. The ’lock was set up to cycle eight armored bodies at a time, and a minute later he was cracking the helmet seal, taking a breath of the cool dry air of the suiting room. Marin set down his own helmet and gave Travers benefit of his hands, to take off the armor. 

The breastplate refused to disengage from the right shoulder, and he beckoned the tech to unmesh the smart seal with a probe. In moments the nano responded to the probe and relaxed; the armor lifted off, and Marin swore. Travers glanced down to see a dark stain across the shoulder of his shirt. 

He had not realized the skin was broken, and gave Marin a rueful look. “Closer than I thought.”

“Too damned close,” Marin rasped. Anger sharpened his voice, glittered in his eyes. “You were bloody lucky.”

“I always am.” Travers sat to get out of the thigh plates and massive overboots, and the tech loaded them onto a sled, to be returned to the Harlequin. “It’s nothing, Curtis.”

“Nothing?” Marin seemed about to read him a lecture, and then he turned half away, slid the combug back into his ear and listened to the Ops room instead. “They’re pulling the Zunshu debris aboard right now, and then we’re headed over to pick up Shapiro and Kim.”

“And Rutherford?” Travers got stiffly to his feet.

“Apparently he’s coming up on a government transport.” Marin’s brows rose. “It seems the Ulrish secret service doesn’t trust us not to lose the merchandise. Shapiro,” he added, “is briefing them at this moment. Some special assembly of the defense fleet commanders – mind you, what he can tell them is another question.”

The evidence was all in hazmat lockers in the cruiser’s belly, and what the civilian security officers at Fridjof Central knew was little indeed. For the moment Travers let the question slide by. His shoulder had begun to hurt badly, and the iron tang of his own blood was sharp in his nostrils. He made his way out of the suiting room, a pace ahead of Marin all the way to the Infirmary.

Eileen Drury was a woman of Shapiro’s age. She had begun as a battlefield surgeon and lately specialized in biocyber systems. She was configuring the prosthesis for the prisoner, Carson Hume, and stashed in the morgue, between two cryogen tanks, was the incubator in which Roark Hubler’s cloned limbs were being grown.

Travers had a mortal dislike of infirmaries. He sat on a bench while Drury cut away his shirt, cleaned the wound and packed it with nano before she gave him a shot to numb him from ear to elbow in order to weld the tissues. In a day or so it would be another pale scar. Travers’s body carried so many, he ignored them.

On the bench opposite, Carson Hume watched the whole procedure without a comment. He was clad in a teeshirt and shorts, and the pink, bare stump of his left leg reminded Travers of Hubler. “They won’t tell me a word,” he said at last. “About the fight. What was it, Freespacers?”

“This is a Freespacer port,” Marin said mildly from the ’chef, where he was organizing coffee. “They don’t raid here.”

“Wreckers, then,” Hume guessed.

“Not here,” Travers said between gritted teeth as Drury worked.

“Not Fleet agents, then?” Hume demanded. 

“Nope.” Travers reached out for a coffee, and drank. “It’s classified. Leave it alone. You know nothing about what’s going on out here. It has squat to do with Fleet, Earth and the Colonial Wars.”

“Not your business,” Marin added glibly.

The agent smirked. “You colonials are fighting among yourselves, aren’t you, before you’ve even got the Commonwealth charter signed.”

“Wrong again,” Marin informed him. “As he said, Captain, leave it alone. You’ve no clue about the real story, and I doubt Shapiro will be making the data available to you.”

Hume’s eyes were vast, dark. “Like I’m going anywhere? I’m a prisoner. You guys buy the ranch in one of these classified shindigs, and I get buried right alongside you. I think I have the right to know how and why I’m dying.”

For some moments Travers and Marin studied him, before Travers ouched as Drury fired in the last round of anesthesia. “You’re going to be sharing your confinement with Senator Rutherford, and he knows something of what’s going on. Ask him about the Zunshu. When he tells you they’re a fairy tale, you call tell him to pull his head out of his ass, because the belly lockers on this ship are loaded with Zunshu trash after the battle you know we just fought … and no fairy just tore open my shoulder.” He hopped down off the bench as Drury finished with him, and worked the arm around. “Good as new, Doc.” He graced the woman with a brash smile.

Her head was shaking. “It’s good enough, Major, but you’re going to need to rest it for a couple of days while the nano does its stuff. You’ve got some deep tissue damage. You beat it up again, and you’ll be right back here getting some serious repairs, and I swear, I’ll put a cast on it to keep you still while it heals.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Travers intoned. “Can I leave?”

She waved him away. “Yes. And take this idiot with you.” She gave Hume a hot glare. “I’ve told him, he can have his prosthesis in two days, and hassling me about it won’t make the work one iota faster.”

The hoverchair was parked beside the bench. Hume slipped into it with the ease of practice, and was out through the door before Travers. He rocked to a halt, spun the chair around in the corridor, blocking their path. He looked up at Travers with a bleak expression. 

“You really got your hands on Rutherford.”

“He’s coming up now,” Marin affirmed. “We bought him. He’ll be the first Earther on trial, after the wars are done. Do you know he signed the order and organized the funding to destroy a whole world? There’s supposed to be a smoking hole in space where Omaru used to be. I don’t suppose you’re privy to the intel, but he’s the bastard who thought it was an excellent idea to murder about a billion people – and he had the lowlife contacts to make it happen.”

“So when he tries to tell you there’s no Zunshu threat,” Travers said with spurious mildness, “and it’s all a colonial hoax to get the Confederacy out of the Deep Sky, you know which team he’s batting on. The question is, which team you decide to bat for yourself.”

“The man,” Marin finished, “is a mass murderer, a political brigand, a corporate criminal, and he’s gotten away with it for decades.”

Hume’s face was a mask. “You’re very sure of your intel.”

“We are.” Marin turned away.

“I’m an Earther myself,” Hume’s voice was a bare rasp.

“So is Richard Vaurien,” Travers said tersely. “Nationality isn’t the issue here. It never was. It’s too bad we don’t have a sensor probe to measure decency. Old fashioned scruples, or the lack of them. You want to know more, Captain? Ask Shapiro. What you’re allowed to know, he’ll tell you. What you believe is entirely up to you. Curtis?”

He wanted a stiff drink, a clean shirt, an hour’s rest. He walked away from Hume and did not pause until the door had closed behind Marin. Their quarters were quiet, dim. His head had begun to swim with the drugs Drury had pumped into him, and when Marin pressed him onto the bed, he was pleased to agree. 

A double whisky appeared in his hand, and Marin stooped to drop a kiss on his forehead. “Rest. I’ll file the report,” Curtis offered. “We’re on our way back to Ulrand … you feel the vibration through the deck? I’ll field Shapiro, make arrangements to get Rutherford squared away. Then I’ll bring dinner to the cabin, if you like. By that time, you might feel like eating.”

The drugs and booze were making Travers’s head unsteady. He squeezed one eye shut and looked up at Marin out of the other. “You’re going to mollycoddle me.”

“I’ve got the right to,” Marin reminded him, teasing. “Handfasted, remember?”

“Handfasted,” Travers echoed, watching him as he dimmed the lights and made his way to the door. There, Marin stopped for a moment, turned back and gave Travers an inscrutable look. “What?” Neil wondered.

For some moments Marin said nothing, and then he shook his head. “Just rest awhile. I’ll give you a buzz when we take Rutherford aboard, if you want to look the man in the beady little eyeballs before we slam a door on him and lock it.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Travers watched the door close over, closed his eyes and became keenly aware of the shoulder. It was half numb with local anesthetic, and blazing with the nano activity which was spinning new tissues.

Finding a position that would let him rest was impossible, and he was still awake an hour later, more than ready to hunt down another double scotch, when the comm chimed softly. Marin’s voice said quietly from the semi-darkness,

“If you’re awake, the government lighter’s about to dock. Shapiro and Kim came up with it too, and a half dozen Ulrish secret service people are dying to hand over Rutherford and get out to Fridjof Central.”

“I’m awake,” Travers grunted. He already had his feet on the deck, and waited a moment to let his head clear of the telltale giddiness. His body knew it had active, working nano aboard. 

“Shapiro briefed the Ulrand militia in flight,” Marin added. “They think they were hit by Fleet agents.”

“Fleet?” Travers was still trying to kickstart his brain as he headed out of the cabin. “Where are you?”

“Ops room,” Curtis told him. “And I agree with Shapiro – this is a Freespacer port. Ostensibly, the only crews that would assault the production complex don’t ship out of Freespace. This works better if the Ulrish authorities think it was Fleet, trying a punitive action after the battle they lost.”

“We scored a lot of points,” Travers growled as he made his way forward from the private quarters.

Marin made amused sounds. “They’re going to decorate everyone who took part in the defense of Fridjof Central. You want to wear the Ulrish Star of Valor, for exceptional service?”

Surprise brought Travers up short. “You’re serious?”

“Absolutely.” Marin chuckled. “The lighter will dock in fifteen. You want coffee, and then we’ll go down there, get Rutherford secured, and make peace with Roark and Asako. The Harlequin is standing by us, and they’re coming over to meet with Shapiro.”

Mercury Operations was still powered up after the impromptu battle. Travers stepped in as Marin spoke, and headed directly for the ’chef, where Curtis was filling a mug. 

“Rodman,” Curtis said with grim amusement, “is ready to bite a chunk out of Shapiro. She still hasn’t completely forgiven Hubler for not breaching every trust he ever had with the service, but I think she’ll be more forgiving when she knows the whole story.”

“God knows, she must have put half the pieces together by now.” Travers took the mug from him, tried the coffee and made a face. “Christ, who made this?”

“I did.” The voice belonged to Margot Fedayev. “I make it how I like it. Not strong enough?”

In fact, the coffee would have stripped an Arago engine. Travers gave the woman a crooked smile as she approached, and dumped a lot of cream into his mug. She was middle height, middle weight, middle age, dressed in the plain gray service uniform, but looks were deceiving. Fedayev had one of the sharpest brains on Shapiro’s crew, a keen sense of humor, and she was lethal at the folgen table. Travers liked her.

“You guys did good,” she was saying as she joined them at the ’chef and took a refill. “That was one of the neatest ops I ever saw, and organized on the fly, in the field.”

“The kudos go to Bravo Company,” Travers said with a hint of smugness. “We earned our spurs in the Drift, while Roark Hubler was flying Mick Vidal’s wing on the Omaru blockade – the Delta Dragons.”

She knew all this, and answered with a mute nod. Marin helped himself to a second green tea and saluted Travers with it. “The Ulrish Star of Valor. After the war, it’s going to count for a lot.”

“If,” Fedayev’s said bleakly, “any of us is still alive to collect it.” She nodded at the threedee, where the ops data was scrolling. “That was nasty. It’s the first time anyone with half a chance was in the vicinity of a Zunshu strike. The first time anyone survived to file a report. And from here, it gets worse, doesn’t it?” Her eyes were wide, dark, haunted. She was looking at Marin, whom she knew as a Dendra Shemiji agent first, and Harrison Shapiro’s trustee second. If there was any such thing as a mission specialist, Marin was it.

“I’m afraid so.” He watched the data march through the threedee. “The ancient Resalq data says the squads will keep coming like this for the smaller targets, and then the world-killers will start to drop out of the Drift.”

“Christ.” Fedayev’s eyes closed. “It’s like a bad dream.”

“The Resalq would agree with you,” Travers sighed.

“How long?” she wondered.

“How long have we got?” Marin’s brows rose. “Long enough, if Lai’a is as good as Mark Sherratt thinks it is, and if his data, and Jazinsky’s, is up to speed.”

Her lips compressed. “And are they? The ship, the data – good enough?”

“I … think so,” Marin agreed. “Ask me again after I’ve talked to Mark.”

“I will.” She stirred with a gesture at the nav-tank, which was alive and sparkling, already preloaded with the solution for the Weimann jump from Ulrand to Alshie’nya. “We’re out of here, soon as you get Rutherford locked up.”

The styrene cup crumpled and dropped into the recycle chute, and Marin was already moving. “Time, Neil. We need to swing by Armory.”

They broke out Zamphir and Chiyoda sidearms, and Travers held a curious silence as they headed down to the belly of the cruiser. The ’locks were busy with Shapiro’s crew and Bravo Company, milling together, eager for a first glimpse of a man they had learned to despise. Fargo and Kravitz were there, still hyped-up after the action, and chafing their hands as the freezing air of the hangar invaded the access passage. 

The acrid smell of hot Aragos prickled the sinuses as Travers clapped his hands to bring the melee to order. The lighter was powering down as he and Marin stepped out of the lift, and the smaller hangar, just aft, was repressurizing after the Harlequin’s shuttle came aboard. Over the loop Fedayev’s voice said softly, 

“Tech crews standby. We are initiating Weimann sequencing.”

The Mercury would slide out the Ulrand system in less than an hour, and Travers was glad to be going. The local anesthesia had begun to wear thin, and his shoulder was blazing. He wondered if Drury would give him another shot, and then a face he knew but had never before seen in the flesh diverted him from the gathering pain.

He had seen Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford in archival vids, security images, but the reality of the man was very different. He was Shapiro’s height, and in the months of captivity he had lost flesh and his hair had turned iron gray as the usual cosmetic treatments were either denied or shunned. He seemed small and oddly frail, and not until one reached the man’s face, his eyes, did one recognize the colossal malice which had led to the CL-389 incident, the association with Boden Zwerner, the Battle of Ulrand. Hate seemed to make Rutherford’s eyes burn.

He was not a young man, and captivity had not suited him. Travers doubted he had been badly treated, but Rutherford had been accustomed to the best hotels, the most exclusive Companions, his own gourmet chef, a team of masseurs and therapists. For months now, life would have been a great deal more simple, and he was chafing at the imagined hardship of living under house arrest with a security crew for company, eating what they ate, dressing like them, sleeping alone. 

As he made his way through the cold, aromatic hangar today, in the whining noise of the lighter’s shutdown routines, he was clad in dark blue slacks, a cream linen shirt, a pale green jacket, and the clothes looked odd on him. In all the archival vids, Rutherford never appeared in public unless he sported priceless silk suits, his fingers and ears sparkling with precious stones. The only thing glittering about him now were the cuffs and ten centimeters of chain between his gnarled hands.

He walked stiffly, a pace ahead of Shapiro as the party came through the hangar where the lighter had berthed, and between two of the biggest Pakrani security men Travers had ever seen. These two were daunting, taller and broader than Sergei van Donne, who flaunted his stature, and they wore a dozen sidearms about them Travers could see, which meant they would be carrying twice as many concealed.

Harrison Shapiro’s face was grim, when Travers might have expected to see a triumphant look. As the party approached the ’lock, he had one hand to his ear, holding the combug in deeply, and he was still talking – still in conference with the Ulrish authorities. A pace behind him, Jon Kim was flanked by two secret service men and a civilian from the government. He was intent on a handy, and nodding.

It would be the document of transfer, Travers knew. As soon as it was signed, acknowledging that Rutherford had passed out of any reasonable Ulrish responsibility, the lighter would leave. From the faces on the guards, they would be grateful to be rid of the man. He could not have been a pleasant prisoner.

“Yes … yes, exactly,” Shapiro was saying as he stepped into Travers’s range of hearing. “Triple security on all your installations, right across the Ulrand system and be aware, the squads will be coming in with stealth procedures you haven’t yet seen. Also be aware, you’re not eliminating humans. They’re drones, Colonel, exceptionally smart, networked and extremely dangerous, with the capacity to learn from your tactics and promptly turn the data against you. I’ve told you all I can.” He paused to listen, and then, “Yes. A megavolt pulse directly into the mechanism will deactivate it for a matter of seconds, in which time you must destroy the abdominal cavity, which is the housing for the core processor.”

So he had ascribed the Zunshu machines to a new generation of Fleet technology. “Sneaky,” Travers said softly to Marin.

“Smart,” Marin amended. “He’s managed to get the Ulrand militia up to speed without saying one word of the truth!”

“Exactly. You have it, Colonel Petroni,” Shapiro was saying to the comm as Kim passed the handy to him. He keyed in a nine-digit code and pressed the pad of his thumb to the scanner. He was still intent on the officer from the militia. “The Mercury will be leaving Ulrish space in a matter of minutes, for a classified location. As you know, our security on Borushek has been breached … yes, indeed. Your office will be among the first to receive encrypted transmissions from me. Good day, Colonel … and good hunting.”

The handy was already back in the possession of the civilian government representative. Rutherford stood surrounded and dwarfed by his guards, and as Shapiro plucked the combug from his ear, he beckoned Travers and Marin closer. Marin deliberately opened his pale blue jacket to display the Chiyoda machine pistol in its holster against his left side.

The Ulrish agents stepped back two calculated paces. The handover was made with a nod, a bleak smile, a courteous half-bow from the government representative. She gave Shapiro her hand for a moment before she stalked away on impossibly high heels toward the lighter. The Aragos were still shimmering, and as she approached the engines began to whine.

The ’lock rumbled shut, sealed, and spinners cast red and blue light across the hangar. A siren wailed as the lighter closed up and the hangar began to blow down to partial pressure. Travers turned his back on the armorglass of the observation panel, and looked Rutherford up and down with a sense of distaste.

“Welcome back,” Marin was saying to Shapiro. “The Fridjof data is waiting for you, if you’d like to review it.”

But Shapiro’s head was shaking. “Later. I looked at the summary on the way here. You two and Bravo have earned yourselves the Star of Valor, and that’s good enough for me. The Zunshu refuse is in containment?”

“In cryogen,” Marin affirmed. “It’s absolutely inert. Mark and Barb can have a look at it, see if there’s anything they can use … but I’m afraid we didn’t leave much intact!”

“And we’re breaking orbit,” Shapiro said with a sigh which might have been gratitude. He gave Marin and Travers a wry smile. “Have dinner with us later. Robert and Sonja will be joining us. Why don’t you give us the mission report over some good food and fine wine?”

“We’d be glad to.” Travers was still intent on Rutherford. “Will you be wanting to interrogate the senator?”

“Eventually.” Shapiro stepped away to Kim’s side. “For the moment, have him chipped and confined to quarters with encrypted access. Make sure he has a loaded ’chef, and the plumbing works, and his threedee privileges are strictly limited to entertainment. Place him under drone surveillance with orders to sedate if he makes trouble. If he tries to do himself or anyone else any injury, Doctor Drury has reserved a cryogen tank for him. I’d be delighted to put him in it and forget about him for a very, very long time.” He gave Travers and Marin a genial smile. “Till dinner, gentlemen. And may I offer you my compliments on the Fridjof operation.”

With that, he and Kim turned back toward the service elevators, and most of Bravo company formed up around Charleston Rutherford as if they expected the odd little man to fight.

In fact, Rutherford seemed to shrivel, collapsing in on his own bones. His eye sockets were blue and hollow, and his lips were an unhealthy color. If Travers was any judge, the man was sick. Fury and stress would do this. He touched his combug and said softly, 

“Doc Drury?”

She was still on shift, more than likely filing the report on the Fridjof casualties. “Infirmary. Is that Travers? You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I’m fine,” he told her, sharing a glance with Marin. “We just took custody of Rutherford, and he looks sick to me. You might want to look at him.” Marin nodded in agreement

“Contagious?” she asked sharply. “The Ulrish didn’t mention anything about any unusual pathogens.”

“I don’t know,” Travers admitted. “He just looks bad.”

“Cardiac, blood pressure, stress,” Marin said into the loop. “On the other hand, it could also be something local to Marak City.”

“Bring him here,” Drury said without hesitation. “He can be cuffed to a bed right here, as easily as confined to quarters elsewhere. And I’m going to confer with the Marak medical authorities before we leave the system, find out if everyone on this ship is going to need shots!”

“Will do,” Travers responded. He dropped a hand on Reuben Kravitz’s shoulder. “You heard Shapiro. You and Judith, set up 24 – autochef, threedee, drones, the works.”

“He’s going to the Infirmary?” Fargo was glaring at Rutherford, studying him as if he were a venomous insect. “If it was up to me, he’d be chained to the deck in the maintenance hangar, on minimum rations, ass-naked, with one skinny blanket.”

She had friends on Omaru, Travers remembered, most of them made on the crewdeck of the Intrepid. If CL-389 had not been stopped, she would have been grieving, and unable even to attend the memorial, because of the blockade.

The senator had blanched as she spoke. He maintained a stony silence, head down, feet shuffling, until he walked into the Infirmary. Travers and Marin stopped at the door, and before Travers could mention it, he saw two bucket-sized security drones riding shimmering Aragos, flanking a bed in the observation bay. Rutherford’s right cuff unlocked for long enough for it to be relocked to a bracket on one of the drones, and Travers relaxed.

In the bright Infirmary lights, Rutherford looked even worse, and Drury was already making unhappy noises as she played a hand scanner over him. “He’s a mess,” she agreed.

“Abused in captivity?” Marin was surprised.

“Not according to this,” Drury mused. “He’s well fed, but he’s been parked on his ass for months, mad enough to spit. Heart, arteries, BP, peripheral circulation, endocrine activity – nothing’s what it ought to be. Good call, guys.”

Travers stirred uncomfortably as he began to feel the shoulder again. “Fixable?”

“Oh, sure.” Drury turned off the scanner and waved them off. “I’ll tell Harrison you wheeled him in here.”

Marin came to rest beside the security drone. Rutherford had seated himself on the side of a bed, with his head down and his eyes averted. They waited for him to speak but his mouth remained sealed until Curtis said, 

“No statement, Mister Rutherford? No requests?”

Only then did the man lift his head, and to Travers he seemed to look right through Marin as if he were not there. “I don’t waste my time talking to goons and lackeys.” His voice was dust dry and filled with contempt. 

“Very well.” Marin turned his back on the senator and gave Travers an almost amused look. “We’ll leave him to you, Doctor. A word of caution. Don’t trust him. He has a brain like a snake and the instincts of a trapdoor spider.”

“Two words,” Travers added. “Cryogen tank. Or is that one word?”

The surgeon chuckled. “He’s cuffed to a drone, the AI has his scrawny little butt under vid surveillance, and I’m about to chip him. Relax. You can have him back, lock him up, as soon as he’s certified healthy. And as for him talking his way around me – forget it. First, I’m another lackey, remember. I punch Harrison’s clock, and I’d be surprised if his lordship would even speak to the likes of me. Second, my husband’s people are from Omaru, a pretty little fishing town not far outside Hydralis. This bastard almost put half my family on the Colonial War casualty lists.”

Not a flicker of expression passed across Rutherford’s face as she spoke. Travers was satisfied with arrangements, and draped his good arm across Marin’s shoulders to urge him out of the Infirmary. “If you need us, give us a buzz.”

“I will,” she assured him. “How’s the shoulder?”

“Hurts,” Travers said honestly.

“You’re a big boy,” she admonished. “Be brave.”

Travers gave her a very old and rather obscene salute, and followed Marin to the elevator. They were still waiting for a car when the deck picked up a thick, heavy vibration. The Mercury was under full thrust, driving out toward the edge of the Weimann exclusion zone.

“Alshie’nya,” Marin whispered.

“Talk to Mark.” Travers leaned on the bulkhead and palmed his shoulder, pressing to ease the throbbing burn there.

“Talk to Mark,” Curtis agreed as the lift opened.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

Alshie’nya, Rabelais Drift

 

The navtank was alive with tracking data, and Travers whistled as his eyes skimmed across it. He had never seen so many ships converged in one of the Rabelais Drift’s few safepoints. The ‘tidepool,’ long known to the Resalq as a refuge, was as busy as many a dockyard.

The robot miner Cerberus was almost dormant now. Its holds were heavy with the elusive raw fuel element, and it was idling through the toxic refining process, quarantined from the rest of the fleet by distance, a quarter million kilometers on the far side of Lai’a. Travers could never see the strange, daunting hybrid which had begun life as the Intrepid without a shiver through to his bone marrow. Part human, part Resalq, part Zunshu, it loomed like a goblin against the bright nebulae, yet its voice was calm, rich with the soft Resalq accent, as it spoke with the science crew aboard the Carellan Djerun. 

Two of Mark Sherratt’s ships were at Alshie’nya now. The Freyana was preparing to leave Saraine, but the smaller Saiyuri was tethered to the Carellan via hundred meters of cable and conduit, and a half dozen drone shuttles moved constantly between the two.

The sound of Mark’s voice was balm on Travers’s ears. He saw an almost painful expression of relief pass quickly across Marin’s face before Curtis pulled a mask over the turmoil of his feelings. Mark and Dario were in conference with Lai’a, and with Jazinsky aboard the Wastrel, and Paul Wymark, the Arago specialist aboard the Wings of Freedom. They were thrashing out some problem in the fine configuration of the vacuum welds which connected the human habitation module to Lai’a’s belly.

In silhouette, one could clearly see the shape of it under the big ship. They were attaching the body of a cruiser, Travers remembered, a ship that had died on the Bronowski reef. Its engines were fried, its AI was dead, but the hull was sound, and the power and life support systems remained viable. The engine deck had been stripped even of its Prometheus generator, and Lai’a provided every erg of power via an umbilicus. The actual shape of the cruiser could no longer be seen; it seemed to have been encased in a cocoon of silver-gray metal which fluoresced purple, green, blue, like fish scales. The Zunshu alloy was cast in plates, interleaved in layers and vacuum welded into a pod-like structure inside which the stripped cruiser would be armored against both the Rabelais Drift and Lai’a’s own hyper-Weimann drive.

The Wastrel and the Wings were standing by the hulking shape of the hybrid, and Paul Wymark’s crew had merely paused in mid-assignment while some structural problem was hammered out. The human habitation module was very much a last-minute thought. Lai’a was never conceived of or designed to carry a live crew. It remained at zero pressure, and was still heavily contaminated after the event that had killed the Intrepid. And every cavity of the massive hull was filled with drones, ordnance, fuel. 

The work was almost done. As Travers slipped a combug into his ear and began to listen in on the conference, he heard Paul Wymark’s status update. Four times, the hyper-Weimann drive had been run up to ignition minus one second, and it checked out fine. The hull had been scanned down to the molecular level; the three generators had been heavily modified and were rated to twenty percent over their original operational capacity.  

More than four thousand drones were stored aboard now, and five hundred of them were combat machines, battlefield units not unlike the drones which had fought the Zunshu automata at Ulrand Prime. Two squadrons of Murchison F104s and four gunships were fully armed and armored, under Lai’a’s control, and Shapiro’s claim that the ship could fight a major war on its own was no exaggeration. 

Beyond the Wings of Freedom was the Earthlight, constantly shuttling around the fleet, doing the hard work of a harbor tug; and idling on station keeping a few kilometers off the Wastrel’s bow was the Esprit de Liberté – still fitting, still surrounded by a swarm of drones. 

Listening intently to the Wastrel’s loop, Travers heard a voice he knew. Tully Ingersol was arguing animatedly with technicians on the Wings. They were trying to align the Weimanns aboard the Esprit, with input from Tonio Teniko which did not seem to be sitting well with Ingersol. Relations were about to break down into mutual cursing when Richard Vaurien’s voice cut across them both.

“Get the numbers together, pipe them into the lab – run them again. And as for you, Tonio, sweeten up. Bill Grant wants you in the Infirmary ten minutes ago. You know why you’re barking like a tied up terrier. You’re late for your goddamned shot!”

“Don’t you lecture me about my shots,” Teniko snarled. “Tell Grant I don’t have the fucking time to go to the fucking Infirmary. Tell him to get his nasty little ass in here.”

“Tell him yourself!” Barb Jazinsky roared over the loop. “Bill? Bill Grant, damnit, where are you?”

And Grant, with an Australian accent so thick with anger, it would have sliced with a knife: “I heard, Barb. Shit, you people must think I’m deaf! And tell the weird little creep I’m up to my eyeballs in pre-op for surgery on the tech that ripped his bloody stupid arm off in the machinery over on the Esprit this morning. If Teniko wants his dope, he can drag his bastard ass in here.”

Vaurien snorted with acid humor. “You heard, Tonio? Consider yourself told. And get those damned numbers together. Run the whole data set again before you call Ingersol wrong.”

“He’s so wrong, you want to be dumping him out an airlock,” Teniko growled, quite audibly over the open loop.

“That does it.” Ingersol was breathing so heavily, every breath rasped over the comm pickup – Travers knew he was moving fast, on an impulse. “I’m coming over there, and I’m going to separate that little ratshit from his breath once and for all.”

“Tully,” Richard called, “let it be, man. Let it go. He’s not worth it.”

“If he’s not freakin’ worth it,” Ingersol demanded, “what’s he doing on this ship? I’m telling you, Richard. It’s him or me. You want him, you get me another berth. Jesus Christ, I’ll even take the Esprit and live in a freakin’ tin can!”

“I have a better idea,” Jazinsky said icily. “We give Teniko the tin can and he can chew on a crew of drones who don’t answer back. The work he’s doing, he can do from there just as easily as here.”

Travers whistled softly and looked sidelong at Marin, who was also listening in. They were in the Mercury’s ops room, watching the displays, the navtank, the vidfeed from the forward scan platforms. Alshie’nya was busy with ships, noisy with comm traffic which pivoted around the Wastrel and the Carellan. But the Wastrel was not the stable, happy ship it had always been, and Travers was aware of a surge of resentment. 

The discontent had only begun since Teniko came aboard with expertise and opinions which were often at odds with Jazinsky and Ingersol, and no desire to voice them amicably. Travers touched the bug and said quietly, 

“Richard, this is Neil … the Mercury is on her way in. Can we help? Where do you want us?”

“Neil?” Vaurien breathed a sigh of something like relief. “Come right over. Have you eaten? They’re setting up the ’chefs for dinner – the Sherratts will be here in an hour.” He paused. “It’s damned good to hear your voice. You, uh, been listening to the comm?”

“They’re a happy bunch,” Travers observed.

“Working too hard, too long, under too much stress,” Vaurien said pragmatically. “To be fair to the kid, Tonio’s doing fine work. He’s wrangling the Zunshunium refinement process in realtime, just him and the Resalq AI on the Cerberus – and he’s put us a whole day ahead of schedule. If he wasn’t such a spiteful little snot, you’d commend him … but he is, and you just want to smack him instead. The truth? We’re all on the ragged edge, Neil. We’re so close, we can taste the prize.”

“Close to a launch?” Marin wondered.

“Curtis – good to have you here,” Vaurien said tersely, “and yes, we’re looking at a live test. No more simulations. It either works or it doesn’t, and we need to know now.”

”And if it doesn’t?” Marin’s brows rose as he gave Travers a dark glance.

“It will.” Vaurien’s voice was taut as steel hawsers. “I’m looking at the Mercury on tracking … you’ll be docking in five minutes. Meet me in the crew lounge. I’ll break out the good cognac.”

As the Mercury drove in across Alshie’nya, the number of drones, the complexity of their work, and the fallout of complex, dangerous industries became more apparent. Lai’a was standing well off, under quarantine, and Travers swore softly as his eyes scanned down the columns of data. A vid angle of the ship was nested in the corner of the screen, grainy with extreme range, and even at this distance the blue-green shimmer of the hyper-Weimann modules was visible.

The engines were not yet installed in the airframe. At that moment they were suspended in a web of Arago fields, two hundred meters above the spine of the old Intrepid, attended by a cloud of industrial drones. The cavity where they would drop into the housing already yawned open like an ink-black cavern, punctuated at odd intervals by the sun-bright arcs of welding machines. 

And even at this distance, every sensor the Mercury possessed lit up in warnings of the potential radiotoxic hazard, but the watch crew merely ignored them. The Wastrel was closer yet, flanked by the Esprit on one side and the Carellan on the other, and her sterntubes glowed a deep, angry red. She had been maneuvering recently, and Travers made an educated guess. She had lifted the hyper-Weimann assembly into place, where it would be fine-tuned by handling drones. Those drones would be fried in hours and discarded by the scores. 

“Damnit, I wish Mick could have seen this,” he said softly. “He used to love this stuff. He had half of Alexis Rusch’s brain for the science, and if it flew, he was its bastard half-brother.”

“Mick and Alexis have the same genetics,” Marin said with dry humor. “Ernst Rabelais’s genes – they’re Velcastran royalty and proud of it.” He smiled faintly and set a hand on Travers’s arm. “We’ll be docking very soon. Shapiro’s going to want to catch up with Richard, and I …”

He was eager to talk to Mark Sherratt, and if Travers told the truth, he felt the same desire. After the weeks of deferring the big decisions, time had expired, and Travers felt the unaccustomed flutter of his belly. He slipped the bug out of his ear and turned his back on the navtank. 

He might have suggested calling Shapiro, but the man was framed in the wide ops room doorway, with Jon Kim a pace behind him, and both Robert Chandra Liang and Madame Deuel had just stepped out of the lift. The lady was dressed for a social event in a clinging gray satin gown and a lot of white gold jewelry, as if a dinner invitation to the Wastrel were the height of local chic. Lost in Alshie’nya, perhaps it was. Chandra Liang was in black, silk slacks and high-collared tunic, with his hair caught back in a titanium clasp and the Daku amulet displayed openly on his breast, a big amulet worked in gold and blue enamel.

The AI was whispering discreet updates on the status of the Mercury as she came alongside the salvage tug, matched her position and nudged a docking adapter into place. As the dull chime of powerful electromagnets making contact rang through the hull, Shapiro gave Travers and Marin a critical look.

“You could consider dressing for dinner,” he suggested pointedly.

“Aboard a working salvage tug?” Travers demanded.

And Marin guessed, “We have company?”

“Distinguished company.” Shapiro glanced down at his own elegant slacks, shirt, jacket. Civilian clothes. He had not worn the uniform since the Mercury left Borushek, and he severed his last connection with the Confederate military. His last claim to rank or command was the Fleet insignia he wore on his lapel, and the moment he stepped off the Mercury his authority was tenuous. He looked at his chrono and nodded back in the direction of the cabins. “Top brass, several captains, at least one general, our senior scientists … the President and First Lady of the Republic of Velcastra. A rare excuse,” he added in amused tones, “to dress.”

Travers and Marin were in the dark blue fatigues common to the cruiser’s crew – comfortable, routine, unremarkable, and without a word they headed aft.  “Any excuse to dress in a place like this,” Travers observed as he shouldered into their quarters and threw open the closet.

“Captains, generals, politicians.” Marin was looking through the racks. “After three weeks on a military ship, I imagine Liang and Deuel would be delighted to put on their glad rags to eat sushi and drink beer with the likes of Mark Sherratt and Richard Vaurien!” He had pulled out the silver gray slacks and shirt, and was heeling off his boots as he tossed the black trousers and white tunic in Travers’s direction. “These, I think.”

“Not the dress uniforms?” Travers caught the civilian garments, held them against his chest and gave himself a frown in the dressing mirror.

For a moment Marin hesitated, and then shook his head. “Not this time … at least, not for me. Wear the uniform if you like, Neil, but I think I’ve hung it up for the last time.”

He was right, and Travers did not even reach into the closet. They dressed swiftly, listening to the AI’s soft, continuous whispers over the loop. Etienne announced that the Mercury had locked on, and routine bioscans had returned no hazmat warnings. The docking adapter was secure moments later, and pressures gently equalized across both ships over the space of several minutes. 

Shapiro and Kim, Liang and Deuel were still waiting for the Wastrel to authorize boarding when Travers and Marin returned, and Shapiro looked them up and down less critically.

“We’ll do?” Marin’s voice was light with amusement. 

“You look,” Jon Kim observed wryly, “like civilians. It didn’t occur to you to wear the dress uniform?”

“It occurred, but Neil and I … shall I say, we decline to go into this as servicemen under orders.” Marin’s mood sobered quickly and he shot a sidelong glance at Travers, who agreed with a mute nod. “This is it, General,” Curtis said in quiet tones, and met Shapiro’s eyes levelly. “The hard choices will be made here.”

“I believe they will.” Shapiro took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. “I asked you weeks ago to make your decision, and you’ve deferred it to the last plausible moment.” He frowned at the civilian clothes they had chosen. “Do I take this to mean you’re shipping out with Mark’s crew?”

But Marin’s head was shaking slowly. “Not necessarily. But whether we remain formally with your private staff is another question. I’d prefer to be able to shake you by the hand as a civilian and agree to work with you in a professional capacity, rather than standing to attention, saluting and taking orders.”

The words cut directly to the critical issues, and Shapiro accepted them without question. He looked from Marin to Travers and back. “You’ve earned the privilege time and again. All right, gentlemen. Consider yourselves Fleet Reserve specialists, serving in an advisory capacity.” His eyes creased in a smile. “We’ll call the duty consultation. Will that do?”

As the docking rings rolled open at last, Travers chuckled. “It will. And it’s not that we don’t recognize the magnitude of the Lai’a expedition – we do. But there’s more.” He gestured in the direction of the Resalq ships. “You know our allegiance is a little divided. A lot of humans will be heading out with the Resalq, and if things turn sour in the Deep Sky, they’ll be the survivors.”

“Their worlds, not ours,” Shapiro said gravely, “will be the future of humanity out here, as well as the Resalq. I agree, Neil. Mark Sherratt said the same thing to me, not half an hour ago.” He touched the combug in his left ear. “I believe it’s time we all shared data. Time to lay the cards on the table.” He stepped aside to allow them to go by. “I’ll have Jon organize the documentation, transfer you to the Reserves list – with a promotion, I think. It’s been earned, and when the dust settles the gratuity accompanying the rank will serve you both well in civilian life.”

Among the group making its way through the short passage of the docking adaptor, Shapiro alone wore Fleet insignia, and he seemed either resigned or comfortable about the role of military negotiator. Perhaps, Travers thought, he was keenly aware that most of his power had been stripped away. Harrison Shapiro was a fugitive now; the Mercury would certainly have been listed as hijacked, stolen. 

The ship and crew would be high on Fleet’s wanted list, and anywhere but on this deck, the authority Shapiro had commanded was gone. He was down to logic, strategy, even personality, the same qualities which made an individual into a leader among Freespacers. For some perverse reason, Travers found himself respecting the man more than ever.  

The general went ahead, but Jon Kim held back. His voice was a bare murmur, well under the comm pickups, as he leaned closer to Travers. “You know what’s at stake as well as we all do.” His eyes were on Shapiro’s back. “Harry wants you aboard.”

“I’m sure he does,” Travers said softly. “We’ll let you know, Jon.”

“You mean, you still don’t know where you’re going?” Kim’s eyes widened in the dimness of the docking rings.

“And, do you?” Marin wondered.

“Of course.” Kim seemed amused at himself, and nodded at Shapiro. “I’m going wherever he goes. There – simple enough for you?”

Marin chuckled. “I could wish all decisions were so clear cut!”

The very sound of the Wastrel, the smell, the feel of her, was like balm on raw nerves. To Travers, she had been the only real home he had known since he left Darwin’s World. Time and again, Richard had said, ‘Get out of Fleet, walk away, good things can happen for you.’ And Neil had begun to ask himself why he had always refused Vaurien’s offer and gone back.

It was 19:45 shiptime. The lights were low, the air was rich with the aromas of dinner issuing from several autochefs in the forward mess, and Travers was very glad to be back. He heard Vaurien’s voice, and quickened his pace. Just ahead of Marin, he stepped into the cream and amber light flooding the long tables, which had been laid for a formal dinner with white linen, pale blue china, fresh flowers from the hydroponics labs. The contrapuntal harmonies of Bevan Daku murmured from the comm, over the subtle chink of glasses and decanters.  

In a deep russet shirt and black slacks, with the long red hair loose on his shoulders, Richard looked tired, stressed, yet he was smiling. Barb Jazinsky was pouring cognac, and handed him a second as Travers led the group into the mess. She was in emerald green skinthins with a pale gold wrap about the hips and a lot of platinum jewelry on both wrists. The white-blond mane was tamed into a coil on one shoulder, and like Vaurien she was smudged with fatigue, tight lipped with the strain they had lived and worked with for too long.

“Neil.” Vaurien opened his arms, embraced Travers, kissed his cheek in greeting, before he gave his hand to Marin. “Welcome back. And you’re not a moment too soon. You saw Lai’a, on your way in? They’re installing the hyper-Weimann module in about an hour, and then we go hunting.”

“Hunting?” Shapiro took Vaurien’s hand, clasped his wrist. “My gods, Richard, you look like I feel! The pair of us need our brains examined. We’re too old for this.”

“Tell me about it,” Vaurien growled, and then mocked himself with a grin. “Hunting,” he said expansively, “for an event. A Class Seven. We’ll stand by Lai’a until we find what we want, and then Lai’a goes in.”

“Damn.” Travers felt a shiver, the length of his spine. “And then, what?”

“Then,” Mark Sherratt’s voice said from the passage right outside, “we wait for it to find its way out, exit Elarne via a similar event, and make its way back to Alshie’nya with a report. This is what Lai’a was created for. Have a little faith, Neil.”

“Mark.” There was a faint tremor in Marin’s voice, as if he did not trust himself fully to speak, and when Sherratt offered an embrace he took it, held him more tightly, and for longer, than might have been proper in the elegant company. No one seemed to notice, or to mind. At last Marin caught hold of himself, pushed away from the big Resalq, and ducked his head in apology. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Mark touched his face lightly. “We all feel it. The need to choose a path, right here, right now.”

“Even you?” Travers gave both his hands to Sherratt.

“Especially me.” From somewhere Mark produced a crooked smile. “Dario and Tor are packing their equipment, ready to shuttle it over to the habitation module, as soon as Lai’a is back and safe, with the hard data we need from the inside of Elarne.” His brows rose as he looked down into Marin’s face. “They’ve asked Leon to go, and I know he can’t resist … few Resalq could. Leon and Roy are thrashing out for themselves where they’ll be. I’ve offered Roy a place on the Carellan Djerun, if he chooses not to fly with Leon, but –”

“But he won’t take it,” Jon Kim said softly. “If Leon goes with Lai’a, Roy will go with him.” He was looking levelly at Shapiro as he spoke.

Travers saw the flicker pass across Shapiro’s face, a little honest gratitude, a little reproach, as if they had debated this in private for some time, and Shapiro might have preferred Kim out of harm’s way. Kim would have none of it. 

The cognac was very expensive. The bottles were black glass with scarlet labels, and Travers recognized them. Robert Chandra Liang had stocked the Playford’s, a lifetime ago, when Travers had spent some months living on StarCity, working in the mansion. Perhaps Chandra Liang recalled those days, but tonight he touched the rim of his glass to Travers’s and the social gulf between them seemed to have closed. Even Madame Deuel, whose social standing as the daughter of an ex-colonial governor should have set her far above the others, seemed to have set aside every vestige of the old order. She stood with her arm linked through Chandra Liang’s, close to him, and Travers was not surprised to notice that they wore matching rings again. 

“The data we all need,” Mark was saying, “is going to come right out of Elarne with Lai’a. I know what I believe to be the facts, and between us, Barb and I can brief you as completely as possible before the test flight. There is,” he admitted, “a faint chance –”

“Very faint,” Jazinsky retorted 

“—we’re wrong in our assumptions. In which case we’ll need to redraw certain plans, based on the data return from Lai’a,” Mark finished. “However, Barb is quite right. The chances of our work being inaccurate are around one in ten thousand.”

“In other words,” Chandra Liang mused, “even without a test flight, you’d be happy to put yourself into the habitation module aboard Lai’a and launch yourself into the wake of the Orpheus, through the jaws of a Class Seven event, into the bowels of Elarne.”

 “In the wake of the Orpheus … it has the sound of epic poetry, epic myth. I like it.” The voice belonged at Alexis Rusch, and Travers turned toward it, surprised and delighted. She was smiling as she stepped into the mess, tall, slender and elegant in the gull-gray dress uniform, the only overtly military figure in the company. She gave her hand to Shapiro, and then to Chandra Liang, and smiled at Travers and Marin. “Harrison, it’s good to be here. And Bobby, you look marvelous. I don’t know how you do it.”

Chandra Liang leaned over, kissed both her cheeks. “Allie, you have no idea. The truth is, my belly’s full of armor-plated butterflies and I break out in a cold sweat every time I think about what we’re doing. Dear gods! Velcastra is on a system-wide alert right now, and the Chicago can’t be more than a week away.” He squeezed shut his eyes. “If I look calm, it’s the result of thirty years’ discipline in the political arena.”

“The Chicago.” Rusch took a cognac from Vaurien’s hand and saluted the whole company with it. “It’s Allan Bronhill and Valerie Sung I can’t comprehend. Captain and XO of that damned ship. I’ve known them both a long time – they’re scientists, no less than myself. Yet they’ve taken some ludicrous, homicidal Confederate order to come out here and obliterate whole populations. It makes me sick to my gut, as well as confused.”

“When did you get in?” Marin asked as he examined the bar, looking for a light wine. “You’ve been here, in Alshie’nya, before?”

But Rusch’s dark head shook. “I’m not officially here now. According to the record – and it was easy to fudge! – I’m on a courier, on my way to Velcastra for medical treatment beyond the care available on the blockade. The diagnosis is … dire, and since I’ll probably fall off the perch, I choose to expire at home in the bosom of friends and family.” She made a face. “My CMO is Daku, like so many colonials.” She frowned at the ankh on Chandra Liang’s breast as she spoke. “Like Mick. Most of the command corps on the Kiev has colonial sympathies – which is why I’m here.”

“There’s no safer place in the Deep Sky than Alshie’nya,” Shapiro said darkly, “which is a sad commentary. So, Alexis.”

“So, Harrison.” She drained the cognac and handed the glass to Marin, who was between her and the bar. “Yes, my command corps will follow me, if and when push comes to shove. Christ! I know the Omaru system is being seeded with Zunshu mines, like Velcastra, like Borushek and Jagreth! Put the Kiev onto the battle lines, and she’ll be gone like that.” She snapped her fingers, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “The way the Chicago is going to be gone, and the London, and five thousands souls with them.” She shook herself visibly. “I’d pull the Kiev out on the pretext of battlefield oversight, and we’d watch the capital ships go down. Most of my command corps would agree. There’s only three hardline Earthers among them, and they can easily be in custody. They could,” she added with bitter cynicism, “just as easily become statistics.” 

“And the Kiev?” Travers asked quietly.

“Will be there to stand between the London and Omaru, if needs be, when the time comes,” Rusch said with clinical matter of factness.

“It won’t have to.” Shapiro gestured for a glass of wine, which Marin poured and handed across. “The London will be deployed to Jagreth. This is how it was decided, Alexis. Rob Prendergast will make his sovereign territory statement at the opportune instant, and the London battle group will fly into the teeth of a Zunshu minefield. They’ll share the fate of the Chicago battle group at Velcastra. The Kiev will be the last super-carrier in the Deep Sky, and your command corps will be given every chance to make an honorable capitulation, in the face of insuperable opposition, and in the interests of preserving the lives of a conscript crew drawn largely from Middle Heavens homeworlds. You’ll be applauded as a hero, Alexis.”

“I wonder,” Rusch whispered. “I do wonder.” And then she set aside the weight of misgivings and gave Mark Sherratt a grim smile. “I’m here for two reasons, and the second is less political and far more interesting! I’m here for the briefing from Doctors Sherratt and Jazinsky.”

“And to make the same decision as the rest of us,” Marin added.

“Yes.” Rusch was looking at the ankh again. “In the wake of the Orpheus. The sound of epic myth, as I said. Michael would have loved it. He wouldn’t have been able to resist, and how could I? He was always the pilot, not me, but he was never a physicist. Just the romantic who saw the grand adventure of vast seas and unknown countries beyond far horizons.” She shared a faint smile with Jazinsky. “Research into temporo-gravitic anomalies is the whole reason I got myself into the service. It was the only way to get into Hellgate – follow in the path of my illustrious ancestor.” 

Jazinsky raised a wine glass in toast. “To Ernst Rabelais, wherever and whenever he is. All of us follow the track he laid down.” She drank, and gestured at the trio of ’chefs. “I’m starving. What happened to the rest of them?”

The rest? Travers’s brows rose, but Marin only shrugged, and it was Mark who said, “I’ll see if I can round them up. Give me five minutes, and if I’m not back – start without us.”

He had stepped out, headed aft in the direction of the Wastrel’s plush accommodations, when Teniko and Ingersol appeared. Tully had put on white slacks and a baggy gray sweater which slipped elegantly off one shoulder, very chic in Elstrom City this year. Gold gleamed in both his ears, and his eyes glittered with anger. He and Teniko had been arguing until the moment they stepped in, and both were still furious. Tonio was in black, head to foot, not a piece of jewelry nor a hint of color to break up the somberness. He might have been headed for a funeral – save that he was dozy with the drugs. To Travers’s eyes he looked doped to the ears, with the dilated pupils and slightly slack mouth of some chronic addiction.

A step inside the mess, he and Ingersol parted company. Tully cut a line to Vaurien and Jazinsky, and Travers watched him talking in an undertone rasp punctuated by angry gestures. Teniko headed to the bar, where he helped himself to a double vodka, and then another, when Travers would have been prepared to wager that alcohol on top of the drug was not a wise idea. 

No one challenged Teniko. Vaurien had turned his back on the younger man, though Tonio remained stubbornly intent on Richard. His too-dark eyes smoldered on Vaurien, ate him alive, and Travers wondered if Richard were aware of Teniko’s obsession. The tense set of his shoulders said he was.

The light Australian voice of Bill Grant spoke from the passage, in the direction of the staterooms, and Travers began to listen. He heard Roy Arlott a moment later, and then a voice which surprised him. Marin murmured in surprise. “He’s here? What would he be doing here?”

Midani Kulich was the last Resalq they had expected to see, but he stepped into the mess with Arlott and Leon Sherratt, and a pace ahead of Dario and Tor. He was dressed in marble denims, an oversize bronze silk shirt which disguised his body morphology, and only the hairless skull which was clearly different, and the double-thumbed hands, set him apart from the modern, reengineered Resalq. He was deeply in conference with Dario and Tor, while Mark hovered behind them, listening with a frown. Travers caught a few syllables of the most abstruse calculus, and gave his attention to Leon and Roy instead.

“Good to see you,” Leon was saying. “They told you?”

“About what?” Marin handed him a glass of the driest, most acid wine the bar offered – the best suited to the odd Resalq palate.

“They’re installing the hyper-Weimann module,” Ingersol said tersely, “right bloody now.” He was waiting for Kulich, with a handy pre-loaded with their work. “That’s what Midani’s doing here.”

“I didn’t know he was an engineer,” Travers began.

“He was a maintenance tech,” Roy told him, “before he was dragooned into the front lines out of necessity. Midani’s not a soldier by nature, unlike Emil.”

The name made Leon groan, and Marin chuckled. “I suppose he’ll be along in a minute or two. Is he any easier to get along with?”

But it was Mark who answered, from the business side of the bar where he was reading cognac labels. “Emil is on the Freyana, still at Saraine. She’s stocking and fitting for a long-duration flight right now.” His brows arched, and he lifted a brandy balloon in salute. “Here’s to the explorers. They’re headed out in a week, perhaps ten days, following the routes charted by our last expedition. Six weeks out from Borushek, on a heading more or less for Orion 359, there’s a world that needs a bare minimum of terraforming.”

Travers whistled softly. “That’s off the charts – human charts, I mean.”

“And Orion 359 is bad news,” Marin observed. “It was the first and only hotspot of Zunshu activity your ship was able to find, in years of hunting off the charts.”

“Correct,” Mark affirmed. “But the planet the Freyana is headed for first, to drop off a science and terraforming colony, is something like twenty months’ flight time short of Orion 359. The Zunshu are certainly out there, on that heading, but the nearest big, dirty black hole system of any significance is too distant to put us in any jeopardy. Without their gravity express, the Zunshu don’t seem to be able to drop in uninvited. I’m not concerned for the science colony.”

Still, his face was taut and Marin said quietly, “Then what has you anxious, Mark? The Freyana itself? She’s old – is she spaceworthy?

“Hm?” Mark stirred with an effort. “Oh, yes. She’s been fully flight-rated, and at worst she might become a salvage job. In the event of major problems, the Wastrel would stand by her, manufacture what she needed. Tully Ingersol,” he added darkly, “is taking command of this ship.”

For a moment the sense of what he had said did not impress itself on Travers, and then a chill rushed through him. “Richard’s leaving?”

The Resalq’s golden eyes widened. “Richard and Barb have decided to commit to Lai’a. I was surprised, but I also believe the expedition’s chance of success just doubled when they came aboard. Barb has the best human mind in the Deep Sky, and that includes Teniko on a good day! And I wouldn’t trust anyone but Richard to command this mission. I can’t even imagine having the human contingent aboard Lai’a under the command of anyone else.”

“Who seduced him into signing aboard?” Travers was looking at Shapiro, who had just pulled out a chair and settled between Kim and Alexis Rusch.

Mark chuckled softly, but it was not a sound of humor. “I’m afraid to say, I’m your culprit, Neil. The truth is, the expedition needs the best commander as much as it needs the best hyper-Weimann specialist … and if Dario and Leon are going to be aboard, obviously I want to buy them the best chance they have of coming back.” His face was grave.  “The company is coming together, the engine module will be installed in Lai’a while we’re having dinner, and then we’re chasing a big storm. Lai’a will perform its test flight as soon as we’ve found a Class Seven event to act as its gateway into Elarne.”

“The company,” Marin echoed. “Shapiro’s going. When the time comes to look the Zunshu high command in the face and have it out with them, he’ll be the one speaking with the voice of this species, and I don’t envy him. Jon goes where he goes. Richard will be commanding, and Barb will head the science team. You have Dario and Tor wrangling Zunshu hardware – cryptocybernetics! I suppose Leon would be along because this has to be the pinnacle of a lifetime’s work, hunting down Zunshu tech wherever he could find it. And where he goes, you’ll find Roy.”

“Of course.” Mark nodded thoughtfully. “Midani Kulich will be invaluable, since he’s handled more Zunshu hardware than we modern Resalq have even seen. I was surprised and pleased when he invited himself along, but I know his decision is mostly the result of the situation between himself and Emil.”

“They fought?” Travers was far from surprised.

It was Tor Sereccio, easily within earshot of every word Mark had said, who laughed out loud. “They actually came to blows. Mark and Leon had to get between them, or they’d have slugged it out, and Emil would’ve knocked Midi’s head right off. He was so mad, you could see the smoke coming out of his ears.”

The autochefs were running continuously now; food was being plated rapidly as Marin wondered, “When it came right down to the line, what did they fight about?”

“Humans,” Tor said with dark satisfaction. “Or, more specifically, the fact the Kulichs are aliens among their own people, and the Resalq have drifted so close to the human forms, there’s Resalq girls now. True! We met one just before we shipped out of Riga. She’s, uh, female. I mean, the breasts and the empty space where it all ought to be. She actually could be human, you’d never know. Of course, Emil Kulich launched right into one of his boiling-acid tirades. You know how he is.”

“And Midi,” Roy Arlott went on, “came right out and told him to shut the hell up and let it be, because he was just making enemies for the both of them. Midi,” he said thoughtfully, “sees the sense of surviving, taking something of yourself and your kind into the future, even if you have to make the ultimate compromise to do it. Emil’s the kind to stand on his honor and fight to the death, which only drives a species to extinction. Midani’s philosophy is … now, how did they used to put it?”

“When you see defeat, turn – run away, survive to win another day,” Marin said with dry humor. 

“That’s it exactly.” Roy saluted him with a half-full schooner of pale ale. “Midi was the one who read everything we gave him, watched every vid, even tried to make sense of our stupid situation dramas on CityNetNet. He filled in the gaps between the day he and Emil were left behind by the Raishenne and the day we opened the stasis chamber. Meanwhile, Emil stuck his big Resalq nose in the air and didn’t even bother to learn the language well enough to start an argument and win it.”

Dario leaned closer and slung one arm over Roy’s shoulder and the other over Leon’s. “Meaning, Midi Kulich sees the sense of guys like me and Tor and Leon. He sees Leon, shacked up with Roy, and he doesn’t have a problem with it. He’s come to respect humans. But, Emil?” He snorted a harsh, brittle laugh. “Emil has no interest in humans, and I’m sure he’d like to fix us mongrels, castrate us, so we can’t contaminate the bloodline.”

“Worse,” Leon said pragmatically, “he’s not the only patented Resalq bastard who thinks along these lines. Did you know some of the real geriatrics, the ones who were there when it all happened – eons older than Mark – are still hiding their big, bald heads and double thumbs?”

In fact, Travers had not known this. He was scanning down the menu displayed on the nearer of the three ’chefs, and chose the chicken and shrimp risotto with asparagus and hollandaise sauce. “These old ones would have opted to go out on the Freyana?” he guessed.

“Oh, yeah. Emil Kulich is their new poster boy.” Tor snaked one long arm around Dario’s waist. “The sweet new world they’re colonizing is going to be a mess from the start. They’re setting out with three factions all rubbing each other the wrong way. Geriatric Resalq on a racial purity drive. Modern mongrel Resalq families – like Dario and me, only with a couple of kids underfoot, you know? – folks who’re only there to get out of the way of the Zunshu. And about a hundred humans like Roy and Curtis, who joined Resalq families by invitation, and who speak the language well enough to cuss you out in it.” He reached over, brushed Marin’s face with his fingertips. “I remember this little one when he was a kid, hollow cheeked, with eyes full of bruises, right out of Fleet. Mark brought him to the house on Saraine, and to be honest with you, Neil, I thought he’d brought some wounded kid there to die in peace.”

“Die?” Travers’s head rose in surprise as he took a plate from the ’chef and stood aside to give Marin access.

“Self-destruct,” Marin said darkly. “I … came close, in the days right after my hitch was up. The Argos incident, and the murder of my best friend, and the fact I was culpable of what the law calls a revenge killing. It has a way of overloading on your mind, poisoning your thoughts, turning your dreams sour. You don’t sleep properly, can’t eat – it’s a long spiral down to hell.”

“Damn.” Travers watched him punch for a meal of scallops and sea vegetables, wild rice and aromatic sauces, and he acknowledge the twist of his own insides. “I didn’t realize you were so far out there,” he said honestly. Marin’s eyes were dark with old, old introspection. “I owe Mark,” Travers added.

But Dario only shook his head. “You don’t. Mark doesn’t make a lot of mistakes when it comes to people. He knew Curtis had the potential to be special, far superior to the average student, of either race. And Mark has always needed human operatives in the field. Not one Dendra Shemiji commission in fifty comes from Resalq sources, and even when they do, the target is always human. For at least a century, Mark has needed human agents, and Curtis –? He just had to find the peace and quiet to heal up. What he needed was a home and a chance to start over.”

“The security of being a human in a Resalq family,” Roy finished. His eyes were wide, dark, as he looked up at the much taller Travers. “Don’t knock it, Neil. You wouldn’t believe how many of us there are. I looked over the complement of the Freyana. If Curtis and I were aboard, it would be six more than a round hundred humans shipping out with them, and only a few are scientists, historians, linguists, there to study. The rest are just – well, just family who blundered into the Resalq community and belonged there.”

“I don’t knock any part of it,” Travers admitted. He was frowning at Midani Kulich, who had piled a plate with an extraordinary assortment of mismatched food, covered it with wasabi, apricot conserves and mayonnaise, and was taking his place at the table between Mark and Jazinsky. All three had their heads together, and from a pocket Jazinsky produced a handy. The data was already running, and they hunched over it, too intent to even blink. “They,” Travers observed, “work well as a team.”

“Damned well,” Tor agreed. “It took a lot of courage for Midani to tell Emil to go screw himself, and walk away. He’s … very alien in this company. Hyper-aware of being the odd one out. But he’s trying to blend in, and most of us respect him for it.”

“Most?” Marin echoed.

Dario’s wide shoulders lifted in an expressive shrug. “There’s a few of the Wastrel techs who’re still staring and pointing. One or two of them caught a glimpse of him naked, and you know how well endowed the ancient Resalq were. Are. Whatever.” He gave Travers a lewd wink.

“Midani’s getting offers?” Travers guessed, amused.

“From the engine deck,” Dario affirmed, “but the truth is, he doesn’t fancy scrawny little humans.”

“And he’s still inclined to stare and come over dizzy when he sees a buff-naked female,” Tor added with vast humor. “To him, remember, a girl looks like a skinny young fella who’s had a terrible accident. Some of the parts are missing, the replacement extremities are probably still in vitro, being cloned, you understand, scheduled for reassembly. If you’re waiting for Midani to fancy a female, human or one of the new Resalq ladies – and those words are bizarre! – you’ll have a long wait. It’s not in the ancestral Resalq nature. Midi Kulich and a female? It’d have to come down to sheer curiosity, if he ever plucked up the courage. Are we weird, or what?”

“You’re weird,” Barb Jazinsky said tartly over her shoulder. “Park yourselves, will you? Everybody’s starving. We’ll be done eating before the rest of you even start!”

The humor was welcome but fleeting, and as Travers and Marin slid into the seats opposite Vaurien, Jazinsky and the Sherratts, Richard called the company to order. Travers might have hoped for a social dinner, a little too much to drink and a slow slither into the downtime he needed as much as everyone else at this table. Vaurien had other ideas.

A plate sat in front of him, but he was not eating, and Travers had noticed how he was losing flesh. Richard had always been lean, but he was growing angular under the stress of the command he had accepted. His eyes were shrewd, calculating, as he looked from face to face, and at last he said, looking levelly at Travers,

“By now you’ll know I’ve agreed to command the Lai’a expedition. The fact is, with the exception of Mark, I’ve logged more hours in Hellgate than anyone else at this table, and that includes the likes of Neil and Alexis, who were on Fleet assignment, and Barb who was there to study the guts of the beast from the inside. Me? I was only there to work, to learn Hellgate’s nasty little tricks, and beat it at its own game.” He shrugged expansively. “I’m still alive to tell the story, which makes me the best option for expedition commander … and I admit, the sound of those words scares the crap out of me. But we’re down to the wire at last, and it’s time for all of us to get real about this. We’re either in, or we’re not.

“There’s a couple of faces that should be here tonight, but aren’t. You’re not seeing Roark Hubler or Asako Rodman. The Harlequin is with the tech gang, overseeing the installation of the hyper-Weimann module into Lai’a. As most of you know, the power core has been in quarantine for days now. We weren’t about to handle it, much less install it, until we saw the early warning signs of an event that would get us inside the actual guts of Hellgate. Elarne. We’ve been tracking big storms for some time, and at this moment we’re on standby, monitoring a beauty. Roark and Asako are in armor right now, wading up to their armpits in the fallout of the engine core. 

“If you know anything about J-type gravitons, Jung particles, you’ll know they’re so heavy, they straddle the boundary line, the e-space horizon. They’re active in e-space, reactive in normal space. They hemorrhage out of Zunshunium. They fry living tissue, make the proverbial Gordian knot out of DNA, and a hyper-Weimann module the size of the one being installed in Lai’a is more toxic than the entire Albeniz system compressed into a box the size of just one of our holds.

“You’ll forgive us if we kept the module a half billion kilometers away from this taskforce till the crucial moment! Which,” Vaurien added pointedly, “has arrived. Roark and Asako will be watching the vids of this conference when they’re done.” He was glaring at Teniko now. “They were supposed to have a specialist aboard, but they’ll manage.”

In fact, Travers thought, they were probably better off without Teniko’s presence. For him, the timing was all wrong. The work had to be done to schedule, but the drugs that kept him functional were also administered according to another schedule. If he did not get them, he would be worse than useless, and in the hour right after they had been injected, he was too high to undertake exacting, potentially dangerous work.

Along the table, not far from Teniko, Bill Grant gave a quiet snort of derision, and Tully Ingersol was muttering. Teniko was only just aware enough of his company to know he was being criticized. He had not noticed Richard’s glare, and he answered Ingersol and Grant only with his middle finger.

“Roark and Asako can handle it,” Jazinsky said smoothly. “I offered to be there, and they both told me to get the hell out of their work, and add my ten credits’ worth here. I’m going to run the transspace physics lab aboard Lai’a, so this is one briefing I can’t afford to miss.”

“Transspace.” Alexis Rusch tried the new term on her tongue. “I like it. The realm transcending e-space … Elarne itself.”

Shapiro leaned forward over the table toward her. “And the invitation stands, Alexis. You’re here because, if you want it, there’s a lab for you aboard Lai’a’s new habitation module.” He looked along the table at the rest of the company. “They’ve fitted the body of the old cruiser Apollo, which we lost in the Drift eight years ago. We never knew what became of it, but Richard tells me it’s been close to Alshie’nya for most of that time, being used as storage for delicate cargo.” 

“Right,” Richard affirmed. “She was always kept pressurized, with decent generators. Her engines were damaged, her electronics fried in a major temporo-gravitic event, but the hull is as sound as it ever was. We can promise you a degree of comfort. Proper staterooms, life support, decent food, water, heat. Living conditions will be about what you’re used to aboard something like the Mercury. Not quite as luxurious as the Wastrel, but then, the habitation module is a workshop, not home.”

“Not home,” Dario mused. “That’s got to make me ask the obvious, Rick. Do we have any idea how long this expedition is going to take? You’re offering decent living conditions in a workshop … are we talking weeks, months or years in transit, in the field, with Lai’a?”

Now, Richard could only spread his hands and look along the table. “I’m going to let you answer this one, Mark.”

The question was shrewd, and Travers appreciated it. Dario and Tor had already committed to the Lai’a mission. Now they were looking on, much further down the track, and trying to frame an understanding of how long they would be in Elarne – in transspace – and when they could expect to return. The sober assumption, Travers realized, was that Elarne was perfectly navigable, survivable, and the Lai’a expedition would be a success. 

Yet Elarne was only part of the problem, and from the cautious, shuttered look on Mark’s face, he was less concerned with shooting the rapids of Hellgate than with the confrontation Shapiro was hoping for. He cradled a glass of white wine, studied it as if it were a crystal ball, and spoke carefully. 

“There are no easy answers. Can Lai’a maneuver inside Hellgate? Yes. This is no longer conjecture – we know a great deal, since the Orpheus data return, and the success of the Lai’a mission is directly attributable to the contribution made by Michael Vidal and Jo Queneau. The Deep Sky will be indebted to them forever. But once we’re in Elarne, navigating the region which has come to be termed transspace, we’ll still need to find the Zunshu. Although we’ve recently come into possession of a kind of map revealing their approximate location, you need to understand that this map has no scale. Distance, velocity and time are variables I can’t begin to put any real values into.”

“A map?” Marin patted his lips with a napkin and switched from wine to water, poured from the cut crystal carafe between him and Mark.

“The device we picked up on Celeste,” Jazinsky told him. “I was right. It was part of a comm chain, not unlike the Deep Sky data conduit. That little contraption was perfectly capable of routing a signal home through the Drift. It’s taken us weeks to even begin to understand how it functions, and even now I’m not sure of most of it. Dario has a better grasp of the hardware than I do, and Mark knows a lot more about the guts of Elarne. But you could call it a kind of map. Give us a few more weeks, and we’ll be able to interpret the route of the signal, which will give Lai’a its course. But as for putting a scale on this map?” Her head shook. “Not a chance.”

“So,” Mark went on, “we can only start to make inspired guesses.” He set down the glass and clasped his hands on the table before him. “What do we know for sure? We know, fact, the Ebre’zjim was able to cut a navigable path through Elarne, find the Zunshu and come to grief, all in a matter of four years, and this included more than two years of exploration in the Drift before contact was made between them and the Zunshu. This tells us that if we follow in the wake of the Ebre’zjim, we can expect to spend a very long time on this journey! 

“Not,” he added deliberately, “that retracing the course of the Ebre’zjim is an option. Every skerrick of the original data was lost during the years when the Resalq were exterminated. Today, we can reference little more than the tales told by the very elderly Resalq who are right now aboard the Freyana, heading out on a very different expedition.” He looked up at Midani Kulich and smiled. “The oldest surviving Resalq are, alas, not scientists or explorers! What they remember is only the framework of our history, not the details. The Ebre’zjim did launch, and did communicate with us for years. Her transspace flight was an unqualified success … her contact with the first alien species of our acquaintance was an utter disaster.”

“And that confrontation,” Shapiro said bleakly, “is the one this mission is rushing toward. However, the Ebre’zjim was not a warship. In fact, neither is Lai’a! What Lai’a is, I’m not quite sure. Talking to it, one has the sensation that it’s alive. The Resalq AI is eerie. Mark?”

Mark was nodding slowly. “It’s self-aware, capable of learning, and it’s been gifted with a sense of conscience. It knows right from wrong, at least insofar as Resalq and humans perceive these qualities. You’re wondering, Harrison, if you can issue orders for Lai’a to assault some Zunshu fleet, or perhaps even installations on their worlds?”

For a moment Shapiro hesitated. “I’d dearly like to believe a peaceful solution can be negotiated, but in the event relations break down between this expedition and the Zunshu, as they obviously did between the Zunshu and the Resalq, a military solution might be the only option left. And Lai’a,” he added, “is the most terrible weapon either of our cultures has ever developed. If it won’t take orders, what use is it?”

“It won’t follow orders blindly,” Mark amended. “And nor should it. Consider Lai’a as your ally, your operative, your collaborator, fully aware of what’s at stake, what’s been suffered, and what must be done. Just as you would expect a human officer – Neil or Curtis, say – to view any orders given to them through the lens of their own intelligence and conscience, you can expect Lai’a to respond with discrimination. Sensible orders will be complied with. Foolishness or madness will be countered with rationale.”

For the first time Shapiro smiled. “And gods forbid that I should go blundering down the road to idiocy and insanity! Good enough, Mark. You trust the machine?”

“I designed its mind,” Mark said softly. “Lai’a is almost as much my child as Dario and Leon. Of course I trust it. Lai’a is fundamentally Resalq, no matter the fact its body is of human construction – the Intrepid – and its life force, its generators and engines, are very much Zunshu.” 

“Retuning to the question of how long we can expect to be in the Drift,” Dario mused, “we also know from the Orpheus data that Mick Vidal very quickly picked up a temporal stream. This stream raced the Orpheus into what we could call the future, at about double our concept of normal time. If Tor, Barb and I can unravel enough of this scaleless map we picked up out of Freespace, we might be able to find congruencies between the Zunshu signal vector and the Orpheus flightpath.”

“Maybe,” Richard speculated, “we can get Lai’a into a temporal current that’ll carry us along the Zunshu signal stream, like following a homing beacon, and take us there at two or three times anything we think of as normal time.”

The concept stretched Travers’s grasp of anything he thought he knew about physics. It sounded more akin to sorcery than science, but when he looked from Jazinsky to Rusch and the Sherratts, he saw the same frown on every face. Even Mark struggled to get a tenuous hold on the mechanisms of transspace, but they knew what they knew – what Mick Vidal had known, the moment he and Queneau guided the Orpheus in through the jaws of the event. The hyper-Weimann drive would ignite inside Elarne, and transspace was navigable.

A faint shudder through the hull of the Wastrel made the whole company return to reality with a start. Only Madame Deuel, who had never been a spacer, murmured in startlement, and Shapiro said quickly,

“Nothing to worry about, Madame. It’s just the Wastrel’s engines starting to drive. In a ship this size, when the hull comes under thrust for the first time, there’s no way to fully dampen the initial shove.”

As he spoke, Vaurien was listening to his combug, and when Shapiro fell silent he said, “That was Greenstein from the flightdeck. The Harlequin reported the hyper-Weimann module in place twenty minutes ago. Lai’a has run every diagnostic in the repertoire and estimates just a few percent under full efficiency, which is fine … and we’re tracking the seeds of what’s going to be a very major event, at least Class Six, could be Seven. We’ve been tracking storms for the last two days, and this is the best and biggest we’ve seen yet. It’s time,” he said tersely, “to go hunting.”

Hunting – chasing one of the massive Hellgate storms which opened a portal into Elarne. A shiver took Travers unawares, and he swallowed on a belly that was suddenly uneasy. Tully Ingersol was on his feet as Richard spoke. “I’ll be on the engine deck,” he said, already punching the autochef for dessert and coffee on his way by. 

“And I’ll be in the lab, talking to Lai’a.” Jazinsky pushed away from the table. One hand dropped on Richard’s shoulder. “Game on.”

“Could you use a hand?” Alexis Rusch was halfway out of her chair. “There’s not much I can do on the cutting edge of the numbers … but I do know how to keep the coffee coming, and you know this is the work I’ve spent my whole life doing.”

Jazinsky beckoned. “You’re in … what about you, Tonio?”

But his eyes were dark, slightly out of focus, and when he seemed to hunt for words it was Grant who said, “Give him an hour, and you’ll start to get some sense out of him. I’ve got him on the smallest dosage, to keep him vaguely coherent, but he’s still high as a kite, stupid sod.”

“Where do you want us?” Marin was up too, and Travers watched him make his way down the back of the table to the ’chef for two mugs. 

“Pick your territory,” Richard invited. “I’ll be in the ops room, just keeping out of the way and letting people do their stuff. Harrison, you’re welcome to come along and watch. In fact, if the rest of you would care to pull up a chair and be spectators at a major Hellgate fireworks show, you’ll enjoy a spectacle very few people ever get to see.”

Chandra Liang pushed out his chair and gave his hand to the ex-wife from whom he was lately inseparable. “I believe we’ll take you up on the offer.”

The coffee was hot, sweet, strong. Travers took a deep swig and made a face at the sludge-like consistency, but Marin was right – the caffeine would bring his mind back into gear. The Sherratts helped themselves to dessert on the way out, and Midani Kulich stuck with them, obviously feeling more secure in Resalq company. But Shapiro and Jon Kim hung back, and Travers saw the question in the older man’s face.

“Well?” Shapiro was watching Kim at the ’chef, punching for fruit, gelato and liqueur sauce. “You’ve heard it all now. You know as much as the rest of us do.”

“About the Lai’a expedition,” Travers agreed. “Do you want to share intel about the situation back in the Deep Sky?”

“You know most of it.” Shapiro paused to take a bowl and a glass of something cherry-red and rich. “The Chicago is a week away. The London is behind her. The key colonies are already equipped with the Zunshu weapon, and will declare independence with absolutely precise timing. There’s no more any of us can do to influence the Colonial Wars … and as for the Zunshu presence in the Deep Sky, the continual loss of our outlying colonies? If there’s a way to stop them, we’re not going to find it here.”

Indecision hung over Travers like a shroud, and he saw the same shadow behind Marin’s eyes. “I still haven’t had a chance to talk to Mark,” Curtis said quietly. “Do you know if he’s with Lai’a and his kids, or with the Freyana and his people?”

“I don’t know yet,” Shapiro admitted. “He told me a great deal about this man, Emil Kulich. If anyone has the ability to keep the Freyana safe, it would be him. Like Kulich or hate him, you can’t fail to respect him.”

“But even his brother walked away from him,” Travers mused. “Look, let us talk to Mark. Privately. We’ll let you know.”

“Don’t be too long in the deciding, Colonel,” Shapiro warned. “Time’s almost up.”

“Colonel?” Travers echoed.

“Promotion – overdue, as I said.” Shapiro accorded him a faint smile. “With this rank you’ll retire on full pay from the colonial government you served … if there’s anything to retire to,” he added. “The paperwork will be in order, Jon will see to it. Beyond that, I can’t promise anything. Like the rest of us, I can only hope.” His eyes were dark, solemn, and he shepherded Jon Kim out before him, in the direction of the ops room.

“Christ,” Marin breathed when they found themselves alone in the mess. “Like the man said, we’re down to the wire, and I still don’t know. Mark said we would, and it would be easy, when the time came.”

“Then, this isn’t the time,” Travers said shrewdly. “Not yet.”

“Not the time?” Marin gestured at the deck, where the thick, heavy vibration of monstrous sublight engines was a faint buzz transmitting into the ankles and shin bones. “We’re here. We’re chasing a Drift storm. It’s happening! And part of me wants to see this sweet new world they’ve discovered, weeks off the charts. Part of me wants to be looking at properties in the Three Rivers part of Darwin’s. Part of me wants to be with the madmen, the certifiable crazies, aboard Lai’a.” He gave Travers a pained look. “God, I don’t know anymore. I don’t know if I ever knew anything. Look at me! Colonel Marin. There was a time I thought this was all I wanted. The rank. Command rank. Now? It’s … empty, Neil. It doesn’t mean anything.”

But it did, and Travers was sharply aware of the gravity of the position. “Command rank,” he echoed. “You want a ship under you, a ship of your own?”

Marin’s eyes were silver in the lights. “A warship, with the Colonial Wars rampaging?” he asked softly. 

But Travers had looked further. “After the wars – Colonial and Zunshu. An exploration ship, headed out, charting space no human ever saw before.”

The offer seemed to taunt Marin. For some moments he chewed on it, and then gave Travers an odd half smile and set a hand on his arm. “I’ll ... get back to you on that. You want to watch the fireworks –?”

With a dozen extra seats wheeled in, the ops room was crowded. The navtank was bright, filled with a threedee display of the data streaming through the Wastrel’s sensor platforms, while the flatscreens ranked around the periphery relayed the displays from Jazinsky’s lab and from the pilots’ stations up on the flightdeck. 

The storm was still brewing, and it was already a beast. Tendrils of energy snapped and crackled along the line where it would eventually break. The fabric of space itself, and the elusive substance of time, would rupture, and nature would permit a fleeting glimpse into the void within.  Lai’a was right beside the Wastrel, riding her starboard side, like two leviathans wallowing through the deep ocean. 

Two of the flatscreens showed long-range vids, and it was eerily like looking into the past. The Intrepid was back in Hellgate, and hunting again, albeit not for wreckers. Travers gave it one long look, and recalled the little he had seen of the Orpheus telemetry. He shivered as he pulled a chair up to the end of a workstation where Leon and Roy sat with Midani Kulich. 

Only Kulich was working. His fingers flew over a handy which looked oddly small in his palm, and he was muttering to himself in his own language. 

In the last months, Roy Arlott had learned to follow the original Resalq at speed. “Quesne felcharen,” he said quietly. “Midani, soelo kahunj, lei?”

“Lei,” Kulich sighed, and set the handy aside. He looked up, saw Travers’s eyes on him, and forced a smile. He still spoke the human tongue hesitatingly, and with a dense accent, but his grasp of it was much better. “I know, they know pretty good what they doing. And me, am not … was not never much good scientist. I was good tech. More like Tully, no like Barb. I no have brains for do what they do, Barb and Mark.”

“But you like to keep tabs on them, as long as you can,” Travers observed. “You’re going with Lai’a.”

“I go,” Kulich agreed. “For me, is like …” He looked at Arlott for help. “Enar’jive, you know this?”

 It was Leon who said, “It means vengeance hunting, or a quest for justice. It’s an archaic term, Neil, almost alien to the Resalq, but not unknown.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “We have our soldiers.”

“Like Emil,” Kulich said darkly.

“But it’s you who’s going with Lai’a,” Marin added speaking slowly to give him a chance of following, “while Emil is out there, opening up a new colony with the Freyana.”

To Travers’s surprise, Kulich’s eyes glittered with anger. “Could have be Emil go with Lai’a, no me. But then? Then me, Midani is captain with Freyana. Emil never lets happen, never lets Midani go above.”

“You mean –” Travers chuckled, “it’s a sibling thing? Emil always had to beat you, and if anyone was going to be the captain of the last surviving Resalq colony ship, it was going to be him?”

“Damn’ right,” Kulich said bitterly, with a genuine hint of the colonial accent – a term that had no literal translation from the Resalq, but an original humanism which make sense to him. “But still,” he said darkly, “I get enar’jive, me, go in glory of justick hunting. Is good enough.”

“Justice,” Arlott corrected quietly.

“Justisss,” Kulich repeated. “Tisss. Maybe is me future remembers, last old Resalq, with Lai’a, get justice from Zunshu, yes?”

“Oh, yeah,” Leon agreed. “Let Emil have the Freyana. He’s welcome to it. You’re part of the best crew that ever flew together. You were ten years in Fleet, Neil. You tell him.”

The best crew that ever flew together? Travers brows rose, and he looked into Marin’s stormy eyes as he said, “I never flew with a crew like it, and I served with some great ones. Speaking of which, Leon … your equero. Coming or staying?”  

“Ask him yourself,” Leon said guardedly. “He’s swinging like a bloody pendulum. He wants to be in two places at once.”

“Only two?” Marin seemed to force a smile. “I’m trying to be in three, Leon, and it’s enough to drive you right out of your head.” He was looking for Mark even then, but before he could call his name, the tug pilot’s voice cut across the loop and the ops room came to order fast.

“Ops room, standby,” Greenstein said sharply. “We’re reading fifty to eighty gravities off the shoulders of this monster, and more radiation than you want to know about. We’ve been waiting for our shot, and here she comes.”

And then Jazinsky: “Lai’a is powering up Aragos. Hyper-Weimanns are on standby.”

“And the event,” Rusch added, “is still increasing at the same rate … she’ll be a giant, even among Class Sevens. We used to call these ‘ship killers,’ because we’ve seen them chew up and spit out a hull the size of a super-carrier. Or swallow it whole, and it’s just plain gone.”

Vaurien stepped into the lights at the end of the navtank. “Bring the whole ship on alert, Etienne,” he said softly to the AI. And then, into the loop, to the pilot, “Standby for collision procedures, Yuval.”

A sharp hiss issued from Madame Deuel – the colonial governor’s daughter who had never set foot on industrial or military ships before. “Collision?”

“A misnomer, Madame,” Vaurien said in the same soft tone. “We’re chasing a gravity storm, of course, but when it tries to get hold of us we’ll be using powerful, interweaved Arago fields to fend it off, which is exactly the strategy we use to punt asteroids out of our path when we’re working a Drift mine like the Bronowski Reef. It’s a procedure termed collision avoidance in industrial ships. The risk is minimal.”

“Minimal?” she echoed.

He angled a rare smile at her. Travers had forgotten how charming Richard’s smile could be. “You’re in little real danger, ma’am, and hazard management is our specialty.”

“This crew is the best in the business, Madame Deuel,” Shapiro said levelly. “You need have no hesitation about trusting them to do what they do … and I’m reading the telemetry from Lai’a. It’s ready to insert, when the event approaches optimum.”

“The hyper-Weimanns have entered ignition sequencing,” Jazinsky reported. “I’m seeing smooth, even wave patterns, identical to the patterns we read off the Orpheus and exactly what we expected to see. We’re good to go.”

But the event was still growing, and Travers’s eyes were drawn to the displays. He watched with the familiar horrified fascination as the fabric of space began to visibly distort, shivering, shimmering, folding on itself and puckering around an epicenter of incredible gravities. A major Hellgate storm was never easy to watch. A spectator seemed to be standing on the lip of a cliff, gazing into a void which yawned open at his feet, and which had no end.

Unable to be still, Mark Sherratt was on his feet and pacing, dividing his attention between the displays, the data stream from the tug’s own sensor platforms, and the Lai’a telemetry. He had a combug in his right ear and spoke quietly to it, in the native Resalq. Among the human company, only Arlott and Marin troubled to listen, and even Marin shook his head as he was unable to get more than a few words.

Without needing to be prompted, Roy translated. “He asks, ‘How do you feel, Lai’a?’ It answers, ‘I have no issues. All systems are functioning within a few percent of maximum.’ He asks, ‘The transspace drive?’ It answers, ‘Cannot be adequately tested outside of the event. Forty seconds to insertion. Sixty seconds to transspace drive ignition. Aragos at capacity.’ He says, ‘Can you see into the event?’ And it says, ‘I can. I am relaying data to the Wastrel AI. I am receiving signals from Elarne.’”

“Signals?” Travers echoed. “What kind of signals?”

The same question made Vaurien’s eyes wide and glitter. “Barb, are we getting signals out of the event?”

It was Rusch who answered. “I’ve taken over comm, Richard … and I’m reading the same thing as Lai’a. It looks like some kind of signals, but I’ve never seen such distortion. They’re warped, twisted up – I’m trying to enhance them. They look recent, no more than a couple of hours since transmission, but we know enough about Hellgate not to be fooled. Given the temporal flux, they could be centuries old.”

In the navtank, the event tore open at last, wrenched space apart from the inside and opened a cavernous maw. The lips and jaws glared white, blue, mauve, fluorescing and dancing with world-sized arcs of energy, forces Travers could scarcely grasp. Within was a blackness so dense, it was like looking into a well of nothing. 

And Lai’a was underway. Sublight engines drove it hard, directly for the center of the storm. The long range vidfeed showed a blinding white corona, marking the position of its sterntubes, and over the comm its voice said with surreal calm,

“Insertion in  fifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen.”

“Jesus,” Jazinsky whispered, “I’m reading eighty G’s in the jaws of the event. Mark, you want to call it off? Mark?”

“Lai’a, read the G-flux,” Sherratt said sharply.

“G-flux is tolerable,” Lai’a said in the same cool tones. Insertion in ten. Drive ignition in thirty.”

“Ninety G’s,” Jazinsky whispered. “Lai’a has to be getting the same readings off it … tell me it knows what it’s doing.”

“It knows,” Mark said soundlessly.

As he spoke, the strange hybrid ship with the Resalq mind vanished into the star-bright glare at the lips of the event, and Travers took a quick breath as he discovered his lungs burning. He was watching Mark now, and Mark was intent on the datastreams as well as the comm. Lai’a was still speaking but had moved back into the Resalq, and Travers could tell more from Mark’s face than from the telemetry.

Moments before, the Wastrel had begun to wallow, and twice the deck seemed to fall out from under the feet, giving a peculiar sensation of momentary weightlessness. Greenstein and Cassals, both tug pilots, were on the flightdeck, and Richard was listening intently to the internship loop. 

“Aragos are stacked and overlapped off the port side,” Greenstein said tersely, “and we’re riding the gravity tides, Richard, but she’s not liking it. We either feed her a lot more power and overrun the generators, or we get the hell out of here.”

“Tully?” Vaurien prompted. 

“Power’s not a problem,” Ingersol’s voice said from the engine deck, “but don’t be overrunning the generators too far for too long – burn one out, and we got no chance of repairing or replacing inside of a week, and Christ knows when we’re going to need them again.”

“What he said,” Jazinsky seconded. “Lai’a has already made it in. We’re getting data back out faster than we can store it – same as the Orpheus datastream – but there’s no more we can do here, even if it started yelling for help.”

“Safe distancing, Yuval,” Vaurien said at once. “Back us off till you read clear air. Barb, get all the data you can, as long as you can. Mark, are you making sense of anything you’re seeing?”

Mark Sherratt’s face was almost incandescent. Travers had never seen such fervor as the Resalq watched the datastream, not even blinking. “Oh, yes. This time around I know what I’m looking for … and I’m seeing it. Lai’a is fine. The transspace drive ignited on time, and I’m seeing its signature. Lai’a is navigating. Not surfing on its Aragos, like the Orpheus – not tacking across a gravity tide, one jump ahead of the storm, as Michael did with enormous skill. Lai’a just changed heading, turned deliberately to follow … something.” 

“The signal?” Marin guessed. “Colonel Rusch said it was like heavily distorted comm.”

“Possible,” Mark said distractedly, “but Elarne is full of phantoms, echoes. Those signals could be no more than reflections of Lai’a itself. I’m hoping it detected a temporal current that suits the parameters of this test flight, and drove across into the stream.”

The displays were beginning to shimmer with red alerts, and Jazinsky warned, “Transmissions are breaking up. We’re losing Lai’a – could be the distance or time between us, or it could be interference off the event.”

“It’s gravitational warping off the event.” Mark was intent on the displays. “It’s starting to break up. Thirty seconds, maximum, and we’ll lose the gateway.” 

Leaning forward toward the navtank, Chandra Liang asked quietly, “Is that bad? Was the ship intended to exit through the same event before it closed? Have we lost it?”

In fact, the event was collapsing faster even than Mark had predicted. The gravity surges around the jaws soared, light warped and reddened, and space seemed to turn to blood. The telemetry displays slowed to a crawl, and Mark turned his back on them at last. 

“These events never last long enough for Lai’a to get in and out through the same portal,” he said hoarsely. “We knew before we sent Vidal and Queneau into Elarne, the chances of them getting back out before the event collapsed on itself were slim to none.”

“So Michael knew it was a one-way ticket,” Chandra Liang said, hushed, “and now … what about Lai’a?”

“The difference is, Lai’a is actually navigating in there, not being swept with the tide,” Vaurien mused. “It’ll explore, gather data, make sense of its surroundings, and look for a point of exit.”

“Meaning, another big-scale event.” Travers stood and leaned with both palms on the side of the navtank, where the storm had faded to nothing, leaving normal space behind it. The blue supergiant stars of the Rabelais Drift glared through their palls of dust, baleful, forbidding, but the deepscan platforms reported normal temporo-gravitic conditions.

“It’ll hunt for another Class Six or Seven.” Mark took the combug from his ear and massaged his eyes with thumb and forefinger. “You’re about to ask, when. When can we expect to see it return?” Now he shrugged. “We honestly don’t know. A day, a week, a month. Longer than this, and I’ll begin to suspect problems none of us foresaw. But … trust Lai’a. This is the mission for which it was born. No creature or machine in the universe is as much at ease inside Elarne as Lai’a, with the possible exception of the Zunshu themselves, who use is as a rapid-transit system.”

Vaurien stirred in the shadows on the other side of the tank. “Then we’ll stand down. Pilot, take us back to Alshie’nya.”

“On our way,” Yuval Greenstein’s voice whispered into the loop. “Alshie’nya in twenty.”

“And I’ll start to process this data,” Mark added with feverish intensity. “It’ll be easier this time. The Orpheus data gives us a hundred points of reference.”

The company had begun to break up and drift out. Chandra Liang and his partner left in the direction of the mess, and dessert; Leon and Roy headed forward, toward the lab where Jazinsky and Rusch were working, while Shapiro and Kim joined Vaurien on the other side of the ops room, huddled there and talking in undertones.  Marin hovered close to Mark, clearly hoping for a little of his time, but Travers could have told him this was not the moment.

Distracted, possessed, Mark was intent on the ocean of apparent gibberish which raced through the threedee at several times the speed even Jazinsky would have run it. He was only peripherally aware of Marin, but he took a moment to touch Curtis’s face, a placating gesture, and murmured,

“Give me a couple of hours, Curtis, please. I need to do this. Just a couple of hours, and then we’ll say it all. Yes?”

“Yes.” Marin stepped back and glanced at his chrono. “Midnight, shiptime?”

“All right.” Mark spared him a glance and seemed to hunt for a smile. “This is the most amazing thing any of us has ever experienced. I know you can’t see it yet, not in the raw data, but – will you trust me?”

“I’ve always trusted you,” Marin said softly, and stepped back again, to Travers’s side. “You want a drink, Neil? I think I need a large one, and then maybe another.”

The mess was busy, and they passed it by. Travers heard snatches of a serious political debate – Liang and Shapiro were thrashing out the fine points of the handover of Fleet Borushek, from Confederate to Commonwealth authorities. According to Liang it would be simple, and all standing contracts and commissions would be honored. Shapiro seemed less certain, but was clearly willing to cede to Liang’s experience in civilian matters. And he seemed to respect the Daku elders, Travers saw, the people who had worked for decades in the shadows, and who would soon step out and become Borushek’s government.

The political challenge was far from anything Travers wanted to know about. He felt unaccountably weary as he followed Marin back to the quarters they always shared on the Wastrel, and he wondered where Shapiro found the energy, the focus, to be ‘on’ every minute, every day.

Nothing had changed. The housekeeper drones had cleaned the stateroom; the air was fresh and warm, the threedee was idling and the bed wore fresh linen. But the handy Travers had forgotten was on the floor by the bed, exactly where he had left it, and the half-bottle of Velcastran whiskey was on the salver where Marin had set it, the last time they walked out of this room. 

The closet door remained half open, and the bottle of cedar and sandalwood soap was still on the tiles inside the shower stall. Travers smiled faintly at the comfortable disarray. Housekeeper drones assumed humans knew exactly where they wanted things to be kept. They cleaned around discarded items, perhaps moved them temporarily, and set them back with a precision only a machine could manage.

The whiskey brimmed two glasses, and Marin handed one to him. He lifted his own in salute, and swallowed half the contents in one swig. The spirit roughened his voice as he said, “Here’s to Lai’a. Wherever it is. Whenever.”

The spirit was smooth and heady. Travers savored it before he sat on the edge of the bed and held out his hand. He left it there till Marin would take it and sit beside him. “Give Mark an hour, and he might be able to unravel enough of the feed to be able to know where and when it is.” He drew his knuckles across Curtis’s cheek and neck. “You heard Leon. Mark still wants to be in two places.”

“He said we’d know, and the decision would be easy when the time came,” Marin said cynically as he turned his head and kissed Travers’s knuckles lightly. 

“It will.” Travers finished the whiskey, reached over for the bottle and offered Curtis a second round. “The moment will arrive in its own sweet time. Mark knows that. The answer could be in the datastream from Lai’a, which is why he begged for an hour to process it before you nail him to the wall and demand answers.”

Marin winced. “We do tend to look at Mark as if he’s some kind of oracle, the great sorcerer who sees all, knows all.” He forced a smile and relaxed into Travers’s side as the whiskey began to hit his bloodstream, his brain. “We forget how mortal Mark really is. He’s just so old, he seems to know everything – and the truth is, he almost always does, because he was there when it happened.” He turned a little, leaned back on his palms and frowned into Travers’s face in the soft cabin lights. “The others are all going. Even Richard. He’s giving the Wastrel to Tully for the duration.”

“Which is something I never thought I’d see,” Travers admitted. “Richard and this ship?” He shook his head in genuine surprise. “There’s always been something symbiotic about them – which is the main reason he won’t have a top-line, super-sophisticated AI installed. Rick Vaurien is the brains of this ship. He seems to feel it through the fingertips, the soles of his feet. But there’s no doubt about one thing. The Lai’a expedition needs a commander, someone to weave the team together, hold them in harness. There’s no one else I’d trust.”

“You could follow Richard’s orders.” Marin was not asking. It was a simple statement.

“Could you?” Travers’s brows rose. 

For a moment Marin hesitated, and then seemed to mock himself with a faint smile. “It’s been a long, long time since I took anyone’s orders. On every Dendra Shemiji assignment, I worked alone … until the Intrepid, I guess. It only looked like I was taking orders from Roy Neville, or that idiot L.T., what was her name?” 

“Fiorelli.”

“Yes. In fact, I was always right where I wanted to be, doing what I needed to do, to get the job done.” 

“We’ve taken a lot of orders from Harrison Shapiro,” Travers added.

But Marin was less certain. “The truth is, I agreed to go along with whatever he wanted, because I saw something that needed to be done, and you know me. I thrive on a challenge. Delta Dragons, Omaru blockade … if I’d wanted to, I could have walked away, any time.”

“And left me to Shapiro’s tender mercies?” Travers was surprised.

“Taken you with me,” Marin reproached. “We were the best Shapiro had, and we still are, but we’re not the only ones in his private company. If we hadn’t been available for the job, he’d have put someone else onto the Kiev.”

 “True,” Travers allowed. “And we’d never have known Mick Vidal or Alexis Rusch. Though,” he said slowly, “we would all have landed right here on the Wastrel, right now.” 

If they had walked away from the service when Harrison Shapiro assigned them to places, work, they would not accept, they would have vanished into the Resalq community, perhaps aboard one of Mark’s ships or in strongholds like Saraine, where Shapiro could not easily reach. They would have followed every development via Mark and Richard, and when the Lai’a mission came together they would have come in on the Carellan Djerun and rejoined the Wastrel.

It seemed all roads led to this one point, this one question, and Travers confessed to a shiver as deep as his bone marrow. This was what Mark would call one of the pivot points of history, and he was as painfully aware of it as Marin. Vaurien had already committed himself and his resources. His decision was more than likely made when Jazinsky signed aboard Lai’a. And with both Dario and Leon aboard, Travers saw little chance Mark would put himself on the Freyana, though the academic decision would trail far behind the emotional one.

“What do you want?” he asked at last. “It comes down to that, doesn’t it?”

“I wish it did.” Marin set a hand on Travers’s chest, over his heart. “I could say I want the both of us to be safe, and it would be true. We’d be fools to go into the Lai’a mission blind to the risks. And to answer your question, there’s very few people of either race I’d actually take an order from. Mark is one. Richard is another.”

“And Shapiro?” Travers wondered.

“Is in no position to give orders!” Marin’s eyes were wide, dark, a little dilated with the whiskey and the dim lights. “He’s as much a Freespacer as the rest of us now, with no way back, and not much authority, except on the Mercury – and you and I are not crew!”

A military firing quad awaited them all, if they fell into Fleet hands, and the knowledge left Travers with a molten sense of unease. This company had risked everything, and the consequences were dire. He drained his glass for the second time and let his spine go down flat on the mattress. “I might have been here all along, if I’d walked away from Fleet when Richard made me the offer. I’d have been his partner, not Barb, but you and I would still be on this ship, right here, right now. Shapiro would still have cornered Mark, tracked him to Saraine when he bought time on the biggest mainframes on the frontier to handle his data load. You’d have been with Mark, I’d have been with Richard, and … this place, this time, were always waiting for us. Trying to get your head around it could drive you insane.”

“So don’t.” Marin had relaxed beside him, eyes closed. “Let Lai’a fly the test, let Mark unravel whatever they got before the event collapsed. Get some rest.”

Only as Travers began to unwind a little did he realize how desperate his body was for downtime. Too much stress, for too long, exhausted a man. He was reminded of the last year aboard the Intrepid, the ‘flying asylum’ where every soul aboard seemed to be riding the thin edge. He caught Marin, hauled him into an embrace, kissed him thoroughly and settled with one leg thrown over him, to hold him there. Curtis did not seem about to complain.

They had never really expected to doze, and Travers was astonished to jerk back to full consciousness when Marin sat up beside him. He cracked open his eyes, and knew from the line of Marin’s back and shoulders, something was not right. “What?” he pushed himself up, knuckling his eyes.

“That.” Marin gestured at the threedee, where three amber bars had appeared in the top left quadrant. As they watched, the bottom of the three turned to red. They were the mission status indicators, and when a lick of amber showed there, much less when it was replaced by red, the department heads aboard the Wastrel would be coming on standby. “Something’s going south,” Curtis said quietly. 

Had the ship sustained some structural damage during the encounter with the event? The probability chilled Travers. He pushed himself off the bed and rummaged around the threedee for a combug. It slipped into his ear, cold and hard, and at once he heard the loop. If the ship were in any immediate danger, the AI or Ingersol or Jazinsky would have been there, sharp-voiced and calling the tech gangs to duty.

Instead he heard Mark, Dario, Barb, Richard, speaking softly in tones of puzzlement. “No, it’s definitely not an echo,” Jazinsky was saying. “That’s the first thing I checked for.

“But it’s impossible,” Richard protested. 

“Is it?” Mark sounded far less than certain. “Barb, how far out is the source?”

She paused for a moment, and then, “Far enough, and on the wrong vector to make any sense. It’s heading this way, just sublight. It’ll enter Alshie’nya in fifteen minutes. I suggest you do as it wants, Richard!”

In the first lull in the conversation, Travers said quietly, “Richard, what goes on? We’re looking at amber and red status indicators.”

“Neil, you’re watching this?” Vaurien was unsurprised. 

“Not the data, just the status bars,” Travers told him. “Is something wrong? Something about comm echoes? We used to get them all the time in the Drift. We wasted years, chasing phantoms. Hellgate ghosts.”

But Mark made negative noises. “This isn’t an echo. It’s a genuine comm signal, from a ship coming in fast with an emergency aboard. The AI is asking for hazmat, medical and tech teams.”

Travers and Marin shared a frown. Marin had slid in a combug and asked, “Do they identify? What’s the ship?”

For a long moment the loop was quiet, before Vaurien said tersely, “Get up to the ops room, both of you.”

As he spoke, a second amber bar turned to red in the threedee and Etienne began to whisper, repeated calls for the tug’s specialists to come on station.

“Damnit, Richard,” Travers began.

“Ops room,” Vaurien insisted. “You can make yourselves useful – take Tactical, Neil.”

Weapons were coming online? Marin swore softly, on his way out of the cabin. “Sounds like it’s a warship coming in. Fleet? They don’t even know Alshie’nya exists!”

“A warship with a disaster aboard,” Travers added, “on a random course so fast, they might have been mangled and tossed out by an event.” He was on Marin’s heels as they hurried back to the ops room, eager to see the data for himself. 

Vaurien, Jazinsky and Mark were already there, and the navtank was loaded. The atmosphere crackled with tension, or apprehension, and Travers looked from face to face. The incoming ship was a fat red icon in the mauve-blue haze of the tank, and he traced its course back around the outer fringes of the Drift. It had come around Naiobe in a tight slingshot, surfing on the very lip of the black hole’s gravity well, and far off across Hellgate was the last, fading trace of an event that must have been a Class Six monster.

“There’s the event that chewed it up,” Marin was saying. “If the AI is asking for hazmat, medical and tech support, they’re carrying a lot of damage. Have they identified yet – is it a Fleet ship or a Freespacer crew?”

“Not Fleet,” Vaurien told him in an odd tone, perplexed, terse, anxious. “Freespacer? Oh, yes.”

“Do we know them?” Marin demanded, clearly expecting the worst. “Mark!”

The Resalq looked up from the tank with wide gold eyes in which the instrument lights danced with an unholy glitter. “It’s Lai’a,” he said simply.

The bald statement seemed to galvanize Vaurien. He clapped his hands sharply and barked into the loop. “Hazmat, standby. Tully, bring the engines online and give me full Aragos. Bill, are you listening?”

Grant was there at once. “The Infirmary’s powering up, boss. I’ll get a team together, and as soon as you know what you’re going to throw at me, for chrissakes give me some early warning.”

“I’ll get you as much lead time as I can,” Vaurien promised. “Tully?”

“We’re up and running,” Ingersol called into the loop. “What the hell goes on, Richard? If I just heard Mark right –”

“You did,” Vaurien told him. “Get number three tech gang into armor, and standby a squad of drones. She’s coming in hotter than hell.”

“How?” Ingersol demanded.

Now, Vaurien looked up through the shimmer of the navtank at Mark Sherratt, but if he was hoping for answers, he was disappointed. Mark’s big shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. “I don’t know yet,” he said with brutal honesty. “Ask me in an hour.”

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Every hazmat sensor was alive, and Etienne began to issue warnings before Lai’a was within a hundred kilometers. Arago screens were overlapped to hold out the worst of the radiotoxic blizzard, but the old Intrepid was so sizzling, only expendable drones were going to get anywhere near it.

The Resalq AI at its heart brought it to a full stop ten thousand meters from the Wastrel, while Ingersol wrangled his tech gang and the twenty battered, refurbished drones which would do the actual work. Jazinsky hovered over a workstation, trying to configure the sensors to peer through the storm of interference and see into the guts of the ship.

Minutes passed in which she demonstrated an astonishing grasp of the profanities of four languages, before she stepped back from the threedee and routed the data to the two-meter navtank display. Travers had been standing behind her, watching the data gradually clean up to the point where it became sensible. He switched his attention to the navtank as it illuminated with a false-color graphic of the Intrepid. 

“Lai’a took something aboard,” Jazinsky was saying. “It caught something in interlaced Arago fields and shunted it into number two hold, the only hold big enough to hold an object like a mid-size ship.”

“And is it a vessel?” Vaurien peered into the display, trying to make out details in the weird red, orange and yellow image. 

“It’s a ship,” Mark mused, “but the hull doesn’t match anything Etienne or Joss recognizes. I just ran the whole archive, looking for a match, but … it’s odd. Parts of this thing are familiar, parts are simply bizarre.”

“Bizarre?” Marin echoed. “How bizarre?”

“Old,” Mark said slowly. “Obsolete. Even alien.” He shook his head, pointing out the stern quarter, where a module rode high above the low, flat belly of the peculiar ship. “This section doesn’t seem to belong to the rest of it at all, and as for the body? It looks like two, maybe three ships nested together.”

“And you’re right,” Jazinsky muttered, “parts of it do look familiar. Too familiar, in fact. Damnit, Richard, look at this.”

“Look at what?” Vaurien slid in beside her. 

She was running records, rummaging in the archives, looking for what, Travers could not begin to guess. He lifted a brow at Marin, and listened to Mark instead. 

“Lai’a, the interference from your hull contamination is so great, the datastream is breaking up,” he was saying, slowly and loudly to get over the difficult comm. “We’ll need a physical data transfer, until you’re cleaned up.”

Its voice remained surreally calm, punctuated by continual crackles, pops and an intermittent hiss of white-noise. “I am ejecting a pod. Beware, Doctor. The pod itself is a radiation hazard.”

“I’m tracking it,” Mark assured the AI. “Hazmat drones will retrieve it … in the meantime, Lai’a, I’ll need a verbal brief. Give me your chronometer readings. I want to synchronize systems with you.”

“Launch plus 46:27:32,” Lai’a said calmly. 

Mark’s head came up sharply. “Repeat that, please.”

“Now 46:27:44,” Lai’a told him. 

“Forty-six hours?” Marin whispered. His eyes had flicked to the Wastrel’s own master chronometer, before he looked unblinkingly at Travers. 

“You’ve been in Elarne for 46 hours?” Mark’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. Travers waited, watched him take a long, deep breath, hold it and exhale it slowly. 

“I was inside Elarne until launch plus 44:32:53,” Lai’a corrected. “The exit point was a Class Six event twenty light minutes from here. I returned to Alshie’nya via a slingshot around Naiobe to avoid the necessity for a micro-second e-space jump, since my hull contamination makes fine navigation in normal space uncertain. Sensors are functional, but the interference is hazardous.”

“So I see.” Mark’s tonguetip flicked over his lips. “Lai’a, you took a vessel aboard.”

“I answered a distress beacon, Doctor,” Lai’a informed him. “I could not do otherwise. The vessel was broadcasting on legitimate Merchant Astra bands, with three survivors aboard.”

“Survivors of what?” Vaurien asked sharply.

“Of an event, or events, within Elarne,” Lai’a said in the same composed tone. “I have no information about their situation, but according to sensors in number two hold, three life forms continue to survive in the hull I took aboard. Recommend retrieval and treatment, earliest possible.”

Jazinsky was still intent on the screens, and Travers’s eyes had begun to skim the same data. “Am I reading this right?” he wondered. “I’m only seeing one life sign. Are you sure there are three, Lai’a?”

“Two survivors are in rudimentary cryogen tanks,” Lai’a reported. “The third is injured and only intermittently coherent. Recommend swift retrieval before life is extinguished.”

“Human?” Marin leaned closer to the navtank, the better to see the display, where structures inside the Intrepid were being peeled away, layer by layer, as reliable data accumulated. “Barb, can you tell if the survivor is human?”

“As opposed to what?” Vaurien said softly. “You mean, you’re wondering if Lai’a might have brought back one of them?”

A Zunshu? Travers’s heart gave a peculiar skip, but Jazinsky was already saying, “Relax, it’s human. I thought for a moment it might be Resalq, but the heartbeat and body temp are wrong. The two in the tanks, though … I have no idea. And as for the tanks – Richard, look at this. When’s the last time you saw cryotanks like these?”

With a terrible fascination, Travers joined Vaurien at the edge of the display, trying to pick details out of the mess of false color. Vaurien had more experience with such images – they were common in the salvage trade – and he was making negative noises.

“Never,” he said reluctantly. “At least, not outside of a colonial history museum.”

“Like parts of the rest of that thing that calls itself a ship,” Jazinsky muttered, “they’re so old, technically, they shouldn’t even be functional.”

“It’s a good thing they are.” Marin gestured at the hazmat data. “The whole ship is rotten with five kinds of fallout, some off the Drift itself, some off our own hyper-Weimanns, and some I never saw before. The one guy who’s not tanked is going to need some heavy-duty treatment.”

Vaurien touched the bug in his right ear. “Tully, where are you?”


The engineer’s voice was broken up by the same distortion as crackled and hissed through every transmission Lai’a made. “In the tractor, boss, wrangling drones … and I can hear you, just barely. Like Lai’a says, I’m seeing one human, two tanks, and I’m guessing the one who ain’t tanked is the pilot. Best I can do is get him – or her, damnit! – into one of our own tanks, and hand him to Bill. Then we can get a hazmat crew working out here. How’s that suit you, Billy-boy?”

And Grant: “Fast as you can, Tully. I’m set up in number four hangar, ready to receive the wreckage. Leave them to me now. Good enough, boss?”

“Good enough,” Vaurien agreed. “Do what you can, Bill. I’m not expecting miracles. God knows how the poor sods have made it this far. I’m looking at the energy signatures off that hull.”

A strange hull, Travers thought, misshapen as a gnome, ugly, like a hybrid gone hideously wrong. Mark was right, it seemed to be three ships nested together, and more than likely held in place with Arago fields, which would only contribute to the overall toxic fallout. He and Marin peered closer as the repeated scans and imaging passes drew out enough information to make a coherent image, and something was nagging at the back of Travers’s mind when Jazinsky said,

“Richard, I’m right. I knew I was.” 

“You can’t be, kiddo. It’s not possible.” Vaurien did not seem ready to consider what she had said.

“Then you tell me what it is,” she challenged. “Mark?”

“In a moment, Barb.” Mark was engrossed in his own work.

“Now, Mark,” she said sharply. “Run this again, see if you can get another result, tell me I’m not losing my mind. Richard thinks I am.”

He peered at her through the mist of the threedee, and without a word picked up the gauntlet she had thrown down.

“What?” Marin wondered. “Barb, what?”

But her head shook. “I’m not going to be the one to say it. Tully! How are those tanks coming?”

“They’re coming,” he growled. “We just figured out how to get into the hull. There’s no airlock you and me would recognize, and none of our codes worked. The pilot just unbuttoned her, or we’d never have gotten in at all. Give me ten minutes.”

“The pilot doesn’t have ten minutes,” Bill Grant warned. “I’m seeing the same energy signatures as the rest of you. It’s hot as hell, and he’s taking twenty times any safe dose.”

“Five minutes,” Ingersol promised. “Best I can do.”

Jazinsky pushed away from the navtank. “I’m going down to hangar four. I want to see this.”

“There’s nothing you can do down there,” Vaurien began, but she did not turn back.

Travers dropped a hand on Marin’s arm. “I’m with her.”

“Yes. I think you’re right.” Curtis hesitated only a moment. “Mark, if you need us –”

“I know where to find you.” Mark was gazing into the threedee Jazinsky had just left. 

His eyes were vast, unblinking, and his mouth had dropped open in an expression of astonishment Travers had never seen on his face before. A hundred questions were clamoring, demanding to be answered, but Travers clenched his teeth to lock them in, and hurried in Jazinsky’s wake.

The loop was alive with the crosstalk from the tech gang, the medics, the tug pilots, the ops room and Lai’a itself. They were in the chill, battered car of a freight lift when Ingersol reported the third survivor safely tanked, and part of Travers relaxed a fraction. Cryogen tanks were absolutely hermetic, and tougher than marines armor. The moment the kevlex titanium pod sealed around him, the pilot would absorb no more of the terrible storm of fallout, and his life would be indefinitely suspended, until he could be treated. Travers did not envy him the ordeal. He and Curtis remembered it all too well.

“Drones away,” Ingersol said into the loop as the lift opened onto the dark, cold belly level, by the hangars. “They’re on their way to you, Bill. Three minutes to make the transfer, and your patient is safe.”

“Safe?” Grant echoed. “Now, there’s a moot point.”

“You know what I mean,” Ingersol remonstrated.

“I know what you mean. And before anybody asks, I’ll tell you what I can do for the poor bastard, if anything, when I’ve had a look at him.” Grant paused for some moments, and then, “Hazmat detail, standby. Come on, people, hustle! You think we’re taking this gear aboard before it’s been cleaned up? Move!” 

The ‘gear’ was a cluster of three pods powered by two big industrial drones which came jetting back from Lai’a at speed. Travers, Marin and Jazinsky had come to a halt at the big armorglass panels, where they had an uninterrupted view of Grant’s people. The status monitor beside the wide, locked blastdoors was alive with data relayed from the hangar sensors and every handy in the bay. 

Number four hangar was wide, steel blue, lit by the harsh light of twenty fluoros, and at the moment depressurized. Open to space, it was deeply cold. Grant and his two medics were in full armor, Arago-tethered to the deck, surrounded by medbay equipment and lights that hovered and angled where they were pointed. 

Silent, grave, Travers made no comment as he watched the activity in the hangar mouth. He had seen such work many times before, when personnel made it back to the Intrepid from assignments in the Drift, sizzling and dangerous. The hazmat drones converged on the incoming tanks, swarming over them like so many locusts. A fine mist of vapor shrouded both the tanks and the drones which had brought them back from Lai’a, and almost three minutes went by before the readings cleared.

At last, Grant recalled his machines. “All right,” he whispered into the loop, “let’s have them aboard.”

The old tanks were almost twice the bulk as the Wastrel’s own, and Marin whistled as they saw the corrosion on the surfaces. “Where the hell did they come from? They look like museum pieces!”

“They are,” Jazinsky muttered, engrossed in the data which scrolled rapidly through the side of the screen, beside the image.

It was Vaurien, over the loop, who said, “Those contraptions are two hundred years out of date, Curtis. It’s a miracle they’re still working at all, and I wouldn’t trust them to keep on working for another ten minutes! Bill, can you get any readings off them?”

“No problem,” Grant assured him. “They’re clean enough to handle them now … vectoring you a visual, boss. Hold on.”

A viddrone was even then moving into position. Three spotlights brightened in the hangar to permit high quality images, and Travers and Marin stepped aside from the armorglass panes to look at the display. The image warbled, stabilized. The drone adjusted the exposure, angle and zoom as it closed in on the observation panel of the tank supplied minutes before by the Wastrel.

A face was framed there, half obscured by reflection off the transparency. The drone moved around to adjust the glare, and Travers made out a man, gaunt, thin, his face twisted even in sleep.

And then it seemed a fist punched Travers in the pit of his belly, driving the air from his lungs, and he took an involuntary step back from the display. Marin’s hand clenched into his sleeve, as if he thought he must make a grab for him, before he staggered.

“Neil, what is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Neil!”

“Richard.” Travers heard the hoarseness of his own voice, and cleared his throat. “Richard, for Christ’s sake, are you seeing this?”

“Yes.” Vaurien was terse, bass. “Barb?”

Jazinsky’s face, reflected in the screen, was white. “Oh, yeah,” she whispered. “I mean … you’re seeing what you’re seeing, Richard. Bill, talk to me.”

“He’s in a bad way,” Grant said, preoccupied with his work. “He’s taken some heavy duty shit … serious contamination. He’s also – damnit, boss, he’s emaciated. He’s wrecked. The organs look dodgy, but that’s the contamination. I can’t tell you much more till I get him in the Infirmary. I’m going to have to take the poor bugger apart, put him back together again. Give me some time.”

“You can do it?” Mark’s voice was sharp with concern. “If you don’t feel qualified, Bill, don’t hesitate to send for assistance. I’ll get you the best in the business, as fast as they can be here.”

The Australian accent thickened. “I can bloody handle it, Doc Sherratt. Thanks a whole bunch for the vote of confidence.”

“That’s not what I said, Bill, and you know it,” Mark reproached. “Are you getting readings off the other tanks?”

“These pieces of crap? Not really,” Grant mused. “They’re so old, they don’t interface. The most I can tell before I crack ’em open is, they’re working, there’s two live bodies inside, and they’re not contaminated – which is a bloody mercy to me. I wouldn’t like to have to handle three of these jobs at once!” Then, to his crew, “Okay, lads, get the sleds under ’em. They’re clean enough to shove ’em into the Infirmary, and at least I’ve got half an idea of what we’re doing from here on.”

“Etienne, seal the hangar,” Jazinsky instructed the AI. “Standby to open inner armordoors.”

And Vaurien: “All of you, get back up here.”

Travers had not yet moved a muscle. His feet felt frozen in place, and it was Marin’s hand on his shoulder, shaking him there, that stirred him at last. “Tell me I’m not crazy, Richard.”

“If you are, we all are,” Vaurien said darkly. “You haven’t seen the half of it, Neil. Get back to the ops room, and we’ll show you the rest. Barb, I want you back here, right now!”

“On our way.” Jazinsky was already moving.

“The rest?” Travers blinked into Marin’s face, but Curtis could only shrug. “You didn’t see?”

“I didn’t get a close look,” Marin admitted. “Not close enough to see details. Wait till we’ve seen the data,” he suggested, and took several long steps away from the blast doors as they began to grind open. 

Freezing air spilled out into the passage, stinging the sinuses and shriveling the eyeballs. The hangar lights were going out, leaving a dense blackness, like a pit into which a human could fall, and keep falling forever. Travers felt a peculiar giddiness and looked away, forcing his feet to move.

Three light Arago sleds moved the cryogen tanks toward the big lifts, and as the smallest went by, he looked in through the observation plate at the gaunt, wasted face. Grant hung back, twisting off the cumbersome helmet with the red and white squad leader chevrons. He frowned up at Travers as if he wondered if he were about to receive another patient.

“I’m all right,” Travers lied.

“Is that what you call it?” Grant snorted. “You want my advice? Get a couple of double scotches under your belt.”

“It’ll help?” Marin sounded less than certain.

“It couldn’t hurt,” Grant said with acid humor before he followed his team to the lifts, and the yellow mesh cage door closed over them.

Jazinsky was holding the service elevator, a dozen meters away. “Hey, you want this ride, or are you going to the Infirmary?”

“We’re with you,” Marin said firmly, and gave Travers a solid shove to get him moving. He dropped his voice. “And Bill makes a good point. Coffee with a drop of the Irish. Then you can tell me what you saw. Thought you saw.”

The giddiness abated as the lift rose back to the dorsal level, and Travers was never more grateful to step into the light and dry, forced heat of the tug’s working environment. Carrier duty soon taught a man to dislike the bottom decks of any military or industrial ship, where darkness, dankness and harsh chemistry too often seemed to presage violence and blood.

He looked from Vaurien’s face to Mark’s, hoping for answers, and what he saw there were guarded expressions. Without a word, Jazinsky swung a chair toward the workstation and ran the data several times faster than Travers could hope to follow it. He turned his back on the flatscreen and took a deep breath.

His heart had begun to race, uncomfortable in his own chest, as he asked, “You want to illuminate me, Richard?”

But Vaurien gestured at Mark, and deliberately stepped back into the shadows beyond the navtank. He was talking in soft undertones with Ingersol as Marin fetched the coffee. Travers wrapped his hands around a mug, only then realizing that he was cold to the bone.

“Mark?” Marin perched on the edge of a vacant workstation. “We know Lai’a’s chronometer was off.”

But Mark’s head shook slowly. “Its chronometer is absolutely accurate. It was in the Drift for over 44 hours. Its logs detail every nanosecond of the time. Suffice to say, I’ll be dissecting them for days.”

“But it came back in – what, ninety minutes?” Marin protested.

“Ninety minutes in our timestream,” Jazinsky said without looking up. “The temporal steam Lai’a was riding was many times faster than anything we understand as normal time.”

“Then it found itself another massive event,” Mark added, “and exited Elarne just as it entered. It’s been laying beacons. The point of entry has been marked, charted. It’s almost a fixed point, which has been identified as the Orpheus Gate. A place where a vessel entering Elarne can take its initial navigation fix on several constants. First, the gate marker, as laid down by Lai’a, which will only drift by a small margin, because it’s anchored by the other constants, which in Elarne are perceived as the e-space footprints of Naiobe and several of the local supergiant stars. Lai’a also beacon-marked the feeder chute to the temporal stream which Vidal and Queneau rode away, during the flight of the Orpheus. We witnessed this, if you recall.”

“Like I’ll ever forget,” Travers whispered.

“The temporal stream is charted to a high degree of accuracy. Lai’a named it the Odyssey Tide.” Mark thumbed a remote, and the navtank filled with a representation of the course Lai’a had taken. “There are constants inside Elarne, as we always knew there had to be. Areas which remain fixed within transspace, though to observers in normal space they appear to drift. All the fixed points are anchored by the massive gravity wells, and there’s no surprise in this. It’s a confirmation of everything we thought we knew.”

“Hallelujah,” Jazinsky said acerbically. “Now tell me about cryotanks that are two centuries obsolete, and … this.” She fed her own data into the two-meter navtank, and stood up for a better angle of view into the display.

It was a nightmare of a ship, Travers thought, yet the hairs on his nape were rising because something about it was horribly familiar. “It’s a hybrid,” he murmured.

“It’s a mongrel,” she corrected. “It’s a bunch of bits and pieces, some not even welded together. Most of it’s holding itself together on meshed Aragos, and if the generators ever shut down, it’ll fly apart. As far as I can tell, it’s made up of segments from four ships. Two of them are Resalq. Two are of human construction. The Resalq sections are far older than either of the human pieces, but one human piece is still very old. The final section is more or less new. You see the cockpit, Neil? It’s sitting up there, looking like a wart or a carbuncle, on the shoulder of a troll, ugly as sin. It doesn’t look familiar?”

“It should,” Mark said, hushed.

“Christ,” Travers said, hushed. “I should have seen it, should have known.”

It was the cockpit of the Orpheus. The last time he had seen it, it was standing in a hangar aboard the Wastrel, about to be christened with a bottle of champagne in a naming ceremony for the odd ship beneath it, because Michael Vidal – with the old spacer’s superstition – refused to fly a ship that had not been named. She was christened Orpheus after the first human in myth or history who ever went into hell and wrestled the god of the underworld to get what he wanted.

“Not much of her is left,” Jazinsky was saying tersely. “They salvaged the cockpit, probably because the flight systems were sound after some event blew the drive engines.”

“They?” Marin echoed. “Who?”

She looked up at him, ice-blue eyes wide and unblinking. “You saw the two cryogen tanks. Three occupants made it out of there alive. God only knows how many perished. Like I said – I’m seeing bits of four ships. But at least three people made it out, and we can identify two of the donor vessels which were scrambled together to build this mongrel.”

“Two?” Marin came to the edge of the tank, intent on the image of the weird hybrid. “The Orpheus, and …?”

“And the ship from which they scavenged the old cryogen tanks,” Vaurien said as he stepped back into the lights. “I just heard Tully’s preliminary report. It’s going to take around three days and we’ll fry about a thousand drones to get Lai’a decontaminated, before the tech gangs can get the habitation module finished. Damn, I wish we’d been able to outfit the hab module before it was mounted on Lai’a.”

“We ran out of time with the fittings,” Jazinsky said tersely to Travers and Marin. “The module had to be mounted before the transspace test flight, because its mass shifted the geometry of Lai’a by a couple of percent, enough to skew the hyper-Weimann solution. We thought, sure, just finish fitting the crew quarters after the flight. We didn’t expect to get Lai’a back in this condition.” 

 “The good news is,” Vaurien finished, “this level of contamination is atypical. It won’t be like this every time we get a ship back out of transspace. This is just the result of a place Lai’a went, to answer the distress beacon.”

Mark rotated the image around in the navtank and, piece by piece, stripped the threedee model apart. “The rear segment is Resalq. Old but serviceable. It’s the engine deck and generator housing of a freighter – I haven’t seen the type since I was young, but I remember them well. They used to run the Drift between Saraine and the system we know as Omaru now. The generators are still running smoothly, delivering plenty of power, for which we can all be grateful.” 

The stern segment lifted away, silvered out, and he parked it at the bottom of the tank. “Then there’s a hollowed-out hull, also Resalq, strapped in place with a web of powerful Arago fields … they seemed to be using it as shielding to protect a much more delicate ship cocooned inside. The old hull had the armor to get them through transspace, but it wasn’t viable as a habitat for a living crew. It’s just a series of cargo holds, no life support. They needed something that would hold air and heat. Like this.”

The hollow hull lifted off, dropped out to silver-gray, and he parked it beside the stern section. What was left, now, was the cockpit from the Orpheus, and a small vessel, no larger than the Mako and not nearly as robust. Its engine deck was battered but the crew compartments looked sound. 

“The drive is inoperable,” Mark said thoughtfully. “By the looks of this, it suffered a catastrophic event, after which I would speculate it had to enter some kind of freefall which swept it along like a barrel in a current.”

“The way the Orpheus was carried along,” Marin guessed.

“Exactly.” Mark placed both hands in the curve of his spine and began to rub taut muscles there. “One can presume it fell right into what Lai’a has charted as the Odyssey Tide, and that at least two old Resalq ships, as well as the Orpheus itself, fell into the same current at different times.”

“If they did,” Jazinsky added, “it means the current fetches up somewhere … somewhere stable.” She looked from Mark to Richard. “We’ve been speculating about regions in transspace that are like Alshie’nya. Tidepools, regions which are held in a balance between gravity fields, where time is stable enough, and you’re either in freefall or in some tolerable gravity well.” She gestured at the fragile little ship framed in the navtank. “He must have found one.”

“He?” Travers licked his lips as his eyes explored the old vessel, and he knew he should recognize it. “I’ve seen it before. Haven’t I?”

“Everyone has.” Vaurien took a deep breath and pulled both hands over his face. “If you grow up in the Deep Sky, you do this in fourth grade. History of the Pioneers. The one great explorer who came out here ahead of the terraformer fleets and the colony ships, marking the positions of black holes, wandering planets, navigation hazards. He laid down the ring of beacons right around Hellgate, gave his name to that space.”

“Jesus,” Marin breathed. “It can’t be.”

“It can.” Jazinsky was studying the image, rotating it, looking for greater levels of detail and resolution in the scans, which both Ingersol and Lai’a were constantly updating. “It is. We’ve always known he vanished, but there was never any sign of wreckage, though the Merchant Astra Commission searched for years.”

“Then –” Travers cleared his throat and marshaled his thoughts with an effort. “Then, if I’m looking at what’s left of the Odyssey, and she fell into some kind of tidepool in transspace, the signals we’ve been getting out of the Drift …?”

“Those distress signals that appear to be no more than two hours old,” Jazinsky whispered. “We also heard them when the Orpheus went in, and we speculated that they might have been bouncing around for centuries – inside the Drift, you can never tell.” She was gazing into the navtank, not even blinking. “You know where the signals came from.” She gestured at the ancient, battered little vessel. “And you know who broadcast them.”

It was Alexis Rusch’s voice, speaking from the wide, open door of the ops room, that said what none of them could. “Ernst Rabelais. That’s his ship. That’s the Odyssey. And if he’s in one of those cryogen tanks – if he made it out of Rabelais Space –” Her voice caught. 

“He’s not the only one, Alexis.” Jazinsky’s long fingers pattered over a few keys, bringing up an image, a face behind the observation pane in the Wastrel’s own emergency tank. “You saw this. He’s in bad shape, but Bill’s working on him, and I’ll tell you, I’d trust Bill Grant further than I’d trust most service doctors.”

On her flatscreen was the best frame captured by the viddrone. She had enhanced it, zoomed it, and Travers heard Marin curse softly. Michael Vidal’s face was so thin, with sunken cheeks and eyes, that even now Neil looked hard to recognize the man he had known. Stands of silver threaded the hair at his temples, and the lines between his brows were deeply engraved, almost like scars.

A wounded sound issued from Rusch as she came closer. “Dear God, he looks like he’s been to hell.”

“And back,” Richard added as he joined her there to study the face beneath the observation plate. He touched the combug and said softly, “Bill, any word yet?”

Travers had been unaware of the loop whispering in his ear for some time, and only began to pay attention as Bill Grant spoke. 

“It’s early days, boss, but … he’s busted up pretty good. Still, I’ve seen worse. You there, Neil?”

“Right here,” Travers responded. “You’re thinking about the last time you walked off the Intrepid.”

“And the hours we spent on the gunships, while we were waiting to get reeled in out of space,” Grant added. “Damnit, I did good work there.”

“You always do,” Vaurien told him. “Prognosis? Will he fix?”

“I … think so,” Grant said guardedly.  “It’s just going to take some time. There’s a lot I can do, and some I can’t, you understand.”

“Is he awake?” Travers wondered, looking sidelong at Marin, who was listening with a shadowed, shuttered expression. Memories of the Argos would be slithering like so many goblins out of the corners where he locked them away. Michael Vidal’s plight was Marin’s nightmare come true.

“He woke briefly when I cracked the tank,” Grant reported, “but I’ve induced a coma. I don’t want the poor bugger knowing anything about what’s happening to him in the next day or so.”

“Amen to that,” Marin whispered. “Then, he’s not in any immediate danger, Bill?”

“Not now,” Grant said thoughtfully. “I’ve got him on full life support. He’s being transfused, and I’ve got a batch of nano cooking. There’s big, big liver damage, lung damage, heart, adrenals, virtually every organ. He’s rotten inside.”

Rusch’s face clenched. “His brain?”

“Oh, yeah.” Grant sighed. “As soon as I’ve got the nano into him, I’m going to wheel him through a scanner, have a look at the brain, see how bad it is.”

“Salvageable?” Rusch asked, with the dark pragmatism of a DeepSky Fleet commander.

“Probably,” Grant warned. “I’ll tell you more when I’ve had a look. The least I can do is stop the rot, make sure it doesn’t get any worse. I might have to ship him out to the specialists if the damage is already more than I can handle with the gear I’ve got aboard.”

Mark was there at once. “The ICU on the Carellan can handle it, Bill. If the brain is salvageable at all, we can repair the structure.”

“And the memories?” Travers wondered, with a painful twist in his belly. “Will he remember anything that happened, or any of us?”

Grant sighed audibly over the loop. “I don’t know, Neil. Look, let me run him through a scanner, like I said … ask me later.”

“We will,” Vaurien said quietly. “Have you had a chance to examine the old tanks yet?”

“Not since we’ve been chatting,” Grant said in rueful tones. “You still there, Barb?”

“Of course,” Jazinsky responded, “and I know what you’re going to say – and you’re right. Those tanks are so old, you don’t trust them, and I probably know a whole lot more about the technology than you do.”

“You’re psychic.” Grant actually chuckled. “Hey, a tech I’m not. I just know which buttons to push. This gear? It could be in perfect condition or it could be garbage. I wouldn’t know. You want to get down here, run some kind of diagnostic?”

“Yes.” She was already moving. “I do.” She frowned sidelong at Rusch. “Bill, you said Mick’s asleep?”

“Medically induced coma,” Grant affirmed. “He should wake naturally about this time tomorrow. If he doesn’t, I’ll revive him. By then he’ll be through decontamination. It’s a bloody nasty procedure – ask Neil and Curt. They went through it, after the job at HydralisUniversity went bung. Thing is, they were healthy, in good shape, mentally sound, going into it. This poor bastard … Jesus Christ, boss, where’s he been?”

And Vaurien could only shrug. “We don’t exactly know. When he wakes, he can tell us.”

“If he remembers,” Jazinsky said pointedly. She was still frowning at Rusch, and asked with all due caution, “You want to come down to the Infirmary and sit with him a while?”

“He won’t know I’m there.” Her eyes glittered in the instrument lights, bright with tears she refused to shed. “Will he, Doctor Grant?”

“True,” Grant admitted. “And it’s still Medic Grant, ma’am. I don’t take the finals and get the certification for another ten months.”

“Yes, well, I’ll forget about the calendar if you will,” Rusch said with a deep, dark pragmatism. “And yes, I’ll sit with him for a while. Is he in decontamination already, Doctor?”

They were out of the ops room now, and with a glance at Marin, who nodded, Travers followed them. Grant was saying, “He’s just come out of the shower. I’ve taken the top four layers off his skin, and he’s being transfused while I set up the nano. As soon as I can get his heart, lungs and liver up to speed, even if the means are artificial, I can take him off life support.”

This was where the process began, Travers thought bleakly. Every drop of moisture in Vidal’s body would be changed, not once but several times. His IV would be chemical-heavy, and in the next twenty-four hours, every body cavity would be washed repeatedly with the same solution, especially his lungs, which would be thick with the toxicity of having breathed air where every mote of dust was contaminated. The process was painful and debilitating for a fit, healthy body. For one who was emaciated, frail, it was dangerous.

The doors closed over on the big lift right behind the ops room, and he looked levelly at Jazinsky and Rusch, wondering how to frame the question he must ask. At length it was Marin who said, “I went through this myself when I was just a kid. I was on the Argos. He’ll be okay physically – sterile, of course, and he’ll have to work to get his muscle tone back. It’s his brain that I don’t know about.” His brows arched at them both. “You ever see anything like this before?”

They both nodded, and Rusch breathed a heavy sigh. “Weimann accidents don’t happen very often, but when they do, it’s dirty.”

“We pulled a commercial freighter off the Bronowski Reef three, maybe four years ago,” Jazinsky said quietly as the lift opened opposite the Infirmary. “They’d been leaking fuel, coolant, the works, for a couple of days before we could get to them. Four crew, all alive … all a mess.”

“They lived?” Travers heard the hoarse edge of his own voice. 

“Yeah.” Jazinsky rubbed her eyes tiredly. 

“Brain damage?” Marin guessed. She nodded. “Repairable?”

“More or less.” She pushed away from the brushed steel wall, forcing her feet out of the lift and into the Infirmary’s bright lights. “Two of them didn’t remember their own names. A third had no memory of the event that drove them up on the Reef.” She gestured vaguely. “It all depends how bad the damage is, and where it is. Old memories are stored all over the brain. Nano rewires the mechanism, but sometimes the memories are wired right out of the loop. Bypassed.”

“Damn.” Travers met Marin’s eyes with a frown. “He might not remember who we ever were.”

“It’s possible.” As the women went ahead, Marin gave Travers his hand, and Neil took it. “Let Bill do his stuff. Time to grieve when there’s a reason to.” His grip tightened on Travers’s fingers. “You have no idea what was left of me, after the Argos. I looked a lot like Mick does right now. I was only one of scores of top-priority patients at Radley. They didn’t have the staff or resources to cope, so in the triage process the strongest of us were set aside, waiting for cryogen tanks to be brought in by Fleet tender. I should have been either treated or tanked two weeks before they got around to me, and in that time…” He shook his head, and his voice was a harsh rasp. “You drop weight fast, and I didn’t have Mick’s body mass to start with. You lie there in your own puke, and worse, while the nurses walk around you in hazmat suits, because the truth is, your own living body is a contamination risk.” 

He was shaking visibly, and Travers took him by the shoulders. “Go back to the ops room. You don’t want to be here.”

But Marin seemed to catch himself by the scruff of the neck and drag himself together. His eyes were vast, dark, dilated. “Back on Velcastra, they’re raising a statue of Mick Vidal. The Resalq are venerating him as one of their own heroes. We owe him, Neil. We’re the best friends he had on this ship, and the truth is, he’s been in love with you since the Kiev.”

The words, stated so simply, were a body blow. Travers swallowed hard on a dry throat and took a deep breath. He lifted Marin’s left hand to his lips, kissed the open palm, let it go. “He said to me once, tell him the time and the place, and he’d be there and throw rice.”

“He would have done it.” Marin touched Travers’s face gently. “He’s a good guy. History is going to remember him, when it never even knew who we ever were.” He looked over Travers’s shoulder into the Infirmary, where Rusch had pulled a chair up closer to a treatment unit. “When Bill gets through with him, he’s going to need someone to be there for him.”

“Pick up the pieces,” Travers sighed.

Marin nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “If he remembers any of what happened … and who we are.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “You sure you want to go in there? Like Bill said, he won’t know you’re there.”

But Travers was sure. He caught Marin in a punishing embrace, pressed his face to Curtis’s hair, eyes squeezed shut for a long moment while he hunted within himself for both the willpower and the composure to do this. And then he let Marin go and summoned a faint, sad smile.

The Infirmary smelt sharply of the decontamination chemistry. Vidal lay in a meter-deep, transparent bath of the stuff, a slightly viscous, pale lemon and mildly effervescent liquid in which he was completely immersed, with hoses taped into place over mouth and nose. His skin had a scalded appearance after the high-pressure jets which had sloughed off its top layers; his facial and body hair were gone completely, and tubes and wires were tagged into his veins at elbows and wrists. A battery of machines surrounded him, and two drones were scanning without pause.

The data updated every twenty seconds on the screen behind the coffin-shaped tub, and Travers read it without comment. Like any spacer, he knew the safe levels. Vidal’s readings were still high, but the chemistry was working its alchemy, and when the body cavities were washed, those levels would reduce again. His organs were monitored individually, and every one showed red warnings. Liver, heart, lungs, kidneys were flashing critical.

“Damn,” Travers whispered. “He’s lucky to be alive.”

“Very,” Grant’s voice said from the console where he was still working on the nano. He was in baggy denims, a loud shirt, and his long fair hair was still rumpled, on end, after he had set aside the helmet. He was Lushi to the marrow of his bones, Travers knew, and comfortable inside his own skin, as Tonio Teniko would never be. Big, chocolate brown eyes looked from Travers to Marin and back, and then Grant glared at the tub, and the body immersed in it. “I’ve got him on full support right now, but shoot, I could wish I’d got to him earlier.” He slid back the chair and gestured into the threedee, where the designer nano were depicted in multicolored graphics. “These ’bots should sort him out in a few days. I’ll scan the major organs every four hours, but in a week I’d be hoping to deactivate the ’bots. Soon as I get them into him, there’s a brainscanner waiting for him.” He tapped his own cranium. “We’ll have a good look, a rummage around in there, see what we can do.”

On the other side of the tub, Alexis Rusch looked up for a moment from a face she could barely have recognized. “It’ll be ironic, don’t you think, if he’s feted and celebrated as the greatest hero of the Zunshu War while he, himself, doesn’t remember a damn’ thing about it. Some propaganda fodder this is going to make! You know Bobby Liang and Alec Tarrant will be after him to fake it. They’ll brief him right up to the eyeballs and have him swear up and down he remembers it all.”

“He might remember,” Grant mused. “Sometimes they do. I spent my whole hitch on the Intrepid as a company medic, and I saw all kinds of weird shit. I had one case who irradiated himself – the idiot used to carry a Hi-Tex .60 caliber round in his shirt pocket like a rabbit’s foot, thought it brought him good luck.”

The armor-piercing rounds were tipped with a fuel pellet which accelerated the explosion caused by impact, and they were supposed to be handled by the company’s master gunner, in full marines armor. Marin whistled at the sheer stupidity of keeping a round in an ordinary pocket, and Grant went on,

“You can imagine what fun it was, decontaminating the fool. His brain was like noodle soup, because he’d had the round right on top of the carotid artery for a month before he fell on his stupid face and they wheeled him into the Infirmary, wondering if he’d come down with some kind of plague! We ran a scanner over him, and jumped back half a meter. I made some smart remark about wearing a lead-lined jockstrap.” He gave Travers a wink. “Give it a chance … the human brain’s an amazing place. The Resalq brain is bigger, more complex, and they know a lot more than we do yet, about wiring around bad zones.”

He was right, and Travers accepted the advice without question. He gave the nano one glance, and then steeled himself and turned his attention to the body in the tub. The fluid fizzed and bubbled, seeming almost to seethe, though he knew it was exactly at body temperature. Vidal’s readings were half a percent lower than the last time Travers had looked at the screen, and the organs, though they were ruined, showed no measurable deterioration.

His bones were right beneath the skin – the cheekbones and jaw were too sharp, ribs protruded, knees and elbows, fingers and shins, showed the skeletal structure, since muscle and flesh had gone. If it were not for the Delta Dragons tattoo on his cheek and the open-headed ankh on his chest, Travers might have argued that the man only bore a resemblance to Michael Vidal; but the truth of his eyes confirmed what he had known by instinct. 

“What happened to you?” he whispered. “And what about your copilot? What happened to Big Jo Queneau?”

It was Jazinsky who answered, when Marin remained silent, intent on the comatose and drifting body. “By the looks of this,” she said from Infirmary’s annex, where freight was stacked and several cryogen tanks were stored against the potential for accident which bedeviled any working industrial ship, “this might be Queneau. See?”

The data was scrolling through a flatscreen at her elbow, and Travers made out enough to know Jazinsky had managed to get detailed readings off one of the ancient tanks. The occupant was tall as a Pakrani, female – and alive. Contamination levels were acceptably low. 

“If we can crack these tanks without incident,” Jazinsky was saying, “the pair of them should revive nicely. I can’t get decent readings off the other tank yet, but Queneau – if it is Queneau – is definitely underweight by a wide margin. She was a big girl, before. She outmuscled me, and that’s unusual. Now, she’s a rail.” She frowned across at Vidal. “They’ve been living rough, starving, for a long time.”

“How long?” Rusch wondered.

“Hard to tell,” Jazinsky said slowly. “People drop kilos at different rates. It’s all about an individual’s metabolism, as well as the working and living conditions. Intense cold, plus hard physical labor, plus short rations … a month, certainly. Perhaps several months. We’ll know more when we get Queneau out of here, even if Mick doesn’t remember.”

A fist had taken Travers by the gut and twisted. He was about to ask Grant how long before the nano would be infused, but before he could speak the Lushi rolled his chair over to the end of the bench and collected a gray metal cylinder the size of a pepper mill. 

This, he brought to the tub and deliberately connected it to the IV. “Now he’s cooking. I’m going to break for coffee before I set up the scanners. Anybody want to join me?”

Neither Rusch nor Jazinsky answered. Rusch was too preoccupied with the collection of bones in the tub to even hear, and Jazinsky was listening to the AI as Etienne worked a careful probe deeper into the old cryotanks. Grant stretched until his spine crackled, and beckoned Travers and Marin to the office in the opposite corner. 

The lights crackled on over a desk that was a litter of handies, obscure equipment, spent mugs and beer cans. Without a qualm, Grant ignored it all and fetched fresh coffee and donuts from the ’chef parked in the corner between the threedee and a spare diagnostic bank. He sat on the corner of the desk and looked up at Travers and Marin with a curious expression.

“What?” Marin prompted as Travers went to the ’chef for coffee.

For a moment Grant hesitated. “The boss asked me to sign on with the Lai’a expedition. He’s commanding it. The Wastrel will be standing by Doc Sherratt’s ships, with Tully and Greenstein and Cassals, and the rest of the lads looking after her. You mind if I ask … are you guys signing on?”

The question had been dogging Travers, haunting him. Now, he gave Marin a level, speculative look, and Marin said softly, “I have a strong feeling we will. I’ve never seen Mark Sherratt so consumed by any project, and after what we’ve just seen, I don’t think there’s any doubt he’ll be aboard, like Dario and the others.”

“And Bravo Company?” Grant looked at his chrono. “I’m supposed to be meeting them – dinner, beer, folgen – but I’m going to get caught up here. The scans are easy … interpreting them is something else.” He frowned up at Travers. “Have you talked to Fargo and the rest?”

But Travers could only shake his head. “They were thrashing it out between them, the last time I talked to them. But I know what they’re thinking. They’re still soldiers, and the fight’s out there, where the Zunshu are, not back in the Deep Sky, where the key colonies are already seeded with weapons to defend them when Fleet gets here.” He tried the coffee, and was reminded of the brew served up by the Bravo Company ’chef, years ago. “You know more than we do, Bill. In fact, if you’re playing folgen with them tonight, give us a buzz, tell us which way they’re going.”

Grant fed the last chunk of donut into his mouth and washed it down with a large swig of coffee. “If I ever get out of here.” He hesitated and dropped his voice. “I hate to admit it, but I’ll have to take Doc Sherratt up on the offer. I can scan Major Vidal’s brain – that’s not the problem. Knowing what I’m seeing isn’t so easy. It’ll be tomorrow, earliest, before I know what’s going on inside his skull. Look, Neil, why don’t you get out of here, leave me and the drones to do the necessary.”

“All right.” Marin’s hand landed on the Lushi’s shoulder, gave him a squeeze there. “Buzz us immediately if anything happens. Doesn’t matter what time it is.”

“You mean, if he’s going to check out permanently?” Grant looked up out of wide, cynical eyes. “No chance of that, when I’ve got him on full support. The brain won’t get any worse now, but I won’t know how to configure the nano till I can make sense of the scans.”

The empty mugs dropped into the chute under the ’chef. Travers stopped, halfway to the door, to frown at Vidal. “When he woke for a minute before you induced coma, did he say anything?”

“Was he aware?” Marin added. “Did he know where he was, did he recognize you?”

“I don’t know,” Grant said carefully. “Maybe. It’s difficult to be sure, and I don’t want to get your hopes up. I’ll buzz you, the second I know anything definite myself. Good enough?”

It would have to be, and Travers knew he could ask no more. He was still frowning over Vidal’s gaunt face and the xylophone of ribs in his chest when Marin took him by the arm and steered him toward the door. They were a step outside when Jazinsky’s voice stopped them.

“Tully, are you back aboard? I’m going to need some support hardware in here before I can even try to crack these tanks. One of them isn’t too bad, but the other is going to be a bitch.”

Ice water seemed to race through Travers’s veins. Without a word he and Marin turned back and joined her in the annex, where she had set up a worklight over the old cryotanks.

Over the loop, Ingersol’s voice sounded tired. “What do you need? I got back aboard three minutes ago. Just got out of the armor, and I’m running with sweat here. I was going to take a shower – do I have the time?”

“I’ll stand upwind,” Jazinsky said with brittle humor. “Get in here, Tull. I’m getting low-power warnings on one of the tanks. If we don’t rig an external source PDQ he’ll be flatlining, and history is never going to forgive us.”

He? Then the bad tank was not the one holding Jo Queneau. Travers and Marin shared a glance, but it was Alexis Rusch on her feet, calling into the technicians’ loop. “Tech crew to the Infirmary, asap. Bring up a power coupler.”

“My department, Colonel,” Ingersol said loudly. 

“My seven-times great-grand-uncle,” Rusch retorted, “and one of the icons of the whole goddamned Deep Sky. Move your ass, Ingersol.”

“I’m hustling,” he grumbled. “Barb, how low is low-power, and how fast is it dropping?”

She was playing a handy over the bulk of the tank. “It’s at a fraction over thirty percent, and it’s dropping quite fast. Up to ten minutes ago it was stable. Twenty more minutes, and we’ll be into major problems.”

Ingersol was already marshalling his people. “Clear enough space for the tech crew,” he told Jazinsky. “What kind of sockets are you seeing?”

“God alone knows,” she said honestly. “Old. I never worked with anything like this.”

“Universal couplers,” Ingersol said, panting a little as if he were jogging. “Three minutes, Barb. Keep an eye on the piece of junk, and keep me updated.”

At a word from Grant the lights came up right across the Infirmary. Rusch and Jazinsky hovered over the malfunctioning tank, and Travers was keenly aware of who was inside it. The most critical stages of cryosleep were the entry and extraction phases. When a modern tank bottomed out at ten percent power, it automatically initiated retrieval to salvage the life of the occupant, but Jazinsky had no knowledge of standard operating procedures on tanks so old – and if the retrieval mechanism should be faulty, the attempted auto-extraction could end badly. 

“You need a spare pair of hands?” Marin was asking as the lights brightened. 

“Maybe.” Jazinsky gestured at the bench, a stack of chairs, crates of equipment. “Can you shove these out of the way? Tully’s going to need space. Damn.” Her eyes were still on the handy. “Tull, she’s losing power faster, the longer we stand here chatting. Forget what I said about twenty minutes. Call it twelve.”

“We’re on our way up,” Ingersol said grimly. “Ops room?”

“Here.” Vaurien was monitoring every word. 

“Looking for Doc Sherratt,” Ingersol panted. 

“I’m coming to you,” Mark’s voice said softly, with deceptive calm.

“You, uh, you’re old,” Tully said apologetically. “Sorry, man, but you were around when these tanks were brand new. You might know what you’re looking at, when you peer into the guts of them.”

“I might,” Mark cautioned. “But this is human tech. I had little to do with human machinery till much later. “You need me to bring anything?”

As he spoke, the wide cage was opening on the freight elevator opposite the Infirmary’s door, and Travers watched Ingersol and two technicians hurry out of the car, propelling a laden Arago sled before them. He recognized a big power cell, several meters of coiled conduit, and the fist-sized casing of a flexible coupler which would extrude itself into the mechanism and morph to fit. 

“How’s she look?” Ingersol called without preamble.

“Eighteen percent,” Jazinsky informed him. “Make it quick, Tully.”

He was already configuring the probe-like adapter, and Travers looked over his shoulder, reading the numbers as they balanced out on the handy. Current was a major issue; the power cell was delivering more than the old tank cold handle, and pumping it too fast. 

As Travers watched, Ingersol dialed it down, and down again, until the current was within acceptable parameters, and then applied the adapter to an external line-in socket that looked corroded. 

“Cross your fingers,” Ingersol muttered. “If we get a good connection we’ll know in about a minute.”

“And if you don’t?” Marin wondered.

“You’ll know in about two minutes,” Ingersol said acidly.

“And if you don’t get a connection, you do what?” Rusch was on the other side of the tank, sharing a big handy with Jazinsky. “We’re running out of time.”

He glared at her. “Make yourself useful, why don’t you? Try and find out where the power’s going. When this bucket of junk was shipped in here, it was fine.”

Jazinsky held up the handy, screen turned toward him. “Looks like a fault in the onboard cells. She took a good shaking on the way over here. There’s plenty of power in the cells, but they’re not delivering it.”

“Fixable?” Ingersol asked sharply.

“Not in the time we have left.” Jazinsky was emphatic.

And Rusch was waiting. “Alternatives?”

“Better ask Billy,” Ingersol muttered. “If this garbage tank starts to purge, your grandpop’s coming out, one way or another.” He flicked a glance at the data. “Fifteen percent and dropping, and we’re still trying to make a circuit here. Bill, you better get your gear together.”

Grant had been working steadily in the background. “I’m way ahead of you, old son. Not that there’s any magic formula. If it goes pear-shaped, all I can do is slam him into a fresh tank, fast, and send him to Mark’s specialists, because he’s going to be in retrieval shock. And before anybody asks the stupid bloody question, yes, I’ve got a tank prepped and standing by.”

The handy was already reading ninety seconds and still counting, and Travers listened to the beat of the pulse in his ears. Marin’s fingers tightened on his arm, bruising him there, and Ingersol reported softly into the loop, for the benefit of the ops room. Mark Sherratt stepped into the Infirmary so quietly, Travers was barely aware of his presence. When the adapter connected, and at last the power monitors clicked back over into the green zone, he dragged a breath to the bottom of protesting lungs. The system gave a soft chime, and Marin’s hand relaxed on Neil’s shoulder.

“Twelve percent, and steady … fourteen … sixteen … we’re good.” Jazinsky dragged one hand over her face and turned her back on the offending tank. “The drones that brought it over here probably just bounced it around a little more than it cared for, Alexis.”

“Damn.” Rusch’s eyes closed. “That cost me about ten years of my life! I won’t rest easily till he’s out of there.”

“And Queneau,” Ingersol added. “The fact is, I don’t trust these pieces of crap as far as I could throw ’em. They’re not so beat up, they’re just obsolete technology. People had the guts to climb in one of these things and pull the top down? Better them than me!”

“Fair enough.” Rush took a long breath and looked up at Jazinsky. “When will you be able to retrieve them?”

She had drawn together with Mark, and was sharing data. “Queneau’s tank is quite stable, and we’re monitoring it constantly,” Mark said musingly, “but I want to run a thorough diagnostic and have emergency measures standing by, before I purge it. 05:00, Wastrel time, Alexis, if you want to stay aboard.”

“I’ll be aboard till we relocate to Lai’a.” Rusch’s brows arched, and her arms folded across her chest in a defensive posture. “It looks like I’ll be with you, Barb. The lure of Elarne, transspace …” She gave Mark a self-mocking smile. “It’s unspeakable.”

“I know.” Mark passed the handy back to Jazinsky. “I want to do the same deep-diagnostics on Rabelais’s tank, and I’m already seeing some glitches in the mechanism. They might be within acceptable parameters for a machine of this age, but I’m not about to take risks. Let’s get Queneau safely out in the morning, and then we’ll standby a full tech crew, complete with a fresh tank for Rabelais. I’ll have the Carellan Djerun prep to receive him, just in case.”

“Tomorrow,” Travers breathed. “I don’t believe this. There’s no mistake? That’s him, that’s Ernst Rabelais?” 

“I’ll give you one chance in a thousand it isn’t,” Jazinsky said flatly. “That is the Odyssey, stuffed into an old Resalq tin can and guided by the flight systems from the Orpheus. These are the original issue cryogen tanks belonging to the Odyssey. That’s Mick decontaminating over there, and this other tank is holding a human female with Pakrani genetics, and she’s as underweight as Mick is, which means whatever happened to him also happened to her.” Jazinsky’s eyes smoldered on Vidal. “This has to be Jo Queneau, there’s no one else it can be.”

“And this.” Marin laid his flat palms on the second tank, which was connected to Ingersol’s power cells by a short, thick conduit. “Ernst Rabelais.” His eyes glittered in the worklights. “I remember sitting in a sixth grade classroom, watching the vids of the launch of the Odyssey, listening to edits of the mission logs. He laid down the Rabelais Track, he marked hundreds of navigation hazards, and then … gone.”

As they spoke, Grant was pushing the emergency equipment out of the way, and Travers helped him maneuver the standby tank into a corner of the annex. It could be pressed back into service tomorrow. Finished with the task of making space for Jazinsky and Sherratt to work, Grant returned to Mick Vidal, and Travers helped him move the tall arch of the scanner into place over Vidal’s head.

The machine turned on with a grumble which Grant ignored. He was configuring it for a full, deep brainscan while Jazinsky and Rusch mulled over the events which must have overtaken the Odyssey.

“We always assumed Ernst was killed in an event.” Rusch frowned over Vidal. “The safest bet was that the Odyssey flew right into a Class Four or bigger, and a ship that size wouldn’t stand a chance. There was a search, of course – Fleet sent a cruiser that quartered the whole area centered on the last transmission point, but they never found so much as a bolt on the outside of Hellgate. And in those days nothing had the clearance to actually go into the Drift.”

For over forty years, only science vessels were authorized to enter the region which very soon become known as the Rabelais Drift – Travers had learned all this as a child in history class. The death toll was high. Many ships were lost, and science crews laid their lives on the line to study a region of space which fascinated and lured at the same time as it terrified researchers. 

The greatest work of the era was done by an engineer called Yamazake, who at the time worked for Murchison. The name was on Travers’s mind as he angled a curious glance at Jazinsky. The most recent generation of the Yamazake nav’ware was still state of the art, still wrangling Fleet ships in the Drift, only outstripped by the systems developed by Jazinsky herself, and Mark Sherratt. 

They were in a huddle beside Rabelais’s tank, talking rapidly in undertones, with many sharp gestures which meant nothing to Travers. Rusch had left them to the job of investigating technology that was so old, so obsolete, it was almost alien. They would have to fathom how it worked before they could tell if it was working properly, and what degree of deviation could be called normal within its operating parameters. Travers did not envy them the task.

The scanner was chugging steadily across Mick Vidal’s head, one half-millimeter at a time, while Grant read early data on a wide-screen handy and hummed to himself. Marin leaned over to see the display, but when Travers lifted a brow at him he only shook his head and shrugged. 

At last it was Rusch who said tersely, “I can’t bear the suspense, Doctor Grant. You want to tell me what you’re seeing, or give me a sedative?”

“I can do both,” Grant said with wry humor Travers appreciated. “It’s way too early to be definite … the scans won’t be complete for an hour, but from what I can see, he’s a lucky boy.”

A fist had grasped Travers’s insides again, and he swallowed with some difficulty. “How lucky?”

“I’ve seen a lot worse,” Grant said with all due caution. 

“Worse – that came through with its faculties and memories intact?” Rusch insisted.

“Worse – that needed nano to fix the big things,” Grant corrected, “and that’s exactly what he’s getting, in about an hour. I’m going to configure the nano, soon as I see the final results of this scan. The good news is, there’s a lot of his brain that’s in fair to middling shape. His memory might always be a bit hazy, especially in the area of very recent events, but I think I can tell you, he’s not going to be a blank slate.”

The woman seemed to subside against the end of the decontamination unit, and passed a hand across her eyes. “Be sure, Doctor. Anything you need, if it requires Fleet authorization, pass the requisition to me. I can still swing that.”

But Grant made negative gestures. “I’ve been talking to the guys on the Carellan. There’s a cerebro specialist, name of Vince Barker. I’m streaming these scans to him in realtime. Now, he’s a Resalq specialist, but he says he’s been studying the human brain for decades, as a hobby.”

“He has.” Mark wiped an embarrassed smile off his face. “He has several human brains in vitro. I hate to admit it, but he collects abnormal specimens the way some scientists collect bugs.”

“Well, everyone should have a hobby,” Grant said fatuously. “Hey, Doc, we’re aliens. We’re weird. It’s research, the way humans used to study monkey brains. The only thing that matters is, Vinnie Barker knows a hell of a lot more about the human brain than I do, yet.” He jabbed a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the office. “I have eight or ten months left before they let me practice without oversight … frankly, I’m not keen to rush it. And incidentally, ‘Vince Barker’ can not be a Resalq name!  Where do you guys get these names from?”

“His name is Venes Bahakyr,” Mark said, amused. “There’s always an acceptable human name well within the same phonetic zone, something you people can pronounce, and that doesn’t offend our ears.” He came around to Grant’s shoulder to see the scan, and looked up over the Lushi’s head at Rusch, Travers and Marin. “I’m going to stay here, work with Bill and Vin to configure the nano. I suggest you go and get some rest, all of you. It’ll be tomorrow before there’s anything to see, or to tell, and as soon as the nano is instilled into Michael’s brain, decontamination procedures must go to the next level.”

The meddrones would be flushing his lungs, his sinus cavities, and every abdominal cavity. Even his tear ducts and aural channels would be washed with the pale yellow chemistry, in a process taking six or ten hours. Travers was glad Vidal was comatose, for the procedure was often painful and always exhausting. In this condition, Vidal had neither the physical strength nor the endurance to suffer it awake.

Marin’s hand on his arm stirred him back to the present, and he met Curtis’s dark eyes levelly. “I could use some rest.”

“We both could.” Marin beckoned him out of the Infirmary. “Thanks, Bill … Mark. You need a spare pair of hands, give us a hoy.”

“We will,” Mark assured him. 

He was settling a combug into his ear and, as Travers stepped out, he heard the soft, elongated Resalq vowels. Mark was conferring with the team on the Carellan, and since they were part of the Riga science community, they would be more comfortable in their native tongue. Grant wore an annoyed, resigned face as he hooked a chair with one foot and drew it up to the threedee. Jazinsky was still working with the tanks, while Alexis Rusch seemed to have ignored Mark’s advice utterly, and had drifted back to Vidal’s side. She would be there, Travers guessed, until Grant forcibly ejected her from the Infirmary, to begin the next stage of the decontamination.

Wastrel time, it was just after 2:00am, and the chronos aboard the Mercury would be reading almost midnight. Travers was tired. Emotion had a way of wearing a man bare to the bone, and he was glad to follow Marin back to their quarters, grateful when the door slid over, and when Curtis palmed the lock to secure it. 

The lights were low, and Marin murmured to the AI to drop them again. The cabin was lit in deep wine and gold hues from the idling threedee. Travers subsided against the wall, listening as Marin moved about, shedding his clothes, calling up a little soft music, pouring the last of the Velcastran whisky into a single glass, which he brought back to the bulkhead where Travers still leaned. 

The glass was chill in Neil’s palm. He held it and watched as Marin stooped before him, undressing him with the deftness of long practice. The whiskey warmed in his hand and he took a sip, another. The alcohol seemed to go directly to his head, bringing a welcome fog his senses. When Marin pushed him down onto the bed he was pleased to surrender.

He looked up at the smaller, more slender body as Curtis straddled him. Cool, long-fingered hands splayed across his chest, toyed with the nubs of his nipples, and Marin seemed to study him in the gold  halflight. Travers handed him the glass, watched him take a mouthful, and then Curtis leaned down and set his mouth on Neil’s lips to share the whiskey.

The sharing became a kiss, deep and searching, and against the odds he felt blood begin to pulse in his extremities, fetching him up hard. With a rueful chuckle, Marin settled on him and began to rock, skin against skin, bone against bone. 

It was simple, easy, and Travers had only to capitulate, let pleasure happen. His arms went around Marin to hold him, his fingers knotted into the soft hair that had rapidly outgrown the military cut, and when Curtis hunted for his mouth once more, Travers opened to him eagerly.

A long time later, barely half awake, with Marin’s head on his shoulder, Marin’s right hand nestled between his legs in an oddly protective gesture, Travers said,

“We’re going, aren’t we? With Lai’a.”

For some moments he thought Curtis would not answer, and then he said, muffled against Neil’s chest, “Yeah. I think we are. The rest will all wait. The property … Three Rivers. All in its own time. Yes?”

“Yes,” Travers whispered, and it seemed a great weight had been lifted off him. For better or worse, the decision was made, and Mark was right. When the moment came, the choice was simple.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

They slept through the first call, and Marin woke with a start as Etienne buzzed them a second time. The chimes shattered a dream about Westminster, Jagreth, where everyone knew that Zunshu walked the streets in broad daylight but nobody had ever seen one. He jerked back to consciousness and sat up as the AI spoke softly, a general announcement that the tech crew had gathered in the Infirmary.

Still sound asleep under the bronze sheet, Travers was breathing deeply, evenly, and for a moment Marin hesitated to wake him. The chrono in the threedee read 06:55, and he groaned. They had been asleep for four hours, and his eyes were hot, gritty. 

His hand dropped on Travers’s hip, shaking him gently. “Neil, they’re retrieving Jo Queneau in about ten minutes. You want to be there?”

“I heard.” Travers was not as asleep as Marin had thought. The sheet moved and he turned over, eyes still closed, jaw blue with stubble. “Give me five minutes to shower.”

“I’ll join you.” Marin raked his fingernails through the new beard on his own jaw, and kicked back the sheet. “Etienne, lights.”

The Wastrel was busy. The boards were alive with status reports from tech gangs working on Lai’a and on the habitation module which would be fitted, finished, as soon as decontamination was complete. Three hundred drones had been fried in the early process, but Lai’a reported that its levels were already back within its own broad tolerances, and comm systems were coming properly online. 

It was working in concert with the Carellan Djerun and Ingersol’s crew. Marin was listening to their crosstalk as he and Travers stepped into the Infirmary. Ingersol could not have slept, and his voice had the sharp edges and slight hoarseness of a man who was running on peps, caffeine, kip grass and enthusiasm.

The Infirmary lights were low. The office was dark and a dozen people stood in the shadows, not more than two meters from a cryotank surrounded by drones. The standby tank was already open, green lights winking on its panel, and both Ingersol and Grant hovered over it on one side, while Jazinsky and Mark Sherratt stood shoulder to shoulder on the other, comparing data on a pair of handies.

The old tank was opening already. A layer of cold air, knee-deep, had crept across the floor of the Infirmary. Marin felt the chill of his feet as he and Travers joined Vaurien, Shapiro and Jon Kim. Alexis Rusch was absent, and a glance at the space where Vidal had been showed only dormant machines. The next level of the decontamination process was intensive, and the meddrones would have moved him into a cubicle where the chemistry could be changed over and over while his body was flushed from toenails to tear ducts. Rusch, Marin guessed, would have been here until the drones literally took Vidal away from her. She would still be asleep.

Two viddrones jetted up by the ceiling, recording the whole procedure as the old tank cracked, and the images were framed in the big flatscreen, set up at the side of the annex. Marin frowned deeply at what he saw. Still in the tank, Jo Queneau lay like a corpse, waxen-white, clad in a dark blue teeshirt which accentuated her pallor, and the bottom half of coveralls which had been torn off at the waist. Both garments were tattered, dirty, and loose about a body that had wasted away. Her bones were too close under the skin, the cheekbones sharp as razors, eye sockets sunken.

 Both Grant and Ingersol whispered a running commentary, each focused on his own aspect of the work. Grant was intent on the occupant; for the moment Ingersol was interested only in the hardware. Marin and Travers stopped by Shapiro and Vidal at the flatscreen, and listened to the undertone commentary.

“Reading brain activity,” Grant murmured. “Alpha waves … she’s starting to dream. Damnit, where did people get the balls to climb into contraptions like this? They had more guts than we have! Body temp is coming up nicely … respiration is four … five. Tully?”

“The mechanism’s doing just fine,” Ingersol assured him. “A couple of fluctuations in power levels, but there’s a three-minute buffer, which should be enough to retrieve the occupant even if the tank crashed halfway through.”

“Any chance of it crashing?” Grant asked sharply. 

“There’s always a chance,” Ingersol told him, “but right now it’s operating well. I mean, it’s as old as God, but it’s doing its thing. Just let it be, Billy, and it’ll get her there.”

“Then we’ll donate it to a bloody museum,” Grant muttered. “BP is coming up to low-normal levels … respiration is eight. Good brain activity. Pulse is 22, still in bradycardia. I pulled her records. Normal resting rate for Queneau is about 38. Body temperature is 30 … hypothermic. Standby meddrones. She could go into seizure if the machine doesn’t bring her up fast.”

The drones moved in quickly. Preloaded hypoguns hovered a hand’s span from Queneau’s neck and shoulders. Vaurien swore quietly, a soft French oath, and Shapiro was anxious enough for his hands to be clenched into white-knuckled fists.

“Hold off on the drones, Bill,” Ingersol cautioned. “The retrieval systems are on automatics … the pad under her is at 40 degrees, and she’s about to get drugs. The injectors are right under her shoulder blades and pelvis, and they’re priming themselves. Damn, these old tanks are weird.” 

“But they worked,” Mark added wryly, “and it appears they still do.”

Grant gave a rueful grunt and played the handy over Queneau’s torso. “Body temp is 34, respiration is 10, pulse is 33. Injectors are online … she’s getting muscle relaxants and stimulants, and I do not like these drugs, or the dosages. Too crude and way too high.”

“State of the art,” Jazinsky told him, “two centuries ago.”

“Whatever … she’s going to wake very soon. Etienne, drop the light levels.” Grant came closer, moving into a position where Queneau would see his face the moment she opened her eyes. “Temp is 36 … good enough,” Grant crooned. “Pulse is 34. It’ll do. Alpha waves are breaking up. Come on, girl. Come on, Queneau. Any time.” He leaned closer and raised his voice. “Jo. Big Jo. Time to wake up. Jo!”

Her head moved on the foam pad, her face clenched, she took a deep breath, coughed in a great spasm, and her eyelids opened. Her voice was husky, low, and Marin strained to hear it.

“Mick? Where’s Mick? Vidal?”

“He’s all right,” Grant said levelly. “He’s in decontamination. He’ll be fine. Take it slowly, Jo. Another breath, deep and even. How are your eyes?” He was holding a hand up before her face.

“Where?” she rasped.

“The Wastrel,” Grant told her. “You’re back home. Can you see my hand? How many fingers?”

She seemed to struggle to focus, blinking repeatedly. “Three. I’m cold. I have a freakin’ great headache, and … I think I’m going to heave.”

He moved fast, lending his hands. “Sit up, roll over the side. Heave if you want to. Nausea is perfectly normal in retrieval shock.”

“Retrieval shock?” Travers echoed. “I never heard of it.”

“You wouldn’t have.” Mark drew back from the tank and joined them at the flatscreen. “It was common in the early days of colonization, when cryosleep periods were months long because ships were so slow, and the tanks themselves were far from anything we’d trust our lives to today. The drugs are also crude, as Bill observed, and the dosages are very high. Nausea is quite normal, along with blurred vision, disorientation, dizziness, muscle tremor, impaired hearing, sore throat, edema and hypothermia in the extremities, persistent bradycardia and low blood pressure.” He looked from Shapiro to Travers and Marin. “I did a little research into these rudimentary mechanisms. They did the job, and the occupant usually recovers in six or ten hours.”

“That long?” Shapiro’s brows rose.

“That long,” Grant said grimly as Queneau’s hands clenched weakly on the padded sides of the tank and her insides spasmed in dry heaves. The handy was still playing over her, and he looked far from pleased. “She’s also dehydrated and malnourished, same as Vidal. Look, the whole lot of you, just bugger off and let me work. Give her a chance to know what ship she’s on before you start looking at her for answers! I doubt she could string two coherent sentences together just now.”

He was right, and Shapiro turned his back on the screen with a sigh. “She’s alive,” he said to no one in particular, “which is a miracle in itself. When we lost the Orpheus, I never expected to see either of them again. We knew they were in the Drift somewhere, somewhen, but …” He shook his head slowly. “Grant’s right. We need information.”

“But you’re not going to get it from Jo Queneau or Mick Vidal,” Vaurien reasoned, “not for a while. Mark, you downloaded a great deal of data from Lai’a.”

“And took the short version via verbal report,” Mark affirmed. “It knows a lot about transspace, but very little about the ship it salvaged.”

Vaurien was moving. “Breakfast? And you can regale us. Barb, are you coming?”

“Yes.” She folded down the handy and left the tank to Grant, his two human assistants and the swarm of drones. “She looks stable enough.”

“She is.” Mark looked back into the screen. “She’s just sick, and apparently most people were, when they were retrieved from this generation of machinery. The body must recover in its own time, there’s only so much we can do with drugs.”

“Then we’re waiting for her, and for Michael,” Shapiro decided. “Doctor Grant, I’ll ask you to call us, when either she or Vidal, and preferably both, are ready to talk.”

His expression was taut with anger. “When they’re up for it, I’ll give you fifteen minutes, max,” he warned. “The second either of them starts to stress, you’ll get tossed through that door and told not to come back for two hours.”

Shapiro actually chuckled. “Fair enough. You said something about breakfast, Richard –?”

The ’chefs in the mess had been set up an hour before. Midani Kulich was sitting with Dario and Leon while Tor Sereccio and Roy Arlott argued over the combination of scrambled eggs and grapefruit marmalade. Tor had piled them onto slices of meatloaf and was spooning mint jelly and horseradish over the top while Roy made disgusted faces. Vaurien looked once into the Resalq’s plate, rolled his eyes, and grabbed an oversized coffee mug.

Already done eating, Dario pushed his plate away as he watched Mark pull up a chair. “We were listening to the loop. Pilot Queneau is going to survive, but Bill says she’s dangerously underweight.”

“He’s right,” Jazinsky said tersely, still at the ’chef. “If she comes down with any one of a dozen high-power viruses that are common in the Deep Sky right now, she’ll check out. So will Vidal, for that matter. He’s in a bad way, and damn’ lucky to be alive at all, by the looks of him.”

“Both he and Lai’a were seriously contaminated,” Vaurien added. “The tanks saved the other two, but Vidal came through the jaws of the exit event ‘naked.’ He was in the Orpheus cockpit, Tully?”

And Ingersol nodded grimly. “I sent a drone in there. The flight systems were still alive when they got him into a tank. Oh, he was flying that weird-ass mongrel of a ship until Lai’a grabbed it in tractors … and there was no way the hull armor was going to give him much protection.”

“Damn,” Travers said softly to Marin, “that took guts. I’m guessing he got the other two into the tanks to protect them.”

“Or to spin out what life support they had left,” Ingersol hazarded, “and it wasn’t much. I had my drones take a look at all systems they could get access to, and the Orpheus-Odyssey hybrid had maybe two, three hours of heat and gas mix left. They cut it fine … wherever they came from.” He reached for the sugar and looked down the table at Mark. “Do we have any idea where they came from? Or how long they’d been there? All I know is, the chronos were way off, like they’d been stopped and restarted on arbitrary numbers … and going by the physical condition of Vidal and Queneau, they were in there a long time.”

Mark’s expression was darkly thoughtful as he stirred grapefruit juice into black coffee and salted it. “Several things, we know for sure.  From Michael’s perspective, months have passed since the launch of the Orpheus. Did your drones get a look at the chronometer, Tully?”

“Yeah, but it does us no good.” Ingersol made a broad gesture with his mug. “It froze five hours after the Orpheus launched.”

“It didn’t run properly, in transspace?” Dario asked shrewdly.

“It did, for five hours,” Ingersol mused, “and the next thing you’re going to ask is –” 

 “What would cause it to freeze?” Jazinsky’s voice was taut.

“Right.” Ingersol sat back, massaging both eyeballs with both thumbs. He was starting to wind down. Soon, he would need either ten hours of sleep or more peps. “Not a mechie. The drone said the mechanism is fine. It just … stopped.”

“I’m going to say it passed into or through a temporal field,” Mark said quietly. “I’ve observed the phenomenon, Tully. So we can speculate with a degree of certainly that they passed through such a field, and on the far side of it … well, they could have been in a different timestream for a long, long time. But we know for certain, it was a stable environment – something like a tidepool, like Alshie’nya. Quite workable enough for them to take four ships and use them to create a fifth, in order to get back out of there.”

“Damn,” Vaurien breathed, “that’s heavy industry. Drones?”

“Had to be.” Jazinsky sat back, breathing coffee vapors, eyes half closed. “Now, the Orpheus had one small handling drone. According to its specs at launch, the Odyssey had three servitors designed for manipulating the fueling system, power couplers, servicing the reactors. The two ships had nothing between them that could have cut up two Resalq hulls and moved them into place for Arago tethering.”

“So,” Vaurien went on, “it’s a safe guess our people stumbled into a region where there were at least two ships, more or less wrecked. If they hadn’t been wrecked, why not just boot them right back up and fly them out of there? Why bother to torch them apart and reassemble them into the hybrid?”

“The two wrecks were Resalq ships,” Tor said pointedly, “and you have no idea how old they are. Mark told me, they were old when he was young!”

“‘Old’ doesn’t necessarily mean trash,” Mark said ruefully. “From what I can tell, the engine deck was salvaged from a heavy freighter of about the same vintage as the Freyana. The machinery is still completely functional. As soon as it, and Lai’a, are fully decontaminated, you could fire up the Orpheus-Odyssey hybrid and fly it without a qualm. The work was excellently done, and I can only assume the industrial drones that performed it were sourced from one or both of the Resalq wrecks.”

Jazinsky’s voice was almost singsong. “Two wrecks, both in the same place, both accessible … then the Orpheus happens along, and the Odyssey is also there, badly damaged. You know what it sounds like?”

Dario sat forward, elbows on the table. “A starship graveyard. A place where something like the Odyssey Tide washes up, and in the eddies and shoals there, anything that gets caught in the Tide – as Mick and Queneau did, we saw it happen! – eventually fetches up in the same place.”

“Shit,” Roy whispered, “there could be a hundred ships there, all busted up, mangled by the Drift, and dumped on the rocks.”

The image was haunting, and Marin whistled. “Mark, did you get anything from Lai’a to corroborate all this?”

But Mark made negative noises. “It followed a distress beacon, and we’ve all heard the beacon before. We picked it up clearly when the Orpheus launched.”

“Damn,” Jazinsky breathed. “I knew that signal was two hours old, max, and I knew it was broadcast by the Odyssey. I just hunted everywhere for any other rational explanation, like phantom echoes. Hellgate ghosts.”

“And in the end, you come to realize your intuition was correct.” Mark set down his mug and steepled his fingers on the table before him. “However, Lai’a did not pass through the temporal field. It was not compelled to because, unlike the Orpheus, it could navigate inside transspace rather than surfing, or tacking, on Arago fields. It certainly detected the temporal field, but couldn’t get readings out of it. Instead, it says it followed the distress beacon into a region of intense radiation flux, and reeled in the Orpheus-Odyssey hybrid, like a fish on a line, in the process getting itself thoroughly contaminated. 

“The hybrid apparently came directly through the radiation flux which, I imagine, was the way out of the safe, stable tidepool we’ve been speculating about. It’s probably a region of freefall, balanced perfectly between temporo-gravitic zones. Easy to get sucked into, almost impossible to climb back out of, with time streaming at different rates in different directions, influenced by massive gravity fields and currents of unspeakable energy arcing from one gravity well to the next.” His voice tapered into silence. “The gravity express. Transspace. I think,” he said softly, “we have glimpsed with our own eyes what the Zunshu have always known.”

The concepts strained Marin’s imagination to the limits. His grasp of theoretical physics was far too rudimentary for him to even begin to know what was actually possible, what was probable, what was wild conjecture. He placed his trust in Mark’s knowledge of the ancestral Resalq science, and what they knew the Zunshu could do. 

“How long,” Vaurien was asking, “before Lai’a will be cleaned up enough for us to get close to it?”

“A couple of days,” Ingersol told him. “At the moment we’re frying drones faster than we can break them out of storage.” He yawned deeply. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to go put my head down. Bill wants me and my crew back in the Infirmary in a few hours. We’re going to extract Rabelais. Damn! That sounds so weird.”

“So wonderful,” Jazinsky added. She dropped a hand on Vaurien’s, on the table. “I need some sleep, Richard.”

“You’re not the only one, kiddo.” Vaurien shoved back his chair and stood, one arm around her shoulders. He touched the bug in his right ear. “Bill, you still there?”

The loop was a muted purr in the background of Marin’s hearing, ignored until he chose to listen to it. He heard Grant now, from the Infirmary: “Right here, boss – for about the next ten seconds, then I’m going to hand over to the drones. I gotta go crash.”

“When are you purging the second tank?” Vaurien asked tiredly.

“Noon, or later,” Grant told him. “You want sooner?”

“Later,” Vaurien corrected. “This whole crew is going to jump its tracks if it doesn’t get some downtime. If the tank is stable, leave it to AI monitoring and give us six hours.”

“Six hours,” Grant breathed, “is fine by me.”

Jazinsky stood, leaning heavily on Vaurien’s side. “Wake me,” she said tersely to Grant.

“Us,” Vaurien corrected. “Later, people.”

Marin watched the gathering break up, and when Travers offered more coffee, he nodded, though he spoke to Mark. “You’re going with Lai’a.” Not a question.

And Mark’s face warmed with a familiar, crooked smile. “There’s every reason to go, Curtis.” He reached across the table, took Marin’s right hand in both of his own. “You haven’t seen the data Lai’a retrieved from Elarne. It reached as far into transspace as its sensors could probe, found the fixed points that can be mapped, and nailed them down.” His voice caught. “But there’s more, and I’m only beginning to understand it.” He looked up as Travers returned with the coffee, and sat. “Lai’a has a lot of power to pump into its sensor probes, but even so, to glimpse as far as Orion 359 is beyond anything I imagined.”

For a moment Marin grappled with the remark, and wished he knew more about the physics which were the language used, properly, to describe such phenomena. “Orion 359 is another black hole system, a lot like Naiobe. Your ships traveled for years at high speeds to reach it, didn’t they? And it was the first, the only place they discovered traces of Zunshu activity, away from Hellgate itself.”

“Quite correct.” Mark’s tonguetip moistened his lips. “Orion 359 is another station on the gravity express … it’s years away, by Weimann drive, through normal any e-space transit. But in transspace, Lai’a could see it, like looking up the rail line and seeing the next station.”

“Christ,” Travers whispered.

“Exactly.” Mark gave Marin’s hand a squeeze and let it go. “Lai’a is so eager to return to transspace, I can scarcely keep it here. It stays because it knows its purpose – to work with us, find and neutralize the Zunshu threat. But since it returned with the Orpheus-Odyssey hybrid, it’s given me three good reasons for cutting it loose, letting it explore and chart transspace at least between here and Orion 359, while we literally muddle around with the pitiful human business of the Colonial Wars.” The gold eyes were wide as he looked from Marin to Travers and back. “Lai’a was bred and born for transspace. It doesn’t belong here, and now it’s tasted its own home waters, it’s impatient to return.”

Marin whistled softly. “Can you keep it here long enough for us to get the habitation module finished?”

“Yes,” Mark said thoughtfully, “but I take nothing for granted. It’s doing as it’s asked, Curtis, not as it’s told. There’s a difference.”

Because Lai’a was the most powerful single body ever to be constructed, with the most powerful AI, and if it chose to follow its own path, Marin thought, it would be unstoppable. He gave Neil a sidelong frown. “You can control Lai’a, Mark, can’t you?”

“Control it?” Mark sat back. “If you mean, can I make it dance to a tune, the way drones and office AIs like Joss and Etienne do, then no. But to all practical purposes I’m its father, and it respects me. I can no more control it than I could control the two of you – but you value my judgment, you ask for my advice, and when I tell you something is critically important, you know I’m not deceiving you. At the end of the day we reach consensus, we go forward with a plan that benefits all.” He’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. “The same is true of Lai’a.”

“You make it sound as if it’s alive,” Travers protested.

“It’s … not,” Mark said slowly, “not in any biological sense of the word. But the complexity of its thought processes, and the patterns of them, are the absolute simulacrum of a living mind. A Resalq mind patterned after my own, not out of any sense of ego or vanity, but because my own mind is the one I know better than any other, so it’s the easiest mind to duplicate!” He took a deep breath, held it, exhaled it slowly. “Talking to Lai’a is like thinking aloud. Like talking to myself.”

“You’d trust it.” Travers took a deep draught of coffee.

“I do,” Mark said emphatically. “Lai’a is quite well aware of the Zunshu threat to the human and Resalq populations of the Deep Sky. Its attraction to transspace is partly the desire of the explorer for horizons it hasn’t yet seen, and partly the impatience to get on with its job, find the Zunshu, and deal with them.”

“Deal?” Marin echoed.

“Negotiate.” Mark shrugged. “Its mind is Resalq, after all. It’s not naturally warlike. However, it’s also in possession of every skerrick of information surviving from the days of our own extermination, and it considers itself Resalq. It’s not given to any particular preference for revenge, but it won’t hesitate to show the Zunshu the business end of a gun, if negotiations fail. It has a keen sense of compassion, but little in the way of sentimentality.”

And its power was unspeakable. Marin set aside his mug and frowned at his palms for a moment. “Mark, is there a failsafe?”

“A failsafe?” Mark’s eyes had darkened. “You mean, do I have the means to shut it down, perhaps wipe its memory, erase its mind, bring Lai’a back under complete control, like a glorified drone?” He looked away. “Of course I do. I can terminate it, the way Harrison could have executed any of us, if we had chosen to defy him that day on Saraine. The means to kill Lai’a was hardwired into it, before it came online, and it doesn’t know the device is there.”

“You’re sure?” Travers sounded less than convinced.

“I’m sure.” Mark pushed back his chair, stifled a yawn, and his voice was grave. “Dario and I installed it before the AI core was complete. It’s wired into the chassis itself, not part of the crystal memory matrix. It responds to a certain coded signal, on a certain frequency – just a simple pellet of Demolex, causing a cascade reaction though the power conduits. A little under three seconds, and the crystal matrix shatters and Lai’a is … dead.” He shook his head as he got to his feet. “If you’re wondering if it could go rogue and do us some damage, forget it. If you’re wondering if I would kill Lai’a because of a difference of opinion regarding duty and priorities –”

“Forget that as well,” Marin said wryly. “Could it go play in transspace while we make our final preparations to ship out?”

“It could – and it asked for authorization.” Mark’s hands slid into the pockets of his pale gold slacks. “I told it, no. If anything went wrong, it wouldn’t return, leaving the Deep Sky entirely at the mercy of the Zunshu. It’s not impossible that Lai’a itself might need Resalq or human input to cure some problem. Alone, it wouldn’t have the advantage of insight, imagination, intuition, even sentiment, all the qualities that are impossible to duplicate in the machine mind. It saw the sense of the argument, and it agrees. It’s impatient to leave, but its time won’t be wasted, waiting for us to be ready. It has enough of its own data to process to keep itself busy for weeks.”

“Weeks?” Marin leaned back in his chair and regarded Travers darkly.

“How long do we have, Mark?” Travers asked. “Before we ship out?” Into transspace. He did not have to feign a shudder.

“Not long,” Mark said quietly. “Harrison and I both want to see the Zunshu weapons in practice, which means the battles of Velcastra and Jagreth will take place before the expedition launches. The Chicago will be at Velcastra in seven days at most, and the London should be at Jagreth a week later. Once we’ve seen the Zunshu weapons functioning as they should, there’s no more we can do here. Lai’a appreciates the critical nature of this, too. Any fault in the weapons defending the colonies, and Lai’a itself will be in the front line, tasked to disable or destroy the Chicago and the London.”

“It can do that?” Travers whispered.

Mark’s face was a stony mask. “I pity the human crews. They would be hit too fast for many to escape, or for any offer of surrender.” He set aside the prospect with an obvious effort. “If you want me, you’ll find me in the lab. I’ve asked Lai’a to begin interactive charting of the transspace it was able to map. In a few days, we’ll load up a navtank and begin simulations. Every one of us needs to be familiar with the topography and the pilot’s technique. And that,” he added ruefully, “is going to be Michael Vidal’s class to teach, if he’s up to it, and will have it.”

“Ask him.” Travers glanced at his chrono. “He should be waking in ten or twelve hours.”

“He’ll be sick,” Marin said pointedly. “You’ve forgotten the fun and games after the job at HydralisUniversity?”

“No. But I also remember, I was eager for anything that took my mind off the garbage my body was going through,” Travers retorted. “If I know Mick – and I do! – the last thing he’s going to want is bed rest, wide awake and listening to every bone grumbling.” He leaned over and dropped a biting kiss on Marin’s ear before returning to the ’chef for a second breakfast of eggs and hash browns.

“He could be right,” Mark admitted, reluctantly amused. 

“He is right,” Travers retorted.

With a chuckle, Mark collected a tall glass of grapefruit juice before he headed out of the mess. “Physics lab three,” he called over his shoulder. “Barb’s in one, and Dario and Tor have two.”

With a sigh, Marin settled back and watched Travers eat. The Argos haunted him even now, and he knew far better even than Neil what Vidal would endure. Travers had been in possession of his full health and strength when they went into UOH. What Vidal and Queneau had done, seen, endured, and for how long, Marin could not even begin to imagine, but he had known at a glance, Vidal had not merely been to hell – he was still there.

 

 

“Give it a bit more … more … she’ll do.” Ingersol was watching the power levels and directing a drone as the ancient cryogen tank began to purge. This time around they knew what to expect, from the heavy power requirement during the retrieval process to the cocktail of raw, comparatively crude drugs fed by the injectors in the bed. “Looking good,” he reported. “Get in here, Bill.”

Grant shoved a battery of monitors into place and shouldered in between them. As Marin watched, the curved upper surface of the tank popped up by a finger’s width, emitting a rush of icy air, a soft hiss, and the odd, acid smell of augmented cryogen gas.

“Here he comes,” Grant whispered. “I’m starting to see theta waves … brain activity is minimal, but he’s ticking over. Starting to read biosigns.”

Wrapped in a dark blue robe, hands clenched around a cup, Jo Queneau sat at the end of the tank, where she would see into the interior, when the top lifted fully. She was sunken-eyed, with a gaunt, hollow face, and neither her vision nor her tongue seemed to be working properly yet. She hunted for words, blanked out when asked to remember details, grabbed anything, anyone, for balance, and retched at the mention of food. Four times, Grant had infused her with mega-doses vitamins and minerals, and she had been disconnected from the IV only minutes before. Her hair was buzz cut, and the hollows visible in her skull were disturbing.

Marin frowned down at her, and then over her head at the bed where Michael Vidal was swathed in thermal blankets, still on an IV, still deeply unconscious and surrounded by machines. He had not yet moved so much as an eyelid, but Grant was prepared for him to wake naturally in the next hour or three.

Seated beside him, Alexis Rusch was content to watch the procedure as the tank opened. Her face was a study in apprehension, half masked by the professional expression of the career commander. There was, Marin allowed, a faint chance the occupant in the tank was not Ernst Rabelais. No matter how the question was framed, Queneau could not answer it – the words were not yet there for her to speak properly. At last Grant waved Rusch, Shapiro and Mark Sherratt away. Retrieval syndrome was insidious, and it would subside according to its own schedule. 

But she was aware, Marin knew. She was watching the procedure, and though her eyes were dull, she knew what was going on, just as she had seen Vidal brought back from decontamination and placed into the bed, alive. A flicker of something very like pain rushed across her face as she saw him, then she was blank again as her brain lapsed back into the semi-dormant state typical of the syndrome.

“Pressure and temp are coming up nicely,” Grant was saying. “Give me a hand here, guys. We can lift the top now. Alexis …?”

The top section of the tank was not heavy. The kevlex-titanium was layered with insulation and electronics, but it was just an armored sheath, while the pressurized cryogen capsules, power cells, rudimentary AI core and interface were built into the base. Travers and Marin took the two gullwings between them, lifted them up and aside, and set them on a gurney by the emergency cryotank, which had been prepped as the ultimate fallback.

Without a word, Rusch came closer. Marin thought the color seeped out of her face as she looked into the old tank, and her eyes were dark as she made out the face of a man. Portraits of Ernst Rabelais hung in the homes of the Shackletons, Rusches and Vidals, all of whom traced their lineage directly to Rabelais. She should know him on sight.

For a moment Marin could not read her face. It might as easily have been agony as delight that twisted her expression. And then Rusch swore softly, and her eyes flooded. She scrubbed them absently, and Marin relaxed a fraction at a time.

“Alpha waves,” Grant reported. “Brain activity is coming up … he’s dreaming. He’s also malnourished and dehydrated, like Big Jo, and I’m seeing signs of injury. He’s broken some bones quite recently – left arm, both legs. They’re healed, if you stretch a point, but I’d like to fix ’em properly, if he’ll let me.”

Keenly aware of the drum of his pulse, Marin came closer to see the man with his own eyes. A threedee image was only ever a poor substitute. Ernst Rabelais was still unconscious – and thin to the point to gauntness, though not quite as emaciated as Vidal and Queneau. It might mean he had not been in the Drift as long, or his metabolism was slower, and his body made better use of the short rations. Or, Marin thought shrewdly, the bigger, stronger members of this unlikely team had shouldered the physical work and given him more than his share, to get him over the injuries. He wore light blue coveralls, stained and dirty, ripped at the knees, frayed at the cuffs. 

Rabelais was in his early forties when the Odyssey launched, leaving two ex-wives and five children behind him on Velcastra. The mission was designed as a three-year haul out to the Drift, and around it, and back to Velcastra via a different route. The Odyssey would crisscross its own course in the pattern of a grid search, at low speeds which enabled the pathfinder to locate and mark navigation hazards.

All this was history – Marin knew it well. The story passed directly into Deep Sky folklore when the Odyssey vanished out of space, and a long, thorough search of the entire zone produced not so much as a twisted hull panel. Hellgate had certainly claimed Rabelais, and in months the region became universally known as the Rabelais Drift. The name would live forever while the man himself swiftly become a legend.

The legend was waking. His eyes moved constantly in the pattern of REM sleep, though his skin was waxen, some shade between yellow and gray. The tank was warming him with heating pads, and the injectors would soon fill him with drugs.

“Lift him,” Grant murmured to the two assistants who flanked him, only waiting for the instruction. Both were so young, they should have been wearing Fleet fatigues and been halfway through their conscription aboard a warship – a boy, a girl, with ordinary looks concealing the kind of talent Richard Vaurien was always searching for. 

Hands slipped under Rabelais at shoulders and hips. They lifted him easily off the heating pad, and held him up just enough for Grant to slide a hair-thin kevlex sheet under him. He gestured for them to ease Rabelais back onto the heating pads, and brandished two hypoguns as if they were weapons.

“She’s going to light up red with warning signs,” he told Rusch and Shapiro. “The tank’s going to know when the injectors fail, and it’s going to raise a ruckus. Ignore it. I don’t like the cocktail of drugs it shot into Big Jo, and I’m not going to stand here and let it slam the same monkeyshit into Rabelais.” He beckoned one assistant with a jerk of his head. “Get the handies over here, closer, where I can see ’em.”

He was monitoring biosigns, and he would know to the instant when to inject the modern suite of drugs. Marin trusted Grant implicitly. He had seen and done more during his military service than the majority of civilian, city-based surgeons would see in a whole career. 

The hypoguns hissed against Rabelais’s neck and shoulders, two shots each, each loaded with cortical stimulants, electrolytes, vitamins, minerals, drugs to increase heart rate and blood pressure, and encourage the body to warm itself. 

The next minute was critical, and Marin listened to the drum of his own pulse as he and Travers stood back with Rusch and Shapiro, mere spectators. Vaurien, Jazinsky and Mark were on the other side of the tank, monitoring the hardware, but the old machine was working well. 

On cue, it issued warning chimes and the interface winked red across the recessed panel. The injectors had hit kevlex, not skin, and as far as the simple AI knew, the occupant would now live or die on his own. Grant made dismissive gestures, muttering about ignoring the whole performance, and leaned down over the tank. His voice was soft but clear.

“Captain Rabelais. Captain, can you hear me? Captain Rabelais, it’s time to wake.” And louder, “Wake up now, Captain.”

His eyes opened, an astonishing shade of cerulean blue, far out of focus, blinking repeatedly as he seemed to hunt for orientation, and then he coughed, dragged in a breath, coughed again. Marin was expecting to see the same retrieval syndrome as Queneau had suffered, but Grant’s suite of drugs was vastly different – two centuries more refined.

“Damnit, I’m alive,” Rabelais said in a croak. “This looks nothing like heaven … though that could be an angel.” He was blinking up at Jazinsky, still searching for focus, and he would be seeing little more than white-blond hair, a pale gold skinsuit, and the halo of the worklights behind her.

“I’m no angel, Captain,” she told him. “Do you hear me clearly?”

“Yeah.” Rabelais squeezed his eyes shut and reopened them. “Where am I? There were two others.”

“They’re safe.” Jazinsky came closer, with a glance at Grant, who nodded. “Mick was badly contaminated, but he’s through the procedure and resting. Big Jo has a nasty case of retrieval shock, but she’s sitting right there, watching. She just can’t wrap her brain or her tongue around words yet.”

He was moving now, working his shoulders little by little, flexing his arms, and he lifted up his hands, peered at them as if he had never expected to wake from the cryosleep. “Where am I?” he repeated.

It was Vaurien who told him, “You’re aboard the commercial salvage vessel Wastrel, Captain. Did Mick tell you anything about his baseship?”

The cerulean eyes shifted from Jazinsky’s face to Richard’s, and Rabelais took a moment to focus. “He did.” His voice was beginning to even out. “French accent? You must be Richard Vaurien.” He offered his right hand, and Marin saw the tremors as he extended the limb. 

Vaurien clasped it for a second, but spoke to Grant. “He’s like ice.”

“Old tank, old process, boss,” Grant said pragmatically. “There’s a recovery period, a couple of hours at least. I’ve made it a hell of a lot easier with better drug support, but he’s still going to feel like he just walked out of some deepfreeze.”

“Can you move, Captain?” Vaurien asked. “You’ll be better if we can get you out of there, get some heat into you.”

“And fluids,” Grant muttered. “He’s dangerously dehydrated. I need to set up an IV and do a full set of scans. Look – bugger off, the lot of you. Give me an hour, and I’ll buzz you when you can get back in here.”

“All right.” Vaurien stepped back. “Captain Rabelais, this tyrant is Doctor Bill Grant. You know you need treatment. Work with him, and when you’re a little more recovered …” He smiled ruefully. “You must have a hundred questions, and I assure you, we have a thousand.”

“Two hundred,” Rabelais corrected as he tried to push himself up on his palms and failed. “Christ, I’m weak as a baby.”

“Git … boss,” Grant insisted, “and take the rest of ’em with you.” He moved back into Rabelais’s line of sight and offered his hand. “Call me Bill. This is Craig Wu, and that’s Sharon Ahroni. She answers to Shazz. Now, we’re going to lift you, and then a couple of my drones are going to get in under you, take the weight. Don’t even try to stand. All right?”

Vaurien drove them all before him, and Marin and Travers came to rest in Grant’s office, where the machines were processing a cascade of data from the Carellan Djerun. Marin glanced at it, saw the name of Vidal, M.W., and time stamps. The analysis of the brainscans was thorough to the molecular level, and almost complete. 

“You all right, Alexis?” Shapiro rested a hand on her shoulder.

She seemed to shake herself back to the present and gave a savage tug to the black tunic she wore over silver-gray slacks. No Fleet uniform or insignia today. Like Shapiro, she was in civilian clothes. Since the Mercury left Borushek, Marin had watched Shapiro gradually begin to identify himself as a Freespacer. Even his hair was beginning to grow out of the uniform cut. 

“You mean, I look like I just saw the ghost that walked over my grave?” Rusch wondered.

“Something like that.” Shapiro was looking back across the Infirmary, watching Grant’s team and the drones maneuver Rabelais out of the tank and onto an Arago gurney. “Damn, the man’s a legend.”

“The man,” she added, “is about to inherit the family castle, and I’m just dying to see the looks on the nasty, puckered-up little faces of Trick and Ying Shackleton when they find out, they don’t get a buck.” Her eyes first widened and then closed. “Harry, we have to get a message through to Velcastra. It almost killed Charles when I told him Michael was dead. He needs to know, he’s alive.”

She was right, Marin thought. Old Charles Vidal needed to know at once, his son had been recovered. Mick was officially reported killed in action in the Drift, but Shapiro would amend the record to ‘missing, presumed dead,’ and then the Wastrel would report one of the conjuring tricks for which the Drift was infamous. It spat Mick back out, sick, injured, but alive.

“I’ll send a drone courier,” Shapiro was saying. It was the fastest way to get a message through. “Three days, Alexis, and Charles Vidal will know. If you want to draft the message, do it now.” He looked across at the bed where Vidal lay, connected by hoses and tubes to the machinery. “He’ll be waking very soon. If he’s thinking clearly, he could record a simple message for his father, then I’ll launch the drone at once.”

As he spoke, the gurney carrying Rabelais made its way to the bed beside Vidal’s, and Grant’s assistants scurried to set up the IV and scanners. Grant passed a handy over Rabelais’s entire body a third time before he was satisfied, and very carefully set a half glass of water into the man’s trembling hands. He helped Rabelais hold it, brought it to his lips, held it there while he drank it to the bottom. 

Still glassy-eyed and mute, Jo Queneau was looking on, and she was aware enough, alert enough, to come unsteadily to her feet and take the empty glass from Grant. She moved into Rabelais’s line of sight, took his hand, and, though she could not speak properly yet, she pointed away to his right, where Vidal lay. Rabelais’s head turned on the pillow, and Marin heard him groan, saw his hands clasp weakly about Queneau’s.

“What the hell happened to them?” Jazinsky whispered.

“I’d give a year’s pay to know.” Travers shoved both hands into the pockets of his slacks. “Rabelais is in halfway decent shape. I could wish Mick would wake up.”

Marin was frowning at the brainscan analysis, reading the notes appended to the data rather than looking at the raw numbers. “According to the specialist on the Carellan, the damage is this side of a line he calls the ‘catastrophe point.’ Whatever that means.”

“It means the brain is still at the point where it can rewire itself to get around areas that were destroyed,” Rusch said quietly, “and with the assistance of the right brand of nano, it can repair itself to the point where, as a commander, I’d put the poor bastard right back onto armor, or into the cockpit of a spaceplane, and tell him or her to get back out there and fight.” She shuddered animatedly. “I never intended to be a soldier. I signed with Fleet to get myself into the Drift, to study it. What the hell was I doing on the Omaru blockade, telling kids to go kill each other?”

“You were suckered in, like he rest of us,” Travers said with a certain note of sourness.

“You’re the one who reenlisted,” Vaurien said pointedly.

“Temporary insanity,” Travers growled.

“Kismet.” Mark gestured at Marin. “If you and Curtis hadn’t been on the Intrepid, she would almost certainly have been destroyed. There was no one else aboard with the authority and the power of personality to drag the remnants of the crew together and get them out. From what I understand, the ship was ruptured, twisted and depressurizing faster than your tech gangs could keep it welded together. Curtis would have died there,” he added quietly.

Vaurien’s arm went over Neil’s shoulders and dealt him a hug. “Call it fate, if you like. Destiny. I never blamed you for going back to Fleet. It all worked out the way it had to … and here we are.” He gave Shapiro a frown. “You’re going to repatriate Vidal, send him home?”

“It’s up to the young man himself,” Shapiro mused. “The truth is, he’s already been to hell. He’s pushed his luck so far, I would never ask him to sign aboard the Lai’a mission and go back into transspace –”

“But there’s only three human pilots who ever flew transspace and survived to share the experience,” Jazinsky added, “and if Michael were crazy enough to volunteer, you wouldn’t turn him down. Major Vidal would be pivotal to the expedition.”

“Colonel Vidal,” Shapiro corrected, “would be aboard with my gratitude. But I won’t be asking him to do it, and if he wants to return to Velcastra, he’ll go with my blessing.”

“Not aboard the Mercury,” Vaurien warned.

“She’s on Fleet’s most wanted list.” Marin was watching Rabelais get his hands around a mug of something warm. The IV was set up, and Grant was injecting numerous compounds into the tubes. “Until the Battle of Velcastra is history, General, you’ll go there as a Freespacer or not at all.”

“General?” Shapiro echoed. “The rank means nothing, not now, not here. I am a Freespacer, Curtis. We all are.”

“Then … I’m going to offer you my hand as a civilian and a friend,” Marin said levelly. He thrust out the offered hand, and did not withdraw it until Shapiro clasped it. “Someone with good taste stocked the office ’chef this morning, so will you take a coffee and a Danish with me, Harrison?” 

“I will.” Shapiro lifted a brow at Travers. “Colleagues, Neil?”

“For some time now,” Travers agreed, and shoved Grant’s work aside to make space on the desk. “Welcome to Freespace. Who else wants the coffee and Danish –?”

Marin was configuring the autochef when a machine across the Infirmary issued a quiet tone, an alert rather than a warning. He might have asked what was wrong, or right, but before he could speak Grant called,

“Neil, Curt, Colonel Rush, get over here.”

For a moment Marin feared the worst, and the tray he had been loading clattered onto the desk, but Grant was merely standing at Vidal’s feet with a handy playing back and forth across him, while Mick began to stir. He shifted in the bed, flexing his limbs, and tried to lift both hands to his face, only to find them fettered by tubes and wires. 

“Easy, Major,” Grant said quickly, dropping the scanner and catching him by both wrists, before he could dislodge the taped-in cannulas. “Take a breath, hold it. Can you focus on me? Can you see me?”

His voice was a bare croak, desert dry. “I can see you, Bill. What the … what the sweet fuck did you do to me?”

“Everything,” Grant told him honestly. “You came in too hot for me to even stand beside you, unless I was wearing a goddamn hazmat suit. You’re clean now, but I’ll just bet you feel like hell.”

“You think?” Vidal was blinking owlishly. “God almighty, I’m tubes everywhere. What’s this crap?”

“IV, chemistry, nutrients. Keep bloody still, damnit,” Grant warned. “If you rip ’em out, I’ll only have to sick ’em right back in.”

“Drink,” Vidal croaked. “Gimme a drink.”

“Water.” Grant beckoned one of the handling drones, and the machine jetted closer with a half glass. “Steady now, old son … slowly.” He held the glass to Vidal’s chapped lips, and when Vidal settled back against the pillows, lifted each eyelid in turn to check his pupil dilation. 

“Not now,” Vidal groaned. “Get lost, Bill.”

“It’s my job,” Grant said firmly. “You know where you are?”

“Wastrel,” Vidal said in dutiful tones.

“You know the boss?” Grant sat on the bedside.

“Rick Vaurien, and where the hell is he? He ought to bloody be here.” Vidal was peering in the too-bright Infirmary lights, but his eyes found Neil Travers first, and right behind him, Alexis Rusch, and some part of him seemed to relax. “The nearest and dearest are gathered at the beside.”

Rusch was highly adept at masking anything she felt. “You’re not going to die, Michael,” she sad acerbically. “I’ve seen the brainscans. If you were still with the Delta Dragons, you’d be back on the flightline in three days.” 

It was a lie, and Vidal knew it. “Then thank Christ this isn’t the Kiev,” he said hoarsely. “Come to that, where are we?”

“The Wastrel,” she began.

“And where is the Wastrel?” Vidal demanded. “Neil, for godsakes!”

Only Marin would have noticed the quick tear Travers cuffed away before he took Vidal’s wrist in the old ritual, warrior clasp, leaned down and kissed his forehead. “We’re parked on station-keeping at Alshie’nya, still decontaminating Lai’a. It pulled you out of there yesterday … not two hours after it launched on its hyper-Weimann trials.”

For a moment Vidal blinked at him. “That can’t be right.”

“It is.” Travers drew a very careful caress around the gaunt face, with the old Delta Dragons tattoo, which looked almost like a scar on the sunken left cheek. “Timestreams running faster, slower, gravity tides headed every which-way … search me.” Travers could only shrug. “I just go with the flow. If you want to know how any of it works, ask Mark.”

Vidal seemed to settle into the pillows with a vast weariness. “Mark’s here? I need to tell him about the ship. The Orpheus.”

Mark had been a few meters away, with Vaurien and Jazinsky, deliberately staying out of Vidal’s field of vision so as not to confuse him. But Vidal’s mind was clearer than Marin had expected – he had no cryosleep to recover from, and as Grant had said, he was lucky. His brain had not passed into the catastrophe zone, and the purpose-designed nano had reconstructed much of the damage while he slept. 

“I’m here.” Mark came closer. “We spent weeks processing your launch data, Michael, and everything we got from you before the event closed was used to prime Lai’a for the next insertion. Lai’a brought back so much, we’ll be analyzing it for weeks more. I’d like to say months, but in fact we don’t have months.”

“The Orpheus,” Vidal said, husky, parched.  “We burned out the drive engines, trying to stay out of a temporal field. They took a lot of hammer, but they quit in the end, and we were sucked in, sucked right through.” His eyes cleared, widened. “You get Jo and Ernst out of the tanks?”

“They’re safe,” Grant assured him, still busy with the monitors.

“Damn.” Vidal subsided weakly as a sheen of sweat began on his brow. “Those tanks scared the crap out of me. Ernst said they were state of the art. I said, state of the art in the Paleozoic?” He flexed his shoulders, hips, legs. “God, I hurt.”

And Grant sorted through his tools for a hypogun. “I can give you something for that. A big dose is going to make you drowsy, though.”

“No. Just take the edge off,” Vidal groaned. “Where are they?”

The drug fired into the IV tube, and Grant stepped aside. “Jo’s right here – but don’t expect her to be too brilliant. She’s got a bad case of retrieval shock. Ernst is right behind me, still being scanned. He’s almost as bad as you are … what the hell happened?”

Vidal took a long, deep breath. “He fell twenty, twenty-five meters. Fell off a scaffold, should’ve had a safety line clipped on, but we didn’t have enough line. Didn’t have enough of anything. Took risks, dumb risks, stupid. Anything we had to do, we just found a way to do it.”

He was tiring fast, and Marin knew exactly what he was feeling. The lights would start to dance in another minute, then the walls would spin just before the floor slid over the ceiling. He set a hand on Travers’s shoulder and said, “Bill, he needs to rest.”

The medic gestured at Shapiro, Rusch, Vaurien. “Tell them. They’re foaming at the mouth, dying for the details, but I can tell you right now, you won’t get much more for a while. A few hours’ll make a world of difference.” He lifted a brow at Vaurien. “Boss?”

In fact, Vaurien was smiling ruefully at Vidal. “Get some shuteye, Pilot. That was one hell of a job, and if you don’t mind me saying so, you look like merde.”

Vidal’s eyes were closed, his arms were immobilized with tubes and cables, but he still had the use of his middle finger. “Do like the doc says, and get out of here. Gimme a chance. Give us all a chance.”

The group broke up, drifting away by twos and threes, until only Travers, Marin and Rusch remained beside Vidal. He knew they were there, and held out a hand to each of them. Grant seemed to set aside a harangue, and retreated to his office. 

“Hey,” Travers said, soft, gruff, not as adept as Rusch at disguising his feelings. 

“Hey,” Vidal echoed. “You still here, Neil?”

“Still.” Travers looked at Marin, beckoned him closer with a nod. “They gave you a fantastic memorial service in ElstromCity. Would have brought a tear to your eye. They’re going to put up a statue of you … or, they were. I expect they’ll have to take it down, now you’re not dead.”

A painful chuckle racked Vidal’s chest. “Christ, don’t make me laugh. Hurts. Everything hurts.” His eyes opened a fraction, and he looked up, from Travers to Rusch. “Alexis.”

“Michael.” She laid a hand on his forehead. “Welcome back.”

“My father,” Vidal whispered.

“He took the news badly,” she said honestly, “but the last time I saw him, well, he was dealing with it in his own way. You know how he is. I’ll put something together for him – send him a message yourself. Harrison is going to send a drone courier, it’s the fastest way to reach Velcastra from here. And then,” she added quietly, “if you want to go home, we’ll get you there.”

The blue eyes opened a little wider, and for some time Vidal seemed to grapple with what she had said. The painkillers were hitting him hard now, and his thinking was not as clear.  “Velcastra,” he murmured. “The battle …?”

“Not yet.” She stroked his face. “The Chicago battle group is en route. It’ll be arriving in a few days, and before you trouble your head about it – don’t. The Zunshu weapon is in place. Captain van Donne’s crew is monitoring the deployment, and very soon Robbie and Sonja Liang will be returning, to announce our sovereign territory.”

“When?” Vidal rasped.

“A day. Two.” Rusch breathed a sigh. “Time has caught us up. It’s happening, Michael, with or without us. The Colonial Wars.”

“Zunshu?” Vidal added.

“They’re hitting the outlying colonies routinely now,” Travers told him with the brutal honesty Marin knew Vidal would want. “But we fought them on Ulrand’s big moon – and we beat the bastards. The Silence of Knives, you know? That’s twice we’ve taken them on and beaten them, and now we know how to do it.”

“Zunshu.” Vidal repeated, and gestured with one thin hand, a frail movement which fetched Marin a deep shiver. “We know how they get through, Neil. Through the Drift. Elarne … transspace. You know, you can see to Orion 359? So weird. Can get readings off things slipping through temporal streams. Zunshu things.” He roused himself for long enough to pry open both eyes and look up into Rusch’s and Travers’s hovering faces. “I can pilot that shit. I can. I did it … could do it with more power. Power like Lai’a. I can fly it.”

Then he was asleep, and Travers stepped back from the bed with a soft curse. He was shaking, and Marin slid an arm around him, if only for emotional support. Neil recovered fast, dragged both hands over his face and pulled his shoulders back. “If he says he can pilot the Drift, I believe him.”

The voice which answered surprised them all. “You better,” Jo Queneau said, slurred and rasping, as if she had just chugged a half bottle of raw spirits and had not yet collapsed. “Never knew Mick to lie … and I saw him do it. Helped him do it. Takes two. Navdeck goes to crap … human brain runs the nav, or you’ll hang it up. One to navigate, one to fly, while a ship bucks like a bronco, gives you the fight of your life.”

Marin, Travers and Rusch had turned toward the chair which sat between Vidal’s bed and Rabelais’s, and Grant drifted back as he heard her speak for the first time. He was busy with a handy at once. “How are you, L.T.? Doing better, by the sounds of you.”

“Hungry,” she told him. “Tired. Cold. Can I eat?”

“A little,” he said cautiously. “Too much, and you’ll throw it up. You’ve been starving for too long. I’ll get you something.”

“Food ran out,” she said vaguely. “Long time ago.” 

The words were slurred, and as she spent what little energy she possessed, she was going down fast. Marin had no experience with retrieval syndrome, but he thought he knew what she was suffering, and he could only admire the woman’s determination as she forced her tongue around the words.

“How long?” Rusch wondered quietly. “How long were you in there, Lieutenant?”

“Long time … not sure. Ask Mick,” Queneau muttered. “Ernst might know. Me? Too tired. I got sick, was out of it, a lot of the time.”

As she wound down into silence, Grant returned from the ’chef with a bowl of jelly and a beaker of juice. He set the bowl into her hands, watched her hold it as if she had no idea what to do with a spoon, and called the servitor drone. 

“We’ll leave you, Doctor,” Rusch decided.

“I’d be grateful,” Grant said honestly. 

But Vidal had half woken, and when he murmured Travers’s name, Neil returned to the bed. One thin hand reached out, and Travers took it with exaggerated caution. For a long moment Vidal seemed about to speak, but he slithered back into sleep before the words would form, and Travers very carefully set the hand back on his chest.

Marin watched him closely, trying to read the storm of his feelings. They were in the lift, riding back to the crew levels, when Travers permitted himself the brief luxury of tears. Marin offered an embrace, and Neil took it gratefully. “They’re so lucky to be alive.” Curtis heard the thickness of emotion in his own voice.

“Understatement.” Travers cleared his throat. “I could use a drink.”

“Quarters or mess?” Marin wondered as the lift opened.

“Neither.” Travers recovered his composure with a visible effort before they stepped out. “I want to talk to my kids. Bravo Company. If Mick says he can fly the Drift, and Lai’a can chart it, and you can see as far as Orion 359, Bravo Company is going to want in.”

He was right, and as Marin followed him aft to the crew compartments he acknowledged a deep shiver that might have been reaction or foreboding.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

They looked, Travers thought, like a trio of escapees from a labor camp, but they were alert, walking, eating solid food. Grant had moved them into the bay off the side of the Infirmary, an area that was seldom powered up, and more often used as a warehouse for equipment waiting to be installed or dumped. A trestle table was set up, and was already littered with magazines and handies. A light meal had been set before them minutes before Grant gave his approbation to what Shapiro probably thought of as a debriefing. 

Of them all, Ernst Rabelais was the one who needed answers. As Travers pulled a chair closer to Marin’s he saw that Alexis Rusch was still beside him, talking in undertones and calling up one reference after another on a series of handies. Rabelais had as much distance to make up as the Kulich brothers, and Travers might have expected him to be wide-eyed as he saw the Sherratts, Tor Sereccio, and especially Midani Kulich.

But Rabelais was merely curious, and Travers realized at once, he had seen Resalq before. Mark was not slow to notice Rabelais’s reaction, and he was the first to offer his hand. Rabelais took it, studied it, and touched the tiny scars where Mark’s double-thumbs had been removed so long ago, he must have forgotten ever having them.

“You’ve seen my people before,” Mark observed, letting Rabelais study his hands as long as he wanted to.

“Yes … but not alive.” Rabelais’s voice was light, when for some reason Travers had expected a bass, and his accent was odd. It was definitely like the modern Velcastran accent, but the differences were noticeable at once in the length of the vowels, the hardness of the consonants. “I saw a couple of dozen of you, frozen … deceased,” Rabelais was saying, “on one of the freighters we scavenged. The engines were dead, power was out, the crew all perished. I said something about it being so weird to see dead Resalq, because I’d always known them as an extinct race, and Mick told me about you. Your people, and you specifically, Doctor Sherratt.”

“Call me Mark,” he invited.

The legend was a man of middle height and average looks. He had a pleasant face rather than being handsome, with a high, broad forehead and wide mouth, and a square jaw that wore a light beard, which contrasted strongly with the baby-smooth pink skin Vidal sported after the decontamination procedure. Rabelais’s hair was simply brown, cut short and yet shaggy, suggesting that he had been cutting it himself. Like the others, he was wrapped in a voluminous blue-gray robe which looked several sizes too large, and he still looked cold, tired, anxious. 

The most remarkable feature about Rabelais was the brilliant blue eyes, and Travers saw at once, he talked with his hands. They were rarely still as he spoke. “Mick and Jo told me so much,” he was saying. “We’d talk when we took a break from the work … it was too cold to sleep much, but you have to rest eventually. They told me about the frontier, Freespace as you know it now, the new worlds, the Resalq. My world is long gone.”

“Not quite,” Rusch said quickly. “A lot of what you remember is still there. Everything just got bigger, more complex. There are more colonies now, and the frontier is a long way beyond what you remember, before you cross over into Freespace, and scores, maybe hundreds of unregistered colonies. So many, no one’s really sure.”

He smiled sidelong at her, an attractive and engaging expression, and said to Mark, “She tells me I’m her uncle, about six or eight generations removed. And it turns out, the family made good. Damn, I knew they would. They’re rich as all get-out, back home. And this one here, Mick, is a Vidal, and the Vidals and Rusches and Shackletons, they all won’t let you forget they’re descended from some weird-ass bugger called Rabelais, who disappeared into the void.”

The remark won him a chuckle from Rusch and Mark, but Mick was too tired. He produced a faint smile, and seemed to be stirring a bowl of green jelly with a spoon rather than even trying to swallow it. Travers frowned into his face, seeing the hollow eyes and cheeks, and Mick said softly, 

“I look so bad?”

“No,” Travers began, too quickly.

“Yes, I bloody do,” Vidal retorted. He looked past Travers, at Marin. “The look on his face says it all.”

“So you look like shit,” Rabelais said acidly. “You’re allowed. Christ, you ought to be dead. Be grateful for the chance to get your life back. Put the meat back on your bones, like the rest of us, eh, Jo?”

She was on Vidal’s other side, staring into a mug of hot chocolate as if it had given her a challenge she could not meet. “Say – what?” She shifted in the chair, an uncomfortable bag of bones with a near-shaven head. “Where’s Bill?” Her voice had cleared in the last few hours, and she was off the IV, while both Vidal and Rabelais were still connected, with a pair of discreet meddrones riding right behind them, monitoring every biosign and constantly adjusting the fluids. “Where’s Grant?”

“You need something?” Marin was on his feet.

“For pain.” Queneau was rubbing her shoulders. 

“I’ll find him,” Marin promised.

Travers watched him make his way across the bay in the direction of Grant’s office, and turned back to the apparition in the chair opposite when Vidal said quietly, 

“Handfasted.”

“Yes.” Neil hunted for a smile and did not quite find one. “You missed your chance to throw rice.”

For some time Vidal only looked at him, eyes dark, haunted. “Happy?”

It was an astute question, and not easy to answer. “As happy as you could be with a war breaking out on two fronts, and the mission from hell right ahead of us,” Travers said honestly. “We’re shipping out with Lai’a, like the Sherratts and Shapiro, and Richard and Barb.”

“And us,” Vidal added huskily.

“You’re not strong enough,” Travers warned.

“Two, three weeks,” he argued. “We will be.”

“You can’t be serious.” Travers’s head was shaking.

“Grant swore to me, he could put us back on our feet.”

Travers’s brows rose. “You and Queneau?”

And Vidal’s close-cropped head nodded. “Takes two to fly transspace, Neil. You can’t fly it alone. One to handle nav, one to handle the ship.”

“She told us.” Travers considered the wraith seated beside Vidal with a deep frown. “You in, Queneau?”

Her head pivoted on a neck so scrawny, he wondered how it held up the weight of her skull. “I’m in. Bill said he can get us there … and we did it, Travers. We fucking flew it. You want to call it transspace? Nice word for it.”

They were determined, though Travers was filled with doubt, and Vidal’s eyes had a troubling tendency to glaze over. It was as if they fell out of focus, and whatever he was looking at as he peered into the labyrinth of his own mind was so terrible, his mouth twisted into a grimace. Queneau and Rabelais were frail, sick, but only Vidal seemed to be seeing demons behind his own closed eyelids. Travers was far from sure he should return to Elarne.

What was on his face, he did not know, but Vidal was looking levelly at him and rasped, “Matter of necessity, Neil. Time of war. You do things you shouldn’t, wouldn’t, if you had any choice. You know that.”

 “I know it,” Travers admitted as Marin returned with Grant a pace behind. “You should be going home.”

Tiredness engulfed Vidal. “I am. Going to see my father … few days, maybe spend a week. He thinks I’m dead.”

“We all did,” Marin told him as Grant dealt Queneau a painful shot into the too-thin muscle tissue of her upper arm. She flinched, ouched, and then sighed in relief as some deep pain eased. “We thought you might be riding a temporo-gravitic current, on a long cruise around the Drift, and you might be back this way in a thousand years.”

It was Rabelais who said, without looking up from the handy Rusch was showing him, “You could do that. We saw the tides and currents – Lai’a charted some of them. But if you can skip across the shoulder of them, you can drop into freefall and pick up another one, headed in some direction that suits you … long as your power holds up. Isn’t that right, Mick?”

He answered only with a nod. Blue eyes almost the same shade as Rabelais’s own had focused on Shapiro and Kim as they appeared in the bay, and Travers turned toward them. Vaurien and Jazinsky were still in the Infirmary, talking with Dario and Tor, while Leon and Roy Arlott hunted for some oddment of data in a threedee which flared gold and orange. 

At last a smile found its way to Vidal’s face, and he gestured at Jon Kim as Shapiro came closer. “You made it. Found him.”

“You missed quite a shooting party,” Shapiro told him. “Get him to tell you about it – the Ulrish ID’d him, and he went to ground, called me. I sent Neil and Curtis to bring him up to the Mercury.”

“And now you’re a fugitive,” Vidal added. “Bill told me. I asked … I need a ride home. Velcastra.” He leaned back, tired to the bone.

“And I told him,” Grant continued, checking the IV mix, “he can get a ride, but not on the Mercury, because if she shows up in any system with a Fleet base, she’ll be impounded, and us with it!”

Vidal drew a deep breath. “So, who do I ride with?”

“I’ll arrange it,” Rusch assured him. “Don’t fret about getting home. Richard? You have a moment?”

He turned away from Dario and Tor, though Jazinsky remained intent on a sheaf of hardcopies Tor had just given her. “I have all evening, Alexis. I’m on downtime, unless something major comes up.” He sat on the edge of the table while Arlott and Kim organized enough chairs. 

“Transport to Velcastra.” Rusch promoted. “Get him home.”

“For a few days. See my father,” Vidal said as if he were rationing his energy and had none to spare.

“Michael, you’ll be staying there,” she began.

“Bullshit,” he told her in a stronger tone, for a moment belying his exhaustion. “You know how many transspace pilots exist, Alexis? Two. And you’re looking at both of ’em.”

She sighed heavily and looked up at Vaurien. “He could be right, even if he does look like a ghost.”

“He is right,” Vaurien said wryly. “And it’s not just you that needs a ride home, Mick. Chandra Liang has to get back there, and fast. He’ll be picking up the reins of government, and declaring sovereignty – the Republic of Velcastra – and it has to happen in four days, before the Chicago battle group gets here. I’d send the whole party home on the Harlequin, but she’s not quite fast enough. We don’t have access to a courier, and the only ships that’ll make the crossing in the kind of time we need, and slip right past Fleet while they do it, are the Carellan Djerun and the Wastrel.”

“But the Carellan is working with Lai’a,” Mark added, “creating the very navtank load we’ll need, if we’re going to go hunt Zunshu. She can’t leave Alshie’nya for seven or ten days.”

“We ship out for Velcastra tomorrow,” Vaurien said easily, “as soon as our fabrication shops are through with their last assignment.” He gestured in the vague direction of Lai’a. “Fittings for the habitation module, to buy ourselves a little comfort while we’re in Elarne for who knows how long?”

Shapiro took this as his cue to call the gathering together, and frowned at Vidal, Queneau and Rabelais. “If you’re up to it, we have a great many questions.”

“Ask,” Queneau rasped.

“All right.” Shapiro pulled up a chair. “Jon …?”

“Recording,” Kim assured him. “Audio and vids.”

“Then, in your own time,” Shapiro invited, “would you just like to tell us what the hell happened to you, where you went, where you’ve been, and how you came to rendezvous with Lai’a?”

The enormity of the story seemed to defeat them all for a long moment, and then Vidal said, “Damnit, we flew it. Flew transspace. We knew as soon as we lit the hyper-Weimann unit, we could navigate. We tacked on the gravity tides like … like riding a storm front. Like running before the wind, with a hurricane behind you. It was…”

“It was the most amazing thing I ever did, ever saw,” Queneau went on. “Takes two to handle it. One pilot –? Toast. Dead in three minutes. But two can do it, and you play it, like making music. You ever been surfing when the waves are huge, surrounded by so much power, you know you’re a half meter away from been pounded to sand?”

“Yeah,” Roy Arlott said, hushed, “yeah, I’ve done that.”

“Same thing,” Queneau whispered. “Mick?”

“You balance the ship on Aragos,” Vidal said hoarsely, “and she rides the shoulders of the big waves, comes skiing down the mountainside … then you fire the engines at right-angles into freefall, and plunge down, or is it up … and catch the next tide that’s going your way.” He shook himself out of the memory with an obvious effort. “Blink, and you lose it. Grab on, hold on, and you’re flying, so long as you have the power.”

They fell silent there, and Shapiro said quietly, “Only the cockpit of the Orpheus has survived. The rest of the ship was scrapped, and I was told you mentioned burning out the drive engines.”

Queneau nodded mutely, and when Vidal struggled to find the words, Ernst Rabelais said, “The engines were dead, dark, when they drifted into the lagoon. I saw them come cruising in on inertia – the first ship I’d seen arrive since I’d arrived myself. The drive was hot as hell, I knew it was burned out. Didn’t recognize the tech, you understand … way beyond anything I ever saw. But I knew they’d burned her out, and it was a safe bet they’d cooked the drive trying to say the hell out of the field.”

“The field?” Mark leaned closer, elbows on the table. “Some kind of energy field?”

“Dead ahead of us,” Vidal murmured. “Saw it coming. Like a wall, or a skin, or the side of a balloon, glittering, every color of the rainbow. So pretty, but you knew, if you went into it, you’d be fried.”

“You weren’t fried,” Travers observed. “You’re here.”

“Osmosis,” Rabelais said cryptically. “You get sucked in through the membrane. The second you stop fighting, the current carries you through. You burn out your drive, cruise on into the backwater. It’s like a lagoon. That’s how I came to think of it. And as soon as you’re inside, you’re in freefall.” He was painting pictures in the air with his hands, and turned to Jazinsky and Mark, who were hanging on every word. “Do you have the physics to describe a region where you’re perfectly balanced between two gravity fields so intense, they cause temporal flux? The flux cancels the gravity – black sound, black light, black gravity – and you’re riding in a bubble of freefall.” 

“We have the physics,” Jazinsky said with grim satisfaction. “We’ve been glimpsing this for the last few years, we’ve just never been able to get a probe to navigate inside Elarne, to go get the hard, observational data.”

“Elarne,” Rabelais echoed.

“A very old Resalq word,” Mark told him. “It means ‘the stormy side of the sky.’ The term that’s just been coined is transspace. The region beyond the e-space layer we’ve been familiar with since the original Auriga engine. My ancestors actually transited Elarne … Mick might have told you, they made contact with the Zunshu a long time ago. We paid a high price for the contact.”

“Genocide,” Rabelais said gravely. “Or is it xenocide?”

“Semantics.” Shapiro made dismissive gestures. “Mick would also have told you, the same is happening to us. The Zunshu – another Resalq word, meaning simply enemy – came for us too, and we were no better prepared than Mark’s people.” He paused, frowning at Vidal. “Michael, are you well enough to go on?”

With an effort of will, Vidal seemed to haul himself back to reality. “Yes. We burned out the drive, like Ernst said, trying to stay out of the field, but the current took us in. Happens to a lot of ships.”

“Lot of ships,” Queneau echoed. “Damn, you wouldn’t believe the place. Big as a major solar system, empty, black as the pit, you don’t see stars … and full of ships.”

“Wreckage?” Vaurien wondered.

“Mostly.” She blinked her eyes clear and looked along at Vidal and Rabelais. “Some twisted up, mangled by the Drift, probably when they were sucked in out of Hellgate. Busted up in the event that swallowed them, and then spat out into a driftway.”

“That’s what we call it,” Vidal went on. “A current that sweeps things along and washes it up, like scum on the surface of a pond. You get into a driftway and you could ride around Hellgate on a hundred-year orbit, slow as mud in deep currents where time moves like the ice in a glacier.”

“Or the driftway could wash you up in a lagoon,” Rabelais said with a deep pragmatism. “I’ve theorized about hundreds of these backwaters, scattered across what you’re calling transspace. Maybe thousands. Freefall ponds, full of the scum that gets sucked in from Hellgate, and from Orion 359, and the systems beyond.” He tapped his chest. “That’s us. Scum. Happened to me.”

Alexis Rusch was hanging on every word as surely as Jazinsky and Mark. “But the Odyssey wasn’t mangled in the passage through the jaws of an event, Ernst. You were swallowed by a Class Seven, and you made it through. I’m struggling to understand how.”

He regarded her shrewdly. “You’re more of a scientist than I ever was, Alexis. I was … am … just a spacer. An explorer. I don’t know the physics to explain it. I can only tell you what I know, because I saw it for myself. You get swallowed, sucked in, and judging from the dead ships we saw in there, about five ships in a hundred seem to slide through in a kind of channel between the gravity tides at the jaws of the event. The bigger the event, the more powerful the gravity tides, and the wider the freefall channels between them – black light, black gravity, like I said.” He gestured at Jazinsky, Mark and Dario. “Ask them. Something to do with J-type gravitons, they cancel each other out when super-high gravities force them back so far into e-space, they rupture space with their own mass.” He shuddered animatedly. “I don’t understand much, but I’ve had a long time to play with the numbers. I often wished I’d been more of a physicist, less of a seat-of-the-pants pilot.”

“You rode through a massive event, in a freefall channel?” Jazinsky echoed. She looked at Mark. “Is that even possible?”

“The proof is sitting in front of you,” Mark said ruefully. “A small ship, the size of the Odyssey or the Mako, say, could ride through the chinks in the armor of a monstrous event by sheer luck, where a ship the size of the Intrepid or the Wastrel would be chewed up.”

A distant expression had settled on Rabelais’s face. “I thought I was dead for sure … then, there I was, riding the driftway. How long? I thought it was a week, eight days. Turns out, time was slow in that current. Nearly as I can work it out, I drifted a couple of hundred years in that week – I had no way to know, and no way to stay the hell out of the driftway, even if I’d been able to get readings off it before I went in. My engines were damaged, and you know for yourselves, the Weimann drive won’t fire up, not inside transspace.”

It seemed Mark had been waiting for this, and Travers heard the edge in his voice as he said, “You solved the problem. You were able to navigate in transspace.”

Travers shared a glance with Marin, and then watched Rabelais’s face crease in memory. “I didn’t solve it,” he said acidly. “I just got lucky. I must have been born lucky, or I’d have been mauled by the event that swallowed me. No, Doc … Mark. You’re hoping I can tell you some high-tech magic, some way to fire up a Weimann drive in transspace. What do you call it, Elarne? Didn’t happen. I drifted for days in the lagoon, was sure I’d drift till power and food ran out, and that would be the end of me.” His eyes brightened, burning in the too-thin face. “I drifted right into a hulk.”

“Resalq?” Mark asked quickly.

“I … don’t know,” Rabelais said carefully. “There were no crew aboard, the escape pods had all blown, the whole body was at zero pressure. She was torn open down one side like a can, wide open to space, gravity was off. But a few handling drones were left active – no tech I could recognize, but then again, I’m so far out of touch, what do I know? Mick and Jo and Alexis tell me, you guys have only just started flying transspace, and this ship was old. I mean, she was pitted, scarred, corroded, ancient.”

Now, Travers looked at Mark and saw him lick dry lips to moisten them. “A big ship?” he asked.

“Big enough.” Rabelais studied him shrewdly. “But then, how big’s ‘big,’ exactly?”

“By ratio with the Odyssey,” Mark suggested. “Two, three, ten, twenty times the size of your ship?”

“Maybe ten,” Rabelais judged. “It means something to you, doesn’t it?”

“It … might,” Mark said slowly. “Can you describe the ship?”

But Rabelais’s head shook. “Busted up, dead in space, five handling drones left working. Humans weren’t even out here in the Deep Sky in the days when she’d have been built, so I’m assuming it had to be a Resalq vessel. I’m just thanking God it had some equivalent of what we’re calling hyper-Weimanns, or I’d have been dead. At the time I knew none of this. I just knew my own engines were finished. I only learned later, Weimann units don’t work inside the Drift, and I realized I’d latched onto what Mick and Jo were calling hyper-Weimann tech.”

“A Resalq ship, with a transspace drive?” Travers had only ever heard of one such ship, and with a glance at Mark, Dario and Tor, he knew the Resalq were thinking the same thing. 

“It could be,” Dario murmured.

“Could be what?”  Shapiro prompted.

“An ancient ship with the transspace drive,” Mark said flatly. “You know my people launched one, a science vessel, to explore Elarne. We know it made contact with the Zunshu, somehow triggering the annihilation of our worlds, but it never returned. Never,” he added darkly, “made it back through. We always speculated, was it destroyed in some confrontation with the Zunshu … or did Elarne kill it?”

Marin whistled softly. “It could have wandered into a driftway, and fetched up in the same lagoon. Give me the odds on that!”

“Shorter than you think,” Dario mused. “If it was on a heading to bring it home, it would be on its way back to the Hellgate exit point, which Lai’a has charted as the Orpheus Gate. If something bad happened, say they lost power, it might be relatively easy to blunder into one of these driftways, and we know where they tend to end up, in this region. Is that right, Captain Rabelais?”

“Quite right,” Rabelais affirmed. “I wish I could tell you more, but she was just a hulk. The AI was dead, everything was wreckage ahead of the engine deck, but the event that peeled them open quit before it got to the engines. Like I said – sheer, dumb luck.”

“Generators?” Jazinsky asked tautly.

“Functional,” Rabelais told her. “Powered down, of course, cold as ice, but the drones had kept on servicing the conduits for all those years.”

“Damn,” Vaurien whispered. “You cranked up the generators, and had the drones blow the docking clamps, cut the engine deck loose?”

For a long moment Rabelais seemed haunted by nightmares only he could see, and Vidal reached out one thin hand to clasp his shoulder. Rabelais’s own hand grasped his arm in gratitude, and he cleared his throat. “The hardest thing was communicating with the drones. They didn’t speak any language I understood, but they were smart. I kept on trying anything I knew, trying to invent a common language, or hack my way into theirs, and the damn’ drones met me halfway. They adapted their own language to the gibberish I was talking, and when I tasked them to dump the engine deck out of the hulk, they went right to it.”

Jazinsky was rapt, leaning across the table. “The Aragos, to hold it in place, bind it to the Odyssey –?”

“Belonged to the engine deck itself, not my little bucket of bolts.” Rabelais was tiring rapidly, his voice falling away to a mere croak. “Between me and the drones, we jockeyed it into position, got it tied on. All the Odyssey had was a cab module with enough heat and air to keep me alive while I went scavenging.”

“That’s how he found us,” Jo Queneau said, picking up the story as Rabelais wound down. “Mick and me, we’d been drifting for … I don’t know how long. We were just about out of every consumable you want to mention. Drive was burned out, no way to do nothing, just sit there and die. Then the sensors kicked in, we saw this weird-ass ship coming at us, and we both recognized it. Or, part of it.”

“The small part,” Vidal added. “The front part. The engines? You could tell they’d been tacked on, but it worked, and it was coming right at us. The Odyssey. Ernst.” He gestured vaguely. “He looked right into the cockpit, saw two hopeless, helpless characters on their last gasp – and he had his drones rig a docking collar. Mated the ships together so we could get out, get a breath of air, get warm, before we started losing fingers and toes.”

“First people I’d seen in longer than a year,” Rabelais murmured. “I’d been in the lagoon that long. Just me and the drones. Scavenging.”

“For food?” Travers guessed.

“For anything,” Queneau said with an acid pragmatism. “It’s full of wrecks. Human, Resalq … Fleet, civvy, Freespacer. Bodies in some of ’em, still. Others were busted wide open, but the cargo compartments were whole. We found a freighter full of machine parts and fuel cells. Bought us months – not much food, though. Just what we could get out of the galley in the crew compartment. Two autochefs, well stocked, all frozen. It all thawed out to mush, but you could eat it.”

“Scavenging,” Vidal said hollowly. “Trying to figure a way out. Started working on the Orpheus flight systems … in better shape than Ernst’s rig. Better tech to start with. Newer.” 

“You got your instruments working,” Travers whispered. “You – what, you saw the way back to the field that had sucked you in?”

And Vidal’s shorn head nodded as he hauled himself back physically from the brink of some nightmare. “We got the cockpit up to speed, ran power lines up from the engine deck. The Orpheus sensors could see further, better. We knew where the field was, but we got readings off it you wouldn’t believe.”

“Hot?” Mark guessed. 

“Radiation storm,” Queneau said, hushed. “The sort of shitstorm you see around the jaws of a big, nasty Hellgate event. Ernst rode it through once in the Odyssey, but she didn’t have much hull integrity left by the time we were trying to get the hell out.”

“Busted up,” Rabelais said softly. “Too many smashes, impacts, while we were getting into this hulk and that hulk, looking for power cells and food, and maybe a few liters of fresh water. Couple of times, we collided pretty good … getting tired, slow. Not careless, but –”

“But when you’re losing it with fatigue,” Vaurien agreed, “you don’t see things. I know how it works, Ernst.” He looked at Vidal and Queneau. “So you found yourselves a hull that would take the Odyssey inside, and you tied the whole mongrel together with interlaced Aragos, and then battered your way out?”

Queneau was looking at Vidal out of vast, bruised eyes. “Like fighting your way upstream against the current … amounts of power you don’t want to think about. And a shitstorm of radiation to get through. We knew we were going to get fried alive, and in any case, somebody had to fly the ship out. She wouldn’t take herself out.”

The imagery was powerful. Travers clasped his hands to stop their trembling, and took a breath. “Lai’a heard your distress beacon almost as soon as it launched into Elarne. It changed course, went to get you. Two of you were in cryogen.”

“Tanked,” Vidal rasped. “Best chance of getting through the field without being fried, and we didn’t have much life support left. One would stay alive longer than three. And one could fly her through, start the beacon.” His eyes closed. “Through the field. The field.” His face twisted as if he had been punched.

“Temporal field?” Mark asked very quietly, very gently. 

“I don’t … I can’t …” Vidal caught himself in an iron grip. 

“Hush now,” Rusch urged, “don’t distress yourself, Michael. Those are the least important details. Harrison, surely we’ve heard enough for now. We know the how and the why. It’s a miracle they were still alive, and a miracle Lai’a picked them up.”

“Not so much of a miracle,” Mark said darkly. “They didn’t quite make it through the field Mick describes, Alexis. Lai’a reports catching them in tractors and pulling them out of what you’d call the leading edge of it, if it were a weather front. Almost like an event horizon. They were in an eddy where time was passing substantially slower. By all accounts, they’d been there for quite some time, and Lai’a got itself thoroughly contaminated, getting close enough to get the tractor on them.”

“Damn,” Travers whispered as Shapiro gestured for Kim to stop recording. “That’s one hell of a story, Mick.”

Shapiro was studying Vidal, Queneau and Rabelais gravely. “Thank you all for your time. We’ll fill in the fine details in due course, when you’re recovered, and when you remember more. Don’t feel that you’re under any pressure to go on. For the moment – get well. Doctor Grant?”

He had been hovering over them for the last ten minutes, looking increasingly annoyed, and his tone was curt. “Thank you, General.  Now, I’ll thank the rest of you to get the hell out of my Infirmary and let me take care of these people.”

“We’re going,” Shapiro assured him. “But I’d like to call a general crew assembly, Doctor, tomorrow, before the Wastrel leaves for Velcastra. I’d like to get the whole team for the Lai’a expedition in one place, at one time, while there’s a chance. Would your patients be well enough to attend by then?”

“Sixteen hours,” Vaurien said helpfully, “and then the Sherratts will be returning to the Carellan, working the transspace charts with Lai’a.”

“I’ll be there,” Vidal said stubbornly, and ignored Rusch as she sighed over him. “Jo?”

“I’m in,” Queneau said, little more than a rasp. “Ernst?”

All faces turned toward Rabelais, who was smiling at his family. “I can see, now, certifiable insanity runs in my genes, and I passed it on down the line. Yes, General Shapiro, we’ll all be there. God help us.”

“Give me strength,” Grant breathed. He gave Shapiro a glare. “I’ll have them on their feet, but keep it short, because they’ll exhaust fast.”

“I know.” Shapiro was frowning at Vidal and Queneau. “Colonel Vidal, Captain Queneau … thank you again.”

It took a moment for the sense of what he had said to register, and then Vidal produced a crooked smile which showed too many teeth in the gaunt face. “I could get used to the sound of that. You, uh, have the authority to award promotions?”

It was an astute question, and Travers watched Shapiro shrug. “It all depends on the outcome of the Colonial Wars. If we win, and Fleet Borushek passes back into my control, then yes, any rank awarded in these exceptional circumstances will be formally recognized. If we lose, we’ll head into Freespace and it’s all academic, and if we’re caught … well, you’ll be executed as a colonel instead of a major! And if you intend to retire from the service,” he added with a gesture at Travers and Marin, “like them, you’ll take the prestige of rank, not to mention the service gratuity, into civvy street with you.” He gave Rusch an amused look. “Another Fleet colonel in the family, Alexis.”

“Charles will be very proud,” she guessed, “when I tell him what he’s been doing, this last year.”

“Till tomorrow, Colonel.” Shapiro accorded Vidal a nod, and was a step behind Kim as they and the Sherratts left.

But Rusch, Vidal and Jazinsky, Travers and Marin remained, while Grant fussed over medications, supplements, and the first solid food the three were supposed to be eating. It was a protein-rich biscuit, in the saucer of a calcium-fortified drink, and Travers doubted either had much flavor. He watched Vidal take a bite, chew, chew again, and then try to remember how to swallow something solid. 

Rusch was listening to the audio message Vidal had recorded earlier for his father, and as it finished she asked, “Is there anything you want to add, Michael?”

“To my father?” Vidal’s brows rose. “To take care of himself, and he should stop grieving, because I’m not bloody dead. To my cousins? Get your thieving paws off my stuff, and I expect to find my sportplane parked right where I left it in the garage. If it’s not, there’s going to be trouble. To my mother? Congratulations on being Jagreth’s First Lady, and don’t call me.”

“That’s harsh,” Rusch began.

“Honest,” Vidal argued. “Send it, Alexis. If you think I’m going to mince words with Trick and Ying, and Elaine Osman – think again.”

“All right.” She turned off the handy and slipped it into her slacks’ pocket. “Then, I’ll let you get some rest.”

It was rest he needed more than anything, but Vidal pushed up to his feet determinedly and rasped, “Sod that. I want to get out of here.”

“Bill?” Travers asked quietly, and Grant shook his head. “The Doc says, no deal.”

“Sod him, too,” Vidal snapped. “Get me some clothes.”

“Damnit, Mick, you look like a ghost!” Travers remonstrated.

Vast blue eyes impaled him. “For chrissakes, Neil!”

“I know what he means.” Marin’s voice was taut. “Being here, sick in a place of sickness, is suffocating him. He needs to breathe, and feel like his heart can beat without having steel hawsers tightened down around it.”

Vidal gave him a surprised look. “Exactly. You…?”

“The Argos.” Marin’s throat bobbed on a heavy swallow. “You didn’t know? I don’t talk about it, but I thought you might have run my file.”

“No. Why would I run it? I always respected you,” Vidal said as he held out his right arm to Grant. “Get this IV out of me, Bill. Just for a couple of hours.”

A look of deep uncertainty hovered on Grant’s mobile face. “You swear you’ll come back? Jesus, Mick, you’re not even halfway fit to walk out of here.”

“I’ll come back,” Vidal promised. “Clothes, Neil?”

“I’ll get them,” Marin offered. “Five minutes, Neil. Sit tight.”

With a loud sigh, Grant slid the tube out of the cannula in Vidal’s arm, but he left the cannula itself in place, and rather than lecturing Vidal he told Travers emphatically, “No booze, no smokes, no garbage food, no matter what the bloody idiot asks for. Understand? He’s still full of nano, and the repairs are just starting to settle in. His lungs, his liver and his brain won’t take the abuse, if you throw rubbish at them.”

“Fair enough,” Travers agreed. “Mick?” 

And Vidal nodded, lips pressed tight, face clenched, as Grant shooed away the meddrones, and ushered Queneau and Rabelais back to their beds. The bay became quiet and the lights dimmed automatically, leaving Vidal wreathed in shadows. Travers studied him with a dismay that had grown familiar, and when Vidal was clearly waiting for him to speak he said, a half whispered confession,

 “You’re scaring crap out of me, Mick.”

“Out of myself, as well,” Vidal admitted. He drew his palms over his face as if he were reluctant to touch his own bones. “The truth? I don’t even know why I’m still alive.” 

“Because it’s not your time,” Travers said with the spacer’s habitual fatalism. “Like any of us, you’ll go when it’s time, not before.” He took Vidal’s hand, held it with a curious sense of delicacy. “Have you seen Roark?”

Vidal stirred with a great effort. “Yeah. He stopped by a couple of hours ago. He’s on the Harlequin now, so he said. He and Rodman got together … damn. I wouldn’t have seen that one coming. He’s changed, since –”

Since losing his legs on the Omaru blockade. Travers knew what Vidal meant. “He and Rodman have been invited aboard the Lai’a expedition. The last I heard, they were talking about it. Shapiro wants them both, but he wants the Harlequin just as much. She’s the toughest ship, tonne for tonne, in this company, and she’ll fit in the Intrepid’s hold. Shapiro would have invited van Donne and his partners, but the Mako’s too small.” He lifted a brow at Vidal. “Roark didn’t mention which way he and Rodman are thinking?”

“No.” Vidal was flexing his shoulders and arms. “It’s the big decision, Neil. It’s not easy to make, not for Roark. He already gave more than you could ask any man to give.”

“And his new legs are growing in a tank on the Mercury,” Travers added. “They’ll be waiting for him, when we get back out of transspace.”

“If,” Vidal said darkly.

“When,” Travers corrected. “You start thinking about if, and you might as well take yourself right off the crew roster.”

 But Vidal’s head shook slowly. “I never expected Jo and me to make it back. We went into it knowing we had a one in a thousand chance.”

“And here you are.”

“What’s left of us.” Vidal peered at his hands as if he hardly recognized them as his own. “Neil, there’s things I haven’t said, things I can’t –”

Marin chose that moment to step back into the bay, and Vidal let the words dwindle into silence. A pair of black silk slacks, a pale charcoal shirt with long sleeves and a high collar, which would conceal him from neck to wrists, a pair of soft-soled shoes which would smart-mold to his feet, cushioning sharp bones, a girdle of burgundy silk that would hold the shirt at his hips, stop it flapping loosely around a body grown so thin, it was little more than bones.

He knew exactly what to bring, Travers thought grimly. Vidal took the clothes from him and hesitated, casting about for some way to drop the robe and dress in private. Privacy was the last thing the medbay offered, and at last Vidal muttered,

“I’m sorry. You want to sleep nights, don’t look.”

But Travers looked anyway, and his skin prickled uncomfortably in reaction as Vidal threw the robe onto the chair. The knots of his spine pushed out like knuckles, the shape of his pelvis was visible, and the strong thighs Travers remembered were wasted, the buttocks reduced to pads hardly thick enough to cushion the bones. 

“Christ, Mick,” he said hoarsely.

“Near as we could work it out, it was six months, maybe eight.” Vidal was fumbling into the clothes as swiftly as he could. “We ate when we could scavenge something that hadn’t gone rotten. Not enough, not for three of us. Not to work hard, like we did, in that kind of cold.” The slacks were loose, falling away from his waist as he shrugged into the shirt, displaying a chest like a birdcage. “Then Ernst took the fall, hurt himself bad. He wasn’t going to mend if he didn’t get rest, food, so Jo and me … well, you know.”

“We know.” Marin arranged the collar for him, forming it up around his neck, and tied the girdle around his hips, when Vidal’s hands refused to cooperate. “Trust Bill. Do you know if he’s saved your organs? It took a few transplants to pull me back from the edge.”

The blue eyes looked too large in Vidal’s face. “He’s not sure about my liver and pancreas, but the nano’s still working. I’m hoping. If they turn out to be a bust, it’ll be cloned organs and surgery. You?”

“The same.” Marin stepped back and looked him up and down. “I’m so sorry, Mick … and so glad to see you alive. You need anything, you let me know. I’ve been through this. You want me to vanish, let you and Neil be alone?”

The offer surprised Travers. Vidal’s answer surprised him even more. “No,” Mick said quietly. “You and Neil are handfasted, and I’m a ghost. I don’t even exist anymore.”

“That’s not true,” Marin protested, “even if I know what you mean. And yes, we’re handfasted. But there’s got to be things you need to say.”

“Maybe.” Vidal tried flexing his spine, moving his feet. “But not here. Somewhere, anywhere, that isn’t a sickbay. I could drink coffee, if Bill will let me have it. Get some heat back into my bones.”

They walked at his pace, not much above a shuffle, and Travers took them aft from the Infirmary to the elevators, and up two decks to the labs on the dorsal surface. Long-term experiments were cycling through numerous machines, and the wide observation panes offered views of Alshie’nya, the supergiant stars beyond, and Lai’a itself. 

A ’chef was set up with beverages and snacks for the lab staff, and as Vidal stretched his legs, finding his feet little by little, Travers fetched him coffee and a genuine, yellow banana still carrying the stickers of a plantation in Velcastra’s warm south. Mick took his coffee with cream. He wrapped both hands around the mug and tried to refuse the fruit, but Travers insisted, peeled it, and held it before him until he took it.

He seemed to have forgotten what to do with food. Travers shot a glance at Marin, saw his grave expression, and Curtis said quietly, “Dunk it in the coffee and suck it.”

“Suck it?” Vidal gave him a look that would once have been sultry.

“You heard.” Marin rose to the bait. “Pretend it’s Neil.”

“Oh, please,” Travers began, surprised by the heat in his own cheeks.

“Seriously?” Vidal ignored him. 

“On the level.” Marin gestured at Travers. “I believe I’ve found out how to shock him at last. And yes, suck the damn’ thing. You need to get the saliva running, get the taste buds working, get the brain chemistry going. Your brain has to remember food and recognize it, before your belly will accept it. That’s what’s going wrong right now – no gastric juices, so everything tastes like cotton and sits in your gut like sawdust.”

“Oh.” Vidal considered the fruit critically, and then dunked it dutifully and gave Travers a fatuous look as he sucked it gingerly. 

The heat in Travers’s face peaked and receded. He leaned his shoulders on the bulkhead between the observation panes, and while Vidal gazed out at the incomparable view, first studied him, and then Marin, who had returned to the ’chef. “You two, uh, you’re okay?”

Marin fetched green tea for himself and Travers. “Okay together, you mean, with you here and blushing like a rose?”

“I don’t blush,” Travers protested

“Bullshit,” Vidal informed him blandly. He dunked the fruit and sucked a little more. “You know, I’m starting to taste this.”

“You’re welcome.” Marin gestured at the haphazard scatter of chairs. “You ought to sit.”

“Plastex is too hard on the tailbones,” Vidal confessed. “Can’t sit on anything without a cushion. Pathetic, isn’t it?” He took a small bite from the end of the fruit and chewed experimentally. Swallowing was an obvious effort, but he held onto the food as he looked darkly at Travers and Marin. “There’s things I didn’t tell Shapiro or Grant. Things that …” His eyes glazed for a moment.

“Mick? Mick!” Travers took his right arm, disquieted by its frailty.

The touch snapped Vidal back to reality. He took a breath, a swig of coffee. “Two words in the wrong ears, and I’ll score therapy, some institution back on Velcastra. Shapiro would sign off on the psycho discharge, and he’d probably be right to.” His voice was a rasp.

Travers had begun to wonder how much sense Vidal was making, and it was Marin who asked, “Things you did in transspace? In the lagoon where you washed up? What, Mick?” He dropped his voice, though the lab was deserted save for busy machines. The loudest sound was the whirr of cooling fans. “It’s not Shapiro you want to be talking to, it’s Mark. Whatever you saw, he can probably explain it.”

“Explain it,” Vidal echoed, and leaned heavily on the bulkhead, as if he were too tired to hold himself up.

He was weakening visibly, and Travers cast about for something that would serve as a cushion. Some tech had left a lab coat on the rack by the door. He folded it, wadded it thickly, and slipped an arm about Vidal before he could stagger. Touching him, holding him, was a shock, and with an effort Travers refused to permit himself to flinch. 

But Vidal knew, and his face twisted. Very carefully, he sat. His hands trembled, and he set the mug and fruit on the workbench beside him. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Marin pulled a second chair closer, and straddled it. “There’s times when you think you’ll never make it back. Times,” he added in a bare murmur, “when you think it would be easier to just die and get it over with. But you do come back, Mick. I did.”

For some time Vidal seemed content just to breathe, and Travers was about to suggest they return to the Infirmary when he said, “I got the others into the tanks. I could breathe their air, shut down the heat, only keep the Orpheus cockpit warm. Conserve power. And the tanks protected them … I knew I was going to get fried, getting through the field.”

“Like an event horizon,” Travers mused. “There’d have to be every kind of energy flux you can imagine off it.”

“And a lot we never saw before,” Vidal added. He seemed to be looking into some space Travers could not see. “There were things, Neil … glimpses. You see the past, other things that might be the future, crowded together, jumbled, like crap thrown in a box and scrambled around till none of it fits or makes sense.”

“Mick, let it be,” Travers began.

But Vidal did not hear him. “You get glimpses of things that never happened. You – you were busted up on the blockade, and Curtis was killed, van Donne put a bullet in his head, on the Oberon platform. I … I was beat up so bad, chasing CL 389, they took off everything below the waist and slung what was left in a biocyber armature, and I begged Alexis not to, to just let me go, but she wouldn’t, because I’m the last of the real Shackletons, the rest are like Trick and Ying. I saw the Kiev destroyed, Neil. A suicide run got through the perimeter. An asteroid miner. Hit her in the sterntubes, with two Prometheus generators on overload – she was gone in seconds, no chance to bug out, nothing, and you and me, we were there. Dead. Is that the future?” He dragged himself back to reality with a supreme effort of willpower. “I was shot down over Hydralis, the militia got me, had me for weeks. Beat the hide off me for fun, used me like a ten-credit whore, took my fingers off, for intel I didn’t even have, stuff I never knew.” His breathing was rapid, shallow. “That never happened. Is it the future? Is that what’s out there, waiting for us?”

“No,” Travers said, much too fast, when in fact he had no way of knowing what Vidal had seen. “Maybe you dreamed it, Mick. Some kind of hallucinations. The radiation flux could do that to you. Curtis told me you get nightmares when you’re – fried.” The word stuck in his throat.

“I saw what I saw,” Vidal said hoarsely. “If it’s not the future, what is it? Christ! A man could go out of his mind.” He blinked at Travers, at Marin. “Is that it? Did I go mad?”

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think so,” Marin said quietly. “And you’re right not to mention any of this to Grant or Shapiro.” He reached out, set a hand on Vidal’s frail shoulder. “Will you let me talk to Mark about this? In absolute confidence. I think,” he added thoughtfully, “what you’re reporting here could be valuable, and I have an idea Mark might be expecting to hear it.”

He was calming, soothed by the sane, rational balm of Marin’s voice. “All right.” He picked up the mug, drank a little, and regarded the fruit with a glare. “I’m pathetic.”

“You’re sick,” Travers argued, “and if you don’t let Grant do his stuff, you’re going to continue to be sick. It’ll do no one any good, Mick. The truth is, we need you and Queneau. You’re the only human transspace pilots that ever flew – ever existed. Rabelais was just along for the ride, but you two? You flew it.”

A little life leaked back into Vidal’s eyes, banishing the edge of madness. “We did,” he whispered, “and we can do it again.”

“With a big ship under you,” Marin added. “Lai’a can handle it, but I wouldn’t like to place my faith in a machine, not even one like Lai’a. Halfway between the Orpheus Gate and Orion 359, something goes wrong, the AI gridlocks and hangs, and what are you gong to do next?”

“Fly it.” Vidal’s eyes moistened, and he brushed away the tears with bony fingers. 

“Infirmary,” Travers suggested.

“All right.” Vidal drank a little more and set the mug aside. “I’ll be good.”

“You have three days back to Velcastra at the best speed the Wastrel can make,” Neil reasoned. “If you want Bill to let you out on your own, you have to be a hell of a lot better than this. I don’t like what I’m seeing, Mick. You’re scaring me.”

“And me,” Vidal added, and glanced at Marin. “He knows.”

“Oh, he knows,” Marin agreed, lending his hands to help Vidal get back to his feet, steadying him when he was there. “If you need to talk, call me. And we’ll talk to Mark about … that.”


“Yeah.” Vidal leaned heavily on Travers’s shoulders, too tired to hold up his head. “Hey, you guys want to help me get back there? I don’t think I can do this.”

In fact, he walked into the Infirmary on his own feet, but a meddrone maneuvered a gurney under him before he could stumble, and Travers was grateful to have him back on his bed while Grant had stepped out for a few moments. Queneau was asleep. Rabelais was watching, but Travers knew he would say nothing to Grant, and unless Bill watched the surveillance vids, he would never know how far Vidal had driven himself.

That stubborn streak would fetch him back, Travers thought. He was on the very edge now, but three days to Velcastra would get him mobile, get his physical processes functioning, and when Lai’a slipped back through the Orpheus Gate, he would be working out, eating, rebuilding the Michael Vidal they had known. The drones moved the IV back into place, and while Travers watched, the tube slid into the cannula. Vidal sank into the pillows with a groan and closed his eyes. 

He was about to apologize again, but Travers laid one finger on his mouth to stop him. “Don’t say it. Get some sleep. I’ll ask Mark to come in and talk to you. You want Roark and Asako to stop by?”

“Later,” Vidal whispered. “Much later.”

He was asleep when Travers gave the watchful, silent Rabelais a companionable nod, and followed Marin out of the Infirmary. They were too preoccupied to speak, and when they stepped into the lift, Curtis thumbed for deck two, and the physics labs.

The big lab had been completely turned over to the daunting work of assembling a navtank load which would be sensible to humans and Resalq. Lai’a had observed enough to be indifferent to the transspace labyrinth, but even Jazinsky and Mark Sherratt still struggled with it, and for the sake of safety, a navtank would be loaded before the expedition launched. As Marin had said, the unexpected and unknown were the greatest dangers. If disaster overtook Lai’a far on the other side of the Orpheus Gate, a human crew must be able to pick up the threads. 

The transspace pilot was a new breed, Travers thought as he and Marin stepped into Physics One. If Rabelais had been the pathfinder who charted much of the region around Hellgate, Vidal and Queneau had written themselves into history as the pilots who took humanity into Elarne. 

The lab was dim, with a four-meter threedee running a realtime simulation of a region of transspace which challenged Travers’s belly. From the door, he and Marin seemed to gaze into a void bisected by a writhing, seething serpent’s nest of tracks or conduits which resembled the tentacles of a fifty-armed squid. There was no clear sense of up or down, and his middle ear protested as parts of the simulation appeared to uncoil only to coil right back up again, as if time were rewinding itself.

On the far side of the threedee Mark stood in the shadows, watching the mess unblinkingly. Jazinsky was hip-deep in the display, as if standing in a pool, while tracks which might have represented distance, speed or time arched high over her head, split into three and four forks and raced away at increasing speed. She murmured a series of numbers, and Mark shook his head. “No. That doesn’t work either.” She turned, watched the convolutions of the display from a different angle, and murmured a string of gibberish which seemed to be sourced from various dead human languages as well as Resalq. “Closer,” Mark mused. “I don’t think it’s directional data at all, Barb. I’ve tried substituting a temporal component for one of the topographic parameters, but it only skews the results further. Unless…” He looked up at her as she turned toward him. “A negative time index.”

“Shit,” Jazinsky breathed, “I don’t even want to go there. Physicists used to get these phantom numbers when they were struggling to build bridges away from the fundamental Newtonian and Einsteinian models. We used to monkey about with them in grade school, see who could tie the cosmos in the biggest, dumbest knots.”

“Phantom numbers?” Mark echoed. “Who says they’re phantom?”

She tipped back her head, massaged her neck. “You’re not suggesting time is actually going to run backwards?”

“In microcosmic bubbles, inside of self-generating event horizons, under monstrous gravities, within the transspace stratum,” Mark said slowly, “I wouldn’t want to make any rule about what’s possible and not. Three weeks from now, I could look like a complete idiot. Take a break, Barb. We’re both tired. We’ll run it again in an hour.”

“Etienne, put it on hold,” she said tersely.

The sim faded to nothing, leaving the lab dim, humid, too warm. “Lights,” Mark said, aside to the AI. “Now, that’s a worried look, Curtis.”

“Is it?” Marin’s brows arched. “Mark, can we talk?”

“Of course,” Mark said quickly. “Barb, would you mind?”

“No – I gotta get out of here for a while before I go buggo.” Jazinsky dragged both hands through her hair. “I’m starting to feel like a cave bat.” She gave Travers a curious glance. “You look like hell Neil. What’s the problem?”

“I’m not sure,” Travers said honestly. “Let me talk to Mark. If there’s anything to tell, you’ll know.”

“Hey, man, take care.” She dealt his shoulder a mock punch on the way by and called over her shoulder, “If you need me, Mark, I’ll be in the crew lounge. Try not to need me.”

“I will,” he promised. And then, “What’s wrong, Curtis?” 

Marin and Travers had joined him at the long workbench in the back, where a litter of tools and the remains of several meals cluttered the surface between several screens. Marin pulled a stool up to the bench and leaned back on one elbow, hunting for words with obvious caution. “We were talking to Mick. He’s starting to think he’s lost it.” He tapped his temple. “You said he was suspended on, or in, something like an event horizon, on the edge of the stable region where the driftways wash up?”

“Yes.” Mark perched on another stool and glanced at Travers. “From what Lai’a tells us, the Orpheus-Odyssey hybrid was suspended there for quite a long time, weeks at least. It took more power than they actually had to break out, but time was passing so slowly in the layer of the event horizon where they were caught, their trajectory was decaying at only a few percent per annum, according to what we would term realtime. They might have been suspended there for years before they fell right back into the stable zone.” He was waiting now, bright eyed, as if he knew what Marin was about to say.

“He says,” Curtis said carefully, “he saw things. Glimpsed scenes that never actually happened. Is it possible, Mark, or is it just hallucinations due to the fact he was sick, fried in the field?”

The gold Resalq eyes widened. “I thought he might have experienced something like this, but I wasn’t going to ask. He might have suppressed the memories, and if he had, they’re better forgotten.”

“Then, he could have seen things, real things?” Travers would have preferred to be told Vidal had hallucinated. “On instruments?”

“No. In his mind, his memory.” Mark passed his fingertips over his own brow. “And yes, he could easily be concerned for his sanity.”

“Seeing things in his own mind?” Travers struggled to grasp what Mark was saying. “But not dreams, not the ghosts you see when you’re whacked out, on a bad trip?”

 “No.” Mark sorted through the discarded cups for one that could be pressed into service, and poured the last tea from a glass pot in the ornamental Resalq style. He sipped slowly, thoughtfully. “The event horizon placed Vidal at what I’m going to describe as a temporal crossroads. Don’t take the term too literally! It’s the gray zone where thousands of possible futures branch off from the present, and therefore hundreds of parallel pasts that have happened fan out behind us.”

“Parallel timestreams,” Marin groaned. “Everybody knows the theory. I thought it was still just that – theory.”

“It is,” Mark affirmed. “But I believe Vidal might just have stumbled on the proof of this particular theory. It’s never happened before that a human was suspended in an event horizon, and then reeled in like a trout, and lived to tell what he saw.”

Travers passed a hand before his eyes. “I must have cut this class when I was in college.”

“You cut far too many,” Mark admonished. “You’ve never heard the theory that every decision we make in this moment results in a different future, and all those futures exist, side by side, like threads in a temporal tapestry the size of the universe?”

“I’ve heard it,” Travers admitted. “I never thought much about it.”

“Well, every future branching off a current, momentary decision one of us makes,” Mark said with a wry smile, “has to involve a corresponding past timestream, because the future continuously becomes the past. There are timestreams where we were never born, or we perished in infancy, or grew up into paragons of virtue, or serial killers.  If an infinity of parallel futures plays out, the process will spawn an equal number of parallel pasts, yes?”

“Makes sense,” Travers allowed. “So Mick was suspended in this gray zone, and … what?”

“And,” Marin guessed, “time was passing so infinitesimally slowly, he was actually seeing into the parallel futures and pasts as they branched off?”

“He would have been peripherally aware, a microsecond at a time,” Mark cautioned. “Like a waking dream or, more properly, a nightmare. Memories belonging to other timestreams would flitter past his mind’s eye in one of the ultimate paradoxes. You shouldn’t recall anything that happened in a timestream other than your own, but there are physics to describe the crossroads, the gray zone where time is so warped, rucked, folded, knotted, a hundred of these temporal threads are so compressed on each other, they’re impinging. Shadows from one stream fall into another. Phantom memories are recalled by people who chose a different path, and who never lived the events they’re remembering.” 

“Christ.” Travers squeezed his eyes shut. “Talk to Mick. He saw some terrible things, and what’s killing him is wondering if it’s the future.”

Now Mark was emphatic. “I can say with some certainty, those events were not the future.”

But Marin gestured at the dormant, idling threedee. “What was all this about microcosmic bubbles, self-generating event horizons, time running backwards?”

“Oh, that.” Mark made dismissive gestures. “This simulation is running in two-second subdivisions, slowed down so we can investigate the permutations of nanosecond variations in the transspace flux.” He chuckled. “Did that sound as bad as I think it did?”

“Yeah, it did.” Marin hopped down off the stool and jabbed a finger into Mark’s chest. “You’re getting worse. Know what you need? Two weeks on a tropical island, covered in coconut oil, toasting yourself, absorbing the pina coladas by osmosis, and getting humped within an inch of your life by someone you like enough to be close.”

“I don’t have the time,” Mark said ruefully, though he was not quick to deny the allure of the suggestion. “Later.”

“After the war,” Travers said, singsong. “If I had five credits for every time we’ve said those words, I’d be buying a ranch on Darwin’s.”

Mark laughed softly. “Those days are coming. The battles of Velcastra, Jagreth, Borushek and Omaru will finish it, and those systems are well defended. And we,” he added, “will be hunting Zunshu before the month is out. Lai’a is impatient.”

“Will you be at the crew meeting, before we leave Alshie’nya?” Travers wondered.

“In the morning.” Mark nodded, “before I leave you. I’ll be on the Carellan, with the kids.” He smiled at that. “It doesn’t matter how old they get, I still think of them as kids – Dario, Leon, Tor. Of course, Roy is a kid.”

“And welcome in your family,” Marin observed.

“As you were.” Mark offered his hand, and Curtis took it. “And still are, if you want to be.”

“I want to be.” Marin lifted the Resalq’s hand and kissed the tiny scars. “We’re not going far, Mark – Darwin’s is only four or five weeks away by clipper.”

“And via transspace?” Mark’s voice was hushed. “What we’re seeing in the data Lai’a brought out is astonishing. Transspace allows for transit times – in other words, what you understand as speeds – that are so far beyond anything we ever knew before, Darwin’s World could be a day trip. When the technology has been mastered, refined, perfected, everything is going to change. There won’t be much of this galaxy left inaccessible.”

“Then, there’s no reason we can’t buzz over to Saraine for dinner,” Travers said with dry humor, “and bring you back for a weekend.”

“I suppose not.” Mark seemed to relish the humor. “And yes, I’ll talk to Michael. For what it’s worth, I think I am seeing time running into negative values here, but these are nanosecond events. At this level, time is as pliable as molten candy. On the macro level, however –? No. Michael was glimpsing into parallel pasts. It’s unfortunate the memories have stuck. I was more than half expecting him to experience this, but I was also hoping the memories would vanish as fast as they appeared.”

Marin’s head was shaking slowly. “He’s hurting, Mark. He’s remembering some absolute, bloody nightmares. If you can convince him they’re not looming out there in the future, it would put part of his mind at rest. If you can suppress the memories a little, as you offered to do for Teniko, even better.”

“I might be able to do it,” Mark agreed, “if he’ll let me. It takes two to dance that kind of tango. Tonio wouldn’t even try.”

“Speaking of the little bastard,” Travers remarked, “We haven’t seen much of him.”

“He’s working, when he can.” Mark gestured aft, at another of the labs. “When he’s high as a kite, as he often needs to be, he sleeps or walks around looking stoned. He’s growing. Changing – at least, his body is. His mind is as nasty a place as ever.” He stirred, finished the tea and grimaced at the dregs. “Is Michael awake now?”

But Travers made negative noises. “Let him sleep awhile. We took him out of the Infirmary for half an hour, just a stretch of the legs and a breath of some air that didn’t smell antiseptic. The effort knocked him on his back. He frightens me to death.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Mark leaned over and put the threedees into idle mode before he pushed away from the bench, leaving it to the drones which would clear away the debris. “I might not be able to manage a week on a tropical island –”

“Two weeks,” Marin said pointedly.

“—or the intravenous pina coladas and so forth, but I can take the time for a shower, a half hour under a sunlamp, a change of clothes … a very large brandy.” Mark stretched. “Barb’s right. This work could turn you into a toadstool.” He dropped one arm over Marin’s shoulders and the other over Travers’s. “I’ll see you at Harrison’s crew assembly, before you go.”

He left the lab ahead of them, and Travers watched him stroll away toward the common room, aft of the labs, with a stiff gait that was unusual for Mark, or any Resalq short of extreme old age. He was working too hard, while Travers himself was keenly conscious of having time on his hands. He leaned over and laid his lips against Marin’s ear. “Jacuzzi. Six pack. You can do me in the water.”

“Or you can do me,” Marin said easily and accused, “hedonist.”

“Or we could hit the gym and pump iron for an hour,” Travers suggested.  

Marin pretended to think about it for a moment. “Jacuzzi,” he decided. “Six pack. Sex in the water.”

 

 

The crew lounge was packed, and several people were standing. The status boards displayed the long countdown to the Wastrel’s departure, and Shapiro’s company had gathered, drifting in over the space of ten minutes, while Travers watched. 

Vidal and Roark Hubler were sitting at one end of the long mess table, heads close together, talking in undertones.  Beside Vidal, Queneau and Ernst Rabelais were talking softly to Rusch, while Asako Rodman worked with a handy, remote-tasking drones aboard her ship. The Harlequin was shuttling between the Wastrel and Lai’a, delivering the last loads of fittings for the habitation module. In an hour, the fabrication run would be offloaded. The tug pilots had already plotted a nav solution for Velcastra. Three days, and Vidal would have his feet on the artificial ground of StarCity. He would look into his father’s face and try to convince the old man that the work he was doing was worth the cost.

Along from the Rabelais group, the Sherratts had gathered and were thrashing out some issue peculiar to the Carellan Djerun. Mark, Dario and Leon were one side of a heated debate, while Tor Sereccio, Roy Arlott and Midani Kulich had taken the other side. They were arguing in Resalq, getting louder every moment, and Travers could only wonder what the fight was about. 

At the end of the lounge, Vaurien and Jazinsky stood in a loose embrace. She was tired to the bone, Travers thought, but Richard looked a little more rested. The three day crossing to Velcastra would give him a priceless opportunity for downtime, and Travers hoped he would take it. But Richard was glaring over the top of Jazinsky’s bowed head, and Neil followed the line of his eyes.

Tonio Teniko was sober for the moment – haunted, hollow eyed, growing gaunt as his body was forced to grow. He was far from as gaunt as Vidal, Queneau and Rabelais, Travers observed, but still much too thin, and strained. He was dressed in plain green fatigues, baggy about his ailing body, as if even the press of fabric hurt. Vidal had dressed in the clothes Marin had chosen for him, but Queneau and Rabelais seemed content in the voluminous robes. They had consigned themselves to the Infirmary until Grant released them, while Vidal chafed at every moment there, and did not care who knew it.

The medic was leaning on the wall right inside the door, dividing his attention between a scanner, Teniko and Vidal. He was taking readings off them both, and his expression was thunderous as he studied Teniko, while he merely sighed over Vidal. 

And behind them all, standing along the back wall because there were no more chairs, and no space for them to be brought in, were Gillian Perlman and Jim Fujioka, rubbing shoulders with a significant portion of Bravo company. Fargo, Inosanto, Kravitz and Choi were bantering as usual, trading insults as only comrades could without the scene evolving into a fist fight. Perlman and Fujioka were close; his arm was around her waist, and she would turn her head, whisper something into his ear that made him smile. Travers was surprised, and knew he should not have been. They had been together for a long time. They had become a couple recently, and not long ago Travers would have envied them.  

Now, he watched Marin talking easily with Vidal and Hubler, and he felt only pleasure as he thought back on the games they had played in the Jacuzzi. If Perlman and Fujioka were a tenth as content, he would be happy for them. The company was waiting only for Shapiro and Kim, and as they stepped into the lounge, Travers took stock.

He saw a crew of 26, every one a specialist. Six were women; five were Resalq; several had paired off. More importantly, he saw eight pilots, six physicists, two engineers, two medics, a linguist, and eleven among their number who would call themselves soldiers. In the years of their Fleet hitch they would have chafed at the discipline, the five-year imprisonment of conscripted service. But now the Fleet training was about to become an incalculable asset.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Shapiro began, calling the assembly to order, “thank you for taking the time to be here. I believe everyone in this room is acquainted more or less intimately, so introductions are unnecessary. The purpose of this meeting is merely to compare notes, make recommendations, set schedules, voice concerns. If any of you has an objection to the expedition, a grievance against the company, a requirement that hasn’t yet been addressed, this is the time to outline it.

“As you know, the data returned both by the Orpheus and Lai’a has been used to minimize the risk, but you’re also well aware that nothing will erase that risk entirely. We go into transspace knowing the danger, and everyone on this expedition has accepted it. I’ll ask for comments, now, from anyone who disagrees with this statement.”

The meeting was smooth, calm, professional. Even the most junior members of the crew were all vastly experienced, and when Travers looked back over his shoulder at them – the ‘kids’ of Bravo  Company – he found Fargo looking his way, and she gave him a conspiratorial wink. She took the rank of lieutenant seriously, and she did not underestimate the privilege of being invited aboard by Harrison Shapiro himself. Much of Bravo was still together, and the irony of their next assignment was not wasted on them.

They were going back aboard the Intrepid, though the ship had become the body of a vast Resalq artificial intelligence, and the habitation module was the hull of a cruiser like the Mercury, vacuum welded into place in the belly inside an armored cocoon of Zunshu alloy. Ahead of it were the accessible hangars. In one was the Harlequin; in the second were the Earthlight, two gunships and a full squadron of fighter-interceptors. The Intrepid had taken aboard the warload of several carriers as well as fabrication bays similar to those aboard the Wastrel, thousands of drones, and a store of the Zunshu mines which would soon devour a carrier battle group at Velcastra.

She was an island universe, Travers thought. She could have supported a crew twenty times the size, but Shapiro’s company was deliberately small, elite, highly qualified. There was no space for a passenger, and to Travers mind the complement was superbly balanced, from Vaurien who would command it on down.

For an hour, minor points were debated, a few genuine problems hammered out, while Etienne supplied supporting data. Twice, Lai’a spoke over the open comm, identifying its own issues. When the lounge fell silent at last, Shapiro was satisfied. 

“Then, we’ll call it there, ladies and gentlemen,” he said easily. “The Wastrel will be leaving in an hour, but we’ll return to Alshie’nya just before the work on the habitation module is completed. At that time we’ll transfer aboard Lai’a, with a loaded navtank, and we’ll go hunting for a Class Seven event on the Orpheus Gate. My understanding is that we tack directly into the Odyssey Tide, and in a matter of hours we’ll see the Orion Gate, which is the dropout point at Orion 359, the other location at which Doctor Sherratt’s ships discovered evidence of Zunshu activity. Sites,” he added thoughtfully, “that involved neither Resalq nor humans.

“From there we follow a path reverse-engineered from a piece of Zunshu scrap metal recovered from the Freespace colony of Celeste. We believe the data will thread us through transspace and bring us to point zero.” There, he paused. “We have every reason to believe that point will be the Zunshu homeworld, or some hub of Zunshu authority. For the record, we go there to negotiate a peace. A ceasefire. The Lai’a expedition is not deliberately punitive. 

“The Zunshu have demonstrated their technological and military superiority over us, and it would be a grave and arrogant error for us to assume we have any ability, much less any right, to go there and attempt to retaliate, or take any measures of reprisal, much less punishment. 

“Our mission is to bring an end to the aggression, by any means necessary … by peaceful means, if possible. We have no desire to fight. We are one ship, no matter how powerful, and one small crew. But we represent the combined peoples of the Deep Sky. Human and Resalq. And my personal mission is not to leave the Zunshu homeworld without a ceasefire in force. 

“Thank you all for your commitment to the expedition. I’ll see you aboard.” With that Shapiro stepped aside and the assembly broke up. He joined Vaurien, and the two shouldered through to the autochef, still talking, working out the finest details. 

For Travers it was an odd sensation. He wore civilian clothes again, but in the formal records which would be uploaded to Fleet Borushek after the war, Shapiro referred to him as ‘Colonel Travers,’ and the rank could be reactivated at Travers’s whim. He was a civilian, a Freespacer, yet he was on assignment to the Intrepid, to Lai’a, with Bravo Company behind him and transspace ahead of them. 

This time they would not be avoiding the massive Hellgate events which were death to even big ships, but diving directly into the jaws. Travers had spent a career fleeing from the worst Hellgate could do, and he acknowledged a shudder, deep as his bone marrow, at the thought of transspace. Vidal had flown it, knew it, and feared it. The terror was naked in his eyes every time he spoke of Elarne, yet Travers saw more there. Vidal longed to go back. Like Lai’a, he was seduced by its terrible beauty and raw, appalling power.

With ten minutes to spare, as Etienne issued final warnings that all booms were about to be retracted, the departing personnel gathered at the docking rings. The Sherratts and Midani Kulich had collected a mountain of silver-backed equipment lockers, and as Travers and Marin arrived they were calling the Carellan Djerun for a pair of Arago sleds.

Halfway through the docking tube, Vidal and Hubler were still together, still talking, and Vidal was frowning critically at Hubler’s biocyber legs. Hubler shrugged expressively, and one large, brown hand molded about the side of Vidal’s face, over the Delta Dragons’ tattoo, which they both still wore, and probably always would. Vidal’s eyes closed, as if the memory of the man he had been only mocked him. What Hubler said to him, Travers would never know, but at last Vidal searched for a smile, and almost found one. 

The Resalq were checking over their gear while Roy Arlott read down a hand-scrawled list. Tor had misplaced some oddment, and Dario and Leon began to take the stack apart. Mark turned his back on them, opened his arms, and Marin went to him. They embraced for a long moment, and Mark kissed him with the curious tenderness of one who had been a friend and lover for a long time.

At last Marin withdrew and gave his hand to Dario. “Like Harrison said, we’ll see you aboard.”

“You’ll outrun the news of the war.” Mark was picking up cases, tucking them under both arms, while the others loaded the sleds and went on ahead. “It’ll be over at Velcastra, one way or another, by the time you get back.”

“Then we’ll bring the news,” Travers promised as he snaked one arm over Marin’s shoulders. “You can watch the whole thing on CNS.”

“Till then.” Mark paused, framed in the docking rings, as if so much remained unsaid. Words eluded him and he settled for a faint, crooked smile.

He was gone then, and Etienne closed up the hatches. He was aboard the Carellan Djerun for only moments when the AI reported, “Booms retracted. Safe distancing maneuvers commencing.”

And Tully Ingersol’s voice whispered into the loop, “Standing by for Weimann ignition procedures. Pilots, e-space transition is at your discretion.”

Greenstein responded crisply from the flightdeck. “Copy that. Richard, any time.”

The thrum in the deck told them the Wastrel’s sublight engines were online, powering the tug out to the exclusion zone. Against Travers’s side, Marin shivered, and Travers hugged him closer. “You all right?”

“Yes. No.” Marin mocked himself with a humorless chuckle. “I can’t believe what we’re doing, Neil. Every time I remember where we’re going I break out in a cold sweat.”

“You need a drink,” Travers advised.

“I need a drink,” Marin agreed. He turned into Travers’s arms and took a brief but comprehensive embrace. “A large drink.”

“I’m buying,” Travers offered.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

Elstrom StarCity, Velcastra

 

Early morning light and birdsong filtered through the screen at the French windows. The breeze rustled in the trees, and voices on the terrace carried clearly. Before he was fully awake, Marin wrestled with the sounds, which were so unfamiliar. His body had forgotten the luxury of fresh air and eight hours of unbroken sleep.

The lighter voices belonged to Vidal and Rusch, and the husky, guttural tones were those of the old man. He was up early this morning, defying his nurses the way Mick seemed determined to do nothing Grant insisted. At least Vidal was eating again, and though Marin knew it was too early to see real improvements, he would have sworn the man’s complexion was better, his eyes more animate. 

Before they brought the Capricorn down, Grant had transfused him with massive doses of every supplement and a cocktail of stimulants to carry him through the difficult meeting. Mick had to greet his father, and he knew there was no way to avoid dealing old Charles Vidal a painful shock. Charles was almost as frail as Mick had been days before. His health was delicate with sheer old age, and he had been punished by the grief and bitterness of losing his son.

Supplements and stimulants worked their magic. Vidal sauntered into the house on StarCity – not fifty meters from Robert Chandra Liang’s home, across a stream with a humpbacked bridge and a dozen yukimi lanterns – and though Charles cursed like a marine at the sight of him, he saw the life in Mick, not the shadow of death. 

Vidal was moving better, and he dressed in charcoals, burgundy, rich chocolate browns, silk that flowed around his wasted limbs, disguising them with a modelish elegance which would have turned heads in uptown Elstrom, where bones were chic. If Charles had not known his son for the big, full-bodied athlete, robust with his mother’s Pakrani genes, he might have commented on the man’s style, which transcended gender.

In fact, Vidal was already in physical therapy. The withered muscles would repair and rebuild slowly, but in three months he would be reasonably strong, and in six months he could begin to forget that he had ever suffered the mortal weakness. Roark Hubler had been a rich source of advice as well as cynical humor, most of it at his own expense. He and Rodman had remained at Alshie’nya, but they had lingered in the hatches before the Harlequin undocked, and Marin had watched Hubler take Vidal in an oddly careful, almost delicate embrace. Hubler had never been so frail, but he had sweated through physical therapy, and even now he was in pain with the biocyber legs he hated. Vidal often ignored Bill Grant, but when Hubler spoke, Mick listened.

The advice was raw, harsh. Eat, and work, and cuss at the universe, Hubler had said. Cuss at the gods, if there were any Vidal still believed in, which Marin doubted. Above all, push, ever minute of every day, push till it hurt, and then push again, because pain made a man know he was alive, and when his body was aware of the rhythm of its own pulse, it would strive, and in the end it would begin to thrive again.

No matter what Bill Grant said or did, Vidal chafed, and he escaped the Infirmary at every opportunity; but he heard Hubler out with a stony expression, and for three days Marin had watched him pushing solid food into his mouth whether his belly wanted it or not, and lifting the kind of flea-weights he would once have scorned. 

The effects were slow, but when he walked into the foyer of the StarCity mansion, he was capable of holding his shoulders square, moving his feet in a normal stride, and he was a little more limber. The old man was in a big, luxurious hoverchair, attended by his nurse and flanked by a pair of dogs who knew Mick on sight. The Dalmatians bounded up to him, and for a moment Marin was worried they would bowl him off his feet. At the last second both dogs sensed his frailty and pulled up short. 

At dinner, Mick force-fed himself buttered lobster, scampi, smoked salmon and guacamole, and he refused the wine, asking for juice instead. Grant had been specific. His liver was in bad shape, and the nano therapy might not be fully effective. Like Marin himself, Vidal could need transplant organs, and to save time Grant had already begun the cultures. The process of complete recovery would take a year. 

Charles needed to know none of this, and neither Mick nor Alexis Rusch said a word about the treatment. As far as Charles knew, Mick had been through a disastrous crash and had waited too long for recovery – the pilot’s occupational hazard. He was dangerously underweight, and would need to eat hearty and work hard to regain his strength.

The story was good enough, and Charles Vidal accepted it without question. At dinner, the stewards over-supplied Mick’s end of the table, and Charles watched every bite he ate. He was very old, Marin saw, and he was not well. The signs of chronic illness were obvious, and Curtis had lifted a brow at Rusch. She shook her hair faintly and shrugged, an expression of pragmatism. Even now, there was no cure for extreme old age, and Charles had lived long.

He would live years longer now, in better spirits, knowing his son was alive. The statue in midtown Elstrom would be raised soon, and a boulevard was being named for him – these would go ahead, though CityNet was alive with the stories of his rescue, and his return to Velcastra. The stories were running on the society pages, accompanied by paparazzi longshots of Mick ten years before, when he had played the field in Elstrom, escorting a variety of belles and beaus, sometimes two or three at a time. He was the Shackleton heir, the son of Elaine Osman, the aeroball star. CityNet loved him. 

CNS had no time or space for society stories. Headlining across the colonies was the news, just twelve hours old. The flags of the Republic of Velcastra and the Commonwealth of the Deep Sky had been raised over the government buildings this morning. Sovereignty was declared at 20:05 Elstrom time, and the party broke out spontaneously.

In the interests of their own safety, the old government stood down without a struggle, and Governor Regis Gangawar had handed over to Robert Chandra Liang with a genuine smile. He was a free man this morning, while a number of the former government members had refused to recognize the Republic, and had accepted house arrest instead. They would soon be transported out of the Deep Sky on neutral vessels, delivered to Darwin’s World, and Marin guessed that as soon as they were back in the safety of the Near Sky, they would characterize Regis Gangawar as a traitor and an enemy of the Confederacy. Gangawar seemed not to care. He was on CNS long after midnight, drinking champagne with Chandra Liang. As far as Marin knew, he was still at Liang’s house, more than likely sleeping off a hangover.

The voices from the terrace sharpened with laughter, and Marin opened his eyes at last as he heard Alexis admonishing Mick for some crude witticism which had inspired the old man to a ribald guffaw. The breeze tossed the pale green drapes, carrying in the scents of the gardens. Just outside, orange and lime trees filtered the sunlight, which was itself filtered by the high dome of armorglass. StarCity floated on Aragos like a fantasy of silver arches, where Velcastra’s atmosphere grew thin and the traffic lanes were left far below. 

The room was pale, featureless, just a guestroom opened for the night because Travers and Marin had drunk a great deal, like so many people across Velcastra, and decided to stay. The Capricorn was parked in the private hangar directly below the Vidal mansion, and the window opened right onto the terrace where the others were taking breakfast.

In the wide bed beside Marin, Travers was stirring awake, and Curtis propped himself on one elbow to watch him stretch, yawn, open blue eyes that were still sleep dark, sleep soft. His jaw was shadowed, his hair was pillow-tangled, and to Marin he looked superb. Little of the military was left about Neil. He had the look of a wealthy Freespacer, and Marin approved.

The sheets were filmy, pale to the point of near-transparency, and they enhanced rather than concealing the erection that lay against Travers’s belly as he stretched awake. Marin palmed it, caressed it with a sureness which made Travers smile. “Good morning,” Curtis said to the hard, hot flesh in his right hand. “You slept well?”

“He slept well,” Travers said, amused. “I seem to have anaesthetized myself … I don’t remember much after the fourth magnum.”

The champagne had flowed without pause, and the party spilled over from the Vidal house to the Liang mansion. Lights were strung in the trees, the yukimis were lit, and furniture was strewn across the lawns, where serving drones scurried about. Cars were still arriving at three in the morning, and by four Marin and Travers took the offer of the guestroom and absented themselves. The only sober person in the house was Vidal, who was under doctor’s orders. Even Alexis Rusch had drunk two glasses too many.

The sheet peeled down to Travers’s thighs, leaving him naked in a pool of green-filtered sunlight, and Marin surveyed him with smug pleasure. He was looking very good, pale bronze after hours under the lamps, well muscled, and the new scar on his shoulder was barely visible.  Travers might have mocked him for the self-satisfaction, but Curtis had learned long ago, Neil could rarely speak when he was swallowed whole.

Instead, Travers groaned, an inarticulate sound of pleasure, and wove both hands into Marin’s hair, cradled his skull, holding him to the task he had set himself. Marin knew what he liked, what he needed, and gave it to him unstintingly. Travers took it all, back arched like a bow, and finished with a shout. The pale skin shone with a fine, fresh sweat, and Marin waited for him to regather his wits, and for the tremors to still.

“You,” Travers accused when he could speak again, “know me far too well.”

“I do,” Marin agreed, still waiting, knowing Travers would enfold him in long arms, dump him on the rumpled sheets and repay pleasure with pleasure. He was not disappointed. Neil was in a mood to play, and Marin was stretched taut, breathless, sweated, even a little sore, before he was done. Coming stormed through him, long and deep, and his fingers left bruises across Travers’s shoulders.

Twenty minutes later they were dozing again when a shrill peal of laughter from the terrace announced Mei Ying Shackleton. Marin jerked awake with a curse. He knew that voice from the night before, when the celebrations of sovereignty became raucous, and the most rambunctious of the visitors were Trick and Ying.

If they had intended to glare at Mick, resenting him for his return to the sphere of the living – which spelled the end of their inheritance – they took one look at him and backed off fast. Or, Marin admitted as he swung his legs off the bed, it might have been the grimace on the face of old Charles, who was not about to tolerate spiteful behavior.

“Breakfast,” he decided, nostrils flaring as he smelt fresh coffee from the terrace. He gathered the clothes they had scattered hours before in a line from the door to the bed. “You know the old man wants to talk to us.”

“I know he does, I just don’t know what about.” Travers caught the shirt and pants Marin threw at him, and hunted for his underwear. 

“We were on active service with his darling Michael.” Marin had his slacks on, and was pulling the clinging blue shirt over his head. “It’s not that he wants to interrogate us. I think he wants to acquaint himself with the kind of people Mick works with. Convince himself,” he guessed, “that the job is worth the price.”

“Then you talk to him,” Travers retorted. “You’re the one with the Dendra Shemiji warrant and the millions banked with Atransa!”

“Your name’s also on that account now,” Marin reminded him. “And you were the last commander of the Intrepid. I should imagine Alexis has told Charles we’ve been Shapiro’s agents for a long time. We’ve earned the respect of men like Charles Vidal. The gracious thing would be to accept it when it’s offered.”

Travers made a face. “We were shanghaied under the cannons of a gunship Shapiro parked on Mark’s lawns, and … damnit, Curtis, all I did on the Intrepid was my job.”

“I know.” Marin gave himself a glance in the dressing mirror, and finger-combed his hair into a semblance of neatness. “Master Sergeant Travers walked out of that episode as a Lieutenant. It’s Colonel now.” He met Travers’s eyes in the glass. “What, regrets?”

But Travers’s dark head shook as he pulled up his pants, zipped them, and shrugged into the loose white linen shirt. “Not regrets. I just have a hard time getting my tongue, much less my head, around it. Colonel Travers. Christ, it’s bizarre.”

Marin indulged himself in a chuckle as he pushed his feet into the pale blue loafers. “Halfway through my hitch, I was studying every spare minute, craving it. I thought I knew what I wanted. Command.” He caught Travers’s head and explored his cheek, neck, ear, with a kiss. “Now, we could have it for the asking – and what do we want?”

“Out,” Travers said glibly. “But right now I’ll settle for breakfast.”

The tall French windows opened right onto the terrace, and he stepped out ahead of Marin, turned left onto a red-paved path leading to a pine-boarded balcony which jutted out over the lawns. Twenty meters of grass were sculpted to fall away on a gentle decline to the stream, and when the land banked up again on the other side it met the boundary of Chandra Liang’s property.

The lights were still fluttering among the trees there, and Marin was not surprised to see Liang and Madame Deuel coming across the bridge. Two visible bodyguards escorted them at a discreet distance behind, which meant four more would be in the area; two secretaries flanked Robert Chandra Liang, and a CNS journalist was talking to him while a viddrone jetted about, getting glamour shots. Madame Deuel was in makeup already, dressed as befitted the celebrity status of the First Lady, though most people would be sleeping off the celebrations this morning, or nursing outsized hangovers. Somehow, Sonja Mei Ming Deuel looked every inch the President’s wife, cool and decorous. Marin might have wondered how the trick was managed, but Chandra Liang himself was elegant in black silk, with the raven’s wing of his hair clasped in gold, and the Daku open-headed ankh on his breast.

“No, no, we are expecting the DeepSky Fleet,” Liang was saying to the CNS woman as he came to rest on the Vidal side of the bridge. “What I’m saying to you is that this planet is heavily defended. We have nothing to fear.”

“But Mister President,” she protested in a whisky-rough voice and a dull tone which hinted at a massive headache, “Velcastra doesn’t have a defense fleet. We don’t even have a militia, like Omaru.” She was twice Chandra Liang’s age, with pale hair into which blue and gold streaks had been sprayed in honor of the occasion. They were the Daku colors, and they were flying everywhere today.

“Miss Halliday, I assure you, Velcastra doesn’t need a militia. The details of our defenses are still classified, but my government would not commit this world to any declaration of sovereignty until we were not merely defended, but impregnable.” 

“And by classified,” she said with wry humor, “you mean that I won’t be able to coax a comment from you this morning?”

“I do indeed,” he affirmed. 

“So, Mister President, are you able to estimate when we can expect to see the DeepSky Fleet in this system? When we can expect to see fighting in Velcastran space?”

His lips compressed for a moment, an expression of deliberation, not annoyance. “Soon,” he said carefully, refusing to be drawn. “And I’m going to repeat what I said a moment ago. The people of this system have nothing to fear. This government has acted, and will continue to act, with their interests in mind.”

“Luck is on our side?” Halliday hazarded.

At last Chandra Liang smiled broadly. “Miss Halliday, luck is the least of it, and when the action is over, it will be my great pleasure to sit down with CNS and CityNet, and answer every question. For the moment, you’ll have to excuse me. Good day.”

She took the hint and recalled the viddrone as he passed on with the First Lady and bodyguards. She was still talking, laying a voice track while the drone captured wide shots, as Marin offered his hand. He heard a thread of the story, and smiled. “—takes the hand of Colonel Curtis Marin,” Halliday was saying, “and Colonel Neil Travers, who are consultants affiliated with President Liang’s private retinue.” 

Marin gave his attention to Liang instead, as Sonja excused herself and went on ahead to join the breakfast party. “Curtis, how good to see you here,” Liang said with genuine warmth.

“We weren’t expecting to stay.” Travers gestured at the path leading to the private hangars. “We volunteered for shuttle duty, brought down Alexis and Mick, were invited for dinner ...”

“And got caught up in the party,” Marin added. “The champagne was flowing rather freely, and here we are.” He frowned over Travers’s shoulder at the journalist. “Are you worried about public reaction to the declaration, or the fact people know damn’ well, Fleet will be here?”

But Liang’s head shook. “Two generations of Velcastrans have done conscripted service. Most of this population has military training. They’ve been watching the fight on Omaru, and a lot of them have been wanting to give Fleet a run for its money here. Over five thousand Velcastrans have gone to Omaru, under the blockade, to fight. There’s almost a feeling of jingoism on the street this morning, and a lot of people are going to be disappointed when they never get a chance to load up the old service rifle and take a crack at a company of Fleet marines.”

“Ouch,” Travers muttered. “On the Intrepid, it was the duty that disgusted us the most. We’d watch CNS like the rest of the colonies, and we knew it would come to this, when the day arrived – we’d be assigned to the streets in cities like Elstrom.”

“Fortunately,” Chandra Liang said, turning his face to the sun which was filtered by the high branches of the citrus trees, “it won’t be happening quite like that.” He looked from Travers to Marin and back. “Captain van Donne’s crew have been, as they put it, wrangling mines, for the last week. The devices are in position, cloaked, dormant, waiting for the activation signals. Fleet ships can approach Velcastra from four vectors, the major shipping roads, and we have each one covered.”

A pulse quickened in Marin’s temple. “The journalist asked a good question, and I know you didn’t want to answer it. But … when?”

“Walk with me.” Liang angled a pointed glance at the viddrone. They were notorious for having extremely long-range audio pickup. He turned his back on it deliberately and dropped his voice. “A courier came in fast overnight from Beacon 884. The Chicago battle group dropped out there a day ago. They can be here … anytime. This morning.” His eyes were dark, grave. “We’re ready. There’s no more to be done. The Chicago will receive our transmissions very soon, if they haven’t already. They’ll know we declared sovereignty twelve hours ago. They’re coming, and if Richard wants to pull the Wastrel right out of the system, or park her in the outer worlds, where she’ll be hidden, he’d do so with my blessing.”

“I don’t think it’s your blessing, or even your approbation, he’d be looking for,” Marin observed. “Richard obeys no rules but his own – as Harrison Shapiro discovered.”

They were climbing up from the stream, along a path which wound between thickets of hydrangeas and rhododendrons. Songbirds flitted overhead, and the sun cast rainbow refractions in the armorglass. Just below the top of the slope, they took the pine steps up to the balcony where the breakfast table was being restocked by a bevy of drones. 

On the house side, with a view out over StarCity, Charles Vidal’s hoverchair was parked and his nurse was pouring tea. At the other end of the table sat Mick and Alexis, Trick and Ying, and Madame Deuel. Only Mick was clear headed this morning. As Marin drew near enough to get a close look at the First Lady, he saw black contact lenses, thick makeup, and she had taken a mug of coffee in one hand, a beaker of seltzer in the other. The CNS camera was off her and she had dropped the pretence. 

“You look like you’ve been embalmed,” Mick was saying rudely.

She gave him what she probably hoped was a glare. “How often do you get to be called the First Lady of Velcastra?”

“I’ve never had the pleasure of being called the First Lady of anything,” Mick said with some amusement. 

“Michael, a little propriety!” Rusch remonstrated. 

“He’s right, I’ve been embalmed,” Sonja groaned. “Charles, was I absolutely plastered?”

“To the wall,” Rusch intoned.

“Dancing on a table with a scarlet macaw on your head,” Charles Vidal informed her.

She blanched visible. “I didn’t! Did I?”

“No, you didn’t,” Rusch admitted, though she shared Charles’s ribald amusement. “But if I hadn’t stopped you, you might have. Seriously, Sonj, you ought to lie down.”

“Later.” She turned toward Liang, and he took the red-taloned hand she offered. “We’re supposed to be moving into the Governor’s residence, but the walls are dark green and the floor is teak. It looks like a mortuary. I’m not moving in there until it’s been overhauled.”

Chandra Liang kissed the top of her head on the way to the coffee pot. “You’re in charge, Sonja. Daku colors would be nice.”

“Not on the floors and walls,” she said sharply, and winced.

 The humor was welcome, but from the expressions on the faces of Mick Vidal and Rusch herself, they knew the status of the Chicago battle group. Marin slid into the chair beside Vidal and dropped his voice confidentially, since the old man was not far away. “Have you heard from van Donne?”

Rusch leaned closer, both hands around an empty cup. “Captain van Donne is confident of the weapon. Almost four hundred surveillance drones have been seeded into the entry lanes into this system. Fleet can’t get in undetected, and we’re just far enough from Hellgate for them not to be able to use it as a sensor blind, as the blockade runners do at Omaru.”

“Tell me about it,” Vidal growled as Travers pulled a spare chair up beside him and investigated the croissants, hot rolls and muffins. “Sergei is a sonofabitch, but he knows what he’s doing. The Mako is parked way out, close to the Weimann exclusion zone, and if the drones don’t bring the mines online as soon as they see Fleet coming in, he will.”

Now, Marin thought, it was a waiting game. He poured green tea as Travers broke up a croissant and asked, “The Wastrel?”

“Richard pulled her out to Meredith,” Rusch said quietly.

It was the system’s fifth planet, a safe distance from Velcastra, especially at this time, when its orbit took it at right angles from the yellow G2 star. Marin had watched the navtank on the way in, and again when they brought down the Capricorn, and as a matter of course had noted the positions of the inner planets and satellites. If the Wastrel was out by Meredith, Fleet might have her on long-range scans, but they would see only a big industrial vessel working the shipyards and minefields. 

“Now, we wait,” Mick said softly, tiredly. 

“You need to rest,” Travers told him.

“I need to walk, get the blood moving,” Mick argued. He turned aside to his father, laid one thin hand on the old man’s arm. “I’m going to take a turn around the park for exercise. Will you come along?”

But Charles gestured at the breakfast set out before him, the handy displaying CNS, the day’s correspondence, business, his medications and his nurse. The young man had Kuchini stature and red hair in a service buzz cut which told Marin he had been a field medic, like Bill Grant, until very recently. “Go ahead, Michael,” Charles invited. “I’ve more than enough to do here.”

The chair scraped back and Vidal stood with care while Rusch frowned at him, not quite reproachful. “Don’t go alone,” she warned.

“I won’t. Neil?” Vidal invited. 

Collecting a cup and fresh croissant, Travers followed him to his feet. Marin hesitated, wondering if he would be welcome, until Travers beckoned with a nod. “I shouldn’t think we’ll be gone long,” Curtis said to Rusch and Liang. “If you need us, send a drone.”

The sky was always clear on StarCity. Cloud base was far below, and the sun was never less than brilliant, arcing and haloed by disks of lens flare in the armorglass dome. The park ran right through the middle of the platform, flanked on all sides by the mansions and apartment towers, spires that glittered silver and gold in the morning sun. The breeze from the wind generators was always constant, and the water cannons were firing the day’s shower over the creek. The weather was artificial, but the trees, birds and squirrels seemed not to mind.

Groaning in unspeakable pleasure, Vidal paused at the end of the terrace and turned his face to the sun. “It’s been so long.”

And there would have been times, Marin thought, when he believed he would never feel the sun, or breathe fresh air, or see a bird, ever again. He described the transspace lagoon as dead black, featureless, starless, a freefall void where gravity and time were almost nonexistent, where instruments barely functioned, and a man was aware only of cold, dark, hunger, weariness, dread. Perhaps the unanswerable dread that if a man died in there, his spirit would never find its way out. He had never said it, but Marin was reminded of the common superstition. When a Freespacer died in space, his remains were taken home for inhumation.

From the end of the terrace, they took the path across another bridge and into the park. The area was only the size of a football field, but it had been cunningly designed to seem much larger, with paths winding around and across, hillocks and thickets of bamboo, ash and spruce, which made it impossible to gauge distance. Liang’s house overlooked the pond and the summerhouse – Marin remembered the view, from the brief time he had spent there, preparing for his last Dendra Shemiji assignment.

It seemed a lifetime ago. He and Travers walked these paths now as senior officers, recognized on sight by CNS, and welcome as guests in the houses of Velcastra’s First Families. Charles Vidal had never met them before he shook their hands the night before, accepted them as his son’s colleagues, and offered them his hospitality. He would never know Neil Travers as a crewdeck sergeant, and if Chandra Liang recalled the days when he had hired Neil as an itinerant security technician to install a surveillance system, he never mentioned them, nor judged Travers by them.

Vidal’s pace was better, Marin thought, and his stride was longer, but he walked with his head down and his shoulders hunched, which betrayed the effort. He kept up the pace and stride for a hundred meters, and then swung off the path when he saw a bench, and was content to sit. Travers had finished the coffee and croissant, and left the cup on a bird table, where a drone would collect it, return it to the terrace. 

“You okay, Mick?” he asked as Marin frowned over Vidal.

“No,” Vidal admitted. “I’m pathetic.”

“Recovering, rehabilitating,” Marin argued. 

“Weak, fragile, feeble.” Vidal looked away. “Sterile.”

“We all are,” Travers said dismissively. “Curtis has been sterile since the Argos. They made me sterile after the UOH job. If you want kids, they start life in a test tube and Fleet picks up the tab. That was the deal.”

For a moment Vidal blinked at him, as if Travers’s words were not making any real sense. His voice was a hoarse murmur. “I’m impotent as well, Neil.”

“For godsakes, let yourself recover,” Travers began.

“Had the tests. Bill did them.” Vidal might not have heard him. “I’m busted up.” He took a long breath, and turned his face back to the sun. “There’s so much wrong, nothing’s working like it should.”

Marin and Travers shared a look, over his bowed head, and Marin said softly, “It happened to me. I was about as much use as a eunuch for six months. It all came back.”

But Vidal’s dark head was shaking. “I asked Bill, he showed me the scans. I’m seriously busted up, Curtis. Full of glands that don’t work, scar tissue everywhere.”

“Damn,” Travers whispered. “Have you asked about nano therapy?”

For a moment Vidal seemed to hesitate. “When we get back.”

“To the Wastrel?” Marin wondered.

“From transspace.” He gestured vaguely in the direction of Hellgate, and beyond. “I can get enough nano support to keep me functional, but it’s going to be cloned glands, even if the kidneys and liver come good, which Bill says they might not.” He gave Travers a haunted look and mocked only himself with a bitter chuckle. “So don’t be insulted if I seem a lot less … interested.”

“I won’t. Damnit, Mick.” Travers touched his face, but Vidal would not look up, and Neil dragged him into an embrace instead.

Painful memories dogged Marin as he watched Neil handle him as if he were made of glass and likely to shatter. He remembered all too well the months of sickness, exhaustion, impotence. He dropped a hand on Vidal’s back, stroked him there and felt the ribs, the shoulder blades. At last Vidal pushed them both away and forced his feet under him. 

“I ought to be ashamed of myself,” he said harshly.

“For what?” Travers followed him up, and slid an arm around Marin.

“Self-bloody-pity,” Vidal said acidly. “I’ve been a lot of things in my time, but I’ve never been a whining little sook.”

“Did I say a word?” Travers remonstrated. 

“You didn’t have to.” Vidal shook himself hard and dragged both hands over the angles of his face, where the Delta Dragons unit tattoo might have been a scar. “I just wanted to tell you, so you’d know why.”

So Travers would know why the sparks that had always flown between them had stopped, and why Mick would walk away, hit the mattress alone and curl up with a book and a mug of hot chocolate, because even a shot of booze would put him right back in the Infirmary.

“Let it be,” Curtis advised. “You can get as angry as you like, beat yourself up all you want, and it’ll still take as long as it takes. Me? I was a wraith haunting Fleet Borushek. I used to go see a Companion, just to touch something living, feeling. He was as good as they get, and he couldn’t coax a twitch out of me for months. Then one day it came back.”

  Vidal peered owlishly at him. “Bill tells me the same.”

“Believe him. Stop fighting him.” Travers tipped his head back as a shape flitted overhead.

It might have been a bird, but when Marin followed the line of his eyes he saw a drone, headed directly toward them. The half-meter, silver metal teardrop hovered a short distance away and a smooth synthetic voice said, without accent or gender, “President Liang’s compliments. Would Colonels Vidal, Marin and Travers return to the terrace at once?”

“Tell him we’re on our way.” Marin slid out from the curve of Travers’s arm and gave Mick a thoughtful look. “Does your father know?”

“No.” Vidal dragged his shoulders back into line. “Alexis does, but I’ve warned her, she tells him and I’ll break her legs. Bill reports to Shapiro and Richard, and Jo and Ernst know, because they were there when the scans were done. But you’re the only other ones I’ve told, and I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourselves. I don’t want it getting back to my old man via the rumor mill.”

“Fair enough.” Travers fell into step between them and let Vidal set the pace as they turned back down the path to the bridge. “Now, why would Chandra Liang be sending for us?”

The breakfast party was breaking up. Trick, Ying and Madame Deuel were gone, and Charles’s nurse had returned to the house, though Charles himself had remained at the table with Rusch and Liang. All three wore grave faces, and Marin feared the worst as they climbed back to the deck. It was Rusch who greeted them with a handy, which Vidal took from her. Marin twisted his neck to see the screen, and recognized a queued message with priority flags.

The time stamps were fours hours earlier. The source tags had been removed, but it was flagged for Chandra Liang, and two faces were frozen in the display. Marin did not know them, but Vidal did, and he whispered a soft curse.

“Bronhill and Sung,” he said tersely, “messaging the President direct?” He lifted a brow at Rusch, obviously looking for answers.

Marin knew those names. He had heard then from Rusch’s lips, not fifty yards from this terrace. “The captain and executive officer of the Chicago.” 

“Run the message,” she suggested, leaning back on the pine uprights at the edge of the balcony. Her voice gave nothing away. 

“All right.” Vidal set the handy on the shadowed end of the table and engaged the threedee function, which would swiftly flatten the power cell but would allow the display to be seen by all.

A threedee sphere the size of a beachball unfolded over the handy and in it, Colonel Allan Bronhill and Major Valerie Sung appeared to be seated at a desk.  Marin guessed it was in the captain’s quarters, since the wall behind them was adorned with several pieces of nondescript art, atypical of the rest of the ship. Bronhill was a man of Shapiro’s age, but he seemed older, with the rich complexion, black hair and slate-blue almond eyes so characteristic of the homeworlder. He looked careworn, Marin thought, gray around the temples, and those eyes were nested in deep creases. By contrast, Valerie Sung was much younger, attractive without being in any way beautiful, and she gave the impression of being the more intelligent of the pair. She had the fair complexion and dark brown eyes which were also commonplace among homeworlders, but her hair was a mix of dark blond and fiery red, obviously cosmetic. Its natural color was impossible to guess. Both were in Fleet dress grays, solemn as CNS newscasters.

“President Liang,” the colonel began, “my name is Allan Bronhill, and I find myself in command of the Chicago at the darkest moment in the history of this ship. My orders are – and I quote – to suppress colonial insurrection by any means necessary. As you will expect, the conflict at Velcastra has been run over a hundred times in simulation. Fleet confidently predicts casualties over eighty million, with forty million dead and the biosphere of Velcastra damaged so profoundly, medium-scale terraforming will be necessary to rebuild it. The work would be prohibitively expensive for most colonies, but it might be part-funded by the Confederacy, following the unconditional surrender of Velcastra.” 

His face was bleak, his voice guttural. “The duty of enforcing this situation has fallen to my ship, and my crew. And like any sane command corps, we have sought alternatives to the murder of civilians and the destruction of an Earthlike world. 

“My Executive Officer, Major Sung, and I speak on behalf of the officers of the Chicago. By the time you receive this, my lighter will be at the coordinates appended to this message, and we will hold position for twenty hours. Launch a drone probe to scan the region and satisfy yourself that no element of the Chicago battle group is within sensor range, and there is no comm traffic in the tachyon band.

“A deal is on the table, Mister President, which will cause indignation and outrage in the homeworlds. My officers believe Velcastra might be saved. We cannot countenance the murder of forty million souls and the ruin of a viable world … we have no Fleet or Confederate government authority to strike any deal with Velcastra, but Major Sung and I will hold at these coordinates, and we request your presence, in the interests of Velcastra, if not the Deep Sky.”

The screen blanked and the ‘message ends’ flag appeared, along with the prompt to access the appended data. A pulse beat hard and fast in Marin’s temple as he looked down into Alexis Rusch’s eyes. “I remember you saying, you know these people personally. You said you’ve known Bronhill and Sung for years.”

She nodded deeply. “I have. They’re both scientists, like myself, and I couldn’t believe Allan and Valerie would take orders to bring a battle group out here and use it for old fashioned murder and demolition.” Her fingers drummed on the table as she frowned at the coordinates. 

“Have you looked up those numbers?” Travers asked shrewdly.

“Of course.” Chandra Lang twisted in his seat to reach the handy. He turned off the sound and set the message to play over, looping, so he could study the two faces. “It’s a point midway between beacons in the data conduit. There’s nothing out there – certainly nothing large enough to be used either by Fleet or by us, to hide a ship. Just empty space.”

“And you’ve sent a probe,” Vidal demanded shrewdly, “haven’t you?”

Rusch stood, arms folded on her chest, hips leaned back against the handrail, while a squadron of rainbow parrots shot through the trees behind her. “I called Richard ten minutes ago, level five encryption. He could launch a probe, but the Wastrel itself can be there almost as fast. He agrees with me. We drop out way short of the region, use the tug’s deep-scan platform, which is several times more sensitive than the instruments aboard any probe. If we see a lighter – which ought to be something the size of the Mako – we take a closer look. Anything else, we bug out fast.”

Vidal’s face was grim. “It has the makings of a nasty trap.” He gestured at the faces in the handy. “They rig the lighter. We take it aboard and it detonates. They could be counting on us to do this, and give them the opportunity to take out a capital ship. Fleet Intelligence will know Velcastra has very few big ships that are battle-rated, and here’s an opportunity to kill one ahead of time.”

“This is the risk,” Rusch agreed levelly, “which is why we wouldn’t dream of taking the lighter aboard. They can shuttle across by pod.”

“And be scanned to the molecular level before they set foot on the Wastrel,” Vidal added. “If one of them has a device implanted, they can still wreak absolute bloody havoc.”

Her teeth closed on her lower lip, chewing there in thought. ”Neither of them was ever suicidal, and damaging one capital ship wouldn’t come close to influencing the action at Velcastra. The chances of them coming in rigged as human warheads would be one in a million.”

“Scan them, just the same,” Marin advised. “You have no idea what leverage is being imposed on these people.” He was still frowning at Bronhill and Sung. “I’m seeing something in these faces. They’re telling about one tenth of the truth.”

“Dendra Shemiji reading techniques?” Vidal asked quietly.

And Marin nodded. “Bronhill definitely isn’t lying. He just isn’t telling more than a tiny fraction of it.”

“Which would be wise,” Liang added. “He only has so many cards to play, and when they’re on the table, his power to negotiate whatever deal to his own advantage is shot.” He leaned back now, gazing blindly over the park. “The Wastrel is driving back over from Meredith. She’ll be in high orbit in half an hour. And I need to be there. If we can get the captain and executive officer of a super-carrier aboard the Wastrel, we’ll be negotiating from the high ground.”

“Allan and Valerie have to know,” Rusch said acidly, “once we have them in custody, we can keep them there indefinitely, perhaps use them as the leverage to strike a bargain with their own crew.”

“Why would they just hand us the gift of the high ground?” Travers demanded. “On the face of it, it sounds off. Fleet doesn’t promote fools into the top-end command jobs.”

“Absolutely right,” Rusch agreed, “so we might even assume Allan and Valerie want to be off the carrier.” Her brows rose. “I can think of several reasons.”

“One,” Marin mused, counting on his fingers, “they can’t, won’t, take responsibility for the bloodbath they see coming, and they’d rather spend the time in custody, offload the responsibility. Let somebody else be recorded in human history beside Genghis and Hitler. Two, they believe they have real value as bargaining chips, if they were deliberately placed into Velcastran hands … perhaps to force stubborn elements in their own command corps to accept alternatives to the bloodshed. Three, it’s a ploy to capture the President, and possibly General Shapiro too – the power and brains behind the coup. Liang and Shapiro buy into this, they go aboard the Chicago to negotiate some deal, and the next thing they’ll see is a military firing squad. Four … there’s a genuine deal on the table. Bronhill and Sung are actually on the level, not trying to hoodwink anyone. Putting themselves in the very real danger of being taken prisoner is … what, a gesture of good faith?”

“Damn,” Vidal whispered. “Triple think.”

“Dendra Shemiji made a science of it,” Liang said with a certain satisfaction. He gave Travers and Marin a speculative look. “Are you up to flying?”

“You mean, how hungover did we get?” Travers glanced sidelong at Marin. “We’re good. Why don’t we go prep the Capricorn?”

“Why don’t you?” Rusch agreed. “Michael, I want you to stay here.”

“Not a chance in hell,” Vidal said tartly. 

She sighed. “Charles, he’s your son. You speak sense to him.”

The old man had hung on ever word, but had not attempted to add to the military or political argument. Now, he gave Rusch a hard look. “Allie, if I were twenty years younger, it would be me two steps behind Robert and one to the side, as the political attaché. You want Michael to stay here and babysit a geriatric? Never going to happen, my dear. Michael?” The younger Vidal turned toward him, and Charles offered a gnarled hand. Mick took it, and the old man said dryly, “Get out there and get into the thick of it. Be part of history, don’t just sit on your ass and watch it on some goddamned threedee.”

With a sharp chuckle, Vidal drew back his shoulders and sketched a salute which seemed to Marin’s eyes to mock the military. “I don’t know if I’ll be back,” he warned. “I’d expected to be here for a few days before I’m back on assignment, but if the Wastrel is pulling out, and I’m aboard…”

Charles waved him off. “You’ll be home again, and I’m not so far gone that I can’t wait. After all this is over – whatever the hell you people are up to! – you’ll be able to tell me about it without breaching every security protocol I never even heard of.” The words were brave but his eyes were bright with tears. “I’ll tell your mother you were here … and well.”

“My mother,” Vidal began, and relented with a sigh. “She’ll be the First Lady of Jagreth very soon.” He glanced at Marin with reluctant amusement. “It could be some time before we get back, Dad, but –” He looked at Rusch now, and she nodded faintly. “I’ll message you before we ship out. I promise you, I’ll send a drone courier.”

“Good enough,” Charles said gruffly.

Marin glanced at his chrono. “If you’ve anything to pack, Mister President, you have ten minutes.”

“Oh, please.” Liang made a face. “Call me Robert. I don’t know how much of this ‘Mister President’ nonsense I can stand. Leave the pomp and ceremony to CNS. I need to inform my security staff, have my associates cover for me. I’ll be with you in eight minutes. Sonja won’t be thrilled, but when I tell her I’ll be on the Wastrel, at least she won’t worry.” He gave Rusch and the elder Vidal a courteous nod, and stepped away toward the pine plank steps, the path to the bridge, and the terracotta courtyard behind his own home.

“We’ll be in the hangar,” Travers said to Rusch and Mick. “Mister Vidal, it’s been a pleasure.”

“Entirely my pleasure, Colonel Travers,” Charles said affably. “I wish you and Colonel Marin the best on this covert assignment of yours … of which Michael and Alexis won’t breathe a word.”

“Can’t,” Mick corrected. He took his father’s hand again, clasped it, and let it go. “You just do what the doctors tell you, and get well.”

“I could say the same to you,” the old man grumbled, before the hoverchair lifted, spun around, and he headed into the house via the wide windows at the end of the terrace.

“Time,” Marin said pointedly.

Rusch had turned off the handy, and slid it into the pocket of the sea green tunic she wore over white slacks, civilian attire in the Velcastran style. “Allan and Valerie might have heard the news from the Kiev. As I told you, my CMO fudged a series of medical tests and I committed myself to treatment in a private clinic in Elstrom. I ought to be dying right about now. Rickman Syndrome.”

It was one of the rarest, fastest and deadliest diseases of recent years, and profoundly incurable. Three percent of spacers who had been exposed to the fallout from Weimann Drive accidents fell sick, and in a few months the patient would be reduced to an urn of ashes and a memorial. Marin had heard of it, but had never met a sufferer. Two centuries ago, when the Auriga engine was state of the art, the syndrome was much more commonplace. The Weimann Drive had a stability which almost precluded accident, and Rickman Syndrome – named for the neurologist who identified the disease – was now obscure enough for it to be a safe cover, if Rusch had every intention of vanishing out of the Deep Sky.

They made their way quickly around the periphery of the Vidal property, and through the side gardens belonging to Liang. A service elevator better suited to drones and machinery dropped them into the hangar, where the Capricorn stood in a pool of blue-white worklights, locked up and cold. 

The simple AI scanned and recognized faces as they approached, and the hatches popped with a hiss of equalizing air pressure. Marin and Travers headed into the cockpit, and while Travers ran through the fastest preflight sequence he could manage, Marin slid a combug into his ear. He configured the highband, engaged heavy encryption and called,

“Wastrel-101, calling home. Ops room, is Captain Vaurien there – or General Shapiro.”

Vaurien’s voice responded at once. “We’re on our way in, Curtis. Alexis sent the message. We’ve spent the last twenty minutes dissecting it with every trick of analysis we know. It looks, and I say looks, like it might be a genuine offer.”

“Trust nothing,” Marin warned as the engines fired up in test, flooding the hangar with heat and vapors which tested the extractors, “but keep an open mind. We’re coming up to join you – I already have you on tracking, Richard. Is the general there?”

And Shapiro: “I am. For what it’s worth, I know Allan Bronhill. I’ve met him several times, and I can tell you the same as Alexis would say of him. He’s a reputable scientist with an extended family and business interests in the Middle Heavens. If I’m remembering correctly, he invested in a civil engineering company. He might be an Earther, but I know him as a decent human being.”

“And if Fleet’s holding his kids or his partner in custody?” Travers speculated. “The threat of having your family taken apart by Fleet interrogators would make almost anybody do almost anything. Like Curtis just said, we can’t afford to take anything on face value. This could be an ugly trap.”

“It could,” Shapiro said baldly, not missing a beat. “It also could be a genuine offer we neither need nor want to accept. Is Robert with you?”

“We’re waiting for him right now,” Travers told him. “He’s arranging for his associates to cover for him. And I know what you’re saying. What could Fleet possibly have to offer, to interest the colony that just declared its independence? How about a fat deal to line a lot of politicians’ pockets, bribe ’em to rejoin the Confederacy?”

Now, Shapiro made sounds of grim humor. “Richard can have us at the coordinates in four hours. I’d like to spend the time examining the ramifications with President Liang.”

On cue, Liang hurried aboard as Shapiro spoke. The preflight test sequence was complete, the hangar blew down rapidly, and as Marin’s eyes skimmed the instruments the AI called StarCity ATC for takeoff clearance. “Twenty minutes, and we’ll be back aboard,” he told Shapiro. “We’re waiting for ATC advice … and we just got it. Launching momentarily.” He gave Travers a faint, wry smile as the hangar doors rumbled open to the blue sky of the Velcastran morning, and the forward armorglass darkened in response to the sunglare. “Here we go again.”

The Capricorn lifted on a hot bluster of Aragos, and Marin turned its nose toward space on a sharp ascent angle.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

Salvage Tug Wastrel

 

Space was clear, empty, between the nodes of the Deep Sky data conduit. The wake ghost of one ship appeared in the navtank, and a single hard marker, plotting the position of the ship itself, but otherwise nothing larger than a fist-size boulder of ice was tumbling in the intense cold and darkness between star systems.

And the ship was a Yamazake Starrigger, a luxury yacht, preferred by people in Chandra Liang’s social strata, to whom money was secondary to prestige. The Starrigger was Weimann enabled, more than capable of doing the run between Borushek and Velcastra. It had been idling for long enough for its engines to be cold, and it was hardly trying to conceal its presence.

Bright, loud beacons were calling on wide frequencies, announcing its position, and Richard Vaurien looked up over the navtank with a wry smile. The tank was half-lit in blues and reds, which coiled around his face in surreal, macabre patterns. “They look clean,” he told Shapiro. “We just scanned the whole thing with enough power to crash their AI and give any human aboard a nosebleed. They’re rebooting their flight systems right now. If I were them, I’d have expected the sensor probe.”

Any rational agent would expect it, Marin thought coolly as he inhaled the steam from a cup of white tea and watched the markers in the navtank shift as the Wastrel maneuvered. The tug pilots were taking her to  a safe distance, where she loomed over the yacht like a blue whale beside a porpoise, and the comm was open, waiting for Robert Chandra Liang and Harrison Shapiro. They stood at the corner of the tank, wreathed in the odd illumination, and Marin shared a glance with Travers as they waited for the heads of state to reach a decision.

They had spent the four hours of the journey in conference, comparing data with Alexis Rusch, who knew Bronhill and Sung well, and running simulations. The odds of a trap appeared minimal, but neither Liang nor Shapiro was too swift to make the decision. 

“Long range sensors?” Shapiro asked quietly.

“Nothing.” Vidal was monitoring them personally, though the AI would have reported the moment an incoming ship dropped out of e-space. “And yes, every cannon we possess is cleared and primed. Aragos are on standby, and we’re on Weimann ignition procedures, ninety seconds off a transit right back in e-space, headed for Alshie’nya. The Chicago itself could drop out, it wouldn’t hurt us before we were gone.”

“Comm traffic?” Shapiro looked through the mist hazing the tank, at Rusch, who was intent on a threedee. 

“The yacht’s AI is hailing us, it’s been hailing us for the past two minutes,” she reported. “The tachyon transmitters are not just dark, Harrison. The scan reports them actually shut down. Bronhill and Sung couldn’t call out if they wanted to.”

“Weapons?” Travers asked of Vidal. 

“The Starrigger’s unarmed.” He fed the scan data to a larger threedee. “I’m looking for anything suspicious, and the biggest weapon I’m seeing is a sidearm … actually, a pair of sidearms. The read like Kolya .60 caliber, and they’re in storage, aft, under the deck.”

So the only weapons Bronhill and Sung might have to hand were the kind of sneak weapons with which Marin was intimately familiar, the palm guns, dart guns, made of organic materials, firing slivers of needle-sharp bone tipped in assorted venoms. He leaned  on the edge of Vidal’s workspace, going over the scan data again, looking for the vague signatures of such weapons. Shapiro was waiting for his professional opinion.

“What are you looking for, Curtis?” Chandra Liang wondered. “If not guns and comm traffic, what am I missing?”

Marin did not look away from the data. “Kamikaze tactics,” he said thoughtfully. “I’ve seen a craft like the yacht rigged as a device on a proximity detonator. Blow a Weimann drive engine inside a hangar, and this ship, any ship, is vapor.”

“They might have been expecting to meet the Mercury,” Vidal mused, “and the targets would be the President of Velcastra and the rogue Fleet officer who masterminded the Colonial Wars. Damn.” He gave Shapiro and Liang a hard look. “The yacht won’t be coming one meter closer than it is right now, Harrison. If you want to talk, have them eject in an escape pod. We’ll bring it into the decontamination bay, flush it right back into space as soon as they’re out, and hold it in tractors in case we’re releasing them.” He looked from Travers and Marin to Rusch and back. “If they’re trying to set something up, they’re going to sit out the war in custody. They can share accommodations with Senator Rutherford.”

The Mercury was holding three prisoners at this point. Two more would make little difference, and Shapiro nodded his assent. “Good enough. Robert?”

“Good enough,” Chandra Liang agreed. “Etienne, I’ll talk to them.”

A moment, and the AI said evenly, “Go ahead, President Liang.”

He was frowning into the navtank as he spoke. Long-range imaging had begun to display grainy visuals of the Starrigger, which drifted against the cold glitter of the stars as if it were dead. “Colonel Bronhill, this is Robert Chandra Liang. You know you’ve been scanned, and you won’t expect us to trust you. If you would like to talk with me, you and your Executive Officer should launch in an escape pod. You’ll be tractored into a shielded hanger, and will receive further instructions there.”

Over the comm, Bronhill was bass and hoarse with stress. Marin could hear the clear signs of anxiety in every syllable as he said, “We didn’t expect to be trusted, Mister President. There’s no reason you should trust us, and every reason for you to take the necessary security precautions. We came here to talk, and we’ll launch a pod at once.”

Still intent on the datastream from the Wastrel’s sensors, Marin was watching the two figures in thermal imaging. They moved back to the middle of the yacht, and a crackle of blue indicated power. “One of their two pods is coming online … diagnostics look fine. They’re in, and … launching.” 

The pods were designed to be entered in seconds, and to blow out in seconds. Most had a few hours of life support and rudimentary thrusters. This one punched out of the belly of the Starrigger and jetted up and around in a wide arc, away from the yacht and toward the Wastrel.

“Etienne, catch it,” Vaurien said quietly. “Put it in Decon 4. Scan the hell out of it – and them.” He lifted a brow at the company which had gathered in the ops room. “You’ll want to be there, Harrison. Neil, Curtis, draw weapons. Security duty.”

“Five minutes,” Travers promised.

“Take your time.” Vaurien was on his way out, with Shapiro, Liang and Rusch right behind him, while Vidal waited with Marin and Travers. “Bronhill and Sung will be out of that pod and in a ’lock so fast, they’ll be dizzy, and then the pod will be off this ship again, just as fast.”

 So there would be no automated surprises, as soon as backs were turned on it, Marin thought grimly as he, Travers and Vidal headed aft to the crew quarters. Vidal watched mutely as Travers pulled the case out of the bottom of their closet. The familiar sidearms were serviced and kept loaded. Marin chose the Chiyoda and, out of respect, offered Vidal a weapon. 

His hand hovered over the case, and then he withdrew it and shook his head with genuine regret. “Not yet,” he said in a harsh tone. “I’d be no good in a situation. More likely to get in the way, get somebody hurt dragging me back out.” He gave Marin a faint smile. “But thanks.”

Marin appreciated the wisdom as well as the honesty, and gave Vidal a nod as Travers closed up the case. “You know Bronhill or Sung?”

“I know Val Sung,” Vidal mused. “I’ve played folgen with her and a few from the command core of the Chicago, when we were all drydocked at Albeniz for a routine systems upgrade.”

“What do you think of her?” Travers was sliding the Chiyoda machine pistol into its holster, in the curve of his back.

“She’s a lot like Alexis.” Vidal shoved both hands into the pockets of the dark linen slacks he wore. They fit him loosely, helping to disguise the rail thinness that had only just begun to flesh out. “She’s a scientist, far more interested in gravity events than politics or anybody’s culture. She’s four, maybe five years older than me – I asked her what in the hell she was doing in Fleet, and she said it was the fast-track to get into the big research projects. Turns out, back in the homeworlds it can take twenty years to get from freshman to doctorate, with a grant and a position on a science vessel with access to the Drift. People like Sung make a deal with the devil. Ten years in Fleet, a clean record, and strings get pulled. Even if she never developed an ambition to command the carrier – some people do, some don’t; I never had any interest in it – Sung could expect to command a ship like the Carellan Djerun in another year, with clearance to get into Hellgate.”

“Family?” Travers wondered as they headed for the service lifts.

But Vidal’s head was shaking. “A long string of short-term partners of both genders. One actual relationship. I remember her saying it lasted five years, might have lasted for life, if the woman hadn’t been killed in bad landing. After that, Sung seemed to bury herself in work, and get intimate occasionally for the fun of it.”

“You?” Travers prompted with a crooked grin.

Vidal rolled his eyes to the gods. “Once. And I was so drunk, I don’t remember a goddamned thing about it. But she didn’t throw the breakfast dishes at me, so I must’ve minded my manners and done the necessary.” He looked down, gave himself a scornful look. “She probably won’t even recognize me now.”

She would, Marin thought. Vidal had a distinctive face, and the thinness had taken his hawkish features and made them haunting. He had a very good nose, and the blue eyes were deeper set now, glittering, while his skin was so pale that the Delta Dragons tattoo seemed shockingly dark. But Marin said nothing of this, and stepped into the lift with him and Travers, for the short ride down and aft to the special hangars.

Decon 4 was dim, cold, aromatic. The armor around it was a half meter thick, and it had its own Arago screens on all six sides. The glass panes looking into it were no more than a meter wide, and almost as thick, giving a distorted view. The Starrigger’s pod was dwarfed by hulking machinery which swung into place. On the AI’s command, cryogen cannons would drop its ambient temperature to a little above the level of liquid nitrogen, and Bronhill and Sung would know they had been in extreme danger since the Wastrel dropped out of e-space.

The hangar had repressurized but the air was still well below zero when the gull-gray teardrop shape of the pod opened. Two figures stepped out, hugging themselves against the striking cold, and hurried toward the airlocked compartment which had cracked for them. They were inside in moments, and Etienne resealed the ’lock, heated it. The space was little more than a tool store, with just enough width for them to turn around and face the flatscreen on which Chandra Liang and Shapiro were framed.

The scan process began again, and Marin said levelly, quietly, to the comm, “Colonel Bronhill, Major Sung, please undress and wait there. Bring nothing with you. Your effects will be returned to you when you leave.” If you leave. He did not voice the words, but the subtext was implicit. 

They were shrugging out of the dress uniforms as Grant stepped out of the lift, flanked by a pair of meddrones. From the look on his face, he knew nothing and expected a medical emergency. His drones were laden with equipment cases, and the pockets of his gaudy shirt were stuffed with oddments.

“What’s the trouble?” He was already peering into the hangar, watching the pod as it was pushed back out into the vacuum, hustled away from the tug. “Who’s been hurt?”

“No one, yet,” Vaurien told him. “Two guests have just come aboard, Bill. They’re in the ’lock. Have them step into the workshop, and make sure there’s nothing on them, or in them, that could be classified as hazardous.”

He made a face, and the strine accent thickened like molasses. “You dragged me down here to shove a sensor probe up somebody’s butt?”

“Rather you than me,” Marin said tartly. “You’re the doctor. Security is still my trade, and I can do it – but I know I’d prefer a medic’s touch, if it were me in there, ass-naked and petrified.”

Grant’s brows arched. “Anybody I know?”

“Christ, I hope not,” Vidal muttered. “Look, Bill, just do it, will you? And try not to insult them. If they’re on the level, and God knows, they probably are, we don’t want to be making enemies.”

Still, Bronhill and Sung were professional enough to have been expecting this, Marin knew. They stepped into the adjacent workshop without a protest, spread arms and legs, permitting a scan that began at the toenails and ended at the scalp follicles. During the next few minutes the drones scanned their discarded clothing, chronos, ID tags, and Marin had to commend Grant, who was almost maliciously thorough. 

Still, Bronhill and Sung made no protest, and at last Grant called off his drones and said to the comm, “They’re so clean, they squeak, boss. Where do you want them? I’ve got a couple of surgical gowns they can have.”

“Thanks, Bill.” Vaurien was leaning on the bulkhead right outside the Arago-screened door to the workshop. “They can come right up to the office. Harrison, why don’t you have Jon bring a couple of robes? I’ll make sure the ’chef is properly stocked.”

Marin and Travers took station to either side of the door as the Aragos shut down, and a pair of pale faces appeared. Bronhill and Sung were much less annoyed than apprehensive. They were not hurt, but they were cold and anxious, and both were looking for faces they might recognize. Marin saw the signs of relief as they saw Shapiro and Rusch, and sure enough, Valerie Sung knew Vidal on sight.

He chalked up a major mark to her when the first words out of her mouth – while she was still clutching a flimsy surgical gown around bare limbs which prickled with cold – were, “My God, Michael, what happened to you? I thought you were dead – you look like shit.”

“And feel like it,” he admitted. “Long story, Valerie. How are you?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice was pitched slightly high, and sharp. “I’m starting to wonder if I should be expecting a bullet in the back of the head.”

The question had the edge of a razor. Vidal shot a glance at Travers and Marin, and stepped closer to Sung. “Just between you and me, Val – straight question, straight answer. Are you doing something to get you shot?”

She sucked in a breath. “Depends who you talk to. What we’re doing will get us a firing squad, anywhere in the homeworlds.”

“Which means,” Travers observed, “you’ll probably be honored among the heroes of the Deep Sky.” He offered his hand. “Neil Travers, on General Shapiro’s private staff.”

“Colonel Travers,” Vidal amended. “This is Colonel Curtis Marin … and I scored the promotion myself, after the mission that almost killed me.”

Sung shook Travers’s hand, and Marin’s before her eyes widened on Vidal. “Jesus, Michael, you look like a ghost. What happened to you?”

“Later,” Vidal promised. “Looks like your boss and mine have got half a dialog going. I also know there’s an office, a robe and a mug of coffee waiting. Shall we –?”

While they spoke, Shapiro, Liang, Rusch and Bronhill had gathered in the hot gale issuing from an a/c vent, and if the look on Shapiro’s face could be trusted, he was satisfied. A wide-body cargo lift stood open, and over the loop Jon Kim’s voice was murmuring, “The office is ready for you. The autochef is set, there’s a couple of the best robes I could find, the AI is running surveillance. Ops room reports nothing moving, no comm traffic to or from the yacht. It looks kosher, Harry.”

“Yes,” Shapiro agreed, “I think it does.” He extended an arm toward the lift. “After you, Colonel Bronhill.”

With an expression of relief which he did not attempt to disguise, Bronhill stepped into the open car. He was a tall man, a hand’s span over Liang’s height, and much taller than Shapiro and Marin. He had the same wiry physique and stature as Vaurien, the same tenacity as Shapiro and, Marin thought, a hint of the kind of spiritual quality that was integral to Chandra Liang. And Rusch liked him, which would have been enough to make Marin keep an open mind, since he had come to value Alexis Rusch’s opinion.

The office was one deck up and forty meters forward. The lights and heaters were on, the smells of coffee and cinnamon beckoned, and the AI surveillance was so discreet, one had to deliberately look for the vid pickups. Marin’s shrewd eyes them at once, and he saw that Kim had arranged the chairs to put Bronhill and Sung face-on to them. 

The robes were dark blue, which looked fine on Sung but did nothing for Bronhill. His complexion seemed to purple as he shrugged into it and pulled the collar up high about his ears. Shapiro set a mug into his hands, and he wrapped his fingers around the heat. 

“I apologize for the formality,” Vaurien said in even tones. “But see it from our perspective, Colonel –”

“Sheer self-defense, Captain. Don’t even think of apologizing,” Bronhill said dismissively as he pulled the chair up to the desk, where Chandra Liang had taken the big leather chair opposite. “Our absence from the carrier is being fudged by my staff. Officially, we’ve been reported ill, suffering from a touch of food poisoning, from the same contaminated autochef. My CMO made the diagnosis, entered it into records, and we’re sleeping it off, on two days’ downtime. My cybertechs are fudging even the AI records, so that Fleet will never know we left the ship. The Starrigger will be serviced, its computers adjusted. The hangar from which it launched was under the control of my own flightcrew … and we are all party to the deception. It’s taken more than twenty people to get Major Sung and myself to these coordinates, without any record of our leaving or our return.”

Liang was impressed. “Then, it’s safe to assume that most of your command corps is privy to your mission.” Bronhill answered with a stiff nod. Liang cleared his throat. “In your message, you said Fleet has predicted forty million deaths and ruination for the planet … as a sane command corps, you’re seeking alternatives to being entered into the annals of history as mass murderers. This is something I can understand and respect. You also mentioned a deal.”

 “A deal,” Bronhill echoed, “which will cause fury, outrage, on Earth. We believe Velcastra can be saved.” His lips compressed. “We can’t prevent a battle taking place, but we can swing the tide of it.”

A current of static electricity crackled through the air. Marin could almost feel it in the hairs on the nape of his neck as Chandra Liang said, “We’re interested, Colonel, but I’m compelled to inform you, before you go any further, Velcastra is ready for any battle.”

“You can’t stand against a super-carrier battle group,” Bronhill began.

“We believe we can,” Liang said carefully. “You can’t have forgotten the outcome at Ulrand. We won there.”

For a long moment Bronhill and Sung frowned at each other, before Bronhill said, “The Shanghai had orders to bring Ulrand back into the fold of the Confederation. The Chicago is under orders to quash the colonial insurrection and punish, set an example. It won’t be the same. The battle group will enter the system with the intention of destroying, and there’s a great deal more in the Velcastra system to be destroyed, than there ever was at Ulrand.”

“This is true,” Liang admitted. “I’m appalled at your orders, Colonel. For a long time I’ve been convinced the Terran Confederation is evil. I see this as the proof of it.”

“Evil,” Bronhill echoed. “The same word was used by most of my command corps. Only two of us are not in full agreement of the deal Major Sung and I have come here to offer, and those two have agreed to accept arrest. They’re quite willing to be held in custody until the whole rigmarole is over, and survivors are repatriated.” His brows arched at Liang and Shapiro. “The liberty of the Deep Sky is not a question. After the total destruction of Albeniz, no one believes you people will fail to win your freedom later, if not sooner, and the toll in life, property and viable worlds will be catastrophic, if the process is not short-circuited without delay.”

The name of Albeniz jolted through Marin like a punch. He and Travers shared a glance, and Travers’s brows arched, his lips pursed in a silent whistle. For the moment, Shapiro and Liang shared a long, mute conference but said nothing of Albeniz. It would serve no purpose to tell Bronhill the colonial republicans were uninvolved. The issues were muddy enough already.

“Nothing we can do,” Bronhill was saying, “will stop the battle group heading into the Velcastra system, intent on wreaking maximum damage, with the object of setting an example to Jagreth, Borushek, and several other worlds which are watching keenly.” He paused, took a long breath and looked sidelong at his XO, whose face was like a granite mask. “But we can subtract the Chicago from the battle group, which means there’s three squadrons of Murchison F-109 Scimitars, six gunships, an armed tender and an armored engineer’s tractor, and six companies of marines you won’t be fighting. Even so, you’ll have your hands full with four cruisers, six frigates and six gunships in your airspace. But after your performance at Ulrand, you might be able to handle them.”


Not a single expression passed across Liang’s or Shapiro’s faces. “And the Chicago?” Shapiro asked. His voice was curiously bland. “Where will it be while all this is going on?”

“In the outer system.” Bronhill sat back, locked his fingers around one knee and studied them. “I wish I could speak for the commanders of the capital ships, but I have no influence over them, and even the attempt to widen the company of officers who’ll accept no part in the proposed rape of Velcastra, and who are offering this alternative, will only place all of us in danger. What we’re proposing makes almost the entire command corps of the Chicago criminal in the eyes of Fleet.”

Liang’s eyes were wide, not even blinking. He leaned forward over the desk, intent on Bronhill. “And the deal you’re placing on the table, Colonel? What exactly are you proposing?”

To his credit, Bronhill did not hesitate, nor did his face or voice betray the dread underlying his words. Marin saw it only in the lines of his body, the clench of his back, heard it in the tiny breaths he took in odd places. The art of reading truth, lies and emotion was a Dendra Shemiji art as old as the Resalq.

“Conditional defection,” Bronhill said smoothly. “As I’ve indicated, all but two of my officers are agreeable, and they have offered to accept custody and repatriation when the opportunity arises.”

“Defection.” Shapiro seemed to try the word on his tongue. “You have us interested, Colonel! And, the conditions?”

Now, Bronhill’s shoulders lifted in a shallow, expressive shrug. “You could predict them. No harm will befall my crew. The Chicago will not be turned on worlds of the Middle Heavens and Near Sky, much less the homeworlds, where all of us have families.”

“So do many of us.” Shapiro gestured at Travers and Vaurien. “Captain Vaurien is from Earth. Colonel Travers is a native of Darwin’s World. And you can believe us when we say we have no interest whatsoever in assaulting any world, for any reason.”

“I can’t imagine you would,” Bronhill admitted. “The conditions are a mere formality. My crew, from the command corps down to the bottom of the crewdeck, is made up of conscripts and re-enlisters from the Middle Heavens. There’s been a mutinous feeling aboard, General, since we shipped out for the Deep Sky. Everyone knows why we’re coming here. They’re expecting orders to turn their guns on cities like Elstrom and Westminster, with the object of turning them into fields of smoking rubble like Hydralis.” He shook his head. “Service discipline would make them do it, of course … there’s nothing like the threat of a heavy flogging or a firing squad to make a man do as he’s ordered. But the officers and master sergeants have been offered the alternative, and most of them are agreeable.”

“Most?” Alexis Rusch echoed. “Forgive me, Allan, but I’m in a somewhat similar position. The Kiev is still on the blockade, and we’ve known for almost a year now, we could be ordered to set the sky on fire over Omaru, tear the atmosphere off the planet, destroy the world as well as the republican ‘criminals.’” She took a long breath, exhaled it as a sigh. “There are just enough officers on the Kiev who’re loyal to the Confederation to make disobeying the order to terminate Omaru damned risky. Not that the Kiev wouldn’t follow the Chicago! What you’re doing here can be done at Omaru. Controlling the risk was always my concern, because we were always surrounded by the battle group.”

“Meaning, ten capital ships,” Bronhill agreed, “the officers of which might be eager to win Confederate approval by betraying you.” He nodded deeply. “This is why my officers and I haven’t approached the command corps of any of the ships in our battle group. The risk is untenable. Those officers will have to make their own decision when the time comes. I’m afraid I don’t know any of them well enough to predict which way they’d move, and I fear Velcastra will be facing a very nasty battle.”

Liang stood, hands clasped at his back. “We’re prepared, Colonel. I can tell you no more than this. If you recall Ulrand, you’ll know we’re hardly defenseless, and you should know we would never have declared the sovereignty of Velcastra without being sure we could defend it.”

Bronhill appeared far from convinced, but Liang seemed only to have strengthened his resolve. “All the more reason to strike a bargain between us,” he said in steely tones, “because if you are as prepared as you like to believe, my ship and crew are at jeopardy. I don’t want the Chicago to go the way of the Shanghai and the Intrepid before her. Damn, what a loss. The Intrepid was the last of the old carriers, Mister President. They’ve passed into history, but they were magnificent – the Valiant, the Dauntless, the Fearless, the Dominant. They were the five super-carriers which were designed and built to protect humanity in the Deep Sky, not to subdue and murder your people and mine. The Shanghai, the Kiev, the Chicago, the London, the Tokyo – these are also magnificent ships, but they’re tainted. The mission has changed, and the spirit of the ships, the crews, is changing along with it. The super-carriers come here, now, for slaughter and obliteration, and I’m ashamed to say, it’s easy to find commanders in the homeworlds who’ll take the orders and execute them.”

“But not us,” Valerie Sung breathed. She gave Vidal a plaintive look. “We’re dinosaurs, Michael. This is what it comes down to. People like us, like you and Colonel Rusch – we’re the last of a line that’s going extinct, and if we don’t get the hell out and burn the bridges behind us, well, the history texts will be describing us as dangerous fringe lunatics.”

Vidal made a quiet sound of humor. “Dangerous? Damned right. Some of the most dangerous people of our era are in this room. Most of the others are on this ship … and we know where the rest are.” Arms folded on the midnight blue silk of his tunic, he turned toward Rusch and Liang. “Alexis? You know these people. I don’t know Colonel Bronhill, but I do know Valerie, from way back.”

“Patience, Michael,” she said softly. “Robert?”

The cogs and gears of Liang’s brain were almost audible. Marin was sure he was listening to the man think as Liang paced slowly between the idling threedee and the autochef. Shapiro watched him for some moments before he stepped away from the desk and beckoned Marin. Curtis and Neil followed him into the furthest corner of the office, and Shapiro’s voice was a bare whisper.

“What do the Dendra Shemiji arts tell you? What would Mark Sherratt see, hear?”

“You mean, are they on the level, telling the truth?” Travers was still frowning at Bronhill and Sung. “Mick’s convinced. So’s Colonel Rusch.”

“Michael and Alexis were never trained in arcane arts,” Shapiro said deliberately. “Curtis?”

And Marin nodded. “Colonel Bronhill believes every word he’s saying. If anything nefarious is going on aboard the Chicago, it’ll come from his command corps, not from the man himself. When the time comes, if he’s wrong about them, Harrison, he’ll take a knife in the back, and he knows it. When the battle group commits to the action at Velcastra, he’ll certainly hold the carrier out of it, parked in the outer system, while the capital ships run the gauntlet of the defenses Chandra Liang has already warned him about. If he’s mistaken about his officers, there’ll be a coup on the Chicago. He and Sung will die for their time and trouble, it’s as simple as that.”

“Yes.” Shapiro turned a frown on Bronhill. “That was my reading of them and the situation, and I’m glad the professional agrees with me. Best case scenario – Velcastra comes out of this with a super-carrier for its defense Not,” he added, “that she needs it! Worst case scenario – there’s a coup on the Chicago, command passes into the hands of Confederate loyalists and after the battle, if anything is left of the ship, which I doubt, it’ll follow the Shanghai to the wrecking yards.” He gave Marin a faint smile. “Thank you.”

As he spoke, Chandra Liang came to a halt behind the desk and beckoned Shapiro closer. What they said, Marin could not even guess, but Vaurien was in earshot and his expression remained neutral, accepting, until Liang turned back in Bronhill’s direction.

“You offered to strike a deal, Colonel. A deal implies two sides in a mutually beneficial arrangement. The conditional defection of the Chicago certainly benefits Velcastra! You haven’t outlined what you want, aside from a guarantee of the safety of your crew, and our assurance the ship won’t be turned against other worlds – both of which are granted without hesitation.”

Bronhill came to his feet, though Sung remained in the chair by the desk, content to listen. “My officers will take complete responsibility for the defection, but most of my crew is going to want to go home. Repatriation is part of the deal, and until it’s feasible to return them to Middle Heavens ports, I want your absolute guarantee that they’ll be treated well. I don’t ask for their liberty, because you might assume they pose a security hazard if they were loose on Velcastra in time of war. God knows, you could be right! But they’ll be treated well, kept in comfort, and allowed to communicate with their families, though messages will obviously be vetted.”

“Done,” Chandra Liang said at once. “And what, Colonel, for yourself and the Major?” 

“We … can’t go back,” Bronhill said darkly. “Ever. For myself, I’ve faced the probability that I’ll be severing all ties with Earth. I have no doubt my family will consider me a criminal, an enemy, even a madman. I’ll be content to settle on Velcastra, but I’ve no desire for an early death, and I imagine the Confederate government could easily locate me, and assassinate me. I’m requesting a new identity, and then I’ll slither into the Velcastran population and vanish. Valerie?”

“The same,” Sung said darkly, “with another offer, if you’re interested. I have a double doctorate in gravity and temporal studies. All my life, I’ve wanted to get out here, into the Rabelais Drift, get into the heart and soul of Hellgate. I don’t know how much research will be going on under the new Velcastran administration, but if there’s a vacancy in a lab or on a science ship, I’d like to throw my hat in.”

A chuckle escaped Vidal. “You have no idea.” 

She gave him an odd look. “I just said that.”

He wiped the smile off his face. “What you need is to shake Ernst Rabelais by the hand and have him tell you the stories of how he rode the timestreams, fetched up in a lagoon suspended between gravity fields ...” He let the words tail off when he found her glaring at him.

“Don’t you dare mock me, Michael Vidal. You’re a – a bloody-damned fighter-jockey. You don’t have a scientist’s bone in your whole body!”

“No, I don’t,” Vidal agreed, “but –“

“Michael.” Rusch’s voice stopped him. “Everything in its own time.”

He caught her meaning at once, and shrugged. “As you like.”

“And yes, Major Sung,” Shapiro was saying, “you’ll be extremely pleased with your assignment. You’ll find yourself … well, let’s just say you’ll be where you’ve wanted to be since before you decided to have Fleet fast-track you there.”

Sung peered at him, and then at Vidal. “There’s a lot you’re not saying. Michael?”

“Not now,” Vidal said in obvious amusement as he drifted back to Travers and Marin, and stood with his shoulder against Neil’s chest, as if he needed the physical support. He was exhausted, white about the mouth with fatigue, and Travers rested one hand on his back, between the shoulders, moral support. “As Alexis said – everything in its own good time.”

“And we,” Bronhill added, “have a thousand details to thrash out before we return to the Chicago. Might I ask for dinner, General? And our clothes, perhaps?”

“Of course.” Shapiro touched his combug. “Jon, would you bring our guests’ clothes to the office? Richard, if we could commandeer the ops room crew lounge for the rest of the day –?”

Vaurien was already moving. “I’ll leave the details to you, Harrison. Signal the ops room when our guests are leaving, and I’ll have the pod brought back into the hangar. Do you need security any longer?”

“I don’t think so, Richard,” Liang said quietly. “Not on this ship, among this crew. This is the most secure place I know. I feel safer here than in my own house on StarCity.” He graced Bronhill and Sung with a genuine smile. “Now, allow me to show you a little hospitality. We have a great deal to discuss.”

The details were dizzying, and Marin did not envy Liang and Shapiro. They would be in conference for hours, before Liang would return to Velcastra and the monstrous task of coordinating a battle, the timing of which he would know down to the last minute. 

They were in the passage, following Vaurien to the elevators, when Vidal faltered, stumbled. Travers caught him quickly, and Vaurien shouldered the rest of his weight. “Infirmary?” Richard wondered.

But Vidal’s head shook a terse negative. “Anywhere but. I need a drink, but I can’t have one.”

“You need to sleep,” Travers hazarded.

“Rest,” Vidal allowed. “Do me a favor. Don’t tell Bill.”

“How’s he supposed to get you fixed up, if you don’t tell him?” Travers demanded sharply. “You’re being your own worst enemy! All right, Richard, leave him to us.”

Vaurien stepped back with a doubtful expression. “You want a meddrone, if not a doctor? A shot of something?”

“Bourbon, over ice,” Vidal muttered.

“Vitamins and minerals.” Marin slung Vidal’s right arm over his shoulder and took his weight. “You better lie down.” 

“Our quarters are closer.” Travers hit the call button for the lift and gave Vidal a nod. “I know what he means. Grant’ll have him back in there, full of tubes and wires. I wouldn’t want it any more than he does.”

But Marin was less certain. He held his silence until the door had slid closed on their stateroom, and Vidal was sprawled in the middle of their bed, one arm flung over his eyes. The lights were low, the cabin almost silent. Marin sat on the side of the bed, watching Travers fetch a damp cloth and a glass of water.

“Mick, what is it?” He took the cloth from Neil, used it to wipe the film of sweat from Vidal’s face. “You’ve had new test results, haven’t you?”

With a groan, Vidal forced open his eyes. “The pancreas is fried, the liver isn’t repairing properly. I’m holding together on a cocktail of nano. I’m toxic, and I’m going to get a lot sicker before I get better.”

“Damn,” Travers whispered as he sat on the other side of the bed. “Christ, Mick, I’m so sorry.”

“No shit,” Vidal said philosophically. “Bill’s cloning organs for me.”

“How long?” Marin wondered, thinking back on his own treatment.

“Four months for the pancreas, six for the liver.” Vidal glared up at the ceiling. “He says he’ll transfer the culture vessels to Lai’a, I can get the surgery in transspace.”

And the prospect filled him with dread, Marin realized. He wondered if it were the surgery that distressed Vidal, when nothing on the Omaru blockade – nothing in transspace – had terrified him. He set a hand on the bony chest, and a shiver rippled through him as he felt ribs, like the forming spars of a machine, where he should have felt a man’s solid muscle. “Bill’s one of the best. Trust him.”

“I do.” Vidal’s eyes closed. “I’m being a bastard. Ignore me.”

“Mick, if you don’t say what’s wrong,” Travers said in exasperated tones, “how the hell are we supposed to help?”

“You can’t help.” Vidal tried to push himself up on his palms, but Marin held him down, and he seemed content to surrender. 

“You need to talk to Mark,” Curtis told him.

“Mark’s not a medical doctor.”

“No, but he knows Resalq techniques that’ll turn a man’s mind inside out,” Marin added. “He offered to suppress the memories that drove Teniko right over the edge. The little fool wouldn’t let him, but the offer was made. What Mark would have done for Tonio, he can do for you. He can cloak the memories that are eating you alive.” Vidal stirred in surprise, looked up warily at Marin. Curtis shrugged. “We’re not blind, and I was trained in a lot of the Dendra Shemiji arts. Not all of them, but enough to read more in a man’s face and body than you can get out of what he says.”

The blue eyes transferred to Travers, and Vidal seemed to wrestle with his own ambivalence for a long moment before he spoke again. His voice was a thin rasp. Marin could only guess what it cost him to allow the memories to reach the surface, and give them substance by speaking them.

“Mark explained the things I saw – they’re memories from the parallel timestreams that diverge from the moment I was suspended in, in the field on the edge of the place where the wrecks wash up. The junkyard at the end of the Odyssey Tide. They’re valid memories, valid timestreams, and when time is slowed down a thousand times by the event horizon, you can see them in snatches, glimpses.” His eyes closed, his brow furrowed. “I went down in Hydralis after a big fight on the blockade. A breakaway cell from the militia had me for months. They did things.”

“Not Alec Tarrant’s people?” Travers was rubbing Vidal’s shoulder.

The contact seemed to connect Vidal to reality. His hand closed over Neil’s as he hunted for words. “Not Tarrant’s group. It was Tarrant that traded me back to the Kiev when they found me, but by then I was busted up so bad, there wasn’t a lot the CMO could do. Three major amputations, the canoe job – nano support and prostheses, biocyber garbage, like Roark, while I waited years for cloned limbs and implants.” He shook himself hard. “Four years of my life, I spent in one institution or another. They sent me back to Velcastra, the Fleet orbital docks, then … another year in rehab, getting the cloned limbs to work properly, trying to figure out why cloned gonads weren’t coming online the way they should, and why a dick grown in a culture tank doesn’t feel anything, when it’s supposed to be the same damned hunk of flesh you were born with, before the bastards –”

“Don’t,” Marin said sharply. “Enough, Mick. I know better than Neil what you’re remembering. I’ve been through this, or a version of it. Not as bad, and I’ll admit, I wasn’t … I was never tortured into the Infirmary.” He clenched his teeth against a shiver as his own long-suppressed memories wallowed perilously close to the surface, then he took a breath and steadied his voice. “We knew it had to be something like this, but I thought it was transspace that had freaked you, the way looking into the e-space conduit can send the human brain loopy.”

“Transspace?” Vidal forced himself back to the present. “Transspace is the ride of your life, Curtis. It’s e-space blown out through ten dimensions into heaven and hell, every pilot’s fantasy and nightmare rolled into one. You’re scared shitless of going back … you can’t wait to get back there. You can’t imagine it, you don’t even know what I mean. Yet. You’ll know soon enough. You’re a pilot.”

“But not a transspace pilot. Not yet.” Marin felt the unsteadiness of his own insides and looked up into Travers’s eyes, which were dark, dilated in the low light and studying him closely, as if Neil were waiting for either Curtis or Vidal to break, and he was not sure which it would be. 

Brows arched in speculation, Travers said quietly, “You want Grant to come up here, Mick, maybe give you something? A shot, to help you sleep?”

“No.” Vidal was already going down now. His voice had begun to slur. 

“You haven’t told Bill any of this, have you?” Marin guessed.

“That was a joke?” Vidal groaned. “He’d have to report it, and then it would be shrinks and therapy and a hundred different fucking drugs, till you don’t even remember your own name. Forget it.”

“Then you need to talk to Mark,” Marin repeated. “We’re heading back to Alshie’nya as soon as the situation at Velcastra is resolved. Harrison’s group will probably be deciding the timing right now, and then – Hellgate.”

“Elarne,” Vidal slurred. 

He was already more than half asleep with sheer exhaustion, and Travers reached for the quilt, drew it over him. “Etienne, lights off.”

The stateroom lapsed into companionable darkness, lit by a faint red-orange glow from the idling threedee. Marin got up carefully, so as not to disturb him, and was a pace behind Travers as they stepped out. At the door he turned back to frown at Vidal, who had not moved. He was right in the middle of their bed, arms cast out, crucified against bronze linen sheets and passed out in a dead sleep. Only the faint movement of breathing told Marin he was alive. 

The door slid shut, and Travers thumbed on the “do not disturb” light. He gave Marin a haunted look, and pulled both hands across his face. “Mick might not be able to handle a drink, but I need one. Crew mess?”

“Yeah.” Marin fell into step with him, acknowledging the tremors of old, old nerves which had come alive at Vidal’s memories and were quivering in every extremity. “Christ, it’s no wonder the poor sod’s a basket case.”

“He needs the therapy, whether he thinks he does or not,” Travers said darkly. 

“Shrinks, and drugs?” Marin echoed. “If he were doped to the gills, he wouldn’t be able to fly. Richard would never clear a pilot to fly, much less fly transspace, if he’s too full of drugs to know what day it is.”

“And Mick’s desperate to get back to Elarne,” Travers added. “Like Lai’a itself. Hunting Zunshu is only part of it.”

“You noticed that.” Marin paused, a few steps short of the crew mess adjacent to the small labs, sixty meters aft of their quarters. “Mark can make him forget. He took memories from me that had been killing me by inches. I told you about it, a long time ago.”

Travers grabbed him bodily, dragged him into an embrace which crushed Marin’s ribs. “I haven’t forgotten. You were a kid – you took a furlough on Lushiar, watched your best friend chained to the floor and flogged to death. That’s enough to dump you in the same basket right alongside Mick. You should have had therapy yourself.”

“I couldn’t talk to anybody about it,” Marin said pragmatically. “Not after I’d made my first Dendra Shemiji kill. You wouldn’t want to talk to a Fleet shrink, and open up that can of worms!” He gave Travers a push, caught his head and kissed his mouth. “Let it be, Neil … but I’ll take a cognac, if there’s any of the LanShan Red Label left.”

The bottle was in the back of the wet bar, hidden behind the mixers and soda, apparently where Travers had left it. The mess was almost deserted, with just a few of Ingersol’s engine techs on downtime and, to Marin’s surprise, Tonio Teniko was sitting in the dimmest corner, with a plate of high-carb junk food and a handy over which he had been hunched until they appeared. 

His eyes were wide, hollow, unblinking, but he was sober for the moment, and working. Marin lifted his glass to the younger man, wondering if he wanted company, but Teniko responded only with a curt little nod of acknowledgment, and shuffled to the ’chef. He looked bad, Marin thought. His spine was curved with pain, hunched in the shoulders as he tensed against the knifing aches he could never escape; his hands were too large, dangling limply from his forearms, with thickened knuckles, and he was stumbling, ungainly, as his brain fought to cope with the changing body geometry. Even his face was different, altering itself visibly as the skull grew and the jaw and cheekbones became heavier. 

The incredible beauty that had seduced Vaurien was gone. In a year, two, when the growth was complete and the body had found its new form, he would stand up straight, towering over Travers, taller even than Vaurien. He would command the Pakrani stature he had wanted, but the Tonio Teniko Richard had found irresistible would have been erased.

With a fresh mug of something hot, Teniko returned to his work. Marin pulled a stool up to the bar, where Travers was rummaging among the stock, looking for the makings of a pitcher of margaritas. He had a half bottle of Los Toros in one hand and was comparing a Velcastran triple sec to a Jagrethean white Curacao. 

Apparently on a whim, he decided to pour the whole assortment into a jug, and began to hunt for limes and ice. “You want to get a little snockered, and make out?”

“Give me any good reason why not.” Marin swallowed the cognac too fast. 

It burned his gullet, and he waited for the buzz, the slow, steady deadening of the nerve endings. He would have said Vidal needed the same therapy, in lieu of the drugs he would not take, but with only the nano holding his liver and pancreas together, the prescription would be lethal. 

He studied Travers with a strange sobriety, clear-headed when he longed not to be. Travers waited for him to speak, but Marin’s thoughts were too tangled, the feelings behind them too muddled. He just held out the brandy glass and let Neil fill it with a margarita that seemed equal parts ice and jet fuel. He coughed, hauled in a breath, and at last the booze began to find its way to his brain. He rested both elbows on the bar and closed his eyes. 

“Albeniz,” he said at last, probably the last word Travers had expected to hear.

“We’ve been predicting it.” Travers rattled several ice cubes in the bottom of a tall glass. “The man said, total destruction.”

“And they think it was us.”

“It easily might have been,” Travers said with a deep pragmatism. “Albeniz is … was the biggest Fleet drydock in the Deep Sky. In a time of war, Earth’s own strategists would call it a legitimate military target. It’s a loss that’s going to hurt Fleet badly, for minimal casualties.”

“Minimal?” Marin echoed, cracking open his eyes and studying Travers, who had pulled a second stool up on the inside of the bar.

“Against forty million predicted dead in the action at Velcastra, any losses they took at Albeniz add up to a fleabite,” he retorted. “Not that the news services in the homeworlds will parse it that way! They’ll play up the casualties at Albeniz as if it’s the biggest crime in history, and anything we suffer when Fleet hits Velcastra will have been earned, deserved, fair.”

“Homeworlds bullshit,” Curtis said acidly. 

Travers touched the rims of their glasses with a ringing sound. “Vive la revolution, as Richard would say. How do they say it in Resalq?”

“They say heshel ol’gemeshe.” Marin could hear the wind-down in his own voice, “which translates back into Slingo as ‘flourish, fresh-reorganization.’ They don’t have a word for revolution. To us it means rebellion, revolt, uprising, coup … war. Their revolutions – and they had plenty of them! – were all about throwing out an old social model and revamping it, reorganizing it, into something fresh. Bloodless coup was never the human way of doing things. So – vive la revolution.”

“Heshel ol’gemeshe,” Travers repeated in a thick Slingo accent, lifting his glass in salute. 

 

 

The vibration in the deck told him the Wastrel was underway. The throb of massive generators found its way into Travers’s neck, his skull, and he groaned as he came awake. Reality filtered back a little at a time through a mist of tequila, orange and lime. He cracked open his eyes as he felt the telltale shudder through the ship’s airframe. She had slipped back into e-space for the four-hour transit to Velcastra.

He sat up in the darkness and peered at the chrono in the bottom of the threedee sphere. Shiptime, it was still early, but the Wastrel never slept, and he knew Shapiro and Liang would have worked the night through. Vaurien would have slept lightly, the catlike doze that would let him wake and be back in the ops room in minutes, if the AI’s deepscan sensors registered anything untoward.

With a soft curse he swung his feet onto the floor and padded into the bathroom. From the bed there was no sign of life, and he closed the door before the bathroom lights came up. The face in the mirror was shadowed, and he gave it an obscene gesture before he set the water – hot, cold, hot, cold, a ritual that woke the body fast, brought the brain back online. He drank a glass of water as he dried in the turbo-storm of hot air, and knew he needed a shot of blockers, if Bill Grant would indulge him. Then breakfast. 

He killed the lights before he reopened the door. Quiet breathing suggested Marin was still asleep. He might have expected Vidal to have stirred, but Mick had not budged a muscle since he passed out there, six hours before. It could have been the first sound sleep he had enjoyed in months.

So Travers turned on the red safelight in the back of the closet, hunted for a clean shirt, and from the door he stood frowning at the bed for some time. Curtis’s own ghosts had returned to haunt him without mercy, and Travers could only guess at the goblins tormenting Vidal. No man should have to carry them. Only the desire for transspace had sealed Vidal’s lips, and in fact, he was right. Going by the book, Grant would have drugged him into oblivion and referred him to psyche specialists.

The door closed silently, and again he hit the ‘do not disturb.’ Let Curtis wake in his own time, he thought, and as for Mick – the longer he could sleep, the better. He wondered if it might be the comfort or security of being with warm, living bodies that gave Mick the peace to let his mind rest. 

He thumbed for the lift, rode up with a crew of Arago technicians. When he stepped into the Infirmary, Grant seemed to be waiting for him. Despite the hour, the Lushi was in baggy denims and a shirt so loud, Travers could have read by it. The garb was anti-Fleet, counter-military. The more Fleet personnel arrived aboard – like Vidal and Queneau, even Bronhill and Sung – the more outrageous Grant’s clothes seemed to become.

“You look,” he said tartly, “like crap.”

“We had a few.” Travers gestured vaguely in the direction of the crew mess. “I’ll take the blockers, if you have ’em.”

“I’ve got ’em.” Grant headed into the drug store and returned with a blue box. He tossed the familiar red capsule with the ‘AB-Blox’ logo into Travers’s waiting hand. “One for your better half?” 

“Thanks.” Travers slapped the business side of the capsule against the base of his neck and gave it a solid shove. A smarting bite in the skin, and the blockers fired in. He counted to ten, and as they hit his brain the room seemed to brighten, sounds sharpened, fine details began to resolve. 

Grant traded him the empty for a fresh capsule, which Travers slipped into his breast pocket. “You had more than a few,” Bill observed. The Australian thickened in his voice, which told Travers he was annoyed. “And if I’m not seeing Curtis, that means he’s still comatose. I also haven’t seen Mick this morning – he’s late for his shots. Jesus bloody Christ, you idiots didn’t get him boozed up?”

“Give it a rest, Bill,” Travers remonstrated. “He’s got better sense, even if we were stupid enough to offer him a drink.”

“Thank gods for small mercies,” Grant said acidly. “You know the only liver function he has is coming from the nano playing tag in there?”

“He mentioned clones.” Travers glanced around the infirmary, where the beds previously occupied by Queneau and Rabelais were empty now. “Between you and me, he’s a mess.”

“You got that right.” Grant subsided. His face was a study in scorn. “Something went on in there, in transspace. He won’t breathe a syllable of it to me, but I know some bloody thing happened to him. I went over him, a millimeter at a time, when I had him in the coma. I never found the scars and signs, but I could swear he’s been shoved balls-first through a meat grinder.”

As a Fleet medic, Grant had seen every kind of injury, from the armory accident to the battle wounds, via the kind of trauma incurred in the citybottom sexshops where crewdeck grunts spent their downtime. He had seen it all, and knew what he was looking for. He was waiting for Travers to comment now, and Neil chose his words with great care.

“Transspace was a nightmare. Plays havoc with the mind.”

“Uh huh.” Grant’s lips compressed. “So now tell me why Ernst and Jo are sane as a couple of judges, while Mickey-boy is wild-eyed and jumping at every sound.”

The question was dangerously astute. Grant was good, Travers thought, and he shrugged evasively. “When he wants it said, he’ll come out and say it himself. What do I know? Queneau and Rabelais were tanked, they came out of there in cryogen. Mick flew the hybrid out of the transspace event they were trapped in for months, and I’m guessing that would be enough to send a man and his sanity in separate directions.”

“All right.” Grant spread his hands. “I’ll accept what you’re telling me. I’ll have to, because Mick sure as hell ain’t about to tell me what’s going on in his head. And he’s still overdue in here for his next series of shots. You know where he is?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Travers was on his way back to the lift. “He’s right in the middle of our bed, with Curtis dead asleep on one side, and a dent in the mattress on the other, where I used to be. And before you say one word –”

“Mick,” Grant said flatly, “couldn’t raise an argument. Not till his gonads are finished cloning. Which means he actually slept … which is more than I’ve been able to do for him.”

“You’re welcome,” Travers said with dry humor. 

“Get out of here, Colonel,” Grant told him. “And when he wakes, just send him in here, will you?”

“I’ll do that,” Travers promised, and stepped into the lift.

But he punched for the ops room, playing a hunch, and as the car opened into the passage opposite the wide, open doors, he saw he was right. Vaurien and Jazinsky were loading the navtank, while Shapiro, Liang and Rusch had pulled chairs up to a flatscreen where an edit of the conference was playing. Jon Kim stood behind Shapiro, both hands on his shoulders, thumbs massaging the back of his neck, a tiny concession to stress and fatigue which Shapiro would allow. 

On the screen, Allan Bronhill and Valerie Sung were working with the AI, and at a glance Travers knew what they were doing. He joined Vaurien and Jazinsky at the navtank, and saw a massive-scale interpretation of the same data. It was the inner Velcastra system, with every world, planetoid, and artificial body charted, and the shipping roads overlaid in luminous swathes of color.

And marked with scores of bright green blips were the positions of the minefields and the Mako itself, which was wrangling them like a puppeteer. Travers stood in the weird glow of the tank, surveying the whole chart with the eye of the master sergeant who had led more field assignments than he could remember, under the gun and often against ridiculous odds. 

From the discreet audio track, he heard Allan Bronhill’s voice going over the data in meticulous detail, while Etienne fed the surveillance recording through every mode of analysis at its command. Vaurien came around the tank and joined him. From there, he could watch Bronhill’s face, and Travers knew he was looking for something, anything, that might identify the man as a fraud.

“They gave us the approach lanes and negotiated the time,” Vaurien said quietly. “Chandra Liang asked for 03:00 hours, ElstromCity time, which is a little over four hours from now.”

The announcement made Travers’s belly churn, and a pulse beat in his temple. “So soon?”

“Why delay?” Vaurien gestured at the tank. “The board is set, the pieces have been in place for days now. There’s no point in delaying, Neil – the weapon will work, or it won’t. And it will.”

“It had better,” Travers whispered. “You heard the estimate. Forty million dead and the biosphere stripped.”

Vaurien regarded him with a deep frown. “You have doubts?”

“I’ve watched flawless plans that couldn’t go wrong fly apart like swarms of bugs.” Travers shook himself hard. “Where do they want the Wastrel?”

“Parked on the blind side of Meredith, where we were before Bronhill’s message arrived.” Vaurien gestured at the big red planet far outside the orbit of Velcastra. Much of the system’s industry was there, since it was a ball of rock which had never evolved even the simplest life forms. “We’ll launch a dozen of our own popups as well as eavesdropping on the system’s own data relays, and … watch. We’re not going to get involved, Neil, no matter what happens. Chandra Liang will remain aboard, and he’ll have one hour to call the key members of the new government and have them evac to a safe distance.”

“One hour.” Travers’s brows knitted. “It’s not long.”

“Not long enough for the intel to be leaked,” Jazinsky said shrewdly, “in the event Elstrom is infested with Confederate spies. Not long enough for Fleet to find out about the weapon and do any damn’ thing about it.”

“But long enough for the key government members to get out if it’s a bust,” Vaurien added, “and form a government in exile.” Of a sudden he sounded weary. “If we lose Velcastra … well, liberty in the Deep Sky will have to wait. It could take a generation before we’re ready to try again, and half that long to re-terraform the world, return the biosphere to viability.”

The lurid illumination of the navtank lit Jazinsky’s angular features with macabre tones. “Of course, the Velcastra we know now will be destroyed, and you know the world would be recolonized with immigration direct from the homeworlds … but we also know it won’t last that long. Albeniz is gone, Neil.”

“I heard. We’re running out of time, aren’t we?” Travers asked of no one in particular.

She leaned on the side of the tank, working her shoulders around as if they ached after the night’s work. “We’re down to the wire. We give it our best shot, right here, right now. If we win, we get Fleet the hell out. We grab ourselves the freedom to defend our worlds against the far greater enemy. If it’s a bust, we can lose Velcastra today – or we can chicken and surrender when Fleet shows, sit on our hands. We do that, and we’ll lose Velcastra to the Zunshu in a month, two months, after we’ve been occupied, garrisoned, punished by being locked down so tight, we don’t dare breathe, much less develop and deploy the means to turn back the Zunshu.”

At last Travers found a smile, as tired as Vaurien’s face. “You’re preaching to the choir, Barb. It’s now or never … time to find out if we’re as good as we think we are.”

Shapiro’s voice surprised them all. “We are,” he said from the screen where he had just muted Bronhill’s voice track. “Allan is no fool. He’s a physicist, like Alexis, with a fine mind and a powerful sense of honor. He and his command corps have taken enormous risks to bring this deal to us. If we didn’t have the Zunshu weapon, it could mean the difference between us winning, as we did at Ulrand, and suffering the carnage Fleet intends. He has no idea how the battle group will go down, but when it has, he’ll bring the Chicago into the inner system and she’ll be officially handed over at the Fleet docks.”

“The crew?” Travers prompted.

“Taken off and accommodated in isolation, groundside.” Shapiro glanced into the screen, where the data was streaming. “The logistics are being organized right now. The Chicago personnel will be replaced by a skeleton crew drawn from Velcastran volunteers. Almost anyone between 22 and 50 years of age has been through the Fleet machine. There are technicians, pilots, specialists from every department, waiting on the street. It won’t be difficult to put a crew aboard.”

“The Chicago will come back online for the defense of Velcastra,” Chandra Liang added, “rather than its annihilation.” He left the threedee and offered Travers his hand. “I never thanked you for your part in all this, Colonel.”

Surprised, pleased, Travers clasped the man’s cool hand. “Mister President, all I want to see is a smoking hole in space where the Chicago battle group used to be, or better, a bunch of ships lining up to negotiate surrender terms.”

“That,” Vaurien breathed, “would do very nicely.” He glanced at his chrono and rubbed his eyes. “I need some breakfast and some peps. No one’s going to get any sleep until this is over. Barb?”

“Yeah.” She stretched and looked down at the pale gold skinthin she wore. “I want a shower first. Share the water?”

“We’re on rationing?” Travers demanded.

Vaurien swatted his backside on the way by, and Travers watched them make their way out of the ops room, just as Marin appeared on his way in. Curtis smiled fleetingly in greeting, but his eyes were skimming the tank and seeing the same data Travers had recognized. 

“Before you ask, Mick’s gone to get his shots,” he yawned. “I thought you’d be here … and it seems we’re moving to a plan.”

“Here.” Travers handed him the AB-Blox capsule Grant had given him, and dropped a kiss on the side of his neck. “Pull up a chair. I’ll see what’s left in the ’chef and bring you up to speed. We’re maybe three hours out from Velcastra –”

“And four,” Harrison Shapiro added darkly, “from war.”

Marin’s eyes widened for a moment and then closed, perhaps an expression of the apprehension which shadowed them all. Without a word, he held the capsule against his neck and fired in the blockers to bring his brain back online fast.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

Meredith was big, dirty, noisy, the permanent home of two million people and twice as many drones, though the planet had no atmosphere, no liquid water. The cities were domed or buried in the rust-red surface, and the sky was congested with docks, marshalling yards, smelters, refineries. It was named after Charlotte E. Meredith, one of the First Fleet engineers who had pioneered mining in this system, and from what Travers could see of the night side of the planet, the world had been sacrificed to industry to keep Velcastra itself, and its near neighbor, Marina, pristine and lovely. The dark side of Meredith was bright with chains of lights marking out the vast open-pit mines which worked every minute, every day. 

It reminded Travers strongly of Cimarosa, and with an odd sensation of déjà vu he thought back on the last time he had walked the streets of Vazyabinsk. He had gone there with data for Robert Chandra Liang, to be delivered by Richard Vaurien’s own hand – the truth about the murder of Karl David Liang, which brought Curtis Marin to the Intrepid.

Full circle? Travers was dividing his attention between the navtank and the group opposite, where Liang had been conferencing with his key people for most of an hour, while they hurried quietly out of Elstrom and StarCity, long before dawn. They had just enough time to pick up family and close friends before they slipped out through the traffic lanes and came together in a high orbit, ninety degrees off both the military docks and the civilian passenger and freight terminals.

They were out with minutes to spare, and Liang’s face wore an expression of relief, though he was an unhealthy, ashen gray color. Travers did not envy him. He had taken something – his pupils were shrunken, his body language was jerky – and he was chain smoking bel grass, drinking too much coffee as he paced between the threedees and the navtank. Harrison Shapiro was a mere spectator now, content to stand in the tank’s shadows with Jon Kim and watch. This was Liang’s war. 

The Mako had taken station well out, in the roads where Allan Bronhill swore the Chicago battle group would drive into the system, and the Zunshu weapon was primed. Four hundred warheads were online, swarming into the lanes, which had been cleared and closed on Liang’s executive order, thirty minutes before.

“Ten minutes,” Vaurien said into the quiet of the ops room.

Jazinsky was tracking warheads via the Wastrel’s own popup drones while Marin moved from threedees to navtank and back, watching the data unfold as if it were all an elaborate simulation. “They’re in position,” Jazinsky was saying, “and they look good. The Mako is bugging out fast. Sergei needs to know where we want him.”

The loop was a soft hum of voices from the flight deck, hangars, engine deck, and van Donne’s voice cut across those of Ingersol’s tech crew, metallicized and slightly distorted by the tachyon band which boosted transmissions into near-realtime. “We’re out of here, Richard,” he told Vaurien. “Ten minutes, you said? Then, we’re done.”

“Why don’t you come out to Meredith?” Vaurien invited. 

“Ringside seating,” van Donne said with glib humor. “We’re already on our way out with the tail feathers smoking, Wastrel.”

“Weimann signatures,” Jazinsky said sharply. “Looks like twelve of them. They just dropped into scan range, and I’m seeing the carrier, four cruisers, six frigates, and the tender … dead on time, on target. Bronhill and Sung might have managed to pull this off.”

Mute, pale, Marin moved around the periphery of the tank and came to Travers’s side. The faint rumble of the lifts announced newcomers, and Travers glanced over his shoulder to see Alexis Rusch, Ernst Rabelais and Jo Queneau. Of Vidal, there was no sign, and Travers touched his combug. “Mick, this is Neil. You’re going to miss the show if you don’t get here.”

He was still in the Infirmary. “Two more minutes, so the sadist says, and he’ll pull the tubes and wires out of me.”

The shots, as Grant called them, were delivered by an IV hooked into cannulas which fed the liver and pancreas direct. Fresh nano were transfused every second day, and without it, Vidal would go down fast. Travers and Marin shared a glance, and Marin said into the loop,

“The Chicago battle group is insystem right now … close enough to plot in the navtank. I’m thinking we have six, maybe seven minutes before they’ll be in range to make dog meat of the clipper docks, the civilian transit platform, anything big enough to be called a target.”

“Six,” Vaurien corrected. “And they’ll run right into the mines in five. Sergei, anything we should know about?”

The Mako was a small gold dart in the tank, still a good distance from Meredith, which put van Donne’s realtime data ahead of the Wastrel’s, even with signal boosting. “Three or four mines look dead in the water,” Ramon’s voice reported. “I’m not getting a pingback from them. They could be faulty, or maybe they’re just slow coming online. The mechanism is way too freakin’ delicate – and I know, it’s how they are.”

“Three or four gone dead is fine,” Jazinsky said levelly. “That’s why we seeded a field this size. And you’re right, Ramon, they’re delicate as thistledown. They worry crap out of me.” She gave a snort of ironic humor. “It’s a good thing Mark Sherratt designed them!”

“Mark designed ’em?” Ramon echoed. “They’ll probably work, then.”

Probably? Travers forced in a breath and acknowledged the twist of his insides. He turned his back on the navtank and folded both arms on his chest. Over the loop, Tully Ingersol was reporting generators idling, Weimann drive on ignition procedures. The Wastrel could be out of the system in under two minutes. In what Chandra Liang called the ‘doomsday scenario,’ her only duty would be to pick up the Velcastran exile government before she swung out to Ulrand to deliver them to Marak City, and from there returned to Alshie’nya, and Lai’a.

Minutes passed with elastic slowness as the Mako rushed out to Meredith, and Travers glanced at the chrono too often. Vaurien’s face was a mask, not an expression permitted to show through.

 “Four minutes, and those cruisers will be in range to start the shooting party,” Jazinsky whispered. “Three minutes, and they’ll be in among the mines.”

In the tank, the flags marking the dozen Fleet vessels had broken up, and the major marker, the super-carrier itself, had dropped well back. Bronhill would have briefed the taskforce commanders; she would serve as baseship, providing emergency services, rescue and recovery. It was far from unusual strategy, and from everything Travers knew of the command corps of Fleet vessels, commanders would not question it.

“We’re getting encrypted comm from them,” Vaurien reported. “Etienne, process it, feed it in here.”

“DeepSky Fleet communications are on twenty second delay,” the AI warned, “and decryption adds four seconds. Signal quality is poor due to the procedure.”

“Understood.” Vaurien had dug a pack of Ice Blue out of a pocket, and Travers watched him flick a lighter, inhale, and plume smoke from both nostrils. He rarely indulged, but if his belly was as tight as Travers’s, the kip grass would offer a fraction of respite. As he lit up, he lifted a brow at Neil, and tossed the pack and lighter through the haze of the nav tank. 

“You want a smoke?” Travers asked of Marin, but Curtis’s head shook minutely. He was busy with some Resalq discipline, Travers knew, and he envied the skill. It took years to learn, and he had only begun to understand how it worked. For the moment, he lit an Ice, dragged deeply, and the scents of lime and tangerine seemed to tame the swarm of butterflies.

“Two minutes till they’re among the mines,” Jon Kim said in an odd voice, high pitched, raw. “Jesus, Harry, what are we doing?”

“There’s a word for this,” Vaurien said in an oddly calm tone. “As long as humankind has been chronicling its own history, we’ve called it war.” He watched Shapiro and Kim through the veil of his own smoke. “You okay, Harrison?”

In fact, Shapiro was pale as a wraith, but he nodded. “There used to be a saying. The hall is rented, the band has tuned up … time to find out if we can dance.”

“Oh, we can dance,” Jazinsky said grimly. She was holding the combug to her left ear with one finger, listening to the Fleet signals. “They’re cool, complacent, arrogant. Richard, are you hearing this?”

“I’m listening,” Vaurien said in contemptuous tones. He looked from Travers to Liang. “Some bastard just gave the order to lay in a firing solution to destroy the civilian transit platform.”

“Dear gods.” Liang closed his eyes, and his right hand closed on the Daku amulet. 

The ankh was still broken; freedom in the Deep Sky was still a dream, and would remain so for another minute, according to the Wastrel’s chrono. On time, Jazinsky said,

“One minute, and they’ll know they’re in deep shit. Tully, standby engines. Mako, get moving, damnit. Get your fat ass here, Sergei.”

“We’re almost with you,” van Donne barked into the loop.

The chrono was counting down in seconds now, and Travers turned back to the navtank. Eight mines were blinking red, signaling that they had either gone dead or had never come properly online, and he shot a glance at Jazinsky. She did not seem concerned, as if she and Mark had calculated on a much higher failure rate in the hyper-sensitive machines.

To sensors, they looked like fragments of junk. The casings were configured to reflect readings consistent with the shrapnel cast off by careless launches, and they were super-cold, super-dark. A casual sensor sweep would not see them at all. 

Four cruisers and six frigates were driving in fast, spread out across three shipping roads between the civilian transit platform, the Cygnus Logistics freight terminal, and the clipper docks. The steady buzz of Fleet comm reported that firing solutions had been calculated aboard three of the cruisers to destroy all of them, while the fourth ship was breaking away, heading west, on a vector that would take it over the horizon, where Elstrom StarCity was sleeping, three hours before dawn. 

The frigates had pulled up, high above, covering them while the tender hung back, on standby to provide recovery service, in the event that Velcastra put up any kind of a fight; but only light civilian traffic was moving between the surface and the platforms. A few freighters were on their way out, a handful of cargo haulers and a shuttle were heading to and fro between Velcastra itself, Meredith and Marina. Command aboard the Fleet ships was surely expecting a one-sided slaughter.

A whisper from the AI reported that the Mako had come aboard, but Vaurien was too intent on the navtank to respond. Footsteps announced Vidal as the chrono counted through twenty seconds, and Travers glanced up from the tank as he joined them. He looked rough, ragged around the edges, as he always did for an hour after he had endured the shots that were keeping him alive. His eyes were hollow, dark, as they flickered up to Travers and then down into the tank.

“Fifteen seconds,” Jazinsky murmured. “And they see the mines … they’re sweeping ahead of them with Aragos.” Her voice was grim. “Bad idea, guys.”

Arago fields would trip the mines faster than a direct command to detonate, and now Travers held his breath. The Zunshu devices were configured to deploy on a ten second delay, and a silent voice in the back of his mind seemed to count down. He knew the Wastrel was receiving this data on a four second lag, via the tachyon band – he knew, as he counted down to three, the first Zunshu devices had already deployed, and still his mind counted down.

“They’re deploying. One mine … two … five,” Jazinsky said in a bare whisper. “There they go … nine, now. Twelve … starting a big, big event off the port bow of the first cruiser in, see it?”

Before Travers could read the data, it was gone.

The spearhead of ten capital ships, spread in a great arrow formation between the orbital platforms, was marked with fat red flags, and one of the flags simply turned off. Travers might have hoped for a spike in the datastream, the sun-bright flare of an explosion as the cruiser’s drive engines detonated, a blazing hail of fragments flung out and tripping every alarm on the cargo and passenger terminals.

Nothing. Just the disappearance from the navtank of the flag marking the lead cruiser as the Zunshu gravity weapons caught the mass of the ship and crushed it into a space too small to register on normal sensors. Jazinsky was recalibrating the deepscan platform while Vaurien watched over her shoulder, and Travers held his breath till she said,

“Got it. Gravimetric scan registers the distortion of a super-heavy object something like fifty picometers in diameter, on an exit trajectory that’ll take it into the outer system. On that vector, it should get swept up by one of the giants.”

“Is anyone bothering to listen to their comm?” Alexis Rusch asked in a taut voice. “They’re screaming on the highband, bouncing sensors off each other and everything else.”

“Of course they are,” Vaurien said with an ice-cold calm. “They’re also about to lose a second cruiser.”

As he spoke, the ship that had target-locked the clipper docks plowed into the mines which had seeded its path, and Travers was watching the marker in the navtank, waiting. Twenty Zunshu weapons activated in under three seconds, and –

“She’s gone,” Rusch whispered. 

“Track it, Etienne,” Vaurien said sharply. 

“Collapsed object measures 64.2 picometers,” the AI reported, “and is on vector for the sun.”

In the half minute following, Fleet comm lit up with a storm of signal activity, and Travers switched up from the Wastrel’s own loop to listen in. AIs and comm officers were calling with an urgency bordering on panic, while the two surviving cruisers and their cloak of six frigates continued to close with the targets they had marked.

“They’re not breaking off.” Marin was looking at Rusch and Vidal. “Why don’t the idiots break off the engagement and just – go away?”

“Engagement?” Vidal’s brows arched. “What engagement? They don’t see an enemy, and if they did, they’d open fire on it.”

He was still speaking when Sergei van Donne and his partners hurried into the ops room. Ramon was at the navtank immediately, eyes everywhere. He had the instincts of a master gunner, and the shooting gallery was irresistible. Rafe Byrne was less amused. He had spent most of his conscription hitch on the flightdeck of a cruiser, Travers remembered. It could have been Byrne himself on any of these ships, killed without ever knowing what was happening. He was at the ’chef, fetching coffee for himself and van Donne, while Sergei joined Vaurien and Jazinsky.  

“The third and fourth cruisers are coming up on their mines.” Jazinsky ignored van Donne. She stepped back from the threedee and looked through the blue-mauve haze of the navtank at Chandra Liang. “Robert, you’re monitoring your emergency services?”

He nodded, intent on his combug. “The deep space tracking net picked up the battle group when they crossed the orbit of Meredith. They’re also watching the ships vanish, and … ATC is wondering if they’re reading sensor phantoms. Ships don’t just vanish.”

“They do,” Shapiro said acidly as the flag marking the third cruiser winked out in the navtank. “Etienne, get me the Chicago on highband, level seven encryption, as arranged.”

The encryption algorithm was Resalq, and had been supplied to Allan Bronhill for his private comm line. The carrier was holding just inside the orbit of Guanyu, the blue gas giant sixth from Velcastra’s yellow star. The tachyon band would compress the signal lag to just a few seconds, and as Shapiro stepped into the backwash of light from the tank, Allan Bronhill’s voice said, thin, distorted, metallic,

“Chicago, on station. Good Christ, Harrison, the data can’t be right!”

“It can,” Shapiro said grimly. His eyes remained on the navtank, and he saw the same situation Travers saw. The last cruiser was heading into the Zunshu mines which had been seeded ahead of it. “Allan, if you recall the frigates to your position, can you control them?”

“You mean, can I issue surrender orders?” Bronhill made negative noises. “Nothing’s changed in the last six hours. Those commanders speak for their own officers and crew. I can pull the frigates out, and I can order their surrender, but you know as well as I do, I can’t force any captain to roll over and play dead. If they want to fight, they’ll mark Velcastran targets and open fire. If they want to run, they’ll be out of here as fast as they can manage a Weimann ignition. They’ll rendezvous with the London battle group and you’ll fight them again at Jagreth.”

As he spoke, the fourth flag blinked off in the navtank, and the Fleet comm channels exploded with frantic transmissions from the frigates. Shapiro drew together with Liang and Vaurien, and moments later Bronhill swore passionately over the hollow, distorted tachyon band. “Holy shit. The data’s right? Those ships –?”

“Are gone,” Shapiro said quietly. “We told you, Allan, we’re well defended.”

Bronhill skipped a beat. “Can you disable the frigates?”

“No.” Shapiro was looking at Jazinsky as he answered. Her lips were pursed, her head was shaking. “That’s not the way our defenses work. I’m afraid it’s a doomsday system – there are no degrees of destruction.”

The flocks of tiny pinpoints which glittered in the tank had begun to scatter, and Marin said sharply, “The Zunshu mines are swarming.”

“Like locusts,” van Donne said to no one in particular. “Damn, Ramon, look at this. I never saw anything like it.”

“Alien,” Ramon agreed. “They move like a swarm of hornets.”

“They can do that,” Jazinsky murmured. “They’re gravity weapons, with a Zunshunium power core. They’re riding micro-fields, a little like Arago technology, enough to surf on the gravity well of Velcastra’s own star … and the little buggers are fast.”

It was an understatement, Travers saw, dry-mouthed. The mines were attracted to the mass and the super-hot engine wakes of the frigates, and the rudimentary AI at the heart of each device was smart enough to project a course and plot an intercept.

“Two minutes, max, and the frigates are not going to have the option,” Vaurien guessed. “We’ve seen this behavior before, Harrison. The Resalq term for these devices was hunter-killer. They were spat out of Hellgate events, the way Lai’a exited, then they drifted for years at just under lightspeed, fell into the gravity well of a star, and went dormant till a ship or a colony started to make a noise and get dirty … industry. When the time is right they swarm, and we’ve been seeing our own colonies go down the same way.”

For a moment Shapiro covered his eyes and seemed to force his brain to grapple with the odds. “The frigates are dead either way,” he rasped. “We destroy them here, or we destroy them at Jagreth or Borushek. Those commanders are as capable of returning to the carrier, or jumping right out of this system, as they’re capable of refusing to accept a surrender order from Allan.”

“They should be given a choice,” Chandra Liang said in a hoarse, unfamiliar voice. “They know they’re outgunned, or outmatched, however you want to term it. Can’t they be told, if they start Weimann ignition procedures, they’ll be destroyed? You have the ability to detect the activity in the drive engines, as they power up, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Vaurien said with a glance at Travers, Marin and Vidal, “we have. It’s your call, Harrison. I’m listening to a lot of panic between those frigates, but we’re not seeing Weimann signatures yet. There’s plenty of activity in the weapons systems. Every cannon they possess is online, and they’re only waiting for firing orders from the Chicago.”

“Wondering what the fuck to fire at,” van Donne guessed. 

Vidal did not even blink as he watched the data streaming through the threedees. “Goddamn it, the bastards have sensor-painted the clipper dock and the freight terminal. They’re about one minute out from firing range.”

“And half that long before they’re in the swarm,” Jazinsky warned. “Robert, if you’re going to give them a chance to surrender, you’re running out of time.”

“Do it,” Liang said to Shapiro between clenched teeth.

“All right.” Shapiro adjusted his combug. “Fleet vessels on approach to Velcastran orbital facilities, you have thirty seconds to disengage, power down your weapons and heave to, awaiting escort,” he said crisply, in clear and without any level of encryption. “Etienne, repeat the transmission until they break off.”

“If they break off,” Vidal muttered. “You don’t know these buggers the way we do. Alexis?”

She had drifted to the side of the navtank, and stood with one hand on Vidal’s shoulder. “He’s right, Harrison. You never served with the main body of the DeepSky Fleet, especially in these last years, when the service began to lose its integrity and replace it with a kind of insanity. Frigate commanders are on the promotion ladder. They want a cruiser, then a carrier.”

“And they smell a battle,” Vidal added. “They’re itchy to fight, and they already painted their targets.”

“In eight seconds, it’s all academic.” Jazinsky took the combug out of her ear and turned her back on the navtank, where the six frigate flags were converging on the big, bright marks of the orbital docks, and the tiny, scudding pinpricks of the swarming mines.

Travers’s heart skipped and double-thudded as the chrono counted to zero. Like Vidal, he knew how easy it would have been for him to have been assigned to any one of these ships. Well over a thousand people were aboard the four cruisers and six frigates, and he could not look away as, one by one, the marker flags winked off.

“Mother of gods,” Chandra Liang whispered. His knuckles were bone white on the Daku ankh, just below his throat, and his eyes closed. His lips began to move in an old prayer, a Daku ritual. 

With a heavy sigh, Shapiro touched his combug to switch back from the Fleet band to the heavily-encrypted highband channel to Bronhill. “Recall the tender, Allan. It’s over. Bring the carrier in to the Fleet docks at the pole, and stand down your crew. I presume you can trust your own security corps?”

The signal lag was three infuriating seconds, before Bronhill said, “We trust them implicitly.” The tremor in his voice transmitted clearly through the signal distortion. “The officers who declined to take part in the defection have already placed themselves into voluntary custody. They can join the crew complement from the Fleet dock.” He paused, cleared his throat. “There’s massive shock among my people. They … we never saw anything like your weapon. It’s new, then, your own technology?”

“It’s ancient,” Shapiro corrected acidly, “and alien. This is the Deep Sky, Allan. The Confederacy has been warned repeatedly about the Zunshu, and they’ve chosen to disregard the warning, which is a liberty we never had. We’re losing worlds to them, all the time. Albeniz wasn’t our strike – I can tell you this now. Look, dock the carrier, let me organize security for the Fleet personnel and put a skeleton crew aboard the Chicago. I’ll send a shuttle for you. By tonight you’ll be on StarCity, and there’s no reason you shouldn’t be made aware of everything.”

As Shapiro spoke, Chandra Liang had already begun conferencing with his own people. He had visibly taken hold of himself, shaken himself hard, like an old rug, and it was President Liang on the comm now, issuing orders in the smooth, almost mellifluous voice that would set gears in motion fast.

Dawn would not even break over ElstromCity for another hour. The vast majority of the population would wake to the news on CNS, while CityNet went wild with personal stories from people who eavesdropped on the Tactical and ATC bands, and had heard the screaming about incoming warships, phantom sensor data, disappearing vessels. 

The public statement had been recorded hours before. Chandra Liang had stood at the podium in front of the crisp new Commonwealth flag, and read a speech prepared by a team of Daku political scientists from the University of Velcastra, Elstrom. 

One muscle at a time, Travers relaxed. His belly was sour, his mouth acid, and he lit a second Ice Blue. The kip grass soothed, and he blinked on the smoke, seeing pale faces in the backwash of light from the tank. The fat gold tag marking the position of the Chicago was coming in fast, and already the orbital platforms were alive with launches. More than forty vessels were headed up over the pole to the Fleet dock, where the complement of clerks, techs and security squaddies would have watched the event. Their surrender was not an issue.

It was as good as over, and Travers found himself cold, trembling slightly in the aftermath of an adrenalin rush for which there was no outlet. Vidal and Rusch had joined Shapiro, and Rusch was saying, 

“The offer’s still open, Robert. Put me on the Chicago, with an armed squad. I’ll liaise with Allan and Valerie, make the handover smooth.”

“We’re leaving soon,” Vaurien warned. “The Wastrel is headed directly to Hellgate – a day at maximum.”

“That’ll be long enough,” Rusch said with grim determination. “Allan’s going to know who he can trust, who he can’t. Every department head on that ship will be putting the question to their people right about now. Do they defect and go free in the Deep Sky, or do they want to be shuttled home? The homing pigeons will accept voluntary custody.”

“You don’t expect a fight, or reprisals, later?” Marin asked.

She had no doubts. “Not after what they just saw. The carrier could have been destroyed too. You know what every soul aboard the Chicago is thinking, at this moment? They’re wondering if Jagreth and Borushek and Omaru are defended by the same weapon. Because if they are, the slaughter that happened here will only repeat, over and over, till the Confederacy learns how to quit. Robert?”

“Yes.” Chandra Liang rubbed his palms together slowly, with a papery sound. “I’ve begun the custody arrangements, Alexis. There’s a very beautiful island called Padthaway, at the low end of an archipelago in the southern hemisphere. Construction drones are dropping in there now, with the makings of accommodations. We’re allowing for a thousand people to be held in custody for several months.”

“It might be fewer than you think,” Shapiro mused. “We’ll know better by tonight. If you’re willing, I’d like to bring Allan and Valerie to your house on StarCity for a major briefing.”

“Of course.” Chandra Liang was listening to the comm again. “They’ll be indispensable, as we get the Chicago restaffed and back up to speed. I’ve been wondering if they wouldn’t retain nominal command, at least for a time. I confess, I never possessed a military mind. Wrangling a carrier would be far outside my expertise, but several of my associates were highly placed when they left Fleet. Colonel Bronhill and Major Sung might select the replacements for their outgoing officers.”

“And some officers,” Vidal added, “will volunteer to stay on. If I were cleared for duty myself, and not reassigned to Lai’a, I’d be offering to command the defense squadron. I’d call it an honor.”

“Then, thank gods you’re sicklisted,” Rusch said tartly, “and your first priority is transspace!”

“I just said that, Alexis,” Vidal growled.

Travers leaned his hip on the side of the tank and folded both arms. He and Marin were waiting for Liang to find a break in his comm conferencing, and when he paused for a moment Marin asked, “Do you have adequate security to manage the handover? We can be there.”

“Unnecessary,” Liang assured him, “but thank you. I’ll ask you to be available for consultancy, in the event of difficulties. But as Alexis pointed out, the crews on the carrier, tender and the Fleet docks should have been shocked into cooperation. They’re lucky to be alive, and I doubt they’re too stupid to know this. Only Confederate loyalists will be disagreeable, and by the time they’re recovered enough composure to be belligerent, they’ll find themselves incarcerated on a white beach by a green ocean, without the means to leave, much less start a fight in Elstrom. They’ll be safe, comfortable – isolated. Supplies and entertainment will be dropped in by drone every day, and their own medics can take care of them.”

“Nothing to do but lie in the sun, swim, eat and get laid,” Travers observed. “There were times on the crewdeck of the Intrepid, if you’d made us the offer, you’d have been knocked down in the rush. We all knew, years ago, we’d be assigned to crush the colonies. You think the kids on those ships wanted the duty? But there’s a flogging waiting for them, if they don’t do as they’re told.” He watched an expression of pain race across Liang’s face, and sighed. “Keep your eyes on the officers,” he added in a gentler tone. “If there’s going to be trouble, that’s where it’ll come from – but Colonel Bronhill will already know which ones to arrest and ship out first.”

The carrier was driving in fast. Jazinsky was leaning on the side of the tank on both flat palms, still monitoring the swarms of surviving Zunshu mines. “They devices are still hunting,” she reported. “You did good, Sergei.”

He only shrugged. “Nothing much to do. Just drop the containers where they were needed, fire off a signal sequence, and stay well out of their way.”

 “If we’re sure about the Chicago,” Jazinsky suggested, “I’ll transmit the deactivation code.”

“Please do,” Shapiro invited. “The carrier will be docking in forty minutes, and I’m not hearing any reports of a struggle at the Fleet platform. If it was going to happen, it would be happening by now.”

The squadron of small ships had begun to dock, and the Fleet comm bands remained quiet. The platform was running almost dark, with weapons shut down, communications and life support ticking over. Seventy permanent crew were stationed on the docks, and ten times as many drones, but even the drones had been returned to storage. 

“It’s over,” Marin breathed as he watched the Zunshu mines.

“Barring the shouting,” Travers added. “Liang is going to be wading in it for weeks.” He gestured at the flags marking the positions of the key government members who had been brought up to high orbit, well out of the shipping roads. They had begun to return to Elstrom, and a dozen secretaries were already fielding calls from ATC, Tactical, CNS, CityNet and the public. “I think,” Neil said thoughtfully, “we’re going to be on shuttle duty. Richard?”

Vaurien turned toward them, and Marin said over the growing noise in the ops room, “You want us to take President Liang back to StarCity, and then get Alexis over to the Chicago and bring Bronhill and Sung to the Liang estate?”

“Use the Capricorn,” Vaurien agreed. “It’s armored, and armed … Mick, are you well enough to take weapons?”

“You’re expecting shooting?” Vidal was surprised.

“Old fashioned paranoia,” Vaurien said dismissively. “With the exception of Neil, until very recently I never trusted anything wearing a Fleet uniform. Old habits die hard.”

“If they die at all.” Vidal flexed his bony shoulders “I’m up for it. If you’ll have me,” he added to Travers and Marin. “Park ass on seat, watch screen, point and shoot. I think I can manage that.”

“Then, have Etienne prep the Capricorn,” Travers said to Vaurien, “and we’ll see you later. Dinner, on StarCity –?”

“All right.” Vaurien plucked the bug from his ear and knuckled his eyes. “The mines, Barb –?”

“Deactivated,” Jazinsky told him. “The Mako can sweep them right back where they belong, and if there’s ever another shindig, they can be wrangled from the Chicago.” She gave Vaurien a tired look. “Go get some sleep.”

“I could use it,” Vaurien admitted.

“Take it,” she insisted. “Anything happens, I’ll wake you. This dinner at Robert’s place, tonight. Do I get to dress up?”

“Indulge yourself.” Vaurien leaned over, caught her head and kissed her on his way by. “Neil, I’ll see you tonight. Curtis, Mick … all of you – thanks. That was a damn’ fine piece of work.”

The data would be edited and archived on Velcastra, and boosted on to Jagreth and Omaru. When the London battle group arrived, the scene would repeat. The carrier would be three days out of comm range of Velcastra when she dropped out of e-space and received the news of Jagreth’s declaration of sovereignty. The battle group would attempt the same punitive action there as the Chicago had been ordered to attempt at Velcastra, and since the odds were long against the command corps of the London also seeking an alternative to mass execution, the carrier itself would surely be lost along with its battle group. 

Earth’s historians, Travers thought grimly, would describe the savagery of colonials who were capable of acts of barbarism, the like of which had not been seen in centuries. Nothing would be said of the intended annihilation of worlds like Velcastra. The Deep Sky’s chroniclers would tell a different version, and in a hundred years, or a thousand, the historical archaeologists would struggle to resolve the two. 

The AI’s voice was annoyingly calm. “The Capricorn is flight ready. Your callsign is Wastrel-101. Hangar 2 is standing by to decompress.”

“That’s us,” Marin said to Vidal and Rusch. “President Liang, your ride is waiting. If there’s anything you want, grab it now.”

For a moment Liang blinked, and then shook his head. “It was all transmitted. The only thing I could possibly want is the freedom of Velcastra, and this morning I can stand up in front of thirty journalists from CNS and be able to say, in all sincerity – mission accomplished.”

“Then, come this way,” Marin invited. “We’ll have you back on StarCity in twenty minutes. Alexis, you’re joining a security detachment?”

“It’s coming up to the Fleet platform,” she affirmed, “mostly Tactical volunteers, and every one of them a Fleet veteran. I’ll join them there. The official handover of the Chicago will take place this evening. And I,” she added, “would like to see the same arrangements made aboard the Kiev.” Her face darkened. “It’s a fine ship with an excellent crew I trusted for years. I don’t want to see it destroyed, for the sake of Confederate greed.”

“Amen to that.” Vidal linked one arm through hers. “So draft a bunch of encrypted messages. See what you can set up – but do it fast, Alexis. Whatever becomes of the Kiev, we won’t know about it till we get back.” He shivered visibly. “Elarne. Transspace.”

Transspace, Travers thought, and looked into Marin’s eyes, which were haunted by the same visions of a place where time and space were torn apart and reformed into something unspeakable, something as wonderful as it was terrible. 

 

 

The flames of a live fire danced in a black iron basket set into the pink granite hearth, mesmerizing Travers. It was too long since he had slept, and his mind was curiously dislocated, his eyelids heavy. Rich food, wine, civilized music and the fire lulled him into a state of near trance, where he could hear the voices but did not care to register the words. 

They were briefing Bronhill and Sung with the bare minimum of what they needed to know, and even that much seemed to be overwhelming. Jazinsky, Vaurien and Shapiro took it in turns to speak of the Resalq, the Zunshu, the truth of the Resalq’s near extinction, and the bald facts of the destruction of the outlying colonies. 

Of Albeniz. Bronhill and Sung grasped the reality of the new technology without question. They had seen it for themselves, and both had enough grasp of cutting-edge physics to glimpse at least a little of what Jazinsky could tell them. They knew Hellgate as a nightmare of ripped space and corkscrewed time; they struggled to get their fingertips on the concept of transspace. 

“It’s been decades,” Sung said when Jazinsky fell silent, “since the ‘strong Fleet policy’ speeches. That fool of a president, Jardine Mayhew. And it’s been decades since Earthers started getting stinking rich on the back of the military appropriation. Ship construction. And this is where all your tonnage of warships will get you!” She gestured in the direction of high orbit, and the platforms, where the event already being called the Battle of Velcastra was fought out, over the space of not quite fifteen minutes. “Zunshu? Damn! Of course, we saw the memo. Everyone did. Something about colonials jumping at shadows and yapping about a nonexistent enemy, in a wild attempt to get Fleet off their backs, get their freedom without earning it.”

“Without fighting for it,” Allan Bronhill added pointedly. He frowned at Shapiro and Jazinsky as Shapiro took another glass of wine from Kim. Liang’s seat was empty. For the third time in an hour, he had gone out to take a call. “If there were any way to get the truth in front of the people of Earth, I believe a lot of them would agree to a ceasefire to end this bloody war and refocus our attention where it needs to be.”

“But they don’t have the technology to be any use as allies, when we go up against the Zunshu,” Vaurien mused. “If they offered a ceasefire, I’m sure the colonies would be pleased. But you’ve seen for yourself, Allan, this is the least of it. We have bigger problems. We’ve always had bigger problems. The Colonial War was just the thorn in the ass that made the rest of it harder to handle.”

The flames in the black iron basket were gold, orange, red, dancing like tiny dervishes as gas trapped in the wood jetted out in odd directions. Travers was on the end of the couch, leaning heavily on his elbow, watching them in the half-trance. Marin was on the floor, shoulders against the deep cushions, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, a glass of white wine held loosely in his left hand. Vidal was on the other end of the couch, head back, dead to the world and, Travers thought, looking a shade less ravaged, a fraction stronger. Whatever alchemy Grant had designed for him, it was working. 

And Alexis Rusch was still on the Chicago, surrounded by a security unit drawn from Velcastra’s elite services and headed off by van Donne’s people. Ramon had volunteered, and van Donne was curious to get back aboard a carrier for the first time since he was dishonorably discharged. Rusch had messaged not an hour ago, and swore the duty was little more than a formality. The transfer of command was as uneventful as a handshake between officers. 

The official defection was signed by Liang and Bronhill before dinner was served. The document was physical, a sheet of heavy paper which had already been entered into the world’s permanent archive. Six hundred personnel had elected to transfer to the island of Padthaway, and were spending their first night listening to the sounds of the ocean, while construction drones completed the accommodations and dinner was set out in the shade of a line of Cocos palms above a beach where gulls and parrots squabbled. Padthaway had been the anchorage for the trawler fleet a century before, but as the population of Velcastra ballooned, aquaculture replaced open water fishing and the island was abandoned. 

Deeper in the house, an old-fashioned pendulum clock struck midnight and Marin lifted his head from its pillow on Travers’s thigh. The Wastrel was leaving at 03:00, local time, and the flight back to Alshie’nya would be challenging. Jazinsky had invited Vidal, Queneau and Rabelais himself to work with Etienne, configuring a simulator to deliver the closest approximation to transspace they could derive. She had encouraged Perlman, Travers and Marin to fly it, if they were able. Travers was fascinated, but he was not looking forward to the duty.

Nor was Marin, but he was not about to refuse it. Heading into Elarne, the Lai’a expedition would demand as many pilots as it could get. And transspace pilots were a different breed. Vidal and Queneau had learned this. Transspace pilots worked in pairs; one pilot, one brain, one pair of hands, would be devoured by Elarne. 

“Midnight,” Marin said drowsily. 

“Go back to sleep,” Travers told him.

“I wasn’t asleep.” Marin drained the last of the wine and set the glass down on the pink granite beside the fire basket. “Just thinking.”

“About Elarne?” Travers wondered.

“About us.” Marin stretched, worked his neck around. “I remember sitting in this room while Chandra Liang told me about how his kid had been murdered. He might have mentioned how a guy from the Intrepid had risked his neck to bring out the information.”

“The same guy who had rooted around in his crawl spaces, installing the security system this place still depends on,” Travers said, amused, “though Robert didn’t know it. Come to that, I’m not sure he knows even now, who brought out the information about the kid. What’s it matter? Water under the bridge, Curt. It’s President Liang now, and we’re welcome to drink his wine and stake out his best furniture.”

“Kismet.” Marin’s eyes were closed. “Fate. Destiny. Whatever.”

“Go to sleep.” Travers threaded his fingers through the softer curls at Marin’s nape, where his hair was growing long in defiance of anything suggesting military service. “I’ll wake you when they prep the Capricorn.”

And he was gratified when Marin let his head drop back, a welcome weight on Travers’s thigh, and relaxed. Vaurien looked over, from the dining table where Bronhill and Sung were hunched over an array of handies, trying to make sense of Jazinsky’s work. Travers wished them luck. He had stopped trying to understand anything beyond the broadest concepts describing transspace. Vaurien himself was rapidly winding down after a bottle of something sparkling which appealed to the Frenchman in him. Travers approved.  

Minutes later Vidal’s voice surprised him, and he started awake from a half-doze. “You guys are lucky,” Mick whispered. He had not moved, save to turn his head on the over-stuffed cushions, and he blinked at Travers, clear-headed, introspective. “If my body were the slightest bit of use, I’d be envious.”

“You’re mending,” Travers told him. “Give it time.”

“I don’t exactly have a choice.” Vidal stretched with an audible crackling of joints. “Besides, I’ve already been seduced. Transspace.”

“Transspace won’t keep you warm at night,” Travers said doubtfully. “Won’t give you a shoulder to cry on, when you need it.”

“Wait till you see it,” Vidal whispered, and the enchantment was naked in his face. “I’m not talking about the simulations we’re going to run on the way back to Alshie’nya. I’m talking about … rivers of liquid diamond, and an ocean of blue fire, and bridges woven out of arcs of lightning that have been frozen in place by time that’s stopped, and tides of blood, but you know it’s not blood, it’s energy flowing on the surface of a gravity event, and you can hear it singing, this resonance pulsing off the event horizon like a voice, words you can almost understand, and you know you’ll figure it out if you can listen for just a little longer, and the voice will be telling you every secret the cosmos ever hid from us.” His eyes closed and his face clenched in concentration as he tried to recall every nuance of it. His voice was hoarse. “I want to go back there, Neil. Need to go back.”

“Mick, it almost killed you,” Travers murmured.

“Next time it won’t.” Vidal took a long breath. “Next time, me and Jo, we’re going in there knowing half the tricks ahead of time, and we’ll have the power to fly it properly. Lai’a. That’s one bastard of a ship.”

“With a mind of its own,” Travers reminded him. “A Resalq mind that’s quite capable of flying transspace well enough to pull you out.”

Vidal’s eyes were wide in the soft light, reflecting the hearth with witchfires. “But it’s a machine. Mark designed it to reason like a Resalq, but it’s still a machine, Neil, and transspace is more. I’m not saying Elarne is alive, but there’s something almost organic about it, and it needs an organic mind to fly it right. I realize you don’t know what the hell I’m talking about.”

“No, I don’t,” Travers agreed. “But we’re going to find out soon enough.” He was silent for a moment, mulling over Vidal’s imagery. “You can train Curtis and me as transspace pilots?”

“Maybe. Probably.” Vidal was not about to mince words. “It takes something special, and you won’t know if you have the magic till you try. Gill Perlman and Judy Fargo have volunteered to give it a shot – which doesn’t thrill Perlman’s partner. Jim Fujioka’s mad as all hell, but what’s he going to say? Takes two to fly transspace, Neil, and Jim’s the best gunship tech in the business, not a pilot. Fargo,” he added, “isn’t too bad at all. According to Perlman, she’ll be good enough to fly the Earthlight very soon.” 

“What about Hubler and Rodman?” Travers wondered. “Rodman’s one of the best, and Roark flew your own wing for years. Delta Dragons.”

But Vidal made negative gestures. “Roark’s still good, but … not for this kind of shit. He talks a good fight, but his nerves are shot to shreds. I’ve told him, don’t let Harrison force him into volunteering. Me and Jo, probably Perlman and Fargo, and you and Curtis – gives Harrison all the safety nets he needs.”

“Safety nets?” Travers’s brows arched. “You mean, if Lai’a goes down halfway between the Orpheus Gate and hell itself, and human pilots either fly us out of there, or we’re not coming back?”

“And if something happens to Jo and me out there,” Vidal gestured into infinity, “somebody has to fill the space where we were. Shit, Neil … the Zunshu. Anything could happen to me, or Jo, or both of us. So we hand over to the two of you, or to Perlman and Fargo, and you get the rest of them home.” He looked unblinkingly at Travers. “You think the Zunshu are just going to roll over and play dead? After what they did to the Resalq, what they’re doing to us?”

He was expecting a fight, Travers thought. So was Shapiro, though he had not said it. Shapiro hoped to negotiate peace, but the Zunshu had no history of being amenable to arbitration. The old Resalq worlds were scarred, the new human colonies were vanishing, and the remains at Orion 359 hinted at a similar story.

With a sigh, Vidal settled back again. He was looking drowsily at Marin, whose head still lay on Travers’s leg. “I wish I’d been there, Neil. Told you, a long time ago, I’d be there and throw rice, get a little drunk and dance at you handfasting.”

“It wasn’t an occasion,” Travers said with a faint chuckle. “We had Jon Kim upload the documentation. He and Shapiro witnessed it and we opened a ridiculously expensive bottle of champagne, right there in the ops room on the Mercury. That was it.”

“No rice?” Vidal smiled, a rueful, wistful expression.

“No rice,” Travers assured him. “We might do it again, once day. Back on Darwin’s, with the full civil union ceremony and the big party. Mark was telling me, the flight from Velcastra to Darwin’s could be a matter of hours, in transspace, so there’s no excuse for a front-lines transspace pilot not to be there.”

“Oh, I’ll be there.” Vidal settled and closed his eyes. “With a liver that works. And a dick that works. Christ, Neil, you have no idea.”

“I can imagine,” Travers began.

“You can’t,” Vidal said, slurred as he began to doze. “And even if you could, you wouldn’t want to. Me? I just want to forget. Soon as we get back to Alshie’nya, I’m settling in with Mark Sherratt, and he can do something weird to my head. Get inside it, strip the memories, burn them out at the roots, whatever it takes. I don’t care. Curtis says he can do it, and I have to believe he can. I just need to sleep, Neil, without the dreams. Dreams,” he added, a bare rasp, “of things that never happened.”

But they had happened in other timestreams, Travers thought, and to Vidal they were excruciatingly real. He said no more, and Travers let him slide down into a doze. Grant had said rest was the best medicine, since his liver was too damaged to properly convert anything he ate, and the process of putting flesh on his bones would have to be managed by the same nano that was keeping him alive. 

It was going to be slow, painful, and Travers could only hope Mark Sherratt was able to work the ancient Resalq magic Marin believed he could. Part of it, he knew, was the desire for it to work. Tonio Teniko had no longing to forget any detail of what he had endured. Vidal wanted nothing more than to erase it all, and dive back into the storm of transspace with his body and mind repaired, with the power of Lai’a under him, and the cool rationale of a Resalq AI designed after Mark Sherratt’s own mind. 

“Soon,” Travers whispered, and threaded his fingers into Marin’s hair, let the fire lull him back into the half-tranced state where Vidal’s images wove and dissolved like sprites, and he listened to the old pendulum clock in Chandra Liang’s library striking the half hour with genuine, antique Westminster chimes. 

 

 

 

MINDSPACE
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On the far frontier, life is tough when you’re a transspace pilot stripped of your license to fly. The good jobs go to graduate guildsmen who make the professional grade ... and who play by the guild’s rulebook. 

Jack DiFalco broke the rules. Busted, he found himself on the wrong side of the law and the rough side of the guild -- and his crime was mindspacing … playing one of the incredible high-tech games which are changing the future of humanity. Playing not in VR, but in the gamespace, the total-immersion rigs where players enters the realm of the machine. And some of them don’t make it back out. 

Kieron Charig is a transspace navigator. He went through guild school with Jack, but unlike Jack he has no patience for the game, or for gamers. Mindspacing is the major tool of the navigator’s trade – the big transspace ships are flown via a symbiotic relationship where the mind/machine interface is dangerously blurry. Kieron works there; he scorns to play there -- and like all transspace flightcrews he fears the consequences. 

The irony is that it’s Kieron, not Jack, who will pay the ultimate price, while Jack is plucked out of a rough, dirty underworld and propelled into places more opulent than the games he has played. But success comes with strings attached, and at a high price. Jack will pay his dues with skill, courage and even sex. For Kieron Charig, no price is high enough, and every moment is a battle to preserve what remains of his humanity. 

Everything they are, everything they might be, pivots on Max Gorodin -- who stands at the helm of the aerospace giant, Jabalpur Industries. Max’s own struggle is about sheer survival -- and if Jack DiFalco is his dream come true, Kieron Charig is the gift he could never have expected. 

Max is poised a dangerous juncture where his own personal security is dubious and his enemies seem invincible. When Jack and Kieron cross his path, his life -- and the survival plans for a company and a city – have the potential to turn around. But both Jack and Kieron must forfeit everything they have … and Max will discover that falling in love is life’s ultimate complication.
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