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Chapter One


 
“Something’s wrong.” Jason Erickson was peering into the ocean of data which writhed and coiled in the display, not even blinking. “Something’s dead wrong.”

Dirk Vanderhoven had been listening to him muttering for the last half hour, which was not like Jason. The Executive Officer of the Gilgamesh was the consummate professional, and had been an interface designer since he walked out of college. He had worked with the team that redesigned the ship’s AI before the Gilgamesh shipped out of the port of Reunion, and what he did not know about the machine intelligence called Sond was not there to be known.

The ship was still dark, quiet, but she was warm now. Only a handful of the crew had been woken – the techs responsible for overseeing the retrieval of the others, and the welfare of the ship itself. Sixty cryogen capsules remained sealed, with the orbit of Pluto twelve hours away. The Gilgamesh had commenced final braking maneuvers and course corrections three months before. The drive was still burning, bringing her back to the homeworlds at a speed that was safe for large vessels in the comparative clutter of Earth’s near space.

And still Jason was gazing into the roiling mass of the display, though what he saw there was beyond Vanderhoven. To the naked human eye, the datastream resembled a tangle of multicolored threads, weaving, unraveling, pulsing with the rhythms of a living creature. To Jason’s augmented eyes it was much more, but Vanderhoven could not see what he did. His own eyes remained purely human.  

He sighed, stepped closer and dropped a hand on Jason’s broad bare back. The younger man was almost naked and still glistening with sweat. He had been running – a heavy workout was recommended, when one clambered out of the cryocapsule after five years in suspension. 

Cryosleep was not quite complete hibernation, but the body’s biological clock was slowed down to less than one percent. In five years – in fact, 1870 days – Jason, Vanderhoven and the crew of seventy aboard the Gilgamesh had aged a little under two weeks. Two days before the brain was woken, the body warmed back to normal temperatures, received balanced intravenous feeding and electro-stimulation of the muscles. Still, one climbed out of the capsule feeling stiff, sore, a little ‘dislocated’ from reality, and Dirk Vanderhoven knew running was one of the best ways to weld body and soul back together. He had made the voyage twice, out and back between Eidolon and Earth, and on this passage back to Earth, he shipped out as her captain.

“What do you see?” He looked over Jason’s shoulder, into the chaos of the raw data. Blue, green, gold, scarlet, colors and threads wove into Gordian knots, pulled apart and rewove themselves into new patterns. To Vanderhoven they just looked like colored lines, sometimes with the delicate complexity of fractal art. But Jason’s eyes were modified when he was fourteen years old, and made his career choice.

The interface designer looked into the heart of the data core, and his rainbow-hued eyes saw a thousand levels of information. The pupils were actually silver, but they reflected and refracted any skerrick of light, never the same for two consecutive moments. Vanderhoven was fascinated by them, though Jason had forgotten about them years before. He was thirty now, in realtime. By the calendar of Earth or Eidolon he was five years older, but the years in cryo meant nothing to him. Vanderhoven himself was almost seventy, by the same calendar, and just fifty in reality, after two voyages and twenty years in suspension.

“The fact is, I’m not sure what I’m seeing,” Jason mused. He straightened his spine – towering over Vanderhoven. He had been born on Eidolon, and was modified in utero, for the heavier gravity. People of his generation grew big, strong. Even their bones were not the same and their growth and maturation patterns were very different. They grew faster than the normal human child, continued growing till they were well into their twenties, and matured as adults somewhat later.

By comparison, Vanderhoven was not a small man, but he was born on Earth and not modified until much later, when he decided that Eidolon would be his home. The decision was easy to make when the Gilgamesh returned to Earth the first time. Vanderhoven was then her Executive Officer; on that voyage, Captain Alicia Rodriguez brought her home, and she remained on Earth, but Vanderhoven had not much liked what he saw of the world where he had grown up. Every moment in the homeworlds, he found himself longing for Eidolon. He was permanently modified for the colony’s gravity and the climate soon after the Gilgamesh returned to Reunion High Dock, the platform in geosynchronous orbit above the city of Reunion.

“Do you want to go in?” he asked, as Jason frowned over the data.

“Hm? No, I don’t think there’s a need, not yet,” Jason said thoughtfully. His voice was deep, his accent soft, lilting, with the confused vowels of the languages of the people who had founded and populated Eidolon. Several accents and cadences of speech had melded into something new and attractive. “Sond, I’m seeing an unusual item in the comm log, and I can’t get access.” He was speaking to the AI now. “Have you processed it?”

The machine spoke with a level, androgynous voice, imperturbable, almost without expression. “Specify.”

“The unusual transmission received five hours before you woke the crew,” Jason said patiently.

“There is no unusual transmission.”

“I’m looking right at it,” Jason corrected. “Data received, logged as cy77bfg44e8. Identify the source.”

“Source is Titan Central,” Sond said levelly.

“Play it,” Jason prompted.

“Cannot play the transmission.” 

Jason’s head came up. He glanced sidelong at Vanderhoven with those strange, beautiful eyes. “I repeat, play the damn’ transmission.”

“Cannot play the transmission.” No flicker of inflection colored a syllable.

“That’s … not normal,” Vanderhoven whispered. 

“Like I told you, something’s not right.” Jason pulled both hands over his face. 

The sweat was drying on him, leaving his blond hair shaggy, falling into his face, which was the fashion in Reunion, at least in the year the Gilgamesh shipped out. Five years later, Vanderhoven thought, the fashion could be very different. Jason belonged on a beach, a scrap of spandex short of naked under the yellow sun of Eidolon, yet he was here, a few days away from of the edge of the Earth system – 

And he was worried, Vanderhoven thought. “You sure you don’t want to go in?” he asked quietly.

“I think I might have to,” Jason admitted. “I didn’t actually want to … too close after being in cryo. I’m not back up to speed yet.” He was absently rubbing his big arms and broad chest as he frowned into the seething cauldron of the data display, and his right hand went to his neck, adjusting the band that protected the delicate synthetic tissue of his interface sockets. 

Vanderhoven respected his caution. Jason was modified for the work, but having the sockets and the cortical implants, and being able to interface safely with the AI at any moment, anywhere, were too different things. It was work he was more than qualified to perform, but the professional AI techs warned about interfacing with the machine if there was any hint of sickness or debility, much less ‘cryosleep hangover.’ 

“Take a few hours,” Vanderhoven advised. “Get a meal inside you, and then have somebody prep you, if you could use the setup to get back up to speed fast – I know several of them who’d give you what you need. We’re still not over the threshold, the orbit of Pluto. It’s just a transmission that’s glitched up in the system, surely?”

“I don’t know.” Jason stretched his spine, worked his shoulders around. “I’ve just never known Sond to be a bastard. I’m thinking, it has to be something embedded in the transmission.” His brows rose, lost in the shag of yellow hair. “Maybe some new encryption or compression algorithm they’re using in the last few years. We should have been updated, upgraded, on the way in, but if something got missed, overlooked, it could cause a glitch.”

“Like I said,” Vanderhoven repeated, slapping the younger man’s back. “Get a meal inside you, get rehydrated, prep properly if you need to – and get a tech crew in here. If you’re going to interface, do it safely. Not before you’re ready.” He glanced up at the monitor over his head. “We’re still twenty hours out from Titan – still braking.” He gestured at the deck, through which he could feel the heavy thrum of the engines, almost like a growl through his bones. “We’ve got time to hash this out before we dock.”

“All right.” Jason stepped back from the display and blinked his eyes clear. The synthetic pupils dilated to more normal dimensions. In dimmer light they would open up much wider than Vanderhoven’s eyes, and they could differentiate more colors, more shades in the infrared, as well as tolerating brighter light at the other end of the spectrum. “I’ll get Lopez and Buckner to cover for me. Give me an hour or two, all right?”

“In your own time.” Vanderhoven watched him turn and stalk away, leaving the half-lit, half-alive cavern of Starship Operations to the machines. Jason grabbed his clothes on the way out, but did not bother to dress. The Gilgamesh was warm now, and her XO was still barely clad in a strap and the familiar neckband signature to all socketed AI engineers. Beneath it, the synthetic tissues were fragile, vulnerable. They were the physical conduit via which the human mind interfaced with the machine, half-alive and sensitive, but without any ability to heal themselves. Like anyone in his profession, Jason considered his interface sockets first, and might ignore the rest of his body. Even the athletic strap was not a matter of modesty, but a concession to comfort on a six kilometer run – the distance from Starship Operations to the engine deck and back, seven or eight times. A good stretch of the legs.

People of Jason’s generation were physically perfect, and many of the most critical modifications were prenatal. They grew up accustomed to being flawless, physically and mentally, bigger, stronger and smarter than most people of earlier generations. It was not that they were arrogant, or had any overweening pride in their bodies or intellect, Vanderhoven knew. The opposite was more accurate. They took themselves utterly for granted, and saw no reason to conceal either body or mind. 

He smiled after the younger man, and turned back to the AI. The Sympathetic Network Dynamics system was almost self-aware, as living beings understood themselves, with senses a thousand times more acute than anything wholly organic. This Sond was ten generations more developed than the original AI installed in the Gilgamesh, and much of the work was done by engineers on Eidolon. Jason, for one. He had spent hundreds of hours interfaced with the machine, and Vanderhoven could not begin to imagine the work.

“Sond, recognize Vanderhoven, Dirk J., authorization alpha-delta-9-9-7-5-tango.”

“Recognized,” the machine allowed.

“Play the transmission Officer Erickson requested of you,” he prompted.

“Unable to comply.”

“Specify the reason for your inability.”

“Unable to specify.”

Vanderhoven took a long deep breath, held it and let it out slowly. “Then you’d better give priority to a level three diagnostic of every system you possess, Sond, because you just rejected a direct order from the commander of this vessel. Begin at once.”

“Unable to comply.”

“Damn.” He backed off and began again. “Confirm that you have received signals from Titan Central.”

“Confirmed.”

“Did these signals include some special order?”

“Confirmed.”

“And this special order from Titan,” Vanderhoven asked softly, “prevents you from either playing the transmission or undertaking system diagnostics.”

It was an observation rather than a question, but Sond said, “Confirmed.”

It was useless trying to reason with a machine, and Vanderhoven did not waste his time. If Titan Central had issued some kind of override, it would take Jason, interfaced, to even discover it, much less root it out – and deleting it would be far outside of acceptable protocols. 

If Jason even attempted the work, he could be censured, demoted. If Dirk allowed him to do it, much less ordered him to, the censure could ban them both from the Gilgamesh. Imprison them on Earth, when every bone and muscle in Dirk’s body was modified for Eidolon and wanted to go home, and Jason was fundamentally different from the Earthbound human. He would be the proverbial fish out of water, with everything that was natural to him more than four light years away, just a speck in the night sky, in the constellation Centaurus.

A muscle twitched in Vanderhoven’s jaw as his teeth clenched. “Then, Sond, are you able to report on the status of the Gilgamesh?”

“Routine maintenance is in process. Drones are deployed. Braking maneuvers in progress. Docking at Titan Central, minus 11:22:15. Life support systems online. Incoming comm stream from Earth.”

“Specifically for us?”

“Civilian popular broadcast.”

“And I assume you can play it?” Vanderhoven hooked a chair with one foot, pulled it closer and sat as a monitor brightened with a compressed package of various feeds, the chaos of data which brightened the skies of Earth and streamed outward from the homeworlds every second. 

News, sports, weather, current affairs, canned entertainment, music, advertising. He viewed the millrace of images with a cynical expression. Very little had changed.

The last word anyone aboard the Gilgamesh had heard from Earth was close to ten years old, and the news had been dire. The political climate was bleak; there was trouble at ‘home,’ this much was certain. Vanderhoven had chosen not to believe the situation could remain unresolved for long. Like most of the population on Eidolon, he was convinced the people of Earth were in command of their own destiny, and would soon rid themselves of an unpopular government. 

Now, his brow furrowed as he viewed the stream of images from the homeworlds, and realized how wrong belief on Eidolon had been. He saw the name and logo of The Pure Light emblazoned everywhere, and his throat tightened. 

“Sond, are you permitted to disclose your instructions?”

“Gilgamesh will dock at Titan Central and hold.”

“Pending what?”

“Further instructions will be transmitted after docking.”

“Damn.” Vanderhoven closed his eyes for a moment, and then reopened them and focused on the confusion of images racing through the monitor.

As Jason had said, something was very, very wrong.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Two


 
Four hours into the ten hour flight, the main engines shut down and the deck beneath Adrian Balfour’s feet lost the subtle vibration which had thrummed through his soles for so long, he had ceased to notice it. The Vincenzo Ricci would cruise on momentum for ninety minutes before rotating to present the drive for braking thrust. She would shed speed for four hours, until she slid into the Titan system and rendezvoused with the tugs which would take her in and dock her at Titan Central.

It was two years since Adrian had last seen the skycity which orbited high above Saturn’s largest moon, and the previous trip out had also been work. He thought of himself as an itinerant laborer, going where the government sent him, when there was a mess they wanted sanitized. Being part of a clean-up crew had never been his ambition, but in the last twenty years, people like Adrian took what they could get. 

He might have been on Earth, living in a nice apartment with a view of the ocean and his own housekeeper drone … a partner with similar working hours; three weeks of paid vacation time per year, and the freedom to apply for travel vouchers to go where they wanted, not where they were told. 

Instead, he was living in an apartment in Ganymede City – admittedly nice enough – but out here the pay was far too modest for a lowly Civil Representative to afford his own drone; and the partner, the vacation time, the travel vouchers, were the stuff of imagination. Ganymede was too far from anywhere to make holiday travel realistic. The only people who lived out there were either engineers whose vocation took them into the Jovian system, or they were assigned. Adrian was on assignment. 

He had been on Ganymede for a little over a year already, and he had four years to go before he could request reassignment. The time dragged at him like a prison sentence, but he knew he was lucky to possess as much liberty as he did – and it came at a price. 

He frowned down at the legs which were the root of the problem. They were thrust out toward the coffee table and crossed at the ankle before him, where he sat in a corner of the dim, quiet observation lounge on the starboard side of the Vincenzo Ricci’s habitation module. 

Almost the whole ship was engines, fuel, cargo gantries and handling cranes. The ‘cab,’ as the longhaul pilots called the pressurized body accommodating humans, was a hundred meters by twenty, slung under the nose, as far away from the fusion reactors as possible. The cab was sheathed in armor against the probability of collision with micro debris, as well as the toxic fallout of the drive, into which the ship must fly during brake thrust. 

People whispered that these ships were unsafe – death traps that made one sterile, or twisted up the chromosomes until passengers should never be allowed to have children. Few young women would fly on them. The government intended to ban all pre-menopausal women, and all unsterilized males. 

The legislation would go through soon, Adrian thought, and allowed himself a sigh. What the government decreed happened. Restricted travel was one more freedom people would lose, and few would even mourn the loss, just as few had protested the legislation controlling the borgs. The thought reminded Adrian of his legs, and he frowned at them again. 

They were reconstructions. There were titanium rods where his bones ought to be, and synthetic muscles, tendons, nerves, even though the blood that pumped through them was natural human blood, driven by his own heart, and his own living skin sheathed the synthetic tissues. He could feel through that skin, and it was blood-warm, but the truth remained. The legs were classified as augmentations, many times stronger than human limbs. They were borg, and when ‘normal’ people knew you were modified, they stared at you.

Some idiots believed a man with modified legs ought to be able to run at a hundred kilometers per hour – as if the flesh-and-bone hip sockets, pelvis and spine would tolerate the stress without smashing like eggshells. The same people thought a modified limb should be able to lift incredible weights, as if the real, living shoulder joint, scapula and spine would carry the stress. 

The truth was much less dramatic. Adrian could run like the wind, and his modified legs could lift far more than normal human legs, but the limiting factor would always be that the rest of him was entirely human. Normal. His legs were reconstructed of necessity, not out of ambition or vanity, unlike the athletes, performers, soldiers, who flocked to the studios to be augmented when the technology was new and chic. 

Adrian would have been among them, as soon as he turned twenty, had the education, the job, the salary, to afford the work, which was not cheap. He had dreamed of the modified eyes that made ordinary human eyes seem half blind, and of the tireless limbs that would propel him into the zero-gee games where the beautiful people played –

Had played. Before the purge. 

Looking back across the gulf of twenty years, he realized how lucky he had been. His legs were rebuilt of necessity, when they were pulverized in the crash that killed his parents, but the rest of the work would have been pure desire on his own part. Like a whole generation of kids, he had gazed at the celebrities with awe and lust, wanting them, wanting to be like them.

 Some of those celebrities were still at large, fronting for the government, making impassioned speeches about how it was crucial to preserve the purity of humanity, and holding up as negative examples people like the ballplayers, the dancers, whose limbs were ‘too long,’ whose skin fluoresced with rainbow colors, whose eyes were ‘phony’ with the augmented lenses that gave them extraordinary vision. 

Adrian wondered how many of the government’s tame celebrities believed a word they said, and how many had traded complicity for liberty. It would have been so easy for him to be like them. The legs, alone, earned him the citations in his passport, licenses and work record. 

He was a ‘twenty,’ just under the percentage of augmentation which warranted special treatment. If he had had his eyes done, as he had wanted, he would have been a ‘twenty-five.’ The ears – modified to let him hear like a fox – would have made him a ‘thirty.’ And what he had desperately desired was the implants, the cerebral augmentation, which would let him upload a new skill, a language, a science, directly into his brain. 

With that work done, he would have walked out of the studio as a ‘fifty,’ and on the day The Pure Light rode into office on the ‘human purity and integrity’ ticket, he would have been picked up off the street like a criminal. Untold hundreds of thousands of ‘fifties’ were recategorized as borgs, and most of them vanished. 

Such thoughts chilled him to the marrow, because he had wanted all this with a burning passion. He was fifteen when his parents were killed and his legs were rebuilt, and even then his normal human eyes were fixed on education, career, job, to win the cashflow to make the rest happen. 

He wanted to race ultralites in the thermals of Rotorua, and kites in the low gravity and super-dense, super-cold atmosphere of Titan. He wanted to play network chess with the masters from Shanghai and Tokyo, and free-climb El Capitan, right to the top, with his own fingers and toes, no ropes, no tools, no tricks, the way the professional borg climbers did it.

Those climbers were among the first to vanish, arrested as Adrian would have been if government had changed just a few years later. He was eighteen when the pickups began, with an already-fat bank account, and six months of college behind him. The fancy job and rich salary were still years ahead of him, and his legs were his only augmentation. He had won medals in the athletic events at school; he had played soccer well enough to have been made an offer to play with a pro team. 

The offer was withdrawn the moment the government was sworn in. Twenties like himself were still free men and women, but they were not permitted to benefit from their augmentation. A twenty could not be an athlete, a dancer, a performer. Those like Adrian were not arrested, but they were vilified as pollution. 

The borgs whose augmentations were visible, were the first to hide. Many of the fifties ran, before they could be taken into custody. Some were still running, and Adrian could find no way to blame them. As a government agent, he heard sketchy reports of a company of ‘mavericks’ hidden somewhere in the asteroid belt, perhaps a few thousand fifties who had stolen ships, made it away and somehow stayed away.  

He could have been one of them himself, and he knew he would have gloried in his augmentation, like the rest of his generation. He was one of the kids who grew up in a time when the starship crews were exemplified as the great heroes of the age, more courageous, smarter, more beautiful and desirable than the rest of humanity. And all of them, down to the last man and woman, were modified for the work and for the environment in which they would be living.

They were categorized as borgs now. And they were beautiful, Adrian thought wistfully. They were different, not even the same shape as the mundane human, if you looked closely at the way their bodies fit together. Eyes, ears, nothing was the same, and their brains were augmented for the work they did. Some of them had the physical interface sockets that allowed them to bond directly with a ship’s AI. They could hear comm traffic, process inhuman oceans of data, even perceive the life signs of their companions. 

And in bed, they were said to be beyond a man’s wildest dream of paradise. Adrian felt a thrill through every nerve as he contemplated this last. He did not know if it were true, but since the forties and fifties did everything better than mundane humans, why should their lovemaking be any less extraordinary? 

His eyes flicked up to the chrono, on the bulkhead by the observation ports, and the thrill redoubled. In a little over seven hours, he would be looking into the strange, lovely eyes of one of these.

The Gilgamesh was due to dock at Titan Central in five hours, and the Vincenzo would couple up at the government sector an hour later. The signal had already been sent – he had dispatched it himself: 

The Government of Earth formally greets Captain D.J. Vanderhoven and requires a meeting with the Civil Representative from Ganymede City, earliest possible.

The message was bald, stark. Dirk Jan Vanderhoven would receive it several hours before his ship docked, and it would surely come as no surprise. He would have known at least a day before, his ship was under the command of the Titan AI, and nothing short of taking his own AI offline would give him back control of his vessel.

Again, Adrian sighed. The situation was far from anything he had dreamed or hoped, in the days when he had idolized the starship crews, and wanted to be among them. He had never had much hope of actually making selection – he was too ordinary, and he knew it. He was only a little above middle height, he was far from genius level, and his only claim to any athletic prowess was the modified legs, legacy of the crash that changed his life.

Once, the crew of the Gilgamesh would have been demigods in his eyes. Now, he was the bearer of dire news and he had spent hours rehearsing the words, trying to get them right in his own head before he had to speak them to a man who had just brought a starship back from the first human colony beyond mankind’s home solar system.

How did you tell such a man that he was a prisoner, and would be scanned so that the degree of his augmentation could be assessed, and his liberty curtailed accordingly? People still said, ‘Don’t shoot the messenger,’ but if Adrian were Dirk Vanderhoven, he knew he would probably have seized the first weapon that came to hand.

Twice, he had tried to wriggle out of the assignment, and both times the order came back refuting his claim. He pleaded illness, which would  have prevented him making the flight out to Saturn, but the medic found nothing amiss. He claimed other duties, pressing matters tying him to Ganymede, but the roster was administrated by an AI, and you could never fool the machine. The last thing he could say was that he objected to the government’s borg policy. The confession would cost him his liberty, as well as his job; and perhaps his life.

So Adrian Balfour was on the Vincenzo Ricci, six hours out from the government docks, with Saturn a bright disk in the sky, dreading the moment when he would look a man like Dirk Vanderhoven in the eye and tell him that he and his crew were in the kind of trouble you did not just walk away from.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Three


 
The conference room was quiet. The overheads were turned low, casting few shadows, and as the presentation ended and the display darkened, Vanderhoven looked from face to face. Ten of the crew were awake; the rest slept blissfully on. They should have been scheduled for retrieval at Titan Central, but the mission plans that had been made before departure were no longer certain.

Jason Erickson sat at Vanderhoven’s right hand. To his left was Gina Lopez, the ship’s CMO. Opposite were Roald Buckner, the chief of engineers, Jennifer Lu, the comm specialist, and Ravi Gavaskar, the Starship Operations director. At the end of the table were Adam Cho and Marina Saltzman, the personnel officer and life support systems engineer, and standing behind Lu and Gavaskar were Nathan Cole and Meiling McCoy, the drive and reactor specialists. 

Every face was a grim mask, and Vanderhoven knew his own was no different. The presentation he had just shown them was an edit of the news items Sond had permitted him to access, and he wondered if the AI were under orders to show the incoming crew these specific stories. The picture was bleak, and Vanderhoven could add little to what they had already seen.

“We dock in three hours,” he said quietly. “You know the ship already rotated. We’re bows-on to Saturn, waiting for six tugs to couple up and take us in to the biggest freighter dock they have. And you all saw the message. A Civil Representative is coming out to Titan to put the human face on the news. He’s the real deal … they’re making the diplomatic gesture.”

“A gesture?” Jason echoed. “If it is, it looks like a rigid middle finger from here!”

It was Buckner – ten years older than Vanderhoven in realtime, always more of a cynic than a pragmatist – who said, “I told you before we shoved off, Dirk. This voyage was a mistake.”

Yet it was a routine voyage, scheduled for many years. The Gilgamesh shuttled between Earth and Eidolon, and who would cancel the schedule, break the connection between homeworld and daughter colony? Vanderhoven breathed a long sigh. 

“Yes, you told me. And yes, I chose to believe humans wouldn’t let themselves be herded back down the road to prejudice, bigotry, discrimination. Turns out I was wrong.”

“We all believed, Dirk,” Gavaskar said reasonably. He was a young man, not much older than Jason. Old enough to be keenly aware of the predicament this crew was about to find itself in. 

“But surely, they won’t rope us into this – this bullshit!” Lopez leaned forward over the table. The lights danced in her dark eyes. “Most of us weren’t even born in this system – and those who were, weren’t here when the damned law was changed! We can’t be held responsible for the fact we’ve been modified. It’s part of the job. Not to mention the fact the kids who were born on Eidolon were modified for the planet.”

A large part of the current crew of the Gilgamesh had been modified in utero, as Vanderhoven was quite well aware. He doubted The Pure Light would care to differentiate between them and the homeworlds celebrities whose radical augmentations had inspired the rush for modification in the general community. The longing to be more than human had eventually, inevitably, triggered the purge. None of which altered that fact that all starship crews were modified in one way or another. As Lopez had said, it went with the territory.

“I don’t think they’re going to cut us much slack, Gina,” Ravi Gavaskar said slowly. He flicked a glance at Vanderhoven. “I got the proverbial bad feeling about this, Dirk. You, uh, got any ideas?”

“You mean, what in the hell we’re supposed to do now?” Buckner demanded. He accorded Vanderhoven a glare.

“I’m … open to suggestions.” Vanderhoven’s brows arched, and he clasped his hands on the table before him. “Right now, we don’t even have control of Sond. Our own AI is taking us to Titan, like it or not.”

“Then we get back bloody control,” Jennifer Lu said too loudly. She was looking at Jason. “You’re the interface engineer. You get in there and you take to pieces whatever the bastards did to us!”

And Jason’s fair head nodded readily. “Give me the word, Dirk, and I’ll go in. But …”

“But, then what?” Vanderhoven finished. He looked from face to face, and frowned at Lu. “We’re at voyage’s end here. This ship has been in constant service for five years. She’s due for overhaul, maintenance, refueling. We take back our AI –? Sure. And then?”

“And then ...” Lu’s blue eyes closed. “Christ, Dirk, I’m a comm specialist, I’m not some battlefield strategist.”

“Neither am I,” he reminded gently.

It was Jason who put the cards on the table, dealt the hand. “We’re locked in, people. We’re going to Titan, no ifs, ands or buts. Even if we get back control of Sond, there’s nowhere else to go, to get fuel and supplies. Ask Adam and Marina. They’ll tell you how it has to play out.”

The personnel and life support specialists looked profoundly unhappy. Marina Saltzman – forty-five, professional, hard-bitten – drank a cup of water to the bottom and said flatly, “We’re not supplied for a long duration flight with the crew wide awake. For the ten of us, we have food for a week plus emergency rations for another month. We could stretch it to seven weeks, but why would you do it? Where would we be going? Give me a realistic destination, and I’d be happy to crunch the numbers.”

Everyone at the table knew the home system well, though some of them, like Jason, had never been here before. The only planets equipped to dock a ship like the Gilgamesh were Saturn and Jupiter. They could put into a dozen different places in the Jupiter system, or they could use Titan Central; but Jupiter was much closer to Earth, much busier and better policed, with a strong military presence. The closer to Earth one came, the worse the predicament was likely to become.

“I don’t believe this.” Lopez rubbed her face hard, leaving her cheeks ruddy. “I just don’t believe this is happening.”

“Well, it is, Gee,” Buckner rasped. “The only question is what the sweet fuck we’re going to do about it. Because they –” stabbing a finger at the threedee display where Vanderhoven’s presentation had played “– are not going to let us just saddle up and ride away.”

“But we were born on Eidolon,” Nathan Cole said angrily. “We’re not even citizens of this goddamned system!”

“What he said,” McCoy agreed. “Captain, you have to do something. Tell them we’re not even from here. We just want to go home.”

“Mei, they bloody know that,” Cole growled. “But this ship belongs to them. It’s five trillion bucks’ worth of hardware, and they’re going to want it back. You think they’ll just hand it to a bunch of illegal borgs, with a pat on the head?”

“People.” Vanderhoven stood and lifted both hands to stop them before the meeting could break down into anger. They were frightened, and he would have been lying if he said he was not anxious himself. “Let me talk to their officer. The bald truth is, we’re all guessing, we don’t know fact one about their intentions. For all we know, they might be offering to unload us, refuel us, and shove us right back into exile with orders never to come back and pollute their precious space again.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Buckner pleaded, “you don’t honestly believe any of this bilge. You got some idea they’ll take something like the Gilgamesh and just gift wrap it for us? Nathan’s wide of the mark. She cost closer to eight trillion dollars, Dirk.”

“I know how much she cost. We all do.” Vanderhoven took a deep breath and courted patience. “I also know they could have just transmitted the orders to stand down and wait to be picked up, but they’re sending a human being, a Civil Representative on a government warrant. Technically, he has the authority to take command of the whole Titan facility. His ship is scheduled to dock at Titan Central about an hour after us. Now, why would they send a senior official, if not to talk? To negotiate.”

He made a strong point, and Lopez was nodding. “Negotiation is good. We like to make deals.” She looked up at Vanderhoven. “So, what do we have to offer, to sweeten a deal for the likes of us?”

The likes of them? As Vanderhoven looked around the table he saw only his crew, people whom he had known for years, some of them born on Earth like himself, some born on Eidolon, like Jason; all of them different. And he knew what Earthborn humans would see, when they looked into these same faces. People like himself, and everyone at this table were called borgs, and it was not a compliment.

“I don’t know,” he said levelly. “You tell me. What do we have?”

The payload of the Gilgamesh was priceless. The manifest listed refined substances, creatures, plants, minerals, which were utterly alien to this system, where only Earth itself had an environment warm and wet and gentle enough to support life. Medicines, experimental fuels, alien animal species, minerals with the potential to change the way power was generated in the next decades, new food sources. The payload was solid gold, several thousand tonnes of it, stored in the big octagonal hold, mounted right behind the cab module. 

But that payload legally belonged to the government of Earth; withholding it would be a criminal act. Even if every member of the crew was picked up by the authorities as a borg, he or she would be innocent of an actual crime. The moment they tried to use the cargo from Eidolon for leverage, they became criminals. The future was far from certain if they surrendered right there on the docks; if they tried to used the payload to bargain, and failed, the next stop was a holding cell, a judge and jury – prison. 

Vanderhoven looked down into Jason Erickson’s face, and swore softly. “Whatever we’re going to do, we have to go into it with something resembling a plan, because we can make this a thousand percent worse for ourselves than it already is. And everybody around this table knows exactly what I’m talking about!”

“We know, damnit, Dirk,” Jason said in a quiet, level voice. “There’s no morons on this crew. Just a couple of us who’re too hot-headed, on fuses that were cut way too short.” He was looking at Cole and McCoy.

Lopez muttered the kind of language that was hardly appropriate for the conference room. “Bottom line, Dirk? Just so nobody’s left harboring any misconceptions.”

He gestured at the dormant threedee display. “You saw the news. The Pure Light is still in power. It’s been twenty years since they rode into office with promises to, and I quote, ‘stem the tide, slow down the flow of humanity’s desire to be modified into more and more different forms.’ The first time in my own memory that the Gilgamesh shipped back into Earth was more than half a century ago, and I was one of the kids who stood and cheered, and gazed wide-eyed at the ‘starshippers,’ as we called them. I’d wanted to be one of them since I was old enough to watch a vid and know what I was looking at. I made it happen. I became one of you, and I’ve lived long enough to see the people who were idolized by my generation recast as monsters.” He looked from Jason to Lu and McCoy and Cole, all born on Eidolon, and back to Jason. “You know what’ll become of us, if we let ourselves get picked up.”

“Arrested,” Lu muttered.

“Taken into custody.” Vanderhoven shrugged and got to his feet, unable to be still any longer. “Semantics. They don’t let the fifties … and almost all of us at this table are fifties, including myself! … back into circulation. Not as free people. But at least we’d be on the right side of the bars, not locked up in some prison. And understand this, people: if we make any move to defy the law, and if we don’t win through, prison is where we’ll be, for a very, very long time.”

A collective groan issued from around the table. Jason sat back and pulled both hands through the shaggy golden hair that had turned heads back at home, where five small moons scooted through the night sky and the mountain air sparkled like champagne. “Nobody here wants to spend twenty or thirty years in some labor camp in the middle of a red, iron oxide desert.” He pushed up to his feet and stood shoulder to shoulder with Vanderhoven – taller than Dirk; younger, much more beautiful, though Jason seemed utterly oblivious to his own charms. “So like Dirk says, whatever we’re going to do, we go in with one hell of a plan, and we find a way to make it work.” He looked down into Vanderhoven’s eyes then, and his own glittered with a rueful and unlikely humor. “So, uh, what did you have in mind, boss?”

In fact, Vanderhoven’s mind had spun scheme after scheme, and he had watched them all unravel. He had found nothing remotely like a plan that would keep them out of the hands of the authorities, and each time he ran the data, he came down to the same bottom line.

“They’re sending a human,” he said for the second time. “For all we know, an offer could be on the table. The least I can do is talk to their man, see what The Pure Light wants to do. This warranted Civil Representative will tell me how they want the hand to play out … and then we’ll take the next step.”

“What step?” Buckner prompted, and from the suspicious look on his face, he knew Vanderhoven had nothing more to give.

“I’ll know that,” Vanderhoven said tartly, “when I’ve talked to the government’s goon, won’t I?”

And without waiting for them to harangue him with demands, he withdrew from the briefing and stalked away. He was fifty meters from the briefing room and still walking, with the long viewports on his left hand and the doors to numerous labs and facilities on his right, when he realized he was not alone. Jason was a pace behind him, walking almost soundlessly with that catlike gait.

The passage terminated at the head of the cab module, right behind the great disk of the armored shock plates which cushioned humans and cryogen capsules against the ship’s fantastic acceleration. There, Vanderhoven turned back and stood, fists on hips, gazing through the viewports, down the length of the ship. 

Without comment, Jason came to rest beside him and Vanderhoven studied the younger man’s reflection in the armorglass. He was clad in the flimsy silver-gray skinsuit that was one of the uniform options. The velcro was open at his throat, exposing the long vee of his chest, and despite the situation, Vanderhoven had to smile. Jason was the best interface engineer in the trade on either world, but he looked like he belonged almost anywhere than on the deck of a starship, five years from home. 

Circling his throat, the neckband protecting his interface sockets was like the badge of his trade, and Vanderhoven’s eyes were drawn to it. If the situation turned sour and it came to a fight, he would have wanted Jason beside him, save for one thing. Those synthetic sockets made him terrifyingly vulnerable. They were the only part of Jason Erickson that could be called fragile, delicate; they were one of his most fascinating features and the ones Vanderhoven was most anxious about, if he initiated an operation that went bad. 

“You’ll be wishing you hadn’t signed aboard,” Dirk guessed.

But Jason’s big shoulders only shrugged. “It’s my job to be here.”

“And if you can’t go home?” Vanderhoven turned toward him. “I might be able to keep us out of prison, but going back…” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry.”

Jason’s expression darkened. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about. None of this is your fault. We all knew the way things were, ten freaking years ago, Dirk. None of us believed the people of Earth would let it go on and on this way.” He touched the neckband, a tiny giveaway gesture that told Vanderhoven clearly, Jason was equally aware of his single Achilles’ heel. “This thing with The Pure Light, it’s just a phase. It has to be. They come and go. Back in social study class, I read about some weird-ass government that used to set fire to old lady herbalists because they prayed to a goddess instead of a god. You ever heard of that one? Then there was this other thing about imprisoning guys because they turned on to guys. It’s so weird, it just creeps you right out. Half the time, I used to think the teachers were making this stuff up! This law against borgs, it’s poisonous, like the rest of the horseshit that used to go on in the homeworlds. It’s hung around too long for you and me to like it, but things always change, Dirk, and when they do – the Gilgamesh is always going to be a starship, the bridge to Eidolon, and we’re still a starshipper crew.”

“You,” Vanderhoven accused, “are the eternal bloody optimist.”

“And you,” Jason said with a crooked and faintly appalled smile, “have no idea, none at all, what you’re going to do if this government goon tells us to roll over and play dead, have you?”

For a long moment Vanderhoven avoided making any answer, and then he said very quietly, though no one else was in earshot, “Just don’t say a word to the others. They’re spooked enough as it is.”

“Fair enough,” Jason agreed. “So, you want me to come with you, when you go to meet the man?”

The offer surprised Vanderhoven, though he did not know why it should. Jason was a good kid. One of the best. “Yeah.” He rested a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Yeah, I do. Thanks.”

“Safety in numbers,” Jason said darkly. 

Even now, Saturn was a glorious body, bright as a jewel in the sky off the bow of the Gilgamesh. 







 


 

 

 
Chapter Four


 
At 22:14 local time the docks were quiet, and Adrian Balfour was grateful for the largely empty halls. The Vincenzo Ricci coupled up without ceremony, but as Adrian stepped into the wide, dim ’locks he saw the four troopers he had expected, and his teeth ground. They were all borgs, all taller and broader than normal, with the body morphology that had been so chic, so desirable, when they were augmented – how long ago? The four troopers were around fifty now, with chiseled good looks which were marred by mask-like faces, and a tight-lipped acceptance of what they knew must be. They had spent half their adult lives in the service of The Pure Light, and Adrian knew, it was not from choice.  

The surgical scars did not show. They never did. But buried deep in the brains of these four were the control chips which made their loyalty to their government and their regiment automatic – obligatory, compulsory. The chips ruled out any deviation from the mission profile, and the individual soon learned not to even attempt to defy them. First came pain, then sickness, the humiliation of paralysis, and at last a kind of debilitating dementia which would reduce a borg fifty to a heap of drooling human wreckage who did not remember his or her own name, much less why he had been assigned. 

It took major surgery to implant the chips, and only major surgery would remove them. In the end, the choice was between obedience and oblivion, and Adrian had never heard of a ‘chipped fifty’ opting for oblivion. In all real terms they were infinitely superior to ordinary humans, and they were still human, mortal, enough, to hang onto the belief that if the government had changed once, it could change again, and their lives would be returned to them.

These four were big, handsome individuals, two men, two women. All towered over Adrian, and they were armed with both sidearms and slung service rifles. Two had the strange, lovely synthetic eyes, two retained normal human eyes, and all wore the silver-green fatigues of the Security Service – three troopers and a sergeant who was nominally in command of the squad. In fact, the big man with the platinum braid took his orders from Adrian, and if Adrian told him to stop breathing, he would sit down and suffocate.

They stepped aside as he appeared and made their obeisance – a stiff half-bow, with rigid spine and downcast eyes. They were his to command, and he could have given directives to do anything to all. The chips were impartial; the semi-smart circuitry neither knew nor cared what the order was, only that it had been given, and it would compel these men and women to fulfil it, no matter how ludicrous, malicious or obscene Civil Representative Balfour chose to be. He could issue directives to strip naked and spend the night humping each other for his private entertainment and then never breathe a word of what they had done; he could order them to draw weapons and cut down a crowd of civilians. To the control chips, it was all the same. 

In fact, Adrian longed to tell them to stand down, go away, and just let him talk to the captain of the Gilgamesh in quiet privacy. No chance of that, he thought as he returned the stiff little half bow and moved on past them, through the ’locks and into the docking halls. 

The four were right behind him, almost identical in the uniform, with hair either shorn or tightly bound, with weapons slung, and all identified not by names but by numbers. Adrian had ceased to even try to tell them apart or to memorize the serial numbers. If he wanted one of them, he pointed and beckoned, never doubting the trooper would come to him and obey without hesitation or question.

The docking halls of Titan Central were polished, flawless, orderly, and at this hour, almost deserted. A few groups of technicians and assorted travelers were waiting for the downshuttle, a scheduled transport which would deliver them back to the mines on the surface. A handful of others were waiting fifty meters along the chill, blue-green dock, with travel permits to board the Vincenzo for the flight back to Ganymede City. They looked like vacationers, Adrian thought. Titan Central was a great resort spot, with some of the most incredible views in the solar system, the best zero-gee activities, five-star hotels and restaurants. The tourist dollar was not to be underestimated.

To his left were the offices of customs and quarantine, but he was traveling on government orders, with a security squad right behind him, and the hollow-eyed little man at the customs counter, and the pale-faced woman at the adjacent quarantine bay were not about to waylay him. Adrian did not even glance at them as he went by. He looked up at the enormous chrono, and down at his watch, balancing local time with Ganymede time, which his own timepiece still displayed. 

The Gilgamesh had been at the freighter dock for ninety minutes already, and her AI would have informed the Titan authorities that the captain had been called to a meeting, to take place as soon as the Vincenzo got in. Titan Security would clear the way and then withdraw. The meeting was far beyond the purview even of the system commander, a disagreeable woman by the name of Prouse. 

Faces turned away from Adrian and his escort as they approached. Titan staff and travelers alike avoided eye contact, as if they had no desire to arouse Adrian’s suspicion, draw the attention of the government, run the gauntlet of investigation.

He blamed none of them for turning away when they saw a government goon coming. If he had been one of them, he would have done the same. He had never wanted to be a Civil Representative – the job was the only one offered; he had the qualifications, and as a twenty, he found all other doors slamming in his face. Few employers wanted to be connected to a borg, even a twenty, no matter how good his college degree.

After a year of unemployment Adrian’s right to be choosy was rescinded, and he was compelled to take what he was given. Four days later, his bags were loaded aboard an outbound ship, and in his pocket was the warrant of a very junior Civil Representative, and orders to report to the bureau in Ganymede City, where his accommodations would be assigned, along with his work schedule. 

He had sweated through ten months in a tedious job when the boss retired to a pension and a mansion on Mars. The office was empty, and after two months of filling in, doing two jobs while he waited for a new boss, the promotion came through, along with the pay hike. 

The rank of Civil Representative gave him only limited jurisdiction in the Jovian system, and not much authority in the big cities of Ganymede, Io, Europa. But the further out into the boonies he traveled, the more major his authority became. As far out as quaint, provincial Titan, Marshall Prouse would salute and mind her manners.

He was lucky to have the job and the salary, not to mention his liberty; and Adrian was smart enough to know it. On Earth or Mars, he was unemployable. Out here, so long as he did a good job, he was almost respected for it. 

The truth was, if The Pure Light had come along even ten years later, he would have been like the four who flanked him – fifties, chipped, servile, docile, silent in their utter obedience. What those men and women were thinking, Adrian could not possibly know, but they had been chipped for twenty years now, and surely optimism must be starting to wane. The government looked stronger than ever; what could possibly change, to give them back their liberty? 

Yet, thirty years ago – back in the golden age, when the starship program was at its zenith and the crews were idolized – genetic modification was a rage on Earth and Mars. Augmentation was chic. The beautiful ones with the long limbs, the stature, the hair and skin and eyes, were lusted after, envied, emulated.

And therein lay the problem, Adrian knew. They had been envied and emulated far too often. A whole generation of humans was changing itself. Young and not-so-young people were morphing into forms which were getting further and further away from the natural human. 

There were people who had been engineered for life in zero-gee environments. Their legs were gone, while their arms were elongated, slender, graceful. There were also people who were modified for dance or sport – those with the fantastically long limbs, spines that could twist like corkscrews. 

And people who were augmented for a new generation of sensual arts. Their body forms were a fusion of art, fantasy and rampant sexuality – the girls with immense breasts above waists that could be fully spanned by their hands; the boys with gazelle legs, round, peach buttocks and the genitals of some ancient sculpture of Priapus. Such courtesans earned improbable fees, and the media feted them as demigods in their own right.

But not all of the modifications were beautiful, Adrian allowed. Often, they were the necessities of living and working in the new worlds, different and harsh environments. Mankind was designed by nature to flourish on Earth, but over two billion people lived on other worlds now, and even thirty years ago, the concept of being adapted to those worlds had been attractive, at least to the young people – the generations which had grown up accustomed to the new worlds, and the concept of evolution into new forms.

Titan Central rode high above the clouds of the little industrial moon. The surface was dirty. It was one great open-pit mine, and it had always been that way. For once, humans were not guilty of coming into some pristine place and wreaking a havoc of filth, destruction, decay. Titan was one great mass of hydrocarbons, mined by platoons of drones, each the size of a small city. Mass drivers slung the raw materials into orbit, where more drones captured the great globs of stuff, and vectored them to the refineries. Out of the milling facilities came the plastex of which Titan Central, Ganymede City, and every other city right back to Earth itself were made.

If the planet far beneath Adrian’s feet was a pit, the skycity of Titan Central was a dream. It was a fantasy floating in low orbit, with the godlike, ringed face of Saturn hovering in a sky that looked green, or aquamarine. The color was an optical illusion created by the interplay of the great arclights which lit the city and the refractive properties of the armorglass dome, but the effect was spectacular. 

At this time in the night of Titan Central, the arclights were low and the dome seemed to fluoresce with a subtle, sublime aurora. Tendrils of green and red and purple wove together and writhed apart, creating hypnotic patterns in the pseudo-sky above the city. Adrian was always transfixed, and paused to watch the light show for a moment as he stepped out of the halls and onto a balcony that arrowed east-west, along the body of the government docks. 

He would have been happy to grab a coffee at one of the many kiosks, pull up a chair and spend an hour or three, just watching the aurora dance before the gorgeous white face of Saturn. The show was free, and it was one of the reasons people applied years in advance for travel permits to vacation on Titan Central.

Time was on Adrian’s mind – time, and the captain of the Gilgamesh. His belly turned over as he thought of the man, and he clenched his teeth on a tide of resentment which felt almost like nausea. What he knew of Dirk Jan Vanderhoven, he had learned from the Register. Adrian had not even been alive when Vanderhoven shipped out on the Gilgamesh as a junior officer on his first tour. Even then, the starshippers were legend, but the media focused only on the commanders, those in whose hands lay the power, the prestige. 

Vanderhoven had been a mere lieutenant on his first tour, and very young. He was extremely good looking at 25, Adrian thought. He would be fifty or so now, in realtime, and a septuagenarian, according to the calendar. Adrian was impressed by the way the man wore his years. The fine, chiseled bone structure frequently wore well. 

Forty-five realtime years after he shipped out of Earth for the first time, Vanderhoven had brought the Gilgamesh home as her captain, and the alchemy of ‘long sleep’ was starting to work its magic for him. His face smiled out of the file pictures – five-year-old images,  transmitted just before the Gilgamesh left the port of Reunion High Dock, the orbital platform which rode at gyosynch above the actual port city of Reunion itself, which stood on the east side of the Samarkand Gulf. 

The names seduced Adrian. As a child he had longed to know all this at firsthand, and with youthful innocence he had believed it was possible. Life had a way of twisting itself into directions one never anticipated, and a person was soon stripped of any delusions. Fantasy and reality were driven far apart. 

The gravity was a little light on Titan Central. He noticed it at once as he watched the aurora flare and cavort over the rooftops of the city. Then Adrian was walking west along the balcony, already listening for a voice in his ear. If the AI did not call him soon, he would demand information: where was Captain Vanderhoven, where was the meeting?

He had walked as far as the café, where the chairs were upturned on tabletops and the menu boards were deactivated, blank, and he was about to petition the AI when its soft, mellifluous and genderless voice said over the pod in his left ear,

“Civil Representative Balfour, be informed that Captain Vanderhoven is waiting for you in the Voyager Lounge. Do you know the way?”

“I do,” Adrian told it acidly. “Tell him I’m about three minutes away. And have them fetch in coffee.”

“This will be done, Representative Balfour,” the AI assured him, and fell silent. 

The churn of his belly was unsettling, and Adrian’s pulse had quickened. Coffee was probably a mistake. He swallowed hard on a mild wave of nausea, which he recognized as his own ridiculous anxiety, and hurried on. “I’m only the messenger,” he told himself for the hundredth time. He was not coming here to do something evil – it had already been done. He was only the human face intended to convey the message with a decorum, a grace, that might make it more palatable. 

Keep telling yourself that!







 


 

 

 
Chapter Five


 
Voyager was a robot space probe which explored the solar system in the very early days of spaceflight. Jason knew this much from the Earth History course, a mandatory part of the education of everyone born on Eidolon. No one alive today was old enough to remember those days, not even the ones who had made the voyage from Earth to Eidolon several times, and counted their age in ‘realtime’ and ‘calendar years.’ 

The lounge named after the Voyager probe was deserted. The big gold chrono above the observation windows showed 22:34, and these facilities were closed for the night, though downtown was humming with activity. The long windows offered incomparable views of the city, where pubs and clubs would be open till the small hours of the morning, and people would dance, drink, get together in twos, threes and groups, and celebrate their vitality with any variation of sex they could imagine. 

But not people like Jason. No one like him was down there.

He was studying his reflection in the windows when a steward brought a tray with three mugs, a coffee pot, cream and sugar. With augmented senses, Jason could gauge the temperature of the coffee as well as its strength, and being aware of such subtle details only made him even more aware that he was different.

  Several people had been in the lounge when he and Vanderhoven arrived, but they seemed to take one look at the strangers and melted away into the shadows. Serving staff lingered back there, watching with curious eyes, but if he glanced in their direction they too vanished. Because Jason was different – visibly so, much more than Vanderhoven. Dirk was born on Earth and his modifications were internal, most of them in his brain. He had normal eyes, though his ears had been upgraded, and though his bones and tissues were more dense, much stronger than those of the normal human, he could still pass in a crowd as a natural born, whereas Jason could never hope to.

He was far too tall, too broad, and his limbs were just a fraction too long, his skin too lustrous, while his eyes had the rainbow hue of synthetic lenses. If they were contacts, he could have popped them out, but they were not. He was modified in utero, and then a second time when he was twelve, and again when he was full-grown. He had continued to grow until he was almost 23. The growth pattern was normal on Eidolon, with its higher gravity, which demanded greater strength. 

The augmentation made sense, like the modifications that gave him the nictitating membranes when he was a child. Eidolon’s atmosphere was thicker, much denser, and inclined to be heavy with dust. The membrane simply protected the eyes when the wind rose. 

His eyes had been modified much later, when his interface sockets were installed, and these were the province of the AI engineer. His pupil response let him see in lighting conditions that were much more extreme than anything humans had been bred and born for, which was useful at home because Eidolon orbited so slowly on its axis that days were sixty hours long, with almost thirty hours of darkness, and brilliant noonday light that lasted for ten hours. But the pupil response was incidental. 

The rainbow-hued borg eyes were designed to see data the way the AI interpreted it, so that the engineer did not spend his life in the interface. The sockets themselves were his final augmentations, and Jason had lately become uncomfortably aware of them. If the uniform jacket he wore had been high-collared, he might have hidden the neckband, but the band was clearly visible, and everyone who saw it knew what was underneath.

It was common knowledge that the sockets were powerful erogenous zones – not the intention of the designers, but an accidental side effect that had amused two generations of AI techs. A fifty with such augmentations lived with the knowledge that people whispered and fingers pointed. Jason had known this before he made the career choice, and he had always thumbed his nose at the gossips. 

There was an upside to the tittle-tattle, too. He only had to lift his chin and cast his eyes at a guy who had been whispering about him, and the rest was usually a done deal. The sex was great, but to Jason it was incidental. The strange space where the human mind interfaced with the machine had always fascinated him. It was where he wanted to work, and he had never regretted the decision to be modified.

Even now, here, he was merely cautious, a fraction anxious, and a little self-conscious when normal Earthborns looked at him. 

Interface sockets aside, the fact was that without augmentation, humans were at a great disadvantage on the planet of Jason’s birth. No one on Eidolon questioned the wisdom of augmentations, or the sheer beauty of some of them; and a few of the more recent modifications, Jason admitted, were done out of sheer vanity, because people could opt to have the work done. It was not expensive, and it did no harm. Or at least, the people of Eidolon saw no harm in different body shapes, skin colors, physical abilities. At home, diversity was cherished.

Nothing was the same here, and Jason found himself frowning over his own reflection in the armorglass. He towered over Dirk, but Dirk had never even seemed to notice, much less to mind. He was much stronger than Vanderhoven, and probably smarter, but Dirk had the years of experience which Jason could never hope to match until he had lived those years. He was quite smart enough to bow to Vanderhoven’s experience and authority, and do it with a smile.

In the hour before they came to the Voyager Lounge, he took the opportunity to run the presentation again, and check into the side-linked data. Jason enjoyed a mystery, but he had never liked surprises. His frown deepened as he looked himself up and down, and he wondered if even Vanderhoven knew the full facts.

They were ‘fifties,’ both of them. The bald truth was, it was illegal for them to actually be here, on the loose, unaccompanied, like free men. Because fifties were not free people. Twenty years ago, they became the property of the military, industry or science. They were chipped to control them, and they were deployed into experiments, exploration, or onto the battlefield. The youngest fifties in this system were not much younger than Vanderhoven’s realtime years, while on Eidolon there were fifties – seventies! – who were much younger even than Jason. 

An odd thrill caught Jason unawares, and a rush of something very like homesickness. It was absurd. He had only been awake for a matter of days in realtime, since the Gilgamesh shipped out of Reunion. Two days out from Eidolon, with the ship running smoothly under the complete control of its AI, he had stepped into a cryogen capsule, like every other human aboard. Three days out from the Earth system, he had woken, along with Vanderhoven and eight others. 

And the oddity of this made his skin prickle. It occurred to him, now, if The Pure Light wanted to impound the crew of the Gilgamesh as well as the ship and payload, they could have had the AI bring her into Titan Central with every soul aboard still in cryosleep. They might have euthanized the crew, or else Jason and everyone like him would have woken with the chip already buried deep in his brain, to find himself at the complete beck and call of the government.

It would be the military for him, he guessed. He had the stature, the strength. They would upload the soldier’s training direct to his brain, and he would open his eyes to discover the knowledge of weapons, strategy, politics, all there at his fingertips. He would pick up a gun and know instinctively how to use is. He might think to question the politics that drove him to war, but the answers would be right there in his head, provided by propaganda uploaded along with his new skills –

And if he tried to disobey his directives, reject his assignment, the chip would reduce him to a dizzy, retching, paralyzed heap of flesh, groaning in pain and grateful if he could control his bladder and bowels. He could be ordered to thread live powerlines into his interface sockets, and eventually he would simply recognize the lesser evil and do as he was told. Suffering and humiliation were the reward for disobedience, and he did not wonder that people like him had capitulated early, to save their sanity.

The thought was still in his mind when he saw them coming. The Civil Representative looked like a normal human, but his security squad were all like Jason. They were almost double his age, but physically, they were cast from the same mold, fifties or sixties, whose augmentations had placed them into uniform rather than into the lab or the offworld mines. And they were armed.

Jason swallowed hard as he saw the rifles. Firearms were rare on Eidolon, where politics came down to the right decisions to be made to keep a still-young colony functioning properly. He had no doubt that complex politics would come along when the colony grew old and raddled, but Eidolon was still fresh. 

The guards looked darkly at him, recognizing one of their own. Two were women, two were men. One of the men looked Jason over with hot eyes, and Jason’s modified senses caught a whiff of pheromones which told him more clearly than words could have, the soldier liked what he saw. One of the women sized him up, head to foot, and suppressed a smile. Again, the waft of pheromones. The eyes of all four were drawn to the band on his neck. Two of the troopers murmured, whether in admiration or scorn, Jason was unsure. And then all four squaddies put on their professional faces and came to order, a pace behind their boss.

Now Jason transferred his eyes to the smallest of the group, and he murmured in surprise. It was a young man, and he was astonishingly good looking, with dark, glossy curly hair swept back from his forehead, and pale honey skin, and eyes so dark, they looked at first glance like lenses. But no, they were normal human eyes; and they were wide with reaction. Jason might have wondered, reaction to what? But his nose had already picked up a much stronger mist of pheromones from the government man than those issuing from the guards. 

He smiled, and the corners of the Civil Representative’s lovely mouth twitched in a mirror of the expression. He was a scant few years Jason’s elder, and though he was not even as tall as Vanderhoven, he was well built, with astonishing legs. Gazelle legs. If Jason had not known better, he would have looked at those limbs and seen an augmentation.

“My name is Adrian Balfour,” the young man was saying, offering his hand to Vanderhoven. “I know who you are, Captain, and … I hope you’ll forgive me for this meeting.”

“Mister Balfour.” Vanderhoven shook the outstretched hand. “This is Officer Jason Erickson, my XO, and the AI interface engineer aboard the Gilgamesh.”  He paused while Jason stepped closer to take the man’s hand.

It was warm, dry, but it was trembling just a little, and Jason frowned down at this Adrian Balfour. He was frightened. The body chemistry of fear, as much as of desire, shimmered on his skin. 

Why was he afraid, with four armed troopers right behind him? Did Dirk smell the same chemistry? Jason shot a sidelong glance at him, and knew that he did. Dirk’s olfactory sense was a generation before Jason’s, and not nearly as acute, but it was good enough.

“Mister Balfour, we’re not here to create trouble,” Vanderhoven said quietly.

“I know you’re not.” Balfour dragged his eyes off Jason and looked up into Vanderhoven’s face. “I’m rather afraid it’s me who’s here to create the trouble, and …” He took a breath, and turned away to his troopers. “Look, stand down, all of you. Go and find yourselves some coffee. If I need you, you’ll hear the screaming.”

The unit leader was the big man with the platinum hair roped into a wrist-thick braid. He sketched Balfour a smart salute and the squad stepped back three, four measured paces. The distance was not nearly enough to suit Balfour, who turned back to Vanderhoven and beckoned him to the door between the observation panes.

Outside was the balcony overlooking the city, with the aurora streaming, coalescing and rending apart overhead, and the face of Saturn looming in the east. The air was moving constantly, and it was heavy with a thousand scents Jason could recognize, a thousand more he could not. He was fascinated, longing to explore, but he stuck to Vanderhoven’s shoulder as they followed Balfour to the rail.

Balfour kept his voice very low and made sure he spoke with his back to the guards. Without asking, Jason knew at least one of the four had augmented ears. He or she would be able to hear anything spoken above the barest murmur. The night air was a steady, gentle breeze, just enough to carry voices away, lose them in the background hum of the city, as it stirred in Balfour’s hair and tossed Jason’s own hair into his eyes.

“I assume you know why they sent me?” Balfour was asking.

“I think so.” Vanderhoven joined him at the balcony and dropped his voice to the same whisper. “We have a good idea of what’s going on back here. We assumed – wrongly – things would have changed by the time the Gilgamesh got back.”

“Changed? Oh, they’re changing all right. For the worse.” Adrian Balfour raised his remarkable eyes to Vanderhoven, and then to Jason, where they lingered. 

They were on the neckband, and Jason knew at once, the man knew all about AI techs, and the double-edged sword of the interface sockets. He looked up into Jason’s eyes then, and flinched slightly. Jason almost chuckled at the thought – he knows that I know that he knows. Instead he swallowed the humor and asked softly, “We’re illegal here, aren’t we?” And Balfour nodded. “What’s going to happen to us?”

“Your final modifications. You’ll become like them.” Balfour nodded over his shoulder in the direction of his security squad. “You’ll be chipped and assigned to the Army. A lot of the chipped fifties went to the services.” He looked back at Vanderhoven. “You might not have all the data. The nasty side of this is that The Pure Light keeps a vast regiment of them. These are the super-troops that props up their government. It’s … rather obscene.”

It was. Jason was horrified. “There’s a lot of fifties on the Gilgamesh. They’ll chip us all? No exceptions?”

“There are no exceptions,” Balfour told him sadly. “It’s the regulations. I can quote you chapter and verse. Those whose modifications pass 30% will be registered and licensed to a sponsor who is held responsible for them and their actions. Those whose modifications pass 50% are automatically the property of the military, or science.” He looked away. “You’ve been recognized as biocyber, artificial life forms, and you’re usually assigned to the battlefield, exploration, industry, or experiment.”

“You mean, we have no human rights,” Vanderhoven said bleakly.

“Yes. Much less the right to command a starship.” Balfour looked out across the city. “I don’t make the rules. I wish to gods I did. I’d change them in a heartbeat. I’m … just a twenty.” He looked down at his legs. “I was busted up in an accident when I was a kid and I only walked away from it through the magic of technology.”

So Jason had been right. The athlete’s legs that had fascinated him were augmented. “You’re a free man, as a twenty?”

“Free, but not exactly welcome on Earth,” Balfour admitted. “If I were a twenty-five, I’d be registered with the local authorities and have a probation officer. I’d report every day, and give account of myself. As a twenty, I was assigned to Ganymede, to a job no one else would have. I do it because I’m told to. I still belong to the government, only they pay me a salary and let me live in an apartment, under wall-to-wall surveillance.”

“Refuse,” Vanderhoven suggested.

But Balfour’s dark head shook minutely. “You don’t refuse.”

“You’re chipped?” Vanderhoven guessed.

“No. But if you refuse, or you try to quit because you won’t do the job, you just make it obvious to the government that you’re some kind of a reactionary. That’s the term. And the reactionaries are rounded up, Captain. You don’t know about this?”

“I heard a little … and I didn’t want to believe it,” Vanderhoven admitted. “They vanish into camps on Lunar and Mars, don’t they?”

“Camps?” Jason echoed with a chill sensation in the pit of his belly.

“You can eek out an existence,” Balfour told him. “You trade labor for supplies and medical care. You stay alive while you hope and pray for the day when The Pure Light falls, the political tide changes, and you’ll be free to go.” His mouth compressed. “Some of my friends, and one of my cousins, vanished into the camps. One day they’re just gone, and you don’t hear from them again. You don’t try to find them, or ask about them. But you hear stories of the conditions in the camps, and I … I wouldn’t even stay alive.”

“Then, it’s true,” Vanderhoven whispered.

“You knew about this?” Jason was taken aback. 

“I’d heard the rumors,” Vanderhoven said in a rasp, “but you don’t believe them. It’s too absurd to be true.”

“Is it?” Balfour turned toward him. “I’m under orders, Captain. I’ve been told by my bosses on Earth, I can’t cut the crew of the Gilgamesh any slack. None at all. They can’t be seen to extend any special treatment, no matter who you are. You know what this means.”

“We’ll be processed like cattle,” Dirk murmured. “And the ship?”

“Will be returned to Earth … for dismantling,” Adrian told him without inflection. “The Pure Light only wants to sever all connections with Eidolon, to keep the human species pure at home. We don’t need a colony beyond this solar system. They don’t want alien payloads, or the borgs who crew the starships and used to be idolized by a population that only wanted to emulate them. I guess it would be accurate to say humans were on their way to becoming aliens on their own home soil.” He shrugged. “In a way, I suppose I can see the sense of wanting to maintain the integrity of the species.”

“The integrity?” Jason echoed. He heard the harshness in his own voice. “Damnit, man, you turned on hotter than all hell, the moment you set your eyes on me, so don’t you dare quote any integrity at me!”

“Jason, for heaven’s sake,” Vanderhoven remonstrated.

The man’s dark head had whipped around, and his eyes were wide. “Jesus, you – you saw that?”

“Smelt it,” Jason corrected, ignoring Vanderhoven for once. “You’re a bundle of fear and anxiety and lust, Mister Balfour.”

Those dark eyes had dilated as he looked into Jason’s, and Balfour’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Yes, well, I can see I can’t hope to hide any secrets from you. So the best thing I can tell you is the truth, Officer Erickson.”

“Call me Jason.”

“Call me Adrian,” he invited, but there was a brittle edge in his voice now, like broken glass. “You should know, Jason, you’ll be one of the first to be impounded, registered, and licensed, almost certainly to the military, because of what you are. You’ll be kept on a leash like a dog. There’s a slim, outside chance you could become the property of one of the sponsor agencies, if the military doesn’t need or want any more like you at the moment. These are companies that employ borgs in places too tough, too extreme, for normal humans to live and work there. You’ll be told where to go, what to do, where to work; you’ll have no right to marry or have a normal family, and if you ever do produce children, you’ll be bred according to a program devised by your license holder, in which case you’ll be told who’ll be your partner, and when you’ll reproduce. It’s not … pleasant.”

“It’s evil,” Vanderhoven said in a deceptively mild tone. “Mister … Adrian, if my whole crew was Earthborn and subject to your laws, your government might have half a case for controlling them. But they’re not. Many of them were born on Eidolon, like Jason. And none of them, not even the Earthborn like myself, deserve to be downgraded to the status of work animals, lab specimens and chip-controlled soldiers.”

“Oh, I’ve no argument with you, Captain,” Balfour murmured, “but I only read the news. I only came to deliver the message. The order was given a long time ago, by the men who’re my masters as well as yours.”

“Why?” Vanderhoven wondered. “Why did they send a human being to deliver the message? They could have instructed the AI to leave the whole crew in cryogen and bring the ship into Titan Central on automatics. We could have been chipped before we were allowed to wake.”

It was all true, and now Jason held his breath, waiting for Adrian to answer and praying for some loophole, some point that was negotiable. Adrian was looking up at him out of wide eyes filled with indescribable longing. His face said one thing, but his words said another, and Jason forced himself to listen, while he was so delighted by the man, he wanted only to touch and taste and forget talking altogether for a long while.

“Tradition,” he was saying. “You’re among the very, very favored few, gentlemen. You have tradition and honor and, even now, a degree of respect, on your side, or – you’re quite right, Captain. You wouldn’t have known a thing about the process until you woke up in some lab, pre-programmed for your new assignment. You’re getting the velvet gloves treatment because of who you people are.” He gestured at the sky, the stars. “Even in the time of The Pure Light, you’re still the heroes, the legends. You’re the pioneers whose contribution to the history of humanity has been called incalculable. They could have processed you the same way cattle and sheep are processed, but someone, somewhere figures you’re due a tiny little bit of respect.” He shrugged. “And here I am, to put the human face on the news that you belong to them.” His eyes shifted to Jason, and they were hot. “You have to know what’s going to happen to you … if you don’t do something.”

“Something?” Vanderhoven echoed.

Adrian’s tonguetip flicked out, snakelike, over his lips. “For godsakes, Captain, you have scores of people on that ship! Seventy, is it? You want them all turned into the kind of poor sods you see over there?” He nodded at the troopers. “They’re chipped fifties, all of them, and the chips won’t let them refuse any order I give them. I could tell them to throw themselves off this balcony. I could tell them to drop their pants and screw each other’s brains out on the floor right here, right now, and they’d do it. The more they try to disobey an order, any order, the more they hurt themselves. They can become gibbering, shaking heaps of wreckage lying in puddles of their own vomit and excrement, and they’d have tortured themselves into it. For godsakes, Captain, don’t let it happen to your people. Just … don’t.”

“Damn.” Vanderhoven’s eyes closed, and he pulled both hands over his face, which wore a thin sheen of sweat, though the night was by no means warm. “You’re on the level, Balfour … Adrian.”

He was. The man’s body chemistry spoke more plainly than his voice, and he was utterly unable to lie to Jason or Vanderhoven. The stink of a lie would have offended Jason’s fine senses in a moment, but be smelt nothing of deceit. Instead, Adrian was looking up at him with a terrible yearning, as if every nerve in his body had come to life – nerves that had been dormant for a long time.

“I’m telling you only what I know,” Adrian said unnecessarily, “and I’m telling you, Captain, to do something, do it right now, to get your people the hell out of here, while you have the chance.”

Against the odds, a smile flickered across Dirk’s face. “So, what did you have in mind?”

“Me? Nothing. I’m just a goon who works for a government I’ve come to hate,” Adrian said sourly. “I wouldn’t know how to get you out of here … or where you could run to, or hide. This system is too well policed.”

“So it’s good thing,” Vanderhoven whispered, “I have a few ideas, isn’t it?”

Ideas? Jason looked sidelong at him. “You want to tell me?”

“Soon enough.” Vanderhoven frowned out at the tangle of the city where several million humans lived, worked, played. “You’re thinking, Adrian, can we undock the Gilgamesh and make a run for it?” 

Adrian nodded, hanging on every whispered syllable. 

“It’s not that simple,” Dirk told him flatly. “She needs to be refurbished, refueled, and we don’t even control the AI.”

Again, Adrian licked his lips. “If you had control of the AI, you could do the work?”

“We could, if we had the time.” Vanderhoven leaned both elbows on the guardrail. “But stalling for time is not something I, or anyone from my ship, can do.” He looked directly into Adrian’s face, and his brows quirked. “It would take a Civil Representative to do that with any hope of success. Yes?”

“Yes.” Adrian’s head lowered, and Jason smelt fresh fear as his fists clenched. “Damnit, you’re asking me to help you, Captain.”

“Call me Dirk.”

“I help you, and I might as well put a gun in my mouth,” Adrian rasped. “I’d leave this place in chains, if I left it at all. I – I’m not ready to self-destruct. It’s the camps for me, if they don’t put me down like a dog. I wouldn’t survive there.”

All this, Jason had expected to hear. He took a half step closer. “So come with us. Damnit, man, what have you got to lose? You told us, you’re a twenty, not even welcome in your own home, shuffled off into the outer system to do the work Earthborns don’t want to soil their hands with! What, you never thought of being a starshipper? Of seeing another world, making your home under a new sun?”

“Every kid dreamed of being a starshipper,” Vanderhoven said softly. “Even me. A few of us made the dream into a reality. The rest might have gone to ground under the guns of The Pure Light, but the dream was there, and they won’t have forgotten it. True, Adrian?”

“True,” Balfour said, as if the confession were wrenched out of his flesh. “I knew what I wanted, thirty years ago. Twenty. Back then I was working and saving, to get into a studio and become like – like him.” He looked at Jason, not even bothering to keep the desire out of his face now. It was naked there, blazing like a live flame.

Vanderhoven chuckled quietly. “So come with us, like he said. There’s six spare cryocapsules, and they’re all powered up, ready to go. We can make space for a little one like you.”

“Like me,” Adrian echoed. His eyes closed. “Oh, God.”

For a moment his body chemistry was so confused, Jason thought he was going to refuse. “You’re leaving someone behind? Do you have family here?” His mind raced, trying to fathom a way to get a group together, get them all onto the Gilgamesh.

But Adrian seemed to catch himself, grab himself by the scruff of his neck and drag himself up straight. “No, there’s isn’t anyone. It’s just that I … well, I guess I’ve been a ‘yes man’ for so long, cowardice and capitulation have become second nature.”

“Then dig deep, find your courage,” Vanderhoven said darkly. “Reach out and take what you want.”

“Stall them for you.”

“Yes. Buy us the time to do what we have to do, and then make damned sure you’re aboard when the Gilgamesh shoves off.” Vanderhoven cocked his head at the government’s man, and then at Jason. “It’s five years back to Eidolon … home. And we won’t be coming back to this godforsaken system! Be sure, Adrian. We can’t do this without you.”

Every word might have been torture, but Jason had already smelt the bright, shimmering chemistry of wanting, needing, and he knew what Adrian would say. There was no way Adrian could refuse – he was compelled as surely as if he were chipped. They waited almost half a minute for him to get his thoughts together, and then he seemed to pull his shoulders back, and nodded minutely at the security squad.

“What about them?”

“Give them their orders.” Vanderhoven was frowning at the quartet of big, beautiful, useless fifties. “Get them onto the Gilgamesh, on whatever pretext, and … leave them to us. Can do?”

“Now, that,” Adrian muttered, “is something I can do.” He gave Vanderhoven an odd look before he blinked up at Jason. “You must think I’m a terrible man. A traitor, as well as a coward.”

The thought had never occurred to Jason, and Vanderhoven said only, “Every one of us does what he must, when he must. Survival is basic to the species, Adrian, like breathing. You want to see the hand of Fate in this? You were meant to remain at liberty and work your way into a position of authority, so that my crew would get out of the morass. You can’t do anything for the others, the ones The Pure Light have been using like so many puppets for twenty years now. But you can help get my people out of here, and for that … I’ll come up owing you. We’ll all owe you.”

The argument seemed to make sense to him, and Jason watched the man put his professional mask back into place. “Give me a moment. And then I hope to God you know what you’re doing, Captain.” He produced a shaky smile. “Because I sure as hell don’t.”

He was walking away, back to the security squad, when Jason lifted a brow at Vanderhoven and asked, “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Half of it,” Vanderhoven confessed. “I’ll make the rest up as I go.”

“You can trust him,” Jason mused. 

“I can smell him, the same as you can.” Vanderhoven paused. “But all that means, Jason, is that at this moment Adrian Balfour actually believes everything he’s thinking and feeling. It hasn’t occurred to you that he could be an agent?”

“A government agent?”

“Trained in arts of deception that go right down to the most basic body chemistry,” Vanderhoven mused. “He might even have been conditioned. The beliefs and passions could have been instilled into him just before he boarded the ship to come out to Titan. He might not even know if what he’s feeling is fake. Implanted.” He dropped a hand on Jason’s arm. “I’m going to ask you to find out. Be sure about him.”

“You mean, scan him … or seduce him?” Jason asked doubtfully.

“You’re authorized to do whatever it takes to be sure of the man, and then report what you discover to me, good or bad.” Vanderhoven’s brows arched. “Seducing him wouldn’t be difficult. He’s been salivating over you since the moment he stepped into the lounge. And he wouldn’t be the first man to blurt out the truth in a post-coital glow.”

Jason groaned. “All right. Leave him to me.” He was watching Adrian Balfour and the squad, admiring the long, elegant lines of his body, the thick curly hair, the smooth skin the color of honey. Seducing him would hardly be a chore. Adrian might not be a ‘borg,’ as they were called in this system – and it was not a compliment – but he was a beauty, and Jason was fascinated. He was guessing that, given the right incentive, Adrian would go off like a cascade of fireworks. What surprised him was his own eagerness to prove out the theory.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Six


 
Adrian’s heart was still beating like a drum in his chest, and he knew at least two of the troopers in his detail could smell the potent blend of pheromones rising in an invisible mist from his skin. If Jason Erickson could smell them, it was a certainty the big fifty with the platinum braid and the woman with the buzzcut red hair would. He did not know their names.

Both were looking at him with poorly concealed amusement as he paced back to them, though they would not mock him verbally. It was too easy for him to wreak ‘discipline’ on them through the control chips, and Adrian had no doubt, they had all experienced it before. He had never worked with these individuals, so they had to be unsure of him – and even without being the vindictive bastard he could easily censure them, record fat black marks against them in the Register. When they returned to their own units, they would be punished there. Perhaps demoted and reassigned to some lab, where they would sweat through tests that would have killed an ordinary human being.

The four said nothing, but the looks two of them had for him spoke volumes to Adrian, and he had one hope. They already knew he had turned on to Jason, and if they believed the tides of his pheromones were the result of a sudden, powerful lust, they would look no further. He was safe. The worst they could do was mock him silently for being physically attracted to borgs, when he was a Civil Representative charged with the registration and licensing of them.

The job had its perks, and the troopers knew it. The thought had raced through Adrian’s mind – he might not be able to do much for Vanderhoven and the rest of the Gilgamesh crew, but he could keep Jason out of the lab, and out of the hands of the military. He could take Jason’s license himself, on the pretext of needing a personal bodyguard. Jason could be registered in the name of Balfour, Adrian Marcus; he would live in the apartment with the view of the Ganymede City skyline, sleep in a bedroom rather than a dormitory, enjoy a luxury bathroom rather than sharing a communal latrine, wear well-tailored civilian clothes rather than the uniform of the government. He would enjoy every privilege, save one. 

He would never be a free man, and he would know that Adrian had salvaged him from the human wreckage of the Gilgamesh out of desire. The sex would be bittersweet. Any chipped fifty could, and would, perform on command, and perform far beyond the limits of any normal man or woman. They would also enjoy it, and consent was rarely an issue. The fifties were notorious for being hedonistic individuals who seldom refused an invitation to intimacy. 

And young Jason Erickson was an AI tech. He had interface sockets – it was the only reason the techs wore the band around the neck. Adrian’s eyes were drawn to it, he was dying to see underneath. He had seen interface sockets only in images, but he had heard every breath of gossip about them. They were whispered to be a man’s most erogenous zone, as well as the most frighteningly vulnerable part of a fifty’s body. He wondered if Jason was wise enough to feel uneasy, even being here in the homeworlds, and to dread custody. It was another reason for Adrian to move fast, get Jason’s license into his own hands before he could be assigned. 

Yet Adrian would always know that, pampered though Jason was by comparison with a thousand others like him, he was not living in that apartment and sleeping in that bed out of choice. His heart would lie very far away indeed, and he would never cease to mourn for the friends – and family, for all Adrian knew – who had been less fortunate.

All this shot like lightning through Adrian’s mind and then was gone. It was a last resort, when all else had failed, and the reality hit him a scant moment later. If whatever Captain Dirk Jan Vanderhoven had in mind failed, there would be no way back for any of them. For the fifties from the Gilgamesh it would be the regiment, the lab, the mines, the battlefield. 

For himself, it would be a camp on Lunar or Mars, or the Belt, where he would work sixteen hours a day to earn enough food and medicine to cling onto life, and then warm the sheets of whoever fancied him enough to give him a bed to sleep in, get him out of the shacks where the rest bedded down together and stood duty to keep out the vermin. The conditions were primitive, hard; the company was rough, and sentencing was rarely less than twenty years, and could be much longer. 

Adrian would not live to see the outside of the gates a second time, and his heart was like a hammer as he made his way back to the troopers. The small sector of his mind that could still manage rational thought demanded to know what the hell he was doing. Most of him already knew. And Jason Erickson was only part of it, albeit a large part.

A man lived inside Adrian who was not a coward. Often in the last twenty years, he had lost touch with that man, but he was still there, buried down deep and waiting to speak with his own voice. He was like Adrian’s cousin, Max, the kind of idealist who wrote haranguing feature articles, critical of the government, and posted them on the nets as if he thought he could hide behind a username. Max, who was on the run and living in attics and sheds for six months before he fell sick and was picked up at a clinic, trying to get medicine for the lungs that had begun to torment him.

Was he still alive? Adrian had never been able to find out if the authorities had treated him before sending him to the camp on Ceres, in the Belt. If his lungs were treated, he could be alive, with fifteen years left to serve. He would be a little older than Adrian was now, when he saw the outside again. If they had sent him to Ceres sick, he could already be dead – and Ceres was no place for a pretty twenty-year-old whose idealism and profound stupidity far outstripped his physical and mental strength.

Even Adrian himself would not survive long there, he was sure – yet here he was, facing down four chipped fifties, all of whom were silently mocking him for the storm of lust that had hit him broadside, the instant he caught a glimpse of Jason Erickson. 

He would never have actually used the chips to punish them, but they did not know it, and Adrian deliberately hardened his features, gave them a warning glare they probably recognized from other encounters. Sure enough, they backed off fast, and he made sure his voice was surly, a whipcrack they would know as surely as they knew the look on his face.

“You – what’s your number? 585 … whatever.” The platinum braided one was of an age to be Adrian’s big brother, or even his father, if the man had married young and had his firstborn at sixteen, as a lot of kids were doing these days. “Get your squad into gear, numbnuts,” Adrian told him nastily. “Time to go earn your supper.” 

It was an insulting reference to the fact the chipped fifties were never paid in money, and the standing joke among mundane humans was that they worked for food, medicine, rags to protect their modesty, and sex to appease augmented bodies with hyperactive gonads. Adrian watched the man’s mouth compress, and all trace of mockery was gone in an instant. These four knew full well by now, Adrian found at least some of the big fifties lethally attractive. Perhaps they would speculate that he was the kind who used the chips to manipulate, yank the strings of living puppets, inflicting scenes that could become a living hell. 

The truth was far from what they imagined, but the ploy worked, and for the moment Adrian was satisfied with quick results. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of Vanderhoven and Erickson. “They think they’re going to negotiate for some dumb-ass deal. What is it with you fifties? They rewire your brains so you can interface with some AI and upload data direct to your cortex, and it makes you so gullible, you’d stick your dicks right in a mulcher if somebody didn’t stop you.” The look on his face said, pathetic. “You’re with me, on the Gilgamesh. And you’re going to lock it down tight as a hustler’s corsets. There’s only a handful of the stupid bastards awake – you’ll keep it that way till the ship’s docked at Ganymede. Then you can get right back to your unit.” Take yourselves out of my sight. He clapped his hands. “Move your sorry asses when you’re told to!”

They might have glared at him, but they did strictly as they were told. Adrian went ahead of them and rejoined Vanderhoven and Erickson at the balcony. “We’ll accompany you back to your ship, Captain,” he said levelly, pleasantly. His back was to the troopers; they could not see how his face was filled with one vast question as he looked at Vanderhoven: What the hell are you going to do?

But the starshipper wore a smile, and beckoned Adrian. “Walk with us, Representative Balfour. It’s a kilometer back to the dock, and you can bring us up to speed on the way things are at home. I was born here, you know, in the city of Amsterdam. Have you ever been there?”

Without a word, Adrian fell into step with them, walking between Vanderhoven and Jason as they turned left away from the Voyager Lounge and headed back along the balcony which followed the edge of the docks’ endless concourse. The Gilgamesh had coupled up at the big freighter docks, the only facilities large enough to accommodate her. He lowered his voice to a hoarse murmur.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Captain.”

“So do I,” Vanderhoven said ruefully. “And I told you, call me Dirk.”

“You, uh, you have a plan?” Adrian looked right, and up, at Jason’s left profile, trying not to look at the band around his neck, and he felt his heart lurch again, for very different reasons.

The man was every fantasy Adrian has ever had in his entire solitary and lonely existence, come to life in one handsome, two-meter tall package. Everything in his cosmos changed in the instant he met Jason’s strange, beautiful eyes and saw the mirrored flicker of interest – all the old arguments he was supposed to make on behalf of the government sounded as vile as they really were, and the words curdled on his tongue.

And Jason was smiling at him now, with the same warm appreciation in the rainbow-hued eyes, even while his nostrils flared slightly in response to the rush of Adrian’s hormones. Vanderhoven could pick them up too. He chuckled softly, but not unkindly. There was nothing in it of the mockery Adrian had seen in the troopers’ faces. Vanderhoven was genuinely amused, probably because he had seen scores of people of any imaginable gender and age surrendering to Jason’s powerful allure. For a moment Adrian felt a pang of doubt, wondered if he might be about to make a complete fool of himself, but Jason’s smile was artless, and the borg eyes sparkled with electric awareness – awareness of Adrian as a man. 

It was a long time since Adrian had felt himself desired. At the office from which he worked, and in Ganymede City’s social haunts, where he spent his off-duty time, he was always known as a government goon. In the past, the ostracization would have been like being an employee of the taxation bureau, or the police. No one wanted to trust you, invitations were few, and relationships were elusive. 

The salary and hours were good, but Adrian had soon become resigned to the fact he would spend these years alone. Intimacy was a quarry he hunted. One or two nights a week, he deliberately forgot his ID, left the car in the garage and took the crosstown exchange to the low side of the city. There, he changed clothes in a men’s room, and put on the face of a stranger. 

There were clubs, down by the docks, where questions were never asked. The booze was rough, the air crackled with substances that were probably not quite legal, and people went there for the most primal reasons. The freighter crews drank at those clubs. They came and went with every cargo – Belters, Martians, men and women from Titan and beyond, and from the smaller, darker worlds of the Jovian system. 

They had a coarse, powerful charisma Adrian had learned to savor. They seemed to speak a different language, told stories of places and happenings that hovered out there on the edge of a city boy’s imagination. They knew more of danger, hardship and hurt than Adrian ever had, ever would, and he found them irresistible. 

The sex was often as hard as the men themselves. It could be rough enough to leave him quivering, bruised, exhausted, but the sheer excitement and the delicious sense of having indulged in forbidden fruit, were more than enough compensation. 

He might have dreamed of more when he was younger – a home, a partner, a ‘proper’ life, a real job, a future – but beggars had never enjoyed the luxury of choice, and Adrian was nothing if not a pragmatist. He had resigned himself to the job, the living alone, and the anonymous, slightly hazardous sex. The years of his tour on Ganymede stretched out ahead like a wilderness he must get across, by whatever means. 

And then Jason Erickson smiled at him. 

“Trust us,” Jason was saying as Adrian struggled to keep a grip on his thoughts. “You have to know there’s a way out of this system.”

“If there is,” Adrian muttered, “it’s the Gilgamesh. And it’s the only way out of this system. Damn, that’s a sorry commentary on this species.”

“It is,” Vanderhoven agreed. “But there’s an old, old saying, Representative Balfour. The only thing than never changes is that everything always changes. The Pure Light has the upper hand right now, but it won’t last. The lesson of history says, things will come around.”

“In my lifetime?” Adrian asked doubtfully. “In the lifetime of my cousin, Max? He’s doing twenty years in a camp in the boonies, for speaking out against the government. They call it a gulag, but it’s a mine, or an open grave. No one’s come back from there yet. The shortest sentences are twenty years, and let’s say … they dig a lot of graves.”

“Will your cousin and the others live to see the change? I don’t know,” Vanderhoven admitted, and his face darkened as the realities Adrian had lived with for decades began to hit him. “It took centuries to get past the witch hunts, the trials and burnings. The battle for gender equality, spiritual and sexual freedom took even longer. As you said, a sad commentary. I’m sorry about your cousin. I wish there were something I could do to help.”

They were passing the offices of the cargo transhippers and the freight logistics firms. The offices were closed up. Here and there lights were on and an assortment of drones and humans were cleaning. Most of the menial jobs went to the thirties and forties. The higher the percentage of augmentation an individual had undertaken, the lower down the social ladder he or she would find themselves. Work in cleaning, or in the more hazardous mines, or prostitution, were commonplace. A very few were well-enough educated to work as tutors, but always under the supervision of the agencies to which they were licensed.

Beyond the offices were the blind frontages of stores and cafés whose roller doors were down and locked at midnight, and then the garages of the emergency services. Fire, hazmat and ambulance vehicles were parked cheek by jowl, the staff lounging around, killing time through their shift, waiting for calls that seldom came. The city was too well designed and well behaved. 

A change in the temperature and the very smell of the air signaled their approach to the docks. A cold, slightly caustic draft assaulted Adrian’s senses, and he glanced at Jason in time to see him wrinkling his nose in displeasure. Those heightened senses had their downside. Bad smells were infinitely worse.

As they bypassed the freight logistics offices, Jason had fallen silent. He made no comment, while Vanderhoven kept Adrian engaged in small talk, with countless frivolous questions. Adrian had answered as and if he could, but he was keenly aware of Jason’s extended silence, and he had begun to worry. He glanced up at him, deliberately not looking at the neckband, and he saw the faint crease between his brows, an expression of intense concentration, as if –

As if he were listening, Adrian thought. A muscle in his jaw twitched rhythmically now and then, while he did not seem to be focusing on anything ahead of him. If Vanderhoven had not kept Adrian thoroughly preoccupied, he might have asked what was wrong, though the fifties were rarely sick. The immune systems that were re-engineered for alien biospheres made them resistant to anything save a new virus, and even then they were faster to adapt. 

The cold, caustic air seemed to clear Jason’s head. As they walked into it, toward the wide, airlock gates on the city side of the dock, he looked over Adrian’s head at Vanderhoven, and nodded mutely.

They were up to something, Adrian thought. They did have some kind of plan, and it was already running. One part of him relaxed, and another clenched up, like a fist closing on his belly. He dropped his voice to a mere whisper and asked,

“Where do you want me, Cap – Dirk?”

“Stay right beside Jason, and behind him, if you possibly can,” Vanderhoven said softly. “Say nothing, do nothing. Let it happen … and then let Jason take care of you, because the rest of us are going to be running around like a lot of crazed ferrets.”

What he meant, Adrian had no idea, but staying beside, or behind, Jason and keeping his mouth shut and his hands in his pockets was simple enough. He cast a glare back over his shoulder at the troopers. Their rifles were still slung, and they looked utterly bored. That was about to change.

The freighter dock was colorless, drab, barely half-lit, and chill enough to raise gooseflesh along Adrian’s arms. Dormant machinery loomed in the shadows like a pack of goblins, and overhead the tracks of the freight handling cranes stretched north-south, along the length of the ship. 

The Gilgamesh measured three kilometers from the shockplates ahead of her crew module to the drive engines which were quarantined away from humans and payload at the end of one of the massive gantry structures. The starship was so much larger than the freighters that usually docked here, only a third of her was directly accessible to the airlocks.

And the first of the docking ports stood open. The hatches were unguarded, and the lights from within were bright, spilling out into cold, sharp air that had begun to irritate Adrian’s sinuses. Vanderhoven and Jason shared a glance as they approached the docking ring, and the captain turned back to the security squad with a deliberately genial expression.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the starship Gilgamesh. You’re about to become the guests of a very small handful of my crew who have been woken from cryosleep, and I hope you’ll take advantage of our hospitality while you’re aboard. We have no secrets, our technology belongs to the people of Earth, and if you have questions, please ask. My companions would be delighted to answer, and to provide supper, if you have an appetite. Our galley is stocked with the culinary delights of Eidolon, so please take the time to try something new and different. I realize you’re on duty, so nothing stronger than coffee will be offered; but should the opportunity come your way to try the beers, wines and spirits of the city of Reunion, just mention your curiosity to my officers. They’ll be pleased to introduce you to the very real pleasures of the world you’ve heard so much about.”

Vanderhoven graced them with a smile, and stood aside to allow Adrian and Jason to lead the squad into the ship. Adrian’s mouth was dust dry as he deliberately tucked himself in right behind Jason’s shoulder, and walked into lights that seemed far too bright. His eyes struggled to cope with the intense glare, and he knew that two of the fifties right behind him would be similarly challenged, though the others had eyes like Jason’s, augmented, much more functional that human organs. 

At this moment, he thought feverishly, half the squad was as good as blind. He kept Jason less than a pace away as the lights engulfed him, and a dozen steps into the Gilgamesh, when the striking pain in his eyes had just began to abate, he caught his breath in surprise. 

Jason spun toward him, big arms grabbed him in a crushing hug, and the far bigger, far stronger body carried him down so fast, the deck seemed to smack into his knees. For a moment Adrian was numb, with the breath knocked out of his lungs. He might have yelped as his knees protested, but the crackling sound of weapons overhead was only mildly cushioned by Jason’s body. 

He heard a grunt, a cry, from the troopers, and the thuds of bodies hitting the same deck. They were down in seconds, too fast for them to even unsling the rifles or draw a weapon, much less fire, and a moment later Jason relaxed.

“Get our hatches closed and locked,” Vanderhoven said grimly. “All right, people, let’s get this mess squared away, and see what we can do for these people. Hustle! We don’t have a lot of time. Jason?”

With a murmur of apology, Jason let go of Adrian. He stood, picked him up bodily and set him back onto his feet. “Sorry for manhandling you, but we were both in the firing line.”

“And one of us knew to duck,” Adrian finished, unsurprised to find himself gasping. The lights dimmed back to comfortable levels, and he peered at his security detail. “They’re not –?”

“Dead?” Vanderhoven guessed. “No. Stunned. They’ll be out for an hour or so, by which time we’ll have scanned them, figured out what we can do with them, and perhaps tied them down for their own safety.”

“Their implants have either been messed with, or they’re gone altogether,” Jason told him. “I was trying to pick up on them, but there’s no comm. Either they never had that kind of augmentation, or it was removed when the governor chips were implanted.”

“Comm?” Adrian echoed. “You mean, you can – what, pick up radio traffic?”

“Only certain frequencies.” Jason tapped his skull. “Not all of them. Most of what I get is AI chatter, but I can get highband too, the kind of frequencies used by the military.”

“You can transmit?” Adrian should have known.

Jason’s brows arched. “Of course. I tried reaching your security people, but they’re dead as mud. Offline – if they were ever on. I was talking to the crew back here, setting this up.” He clicked his teeth together. “It’s only Morse code, Adrian. Not exactly magic. If I can’t talk for some reason … like not wanting to just come right out and inform your audio-augmented guards I was setting up a trap for them to walk right into … the dental contact transmits as a series of taps.”

“I knew you were doing something,” Adrian breathed. “I guess any comm implants would have been removed when these poor goons were chipped. It’d never do to have them talking in private between themselves. God knows what plots they could hatch.”

“And speaking of their chips,” Vanderhoven began as he stood aside to let Roald Buckner and Gina Lopez get to the unconscious guards, “we need to remove them or deactivate them. Can do, Gina?” To Adrian he added, “Doctor Lopez is our CMO. She’s a cybersurgeon – actually a civilian.”

“Can do, Dirk.” Lopez assured him as she stooped over the bodies, scanning one after another with an assortment of devices. “That is, if you want them unchipped.”

Vanderhoven’s brow creased, and he angled a hard look at her, waiting.

“Think about it,” Lopez said, levelly and with brutal cynicism. “I can also reconfigure the chips, and these ‘poor goons,’ as Representative Balfour called them a moment ago, will gladly go out and die on your command.”

“Not gladly.” Adrian cleared his throat.  “They’d be compelled. The chips control endocrine function, and the central nervous system. They can actually kill, though I don’t think the discipline has ever gone so far. The subject passes out under punishment, long before death occurs. They do it to themselves when they reject a directive, and they know they’re doing it to themselves. They can stop anytime. If they go on resisting till they make a bloody great mess of themselves, they’re picked up and taken back to the lab for retraining.” He felt the color flushing into his face, a mix of mortified embarrassment, that he could have been party to a system that stank, and honest regret for the suffering of people so like Jason and Vanderhoven. He felt the weight of the stares he was getting, and ducked his head. “I’ve never abused troops placed under my command, but I know you only have my word for that.”

“No,” Jason said softly. “If you were lying, I’d smell the deceit on you. You’d be rank with it, and you’re not.” He laid a hand on Adrian’s shoulder. “I’m reading your biosigns – pressure, temperature, pulse. I know exactly how much you hate this. Dirk?”

And Vanderhoven did not hesitate. “Chips either deactivated or out,” he told Lopez. “Out would be better. I don’t trust the government not to have some way to reactivate them by remote, the way they hijacked Sond. When these people are free to choose, let them make their own decisions. If they’re not willing to come aboard, they can be in cryo till we shove off, and we’ll leave them on the dock here and they can trot right back to their masters and be rechipped, retrained.” He gave Adrian a dark look. “Does that word mean what I think it does?”

“Uh, yeah.” Adrian looked away. “It’s not pretty or pleasant.”

Lopez clapped her hands for attention. “Buck, if you can get a sled under them and get them to the medbay, I’ll make sure they stay under till they can think and act for themselves, and then … well, we’ll see, won’t we?” She looked sidelong at Vanderhoven on her way by. “Give me a few hours. The surgery isn’t complex, but it has to be done right, or these poor bastards’ll wake up closer to cabbage than human.”

“Take your time.” He had looked beyond her, and beckoned Cole, Gavaskar and Lu, who were loitering, looking on. It was Buckner and Lu who had fired the shots that put down the guards, and they were still nursing the weapons as if they were on the lookout for fresh targets. “Why don’t you get in here, make yourselves useful,” Vanderhoven suggested. “You heard Lopez – get them sledded and into the medbay, fast as you can. Then round up the rest and I’ll see all of you in the conference room. Half an hour. Jason?”

“Yo.” Jason had been studying the fallen guards.

“Take care of Representative Balfour,” Vanderhoven said quietly.

“Adrian,” Adrian repeated. “And I’m fine, Captain, really. I might have put a dent in your deck with my right kneecap, but I can live with a bruise earned in a good cause.”

“Still,” Vanderhoven mused, “take care of him, Jason.”

Take care –? Adrian shot a sharp glance in Jason’s direction. “That sounded ominous. You, uh, want to scan me, make sure I’m not a government agent, transmitting everything in realtime?”

A quizzical smile tugged one side of Jason’s wide mouth. “I already did. That’s the first thing I looked for! Just because I get you hot and bothered doesn’t mean you couldn’t be an agent.” He chuckled. “Well, you are an agent, but … you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean.” For some reason Adrian felt himself flush again, right to the ears. “I can’t hide a secret from you, can I?”

“Nope.” Jason’s smile broadened. “Life gets simpler that way.”

The engineer had summoned an equipment carrier, and as Jason beckoned Adrian deeper into the ship, the sled was making its way up from the workshops. It would accommodate all four of the guards, if they were stacked, and several more of the Gilgamesh’s crew had gathered to help. They were big, strong. Moving the dead weight of the troopers presented no challenge.

The ship was cool, quiet, with passages running the whole length of the habitation module, and cross-passages bisecting them between the labs, facilities and crew quarters. Adrian’s eyes were everywhere, taking it all in ravenously. He had seen the inside of a starship on the vids, but had never hoped to set foot on one. 

In fact, the interior of the Gilgamesh was not so different from the Vincenzo Ricci and numerous other ships he had traveled on, until Jason took him up to the second deck; and there, Adrian paused to look, and whistle.

Ranks and ranks of cryogen capsules were stacked against the bulkheads to port and starboard. They were silver-green, like the backs of so many porpoises, each with an inspection plate which would slide aside to reveal the body within, and a discrete control panel. Each capsule operated on its own power source, Adrian saw; and that silver-green color, which looked so much like space armor, was armor. In the event of some disaster overtaking the Gilgamesh, these capsules would serve as lifeboats. The crew could drift in the cold between the stars for a thousand years, longer, until they were recovered. 

“There are seventy of us, on this voyage,” Jason told him, “and we have a number of spare cryocapsules, as you can see. The technology is safe, trustworthy, but accidents do happen. Fortunately, if they’re going to fail, they almost always do it under test, before occupation.”

“Almost always?” Adrian echoed.

Jason chuckled. “Statistically, there’s about one chance in ten thousand of being involved in some kind of freak cryo accident. You’re far safer than you were traveling on something like the trash-hauler that brought you out from Ganymede.” 

“That’s comforting,” Adrian said dryly, and followed as Jason walked on, past the cryo store, and into the forward crew compartments.

The Gilgamesh had four decks. Much of the top level was given over to flight systems, while the bottom was devoted to workshops and hangars. The middle two were divided between labs, crew facilities and quarters. Each cabin would accommodate four or five with a squeeze. 

With only ten awake, space was to spare. Several unoccupied staterooms stood open, and Adrian looked in curiously. These people liked their comfort. The crew quarters were far more luxurious than Adrian’s apartment, which was among the best in Ganymede City.

“Here. Make yourself comfortable.” Jason had brought them to a wide lounge with a view of Titan and, beyond, Saturn. Adrian saw three-meter viewports, five couches, several screens, two bistro tables, and the air smelt of coffee and cinnamon. “I’m drinking green tea. Yourself –?” Jason offered, on his way to the machines at the counter between the viewports. In the warmth of the lounge he shrugged out of the dress uniform jacket and threw it carelessly at one of the couches.

“Coffee is fine,” Adrian said, hushed, watching the long, elegant lines of Jason’s body as he poured. “What did Vanderhoven mean …you’re supposed to ‘take care’ of me?” He swallowed on a dry throat. “In this system, that expression’s come to mean anything up to and including premeditated murder.”

The younger man gave him an odd look as he returned from the serving machines, and placed a mug into Adrian’s hand. “I won’t lie to you. Dirk isn’t completely convinced you’re on the level. You could think you are, because you’re operating under a blanket of conditioning, ten layers thick.” With his own mug, he gestured at the nearest couch. “Sit. Relax. All Dirk wants me to do is make sure about you, so we can trust you, stop worrying that we could have a government agent aboard who’ll take the first opportunity to destroy us.”

A muscle in Adrian’s gut began to relax, and he sat back into the couch. The cushions sank beneath Jason’s considerable weight, and Adrian’s nostrils flared as he caught a hint of cologne, like nothing he had ever smelt before. Something from Eidolon? Something like cedar, like spruce, but infinitely exotic, hinting of the alien.

And Jason was warm. His body heat enveloped Adrian, made him want to touch, and he turned to him the way a plant turns to the light. The fabric he wore was skin-soft, and skin thin, and beneath it he was hard, with the physique of one who was designed, crafted, and then born to be an athlete. Adrian’s breath snagged in his throat, and he choked off a groan.

“What’s wrong?” Jason’s voice was deep, quiet. 

“Nothing,” Adrian lied as every nerve came alive. And he knew he could not lie, not to Jason. 

“I know you want me, if that’s what’s worrying you,” Jason said with gentle humor. “Where I come from, it’s nothing to hide or fret about. What’s spooking you Adrian? You worried I’m going to mock you for wanting me?”

“I – yes, maybe,” Adrian admitted, and squeezed his eyes shut. “It’s been a long time since I had anything you’d think of as ‘civilized’ sex. Out here, nobody wants to get intimate with the government goon, and back on Earth, it’s no secret I’m a twenty. People don’t want anything to do with me, because they know the government has to be watching me, and I’ll just drag them under the same lens. In the end, no one’s going to get involved with me.”

 “Damn.” Jason drank a little tea. “So, if you don’t mind me asking, what do you do? For sex, I mean?”

The heat flushed back into Adrian’s cheeks, infuriating him. “Now and then I pick up spacers.” He gestured vaguely. “They’re not choosy, and nobody asks for a name, much less an ID. You go down to the clubs by the docking ports where the Belters come in, the freighter crews, and the prospectors from the Jovian system. You throw a lot of money around, buy a lot of booze, see who wants to talk to you, who sizes you up and likes what he sees.”

“You don’t take the spacers home?” Jason hazarded.

“Good gods, no!” Adrian did not have to feign a shudder. “My place is under surveillance – because I’m a government goon, and a twenty, and because the Civil Representatives are often targeted when people have a case to make against The Pure Light. Somebody’s partner or sibling or workmate gets picked up and vanishes, like my cousin Max. Someone gets steamed, the anger has to go somewhere, and people like me get trashed.” He shrugged. “It happens too often. The surveillance is supposed to be for my own security, but…”

“But it makes you wonder,” Jason finished, “if it’s also a way for the bastards to keep an eye on you. See who you’re talking to. Sleeping with.”

“Fucking,” Adrian corrected. “I haven’t gone to sleep beside a warm, familiar body in a very long time.”

“Damn,” Jason repeated. “And I know, I already said that.” His brows arched at Adrian in speculation, and disbelief. “You really go down to a club on the docks, and pick up some guy, and … and you do it, right there in the club? Really?” His voice rose in something like disbelief.

“Uh … they don’t do it on Eidolon?” Adrian was embarrassed, and angry with himself for the reaction.

But Jason’s blond head was shaking. “If I want someone, I just come right out and tell them, and I expect to offer them dinner, some very good wine, and breakfast. It’s only good manners, when you’re asking someone to be intimate with you. At least, that’s what we think back home.”

“And you’d be right to think it,” Adrian said miserably. “It doesn’t work that way here – not for the likes of me, anyway.”

“You’re only a twenty.”

“Yes.” Adrian slapped his legs.

“They’re fantastic legs,” Jason told him. “I saw them the moment you walked into the lounge. I’d say they were your best feature, but then I saw these eyes of yours. And your mouth. You’re very beautiful.”

Sheer disbelief stole the words out of Adrian’s mind for a long moment, and he knew he was gaping stupidly at Jason, until the younger man laughed with the same gentleness. 

“Do I have to be in some dark, smoky club, dressed like a prospector from the Belt, before you’ll let me want you?” The rainbow eyes sparkled with amusement. Mischief. “I’ve never been to any such club, and I wouldn’t know where to find them on Titan Center, even if we had the time to go there, which we don’t. But I do want you. And where I come from, we say so … and offer you breakfast.” The tip of his tongue flicked out over his lips. “What, not interested?” His nostrils flared now, as he took a long deep breath. “That’s not what your body says.”

“Of course I’m interested,” Adrian groaned. “I haven’t been able to think of anything else since I set eyes on you!”

“Good.” Jason glanced up at the chrono, which was mounted over the serving machines. “Then you’ll be sleeping with me tonight. And I do mean sleeping, not just fucking. That comes first, and then you put your head on my pillow and get some sleep.” His expression darkened. “Insofar as any of us is going to get much sleep. Dirk has a plan, but it’s not going to be easy to get out of here – and from the few hints he dropped, none of it will work without you.” He set down the cup and both his big hands cupped around Adrian’s face. “Are you game?”

Adrian could barely breathe. “To work with you? Oh, yes. To crawl under you and let you do unspeakable things to me?” 

Jason’s voice was a husky chuckle. “I’m not going to hurt you, Adrian. You’ve been with enough spacers to know how to play the game. Sure, I’m from Eidolon – you could probably even say I’m an alien! But I’m just a man.”

Just? Adrian could see nothing ‘just’ about it. Jason was much bigger, stronger, warmer, and he suspected also smarter, as well as being as highly charged as any of the fifties. They were sensual creatures, all of them. It was one of the qualities that had made them so irresistible, decades ago, when augmentation was chic and Adrian wanted so badly to be like them.

He might have said all this to Jason, but before he could find the breath to speak, much less coherent words, Jason had leaned forward across the little distance that separated them, and laid his mouth on Adrian’s.

His lips were hot satin, his tongue was wet velvet, and he tasted … slightly sweet, slightly spicy, as if his body chemistry was as fractionally different as the physical form. Adrian had never tasted anything like him, and in an instant, he knew nothing else would do. 

Many of the spacers he had tangled with in the dark, smoky shadows of the dockside clubs were exciting men, handsome, with hard-worked bodies, ink-black tattoos, and the irresistible hunger that came from being out in the wilderness of the Jovian moons for too long, before they made it back to port. The memories were searing, and Adrian would never forget them, but this –

This was like waking out of a dream which left him in a cold sweat, and finding that the reality was warmth, welcome, big arms in which he felt more safe than he had ever dared allow himself to feel, and desire that was as white-hot as anything he had experienced on the docks, without any need to seek the shadows, hide who he was, and what. 

Reality was Jason Erickson, young and healthy and free. There was no chip in his brain, no governor controlling him. Jason was unlicensed, unregistered, he belonged to no one, and he would do exactly as he chose. The sheer notion inspired a vast shiver, and Adrian opened to the kiss. 

He let it overwhelm him, and embraced the knowledge that he was in the arms of what The Pure Light termed a maverick – a fifty who was off the leash, beyond their control. Jason could be very dangerous. Adrian felt the power in his body, and knew Jason could have simply reached out and taken whatever he wanted.

Instead, he was faultlessly careful, as if he were keenly aware that Adrian was smaller, comparatively slender, oddly fragile. Minutes later, he lifted his head away from the kiss and blinked down into Adrian’s eyes, and Adrian gasped like a stranded fish. “See?” he said in the husky voice Adrian had already come to love, “I’m just a man.”

“Just?” Adrian echoed. “Not just. You’re … incredible.”

“I am what I was designed to be.” Jason released him and shrugged. “There’s hundreds like me at home. If you’re coming with us, you’ll see, soon enough.”

“I’m coming with you.” Adrian struggled to get a rein on his thoughts.

“And you’ll also need some augmentations yourself,” Jason said pointedly. “You won’t handle the gravity, or the climate, or the atmosphere on Eidolon without getting some work done. Doctor Lopez can do it for you, or you can go to one of the clinics in Reunion.”

“Clinics?” Adrian summoned a shaky smile. “They used to call them studios back here.” 

“Really?” Jason was surprised. “I never knew that.” His eyes traveled the length of Adrian’s body, head to foot and back. “I wish I could take you to bed right now. I need it!” He caught Adrian’s hand, carried it to his groin and set it over the erection that had lifted inside the thin, soft fabric. “But we don’t have time. Dirk called a briefing, and we have about fifteen minutes to make it.”

He was like an iron bar wrapped in chamois; and he was big, in perfect proportion to the rest of his body. Adrian’s throat constricted. He tried to recall another in his experience who was like this, and could not. The first time was going to be an adventure, and part of him trembled while another part ignited with the thrill of anticipation. For one elongated moment he explored the whole length of Jason’s risen flesh, and then he deliberately took his hand away.

“You offered me breakfast,” he said self-mockingly.

“I did.” Jason’s brows arched.

“Do I get dinner as well?” Adrian listened to the breathlessness of his own voice.

“You can have dinner … but probably not before we do something about this.” Jason nodded in the direction of his lap.

“Some things never change,” Adrian observed, and caught Jason’s right hand. He took it to his belly and set it there, where his own erection was more concealed, more confined and a great deal more uncomfortable, in the charcoal gray pants which were the uniform of the government goon.

“Ah.” Jason palmed him, charted him, and released him. “Nice.”

“Not in your league,” Adrian warned.

But Jason only shrugged. “Who says you have to be? We’re two different people. But if you wanted to be like me, you could be.” He came to his feet and pulled Adrian up with him. “You can be augmented like any of us. You can have every modification you ever wanted, and a lot more you can’t even imagine yet. Many of them are demanded by Eidolon itself. Human beings were designed by nature to thrive on Earth, but home’s very different. It’s beautiful, but it can also be deadly. My generation take it all for granted, but Dirk and Gina and some of the older ones still glaze over. They obsess about the details instead of just living there.” He gave Adrian a lopsided smile. “It’s just home.”

“Just home.” Adrian tipped back his head and closed his eyes. “I haven’t had a home since I was fifteen. My legs were smashed, my parents were killed. I walked away from it as a twenty, lived with my aunt and uncle, and Max – the cousin I mentioned. He vanished, as I told you. He’s in a camp somewhere in the Belt.” 

“And there’s nothing we can do for him,” Jason said gravely. “I wish there were, but we can’t take the Gilgamesh so deep into this system.”

“I know.” Adrian took a deep breath as his glands began to subside for the moment. “If you tried, you’d only run face-first into the Army. They’d be pleased to take the Gilgamesh apart, and they could do it easily. She’s not a warship.”

Jason’s eyes were troubled. “There’s so many like us in this system. The forties and fifties. The fifties are all chipped?”

“Except for those who’re fugitives, and God knows what became of them. They call them mavericks.” Adrian sighed heavily. “All the fifties they could get hold of are chipped, and … it stinks. You have to know they’re sometimes abused.”

“I can imagine,” Jason said grimly. “I also know they’re a great deal smarter than you realize, Adrian. Chipped or not, they’re perfectly capable of skulking, subterfuge and treason, especially if there’s a corpus of people like me and Dirk out there, free in places like the Belt and the wrong side of the Jovian system. It could take thirty years to organize a revolt, tear down this bastard government, or at least wrangle liberty for people like us, but they can do it. I wish we could help them, but we can’t even contact them. The signal lag is too long, and if they did transmit any reply, they’d only give away their location to your Army.”

He was right, and Adrian breathed another long sigh. “They’re on their own, aren’t they?”

“Yes.” Jason rested both hands on his shoulders. “I need to scan you, do you mind?”

“Scan me?” Adrian dragged his mind back to the present.

“To make sure you’re not carrying ten layers of conditioning. A minefield in your brain, waiting to go up in our faces,” Jason apologized. “It won’t take more than a few minutes, if you’ll cooperate.”

Adrian looked up into his face, which was sun-brown and smooth with youth. “What do you want me to do?

“Just come into the psyche lab with me.” He beckoned Adrian aft of the lounge. “I’m going to give you a mild sedative – it’ll wear off in half an hour, and it’s only going to make you dozy, not zonk you out of your skull. I need to look at your brain patterns.”

“You can do this yourself?” Adrian asked doubtfully. “You don’t need a specialist, somebody like Doctor Lopez?”

“She’s a surgeon. Me?” Jason turned his head, and deliberately lifted aside the band which Adrian had been trying hard not to look at, in the interests of politeness.

It circled his neck, not quite like a collar, and beneath it, he saw what he had been imagining. The dark orifices of two sockets, one on either side, soft synthetic tissue the color of dark charcoal and glossy with moistness which looked almost biological.

“I’m an interface designer,” Jason said levelly. “You know about this, don’t you? I’ve seen you looking! And no, I don’t mind. It’s no big deal, where I come from. I’m an AI analyst. I’m modified to jack right in, swim in the same cyber ocean as the big AIs. One of the first things we learn is how to monitor and interpret human brain patterns, because it’s critical to understand our own brain functions before we go anywhere near the AIs. They can burn us right out, you know.”

In fact, Adrian knew very little about this, beyond the rumored lore of the augmented sexuality of AI techs. “I didn’t get much of an education in the sciences,” he admitted. “I took a business degree. I wanted to work for Chow-Rosenberg, but they wouldn’t have a twenty in the building.”

“The starship designer.” Jason was surprised, impressed. “That would have been an excellent career. Well paid, I imagine – a good choice. On Eidolon, we don’t have those choices. Well, not yet. There’s only the one shipyard, and it belongs to the colony as a whole. Industry is all still powered and controlled by the expedition. We’ve always thought of ourselves as ‘the Gilgamesh mission,’ with our strings being pulled, more or less, from Earth.” His face filled with shadows. “This incident, right now, right here, is going to change all that. Eidolon is going to be cut loose. The daughter colony is about to fly solo. No more strings being pulled. No one to answer to but ourselves. And I guess we need to start thinking about our own industry, our own future, since we’re not welcome back here.”

He had returned to the door as he spoke, and was waiting for Adrian. They walked twenty meters aft, and the lights came up automatically as they stepped into a small lab. A single examination bed was set up, flanked by a battery of equipment Adrian could not hope to recognize, and one workstation. 

And the exam bed was too high. It was designed for people of the stature of Jason, not Adrian. For several moments Adrian looked around for a step stool, and saw nothing. “Here, let me,” Jason offered, and without hesitation simply took Adrian and hoisted him up onto the bench, as Adrian himself might have manhandled a child, or a small woman. 

Adrian gave a disgusted grunt. “And you say I can have the modifications? I’m not going to go through the rest of my life as a midget?”

“A – what?” Jason laughed. “You’re not a midget! There’s nothing in the world wrong with you. Don’t be modified because you don’t like who and what you are, Adrian. I think you’re gorgeous just the way you are.”

“You do?” Adrian looked down at himself, and for the first time he began to see the gulf of difference that had opened up between the humans of the two neighboring star systems. The generation that had grown up native to Eidolon was already very different. It was just sixty years since the first landing, and fifty since the first births were recorded there. 

“You’re perfect,” Jason told him. “If you want to be modified, go ahead … but don’t do it because you think you have to be, or ought to be, someone else.”

“You like this – this form.” Adrian settled back. “I always thought it was boring. I was never much, physically.”

“Now you’re fishing for compliments,” Jason observed, amused. “I’ll show you how boring you are, soon as I can get you alone for an hour. Now, shush and let me do this, or we’ll miss the briefing and I’ll have Dirk on my case. If he chews on me, you can tell him whose fault it was we didn’t show. You’re on this crew now.” He hesitated. “Aren’t you? Or, you will be after I’ve run these scans.”

“Yes,” Adrian said, soft and breathless as Jason leaned over him to set up a machine he did not recognize. “Yes, I think I will be.”

Done with the machine, he stripped the top of the uniform skinsuit down to his waist and tied it off there, revealing a broad, smooth chest, the great slabs of hard-worked pectorals and a taut, flat belly. The hair on his chest was like blond swan down, and his nipples were a deeper gold than the rest of him, taut, not quite rucked. Adrian wondered if they were sensitive, and knew they would be. The augmentation was one of several simple modifications that had been popular so many years ago; few guys could resist the temptation.

As Adrian watched, Jason slapped a set of six monitor leads onto his own chest, and deliberately took the band from his neck. His interface sockets were open, and Adrian caught his breath as he saw them. If Jason had one physical weakness, it was these augmentations. He had noticed Adrian’s interest and paused, turning his head to let him see. 

In this light the sockets were velvet black; they might have been tattoos. “You’ve never seen these?”

“Only in images.” Adrian reached up with careful fingers, and touched the left. “These augmentations weren’t known twenty years ago – or, not among the public. The starshippers probably had them –”

“They did.” 

“– and then the government cracked down on everything and it was all over,” Adrian finished. “Do they hurt?”

“Not since the week they were done,” Jason said frankly. “They were quite painful for a few days, but it was well worth it. They’re prerequisite in my line of work, anyway. If I wanted to be an AI engineer, I didn’t have a choice.” He was fiddling with monitor leads, and leaned over Adrian again to adhere two to his temples, two to the back of his neck, and two just below his collar bones.

“What do you want me to do?” Adrian willed his glands to settle down. He cultivated thoughts of glacial ice marching toward a frozen ocean … lakes of liquid methane and ammonia on the surface of Titan … the great ice asteroids of the Oort cloud. Anything but Jason, who was bare to the hips, like pale gold, wreathed in the warm scent of young male and a strange cologne with the tang of another world.

“Just close your eyes and relax,” Jason told him. “Try to be calm.”

“With you this close, and half naked?” Adrian demanded shakily.

“Sorry. I’m not helping, am I? But this will.” Jason was adjusting a hypo pump, and held it against the base of Adrian’s neck. “It’s only a mild sedative, as I promised. And yes, I adjusted the dose for someone with your light body mass.”

Adrian might have made some smart remark, but the shot hit him in every cell, and in an instant his limbs were as heavy as his eyelids. He watched, half tranced, as Jason uncoiled a pair of filamentary cables, and jacked in. The plugs fit his sockets without a sound; they were moist, glistening with some viscous moisture, as if they were alive – as if Jason’s sockets were live tissue. Adrian wondered if Eidolon tech had been able to design some hybrid between synthetic and biological tissue, and tried to remember to ask later, when he could think and speak.

And then his mind turned to color and pure sound, and he might have been in an odd kind of freefall where his thoughts were more buoyant than his flesh and soared out of his skull. What the hell had Jason given him? Adrian had used a variety of recreational substances, all of them legal, all expensive, but he had never experienced anything like this. He might have called it an out-of-body experience, save that there were no visions of any afterlife, no heavenly voices and visitations of long-deceased loved ones.

Instead, it was Jason’s voice in his ears, asking him questions which individually made sense but collectively seemed absurdly unrelated. What was his mother’s name? Did he have a dog, when he was a boy? Did cats make him sneeze? Where did he go to school? What was the name of the lover who took the gift of his virginity? Who was his favorite performing artist? What was his favorite movie?  Did he like pasta? Beer? Was he a top by nature, or a bottom? Did he prefer squash or racquetball? Had he ever slept with a woman? Could he dance? Did he like flowers? Did he ever think about the breasts of women? What was his favorite restaurant on Ganymede? Did he prefer white or red wine? Was he allergic to anything? Did he prefer his men cut or uncut? What was his favorite food? Did he like the color blue?

There were hundreds of questions from the mundane to the utterly outrageous, and all Adrian had to do was think the answer before Jason went on to the next, as if he did not need to even hear the answer. As if, Adrian thought dreamily, it was the brainwave patterns triggered by the questions that were important, not the answers to the questions themselves, which were an odd, random jumble.

He lost track of time, but just as the sedative was wearing off he felt Jason removing the leads from his temples and neck. He cracked open his eyes and looked up. Jason’s face was close, and smiling. Adrian hunted for words and found his mouth a little uncooperative.

“You got what you wanted?”

“Of course.” Jason leaned down and kissed him with a teasing flick of his tongue. “I knew you were on the level, but Dirk wanted to be sure, and I learned a long time ago to trust his instincts. He leaned on his palms, one on either side of Adrian. “You look beautiful when you sleep.”

“I wasn’t asleep,” Adrian protested.

“Close enough. I gave you a little too much. Sorry.” He sat up and reached for the neckband which protected those sockets. It went on smoothly, and he shrugged back into the skinsuit as Adrian watched. “Do you think you can stand?”

“If I can lean on you,” Adrian guessed. 

“Let me help.” Jason took him by the shoulders, turned him around and set his feet on the deck. “Dizzy?”

“A little. It’s clearing.” Adrian worked his neck around. “What the hell is that stuff?”

“Morpulin. It’s an organic, native to Eidolon.” His eyes were thoughtful. “We have a whole repertoire of pharmacologicals we would have shared, if we’d been welcome here.” He stood back and looked Adrian up and down. “You’re steadier on your feet. Better?”

“Better.” Adrian put out a hand for balance, and Jason took it.

“Well enough to attend the briefing? We’re ten minutes late, but I don’t think it’ll matter much. There’ll be four million details. Dirk’s going to be hammering out his plan for hours.”

“Well enough,” Adrian decided. “Thirsty.”

“I’ll get a pitcher of water, soon as Dirk’s introduced you to the rest of the merry band. The Morpulin does that to you.” Jason slid an arm around him and urged him to the door, and out.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Seven


 
Most of the same faces were around the briefing table, and they were bleak indeed. Lopez was absent – working on the troopers who had come aboard with Representative Balfour – but Buckner was drinking green tea while he worked on a palmtop, conferencing with the engine deck’s own discrete AI. Comm specialist Lu was glaring at Gavaskar, who had just handed her four hours’ work, realigning the highband arrays, and doing it by hand. Jennifer Lu could hardly argue or complain. The job was hers, and it would have to be done manually, because Sond still belonged to the government and a nanosecond transmission from it spelled doom for the Gilgamesh.  

And something had to be done about that, Dirk Vanderhoven thought. Fast. He looked along at Cho and Saltzman, the personnel officer and life support systems engineer, and at Cole and McCoy, specialists in reactors and drive. They were going to have their work cut out for them, and he did not envy them the next few days. They could certainly wake a small, hand-picked crew to get through the sheer volume of work, but they were about to pull a shift that would be days long, and in which they would probably not close their eyes.

Sond, however, was well outside their field, and as Jason appeared in the conference room – fifteen minutes late and a pace ahead of Adrian Balfour – all eyes fell speculatively on him. Dirk might have outlined what he wanted of his Executive Officer, but from the look on Jason’s face, he already knew. Sond was his assignment, and he must be feeling the weight of responsibility. The liberty of every man and woman on this ship rested on his shoulders. This bid for freedom started and ended with him.

In the middle of the table, the threedee display was filled with a slowly rotating model of the Gilgamesh. Segments of her were illuminated in various colors marking out the trouble spots, and the department heads who had gathered here were making notes.

“We can speak freely in this room, Jason,” Vanderhoven said by way of greeting as Jason showed the stranger to a chair and fetched him a jug of water and a glass from the cooler in the corner. “Buck made damned sure the feeds, in and out, were down before we said so much as a syllable. Sond can’t see or hear us.”

“Thank gods for tender mercies,” Jason said tersely as he slid into the seat at Adrian’s right. “And I say that with a shiver, because AIs are where I live, and what in hell they’ve done to ours, I don’t honestly know. Yet.” He clasped his hands on the table before him. “What do you want me to do?” The tone of his voice said, he already knew. And he was not looking forward to it.

Vanderhoven looked from face to face. “What we’re attempting here has never been done before – which doesn’t mean it can’t be done, and won’t be done. But we’re breaking new ground, and every one of us needs to take a great deal more care than usual. We’re trying to turn this ship around and get her out of the Sol system, out of the reach of The Pure Light, before they can get to us. And to do this, we need to get her refurbished and refueled for the haul back home.”

Everyone at this table knew the work usually took three months with full drydock facilities. They were about to do it in three days, coupled up at a freighter dock with precious few amenities. Inevitably, corners would be cut and risks would be taken, but Vanderhoven was determined to minimize them. 

“Before we can do anything,” he said quietly, “we must recover control of our own AI. If we don’t, we might as well put up our hands and let the government take us in for … processing.” Again, his eyes moved from face to face, and his brow creased deeply. “This is still an option, and we should examine it seriously before we commit to a scheme that’s full of its own hazards. Let’s all be very clear about what submission means. I’ll ask Representative Balfour to outline what’s ahead of us, if we fall into, or surrender ourselves to, government hands.” 

Their faces turned to Adrian now, and he stood, hands clasped at his back, spine rigid. He might have been addressing the Ganymede Congress as he said, “Ladies and Gentlemen, it’s my intense displeasure to have been a part of the system, and I want you to know, I worked for The Pure Light under coercion. I’m a twenty. My legs are augmented … and I wanted to be much more than this. Many years ago, I wanted only to be like you. I still want this, and I expect to be modified when the Gilgamesh has returned home. 

“I know I’m leaving behind a great many people who are more like you than like me … the forties and fifties who passed into government hands, became government property, just over twenty years ago … and I’m sad, ashamed, to be leaving them. However, there is absolutely nothing we can do to help them. Not on this voyage. Even trying to help them will only commit all of us to the same purgatory.

“In this system, everyone I see around this table is an illegal form. You won’t be euthanized; thank gods, even now there’s no law of execution. Even The Pure Light hasn’t gone that far. However, they’re not about to let you maintain your liberty or your human rights. Fifties are registered, licensed. You’ll belong to government, industry or the military; your work will be in scientific experiment, offworld exploration and mining, and in the field, in uniform like my own security squad, defending and upholding the government position. You could find yourself fighting to uphold the very government you despise.

“If you believe you’d have any right of arbitration regarding the process, take a moment to study my squad. Each was chipped at the time he or she was taken into custody. The control chip is seated in the base of the brain and affects both the central nervous system and the endocrine system. The chip compels one to some ‘desired behavior,’ meaning a directive, an order. It ensures complete obedience, no matter what is required. To all intents and purposes, the chipped individual becomes a puppet … or a slave, if you prefer the harshest term.

“So long as you do strictly as you’re told, you’ll be well fed, clothed, warm, and you might have the opportunity to procreate, though you’ll be told when, and with whom. Your lives would be far from dull, but much of your work would go against every belief you ever held. It is possible,” he mused, “though you must understand this is only speculation, that the fifties of this system could eventually conspire to bring about the downfall of The Pure Light. It’s highly probable that a number of unchipped, maverick fifties remain at large in this system, though I personally have no proof to give you. In fact, they ought to be working toward the downfall of The Pure Light at this time.” He was looking directly at Jason as he said all this. “However, I can offer you no guarantees, and no time frame. 

“If you surrender yourselves to the authorities, either here at Titan Central or at the industrial docks above Ganymede, your lives will be safe. You won’t be free, but you’ll be in no immediate jeopardy. You’ll be transferred to holding cells, and from there to a military hospital, under the guard of people like my troopers, until you’ve undergone the surgery. Your brain implants will be removed. Your ability to perceive comm traffic will be confiscated, like your ability to upload knowledge and skills direct to cortical augmentations. The control chip, also known as a governor, will be installed in the same operation, and upon full recovery you’ll be reassigned.”

Here, he fell silent for a moment and shrugged. “It’s far from the lives and liberties you’ve enjoyed, and for those of you who are native to Eidolon, like Jason Erickson, it’s a bitter pill. I’m ashamed to have allowed myself to be coerced into the service of this government, and I can only plead cowardice. I’ve spent most of my adult life terrified of being picked up as a subversive and sent to one of the camps in the Belt and on Mars. If you haven’t heard of these, be grateful. 

“They’re essentially industrial sites where inmates trade labor for the supplies to stay alive, and sentences are long. The shortest is twenty years; the longest is fifty. My own cousin is in such a camp. I know, fact, I wouldn’t have survived. So I let myself be intimidated into doing a job of which I’m thoroughly ashamed. 

“You have the right to view me as suspicious and untrustworthy, since I appear to have changed my colors at the earliest opportunity, but I can assure you, I’ve never belonged to The Pure Light. At sixteen, I idolized the augmented sportsmen and dancers and I had an ambition to be like them. Perhaps to qualify for a place on a colony ship one day.” He spread his hands, an ironic gesture. “Here I am, and if I have to earn your trust one day at a time, I will. Captain?”

He turned to Vanderhoven, waiting to be told if Dirk wanted anything more from him, but the briefing had been comprehensive. Vanderhoven motioned for him to sit, and leaned forward over the table to study the faces of his crew. “I’m not seeing a way, much less a reason, for any of us to accept the treatment that’s waiting for us if we’re taken into custody. I’m going to assume you people speak for your departments, so I’ll ask for a simple show of hands. Does anyone here vote in favor of surrender?”

Not one hand was raised, and Vanderhoven nodded, satisfied. “We’re all on the same page. The only alternative I can see is to turn the Gilgamesh around and get the hell out of this space by the same route we came in. If we’re going to do this, we have no time to spare. Mister Balfour, when would we be expected to dock at Ganymede?”

“Tomorrow,” Adrian told him. “It’s only a ten hour flight. I was supposed to come out here, read you your rights, and if you didn’t fall into line and salute like good little toy soldiers, my security squad would summon backup from Titan Central. Inside of two hours, you’d all have been under the gun with forty troopers aboard, and anyone who put up a fight would be a mess of blood. Or dead.” He looked apologetically down the table. “This is still the plan, as far as Titan Central is concerned, and you should be aware, the clock is ticking.”

“Meaning, the local authorities are waiting for a signal from you,” Jennifer Lu guessed.

“Yes. I’ll soon have to check in with the government bureau. They’re waiting for me at this moment, and if they don’t get an intelligent message inside the next hour, they’ll be contacting me, or sending a platoon to secure the dock, or both.”

“Then you’d better call them,” Vanderhoven said tersely. “And you’d better have a good story for them. A sound reason for why the Gilgamesh won’t be shoving off in the next few hours.” He looked along at Buckner. “We don’t want to take the ship any deeper into the system. We’ll start running into Army vessels, just short of the Jovian system, and our chances of making it out go down dramatically. Mister Balfour?”

“This is correct,” Adrian affirmed. “Any reason you give for staying at the docks here has to be absolutely watertight.”

“I’m Ro Buckner. Call me Buck.” The engineer offered his hand, and Adrian shook it briefly. “I’m the Chief of Engineers, and if you want this ship immobilized, give me a half hour, and then she’s going nowhere till a crew’s pulled three, four shifts around the clock.”

“Do it,” Vanderhoven growled. “Engine ignition?”

“The sequencers are about to go haywire,” Buckner agreed. 

“Can you sabotage them without Sond knowing about it?” Jason asked in a sharp, taut tone. “If the AI gets any hint of this, we’ll have military ships down on us like a load of bricks.”

“That’s the sticky point,” Buckner admitted. His brows arched at Jason. “I was hoping you’d be able to get Sond unjammed before I start.”

“I know.” Jason rubbed his palms together. “And it’ll be delicate, because of the comm stream.” He looked sidelong at Adrian. “You know that Titan Central transmits to Ganymede and Earth, unbroken telemetry streams. Right now, she’s relaying Gilgamesh data in realtime. As soon as I get into the AI and start to meddle, the telemetry has to stop dead, because she’ll only report that I’m in there and messing around. Again, you’re back to the Army coming down hard on us.”

“And we’re history,” Buckner whispered.

“We need to fudge it, don’t we?” Lu looked from Cho to McCoy and back. “We’re going to need to fabricate a couple of hours’ worth of telemetry that looks two hundred percent kosher, and then we’ll dovetail it in, replace Sond’s transmission with our fake, while Jason goes in to fix what’s busted. If we’re good enough, smooth enough, Titan’ll never know the difference, and they won’t pick up the moment when we switched over.”

“Can do?” Jason was looking at Lu now. Comm systems were her own field, no one was better qualified.

“Sure,” she told him. “But you’ll need to give me a couple of hours to get it together. Understand, it has to be perfect as cut diamonds. If I just throw some old thing together, any top-line AI will pick it to pieces in minutes, and again, they’ll have us.”

“Two hours?” Vanderhoven hazarded.

“Three,” Lu said slowly. “Be sure.”

“Three,” he agreed. “Which gives the rest of us some breathing space to make plans, schedules, before we start. We want a crew out of cryo, but keep it to as small a number as we can manage, people. We’re not supplied to run for a week with forty awake. Will thirty do it?”

For some moments the Gilgamesh department heads looked at each other, before Gavaskar – Starship Operations – and Saltzman – the personnel officer – made noises of agreement.

“Thirty, minimum,” Marina Saltzman said carefully, “but also thirty maximum, because that’s how far our consumables will stretch, supposing this thing goes pear shaped and we don’t get to resupply before we shoot out of this system so fast, our tail feathers are smoking.”

“All right.” Vanderhoven frowned at Jason now. “This gives you three hours, Jay, to prepare for whatever you’re going to do to, or with, Sond. The rest of you, be absolutely sure who you’re retrieving from cryo – and think through the work before you commit to it. The drive ignition is going down, a few hours from now. This will be the priority engineering project before we can move one meter away from this dock … but we also need to refurbish the ship’s critical systems, and there’s the small matter of fuel.”

A groan raced around the table, and Vanderhoven handed the question to Nathan Cole and Meiling McCoy. Cole was young to be a drive specialist, but he was the best. McCoy was not much younger than Vanderhoven himself, with thirty years’ experience in the big reactors which powered ships like the Gilgamesh. 

“Fuel,” McCoy muttered. “Take it as read, we can’t just transmit a formal requisition and have Titan refuel us, so we’re going to have to get out there and get our own.”

The stranger in their group was Adrian Balfour. He still looked skittish, Vanderhoven thought, as if he expected to be assaulted for participating in the discussion. “You want to steal a fuel load, ma’am?” His voice was hoarse with dread.

“I’m McCoy, Meiling.” She was out of reach, and settled for a wave rather than offering her hand. “Stealing fuel? Sure, if you think we can get away with it. We’re burning fluorine 9. Titan has it?”

They were looking at him for answers now, and Adrian stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Titan should certainly have it,” he said slowly, “but whether they have enough to fuel a ship this size for a voyage this long is another question. Also, Titan’s docks are very similar to those on Ganymede. Security is tight as a drum. I … know a few things about docks.” 

He glanced aside at Jason, and Vanderhoven saw his cheeks warm with a blush. He had his secrets to hide, Dirk thought ruefully. So the government goon was also a human being. And he was head over heels in lust for the XO of the Gilgamesh. His eyes dilated as he looked at Jason, and Jason’s nostrils flared in response to the tide of pheromones Adrian could do nothing to quell.

“So give me alternatives,” Vanderhoven prompted, looking at McCoy and Cole. “There has to be something.”

“Oh, sure,” Nathan Cole said slowly. “We’ve got the drones, and for once we’ve gotten lucky. There’s plenty of fluorine, loads of it, in the atmosphere of Saturn. We’re also lucky Saturn’s a whole lot easier to work with than Jupiter. If you’d asked me to put drones into the atmosphere of Jupiter, I’d have given you long odds on success because of the radiation belts. Drones get fried. Two out of three wouldn’t even make it back to the ship with their tiny little brains intact, and the few that got home would have come back so hot, we’d have to treat them as a hazmat threat. Saturn? No sweat. We just need to get the drones rigged, and set up a tractor to get them in and out.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Vanderhoven hunted for a faint smile. “How long to gather the fuel, once you can get the drones in?”

“Say, a day to get it together, a day to refine it,” Cole mused. “Sounds about right, Mei?”

“About,” she mused, “Give or take a shift. Remember, we’re not pulling the fluorine 9 itself out of the atmosphere of Saturn. The drones are sucking up the pure stuff. It needs to be processed before it’s any good to us.” She was nodding slowly. “Two days to get it up and refined, and a third day to fuel the engines, get them up to speed. How’s that sound, Buck?”

The engineer had fetched himself a third coffee. “Doable,” he decided. “After I get the ignition back online, Nathan and I will be turning those engines inside out and upside down.” He gave Vanderhoven a dark look. “They’re not rated for a ten year flight, Dirk, and this is what you’re asking of them. Five years out to this shithole of a system, and five years home, with a crappy little minor service in between?” His head shook ominously. “Never been done before.”

“I know that,” Vanderhoven admitted. “And here’s the real bottom line, people.” They were looking at him, hanging on every syllable, and they were all far too smart for them to need him to spell it out. He did anyway, for the record. “There’s going to be risks. We either accept them, or we don’t. We look at the percentages and make the decision. Do we stay, and let The Pure Light chip us and hold us on the leash, registered and licensed, for years or for life? Or do we play the percentages?”

For some moments the silence was thick enough to be sliced with a knife, and then it was Jason who said levelly, “It all depends on those percentages, doesn’t it? You give me good odds, and I’ll gamble. Tell me I’ve got only one chance in ten of making it through, and I might just take the option of the chip, and see if I can work out some way to break my programming, get my life back, and wreak absolute bloody havoc for the lunatic government here.” He arched his brows at his crewmates. “So tell me these odds, give me something to make the decision with.”

The numbers were not so easy to estimate, and the only one who was qualified to make the guesstimate was Buckner himself. He did not answer quickly, and three times he went back to his palmtop and ran complex series of calculations. Vanderhoven waited with rapidly decreasing patience until the engineer sat back and swiped up his coffee.

His eyes were dark, shadowed, as he looked down the table. “Now, I can be dead wrong … but I’m not. One chance in forty I’m wrong and the job can’t be done.” He glanced at Jason. “Nice enough odds for you, Jay?”

“Pretty odds,” Jason assured him. “I’ll gamble the whole voyage’s pay on those odds.”

“All right.” Buckner drained the coffee mug and set it down. “So now I’ll tell you how this is going to play out. Let’s get it right guys, because if we stink it up, we won’t even live to apologize. We’re cool?”

“We’re hanging on every word, Buck,” Cole said acidly.

“These engines are big and dirty and very, very simple,” Buckner began in bald terms. “The only thing about them that ever causes engineers any grief is the drive sequencing. Now, I can spend three months going over every part of every engine with a microscope, but in thirty years of working with these puppies I’ve never seen anything go wrong at the nuts and bolts level. When it goes bung, it goes bung in the electronic guts – the sequencing. Every time.

“So I’m going to follow pure gut instinct. I don’t have time to look at the nuts and bolts … but I can spend three days taking the sequencers apart right to the bare cables and plugs. I can look at over eighty percent of the guts of the system, and I know, like we’ve always known, what goes wrong, and where, and how. I’ll pull up the records from the last refurbishment, and see what was wrong, and fixed, last time. 

“If something was fixed with a new one at Reunion right before we shipped out on this wild freakin’ goose chase, I’ll play the odds and not waste time I haven’t got triple-checking something that’s going to be just fine.” He laced his fingers on the table before him. “Understand. If this was Reunion High Dock, and I caught one of my crew doing something like this, I’d fire his ass off the job so fast, he wouldn’t know what day it was, then I’d have the College of Engineers strike him right off the rolls. 

“But this is how I’ll get you through the whole preflight schedule, Dirk, with about one chance in forty that there’ll be a major problem before we see home. If,” he added darkly, “you’ll put your paw print on the authorization to cut the corners.”

Vanderhoven discovered a genuine chuckle. “You mean, if anything goes wrong, it’s my ass in a sling, not yours?”

“That’s what I mean,” Buckner said blithely. “I don’t have the authority. Don’t want it. The job puts you in the hot seat.”

“One chance in forty?” Vanderhoven echoed.

“Or forty-five.” The engineer gestured with the palmtop. “Hey, I got a wife and three kids back on Eidolon. By the time we get home I’ll be a grandfather twice over. I’m not in the business of taking chances with the rest of my freakin’ life … and I’m not bloody staying here. I’m going home. Who’s coming with me?”

Hands raised, right around the table, and Vanderhoven was pleased to join them. “Jen, Marina, Adam, make up the crew rosters. You’re going to wake twenty besides ourselves, and follow Buck’s model. We can’t do a full refurbishment in three days – it’s not doable, even with a full crew aboard and dock facilities. But we can go over every accessible part of this ship in the same amount of time, and we’ll know what’s critical and what can be trusted to hold itself together long enough to get us home. I’m not going to sit here and tell you all how to do your jobs. And Jen, it all starts with you.”

It all began with the telemetry stream which would have to be faked and then expertly dovetailed into Sond’s transmissions. Only when Jennifer Lu had a two hour package assembled could any of the real work actually begin – and then it pivoted on Jason, who would interface with the AI, remove the command overrides from Sond, give the Gilgamesh back its autonomy.

Jen Lu pushed back from the table and hugged both arms around herself as if she were cold. More likely scared stiff, Vanderhoven knew. She gave him a smile filled with bravado. “I’m on it. I’ll work in here, since you’ve got this place secure against Sond. Damn, that sounds weird. You usually think of Sond as your lifeline. Jay, I’ll tell you when I’m ready, and we’ll set up for the transmission and then your interface.”

“Three hours?” Jason was on his way to his feet.

“Yeah.” She pulled her hands back through the mass of her dark hair. “Marie, Adam, do you want to get some food in here? I’m starving, and this isn’t going to be quick.”

The other two were on their way to the galley and Vanderhoven let the meeting break up in its own time. He beckoned Jason a little distance away from Adrian, and when they were out of earshot he asked,

“We can trust the man?”

“Implicitly,” Jason told him. “He’s so full of remorse, he’s going to be on a guilt trip till we get signals from Earth, telling us the mavericks we’re hearing rumors about have taken charge and dragged down this goddamned travesty of a government.”

“They’re working on it?” Vanderhoven hazarded.

But Jason could only sigh. “I don’t honestly know. But Adrian’s pretty sure a whole lot of them evaded capture in the very early days, right around the time of the purge, and scuttlebutt says they’re still out here somewhere. You and I would be. We’d be hiding out, working, building some sort of a platform we could fight from, or perhaps infiltrate.” He looked down at himself, and then glanced at Adrian. “We don’t exactly have the option of passing incognito on human streets, so I’d be guessing it’ll come go a standup fight, in which case my money would be on us.”

“Balfour says so?” Vanderhoven was frowning at Adrian.

“He has no hard facts. But I’d have to make the guess,” Jason said carefully. “Turns out, after the purge there were a lot of these mavericks, Dirk. People exactly like us. A lot would have been athletes, performing artists, but some would have been starshippers under training, crews waiting for assignment. The starshippers at least, if not the others, would have been in a position to get enough early warning to see the purge coming. They’d have bugged out fast, and if they did – please gods, they did! – they should still be at liberty. Probably in the Belt, where it’s easy to hide and drone mining is rich. There could be thousands like us, Dirk.”

“And far too many like the security goons who came in with Balfour,” Vanderhoven added. “They didn’t run fast enough or far enough – or they trusted the authorities to deal fairly with them, and learned the hard way. They’re still in surgery, incidentally. Buck made sure the medbay was one of Sond’s blind spots before Lopez started on them. Give her another hour … and meanwhile, Representative Balfour has a call to make. I believe the clock is ticking, yes?”

“It is,” Jason agreed. 

“You like him, don’t you?” Dirk smiled up at his XO.

“What’s not to like?” Jason chuckled. “He’s gorgeous. What, you don’t think he’s gorgeous?  I never saw anyone like him.”

“He’s a natural born human, except for the legs.” Vanderhoven laid a hand on Jason’s arm. “You made absolutely sure…?”

“Of course. And I’ll keep an eye on him,” Jason promised. “I won’t let him out of my sight. Don’t worry about him.”

“I’m not worried about him,” Vanderhoven said mildly. “I have plenty to fret about without Adrian Balfour concerning me! He’s hot for you, too. You going to sample the delights of the natural born human?”

“Yes.” Jason indulged himself in a broad, sensual smile. “Yes, I am. As soon as he’s got Titan Central off our backs … well, with the slightest bit of luck I’ll be on his … carefully, delicately. Damnit, Dirk, look at him! I’m half afraid to touch him, in case I break him!”

“Luck?” Vanderhoven echoed, and chuckled. He watched Adrian come to his feet, and gave Jason a small push. “Go. Let him do his job.”

“While I wait for Jen Lu.” Jason shivered slightly. “Damnit, Dirk, how did this happen?”

“We misjudged the humans of Earth,” Vanderhoven said levelly. “Like the poor sods who were turned into Adrian’s security goons, we thought more of them. We were wrong, and it’s not a mistake we’ll be making again. If we get out of here, Jason, it’ll be by the skin of our teeth. You know that, don’t you?”

“I know it,” Jason said grimly. “I also have to believe we can do it.”

So did Vanderhoven. He watched without comment as Jason returned to the man who was still essentially a stranger. They spoke in undertones, and Adrian tugged at his jacket, ran both hands over the unruly mass of his hair. Balfour would know exactly what the authorities at Titan Central needed to hear, and Jason would be right beside him, just out of vid pickup range, monitoring every syllable.

“Have a little faith,” Vanderhoven told himself, and headed out in search of a meal before he tackled the blizzard of his own work.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Eight


 
He was nervous, Jason knew. The sharp scents of anxiety and dread were in his nostrils as he followed Adrian to Starship Operations, and showed him to the comm station in the forward port quadrant. They were under Sond’s eye here, but they were safe. 

The AI had no reason to suspect the main cables had been deliberately disconnected in the Infirmary and Conference room, and had reported the faults for maintenance. The problems were in areas which were largely inaccessible to the usual drones, and Buckner had assured Sond he would take care of them personally; he neglected to say when. The AI took him at his word and would check in with him in an hour. Buckner would stall it.

Starship Operations was a hundred square meters of monitors and data processing. The computer core was directly below, in an armored chassis with its own shock absorbers and rad screens. If Sond could be said to live at all – and specialists on the cutting edge swore the most advanced AIs had all the criteria to be judged alive – it lived there. Jason was never sure if Sond were alive or not. It was too easy to argue that he could pull the plug, turn it off, because the same was true of any human. Shut off the oxygen and the heat, and a human being swiftly ‘turned off.’ Humans were fragile. Sond at least could be turned back on, and there was enough buffer in the dynamic memory for its identity to be fully restored. Humans were less fortunate. And some of them, Jason thought, were so fragile, they were frightening.

He had handled children only rarely. His sister had two, but they were both augmented for Eidolon, like himself. At five years old they were heavy, robust, with silver-green eyes and an uncanny intelligence. Jason was the youngest of three siblings – his brother was fifteen years older, his sister eight years older, and none of the people with whom he had worked were family folk. The starshippers rarely were, because of the long cryosleeps. Too much time spent away made them strangers to their own spouses.

The day the Gilgamesh shipped out of Reunion, Jason’s sister, Helen, was about the same age as Adrian was now. Jason knew he was 38, give or take a few months. When the Gilgamesh redocked at home after two years spent in the Earth system, Helen Erickson would be 50, while Jason himself would have aged just a few weeks. He was 30 and a few months, while the calendar would soon show his age as 40. Family folk were not well suited to starshipping. Kids grew up and people grew old too fast while a ship was in flight. 

Human life was short, and human bodies so delicate, Jason thought as he watched Adrian pull up a chair. The man was fascinating. He had the most graceful bones Jason had ever seen; he had fine hands, like a musician, and he was so perfect in every petite line of face and body. Nothing about him was feminine – he was very, very masculine indeed, and yet he had an elegance, an effortless grace, which Jason admired and even envied. 

He knew Adrian desired nothing more than the strength and stature of Jason’s kind, and yet a large part of him hoped Adrian would be content with the strength, the augmented eyes, and would otherwise keep his form. On Eidolon he would be close to unique. People like him – male and female – were considered indescribably lovely, sought out, courted. Perhaps Adrian could be persuaded to take the minimum augmentation and be satisfied to be adored, desired, cherished.

For the moment, he was in charge of the Gilgamesh’s most critical business, and he was tidying the dark curly hair, straightening his collar, as Jason leaned over and brought the comm onto standby. The scents of the natural born human were bewitching, and he laid his cheek against Adrian’s to breathe him in. “I could eat you whole,” he whispered. “In fact, I’m going to do just that, as soon as you get the authorities to stand down and leave us be.” He feathered his lips across Adrian’s ear, breathed into the aural channel. “You can do it, can’t you?”

“I can,” Adrian groaned, “if you stop what you’re doing and let me think. Jason, for godsakes! You’re not making this easier!”

“Sorry.” Jason stood up, but left his hands on Adrian’s shoulders. “It’s all your fault, anyway. You’re irresistible.”

The dark eyes looked up at him, as if Adrian did not believe a word of it, and then he forced his mind to work. “Let me do this. Set up the comm … I know who I’m calling and I know what these bastards want to hear. I’m going to tell them exactly what they need. It won’t take long.”

“It better not,” Jason purred, mocking himself. “I’m not going to be able to keep my hands to myself much longer. You know what we’re like.”

“The fifties,” Adrian whispered, “were always way oversexed. I thought it was the augmentations. I didn’t know it was born in you.”

“It’s a side effect of the prenatal work,” Jason said with complete candor. “A lot of the work is done before we’re even conceived – it has to be, so we’re born with the bone and tissue density. When we mature, a lot of us are terminally horny, but we don’t mature sexually till we’re twenty or so, did you know that?”

Adrian’s eyes had widened. “You mean, you don’t … you can’t … till you’re twenty?”

“It’s another side effect of the same work.” Jason reached over to bring the comm alive. “I was a cactus flower. I matured late. I was way past twenty when the gonads came online for the first time, and man, was I so ready for it! I’d been hanging out with people my age, learning the skills, the arts, and you know how it is. I threw a party, got very drunk, and tried everything I’d learned in the same night.” He chuckled richly. “It was a week before I could walk properly. Comm is online and waiting for you.”

A rosy blush had bloomed across Adrian’s face, and his eyes were dark with dilation, his mouth lush with desire he was doing nothing to hide now. Jason stepped out of the arc of the vid pickup and watched him pull himself together with an effort. He closed his eyes, took a long breath, and visibly organized his thoughts.

Then he thumbed the comm and said in a level, chill voice, “This is Civil Representative Adrian M. Balfour, ID 4476-alpha-gamma-2. Get me the Watch Officer. I’m holding.” And the tone of his voice said, Don’t you dare keep me waiting.

He was good at this. He knew how to play this game, Jason realized, and he would be an asset to the Gilgamesh, and to Eidolon. If the ship made it out of Titan Central, Adrian would be the reason, and in fact its escape began right here, right now. He settled back, leaning on an adjacent workstation, to watch Adrian play his part. 

The Titan AI paged the Watch Officer in moments, and the woman appeared on Adrian’s screen in under a minute. She was long past youth, redhaired, raw boned, quite good looking, but Jason only glanced once at her and then transferred his attention back to Adrian. 

“Representative Balfour, we’ve been waiting for your call.” Her accent was prim, reserved, full of the vowels of Earth itself. “I’m Marshall Angela T. Prouse. How can we assist you?”

“I need no assistance,” he informed her. “I’m delighted to report that the captain of the Gilgamesh is a reasonable individual who sees the folly of defiance. The ship is in no condition to be moved before Chief of Engineers Buckner has had an opportunity to scrutinize its systems. The work is in progress, and the crew is … secure.”

“Mechanical problems?” Prouse echoed. “This information differs from the data received from the AI.”

“Indeed it does,” Adrian said sharply, “and Titan Central needs to be aware that the Gilgamesh AI is one of the malfunctioning systems.”

“Surely not.” Prouse was taken aback. 

Jason knew what she would be feeling. AI failure was a nightmare come true. It was the single fault every spacer, in any ship, feared most. The AI could kill everyone aboard. It could shut down the cryocapsules, flush its human crew into space, suffocate them in their sleep, or simply misreport the health and viability of engines and life support, and let them cruise into disaster.

“The AI was marginally disabled when the government reconfigured it, three days ago,” Adrian was saying. “The malfunction is our doing. It appears our command set overrode the basal programming, and this AI had been redesigned for higher performance since the Gilgamesh was last in this system. We had no way of knowing this, of course. The information regarding the redesign would have been transmitted to Earth, but for reasons of their own, our esteemed commanders neglected to mention it. The result is an AI which is radically unaligned. The Chief Engineer and the AI specialist are fully aware of the situation and will shortly be working to effect a recalibration. A complete shutdown and reboot might be necessary. Until them, Marshall Prouse, I suggest we leave the crew of this vessel to their work.”

“And they’re willing to accept custody?” Prouse was clearly surprised.

“Conditionally,” Adrian admitted. “I was in negotiations with Captain Vanderhoven for well over an hour. I’ve made several guarantees on behalf of The Pure Light, for the fair treatment of his crew.”

“Guarantees?” she echoed doubtfully. “I’ve no authority to uphold any deals made by you, Representative.”

“The authority is mine.” Adrian’s voice was sharp as cut glass. “The crew of the Gilgamesh will remain aboard until we dock at Ganymede.”

“That’s irregular.” She was intent on him now.

“So is taking into custody a crew of starshippers, Marshall. These people are the stuff of which our human legends were made, in the years when you were a schoolgirl. I suggest you recall the stories of your youth, and extend this crew a modicum of the respect it deserves. This is the reason a Civil Representative was assigned to negotiate on behalf of The Pure Light. You didn’t wonder why the AI was allowed to retrieve the Captain and senior crew at all?”

“I wondered,” she admitted, “and of course, you’re right. These are not the usual fugitive mavericks who’ve been wreaking havoc in the Belt.” She hesitated. “Do you need a security squad to back up your own troops?”

“Not at this time. Captain Vanderhoven has negotiated the terms of an amicable custody, with various specific guarantees regarding the future management of his people. They’re getting the glass slipper treatment, Marshall. I’m wearing the velvet gloves … and these people are not fools. They know they could have been received back into the homeworlds by drones delivering them, in cryogen, direct to a military hospital. They realize how fortunate they are, and that their rank permits them some small right of arbitration. How lucky they, as starshippers, will be to hold onto a little of their liberty in recognition of their services to humankind.”

“As you say, Representative.” Prouse was convinced. “My compliments on the success of your negotiations. Should you require the assistance of this office, contact us without hesitation.”

“I will. Thank you, Marshall Prouse. Goodbye.” Adrian thumbed off the comm and leaned back to scrub his face hard with both hands. He groaned through the mask of his fingers. “That’ll hold the buggers for a while.”

“It was perfect,” Jason observed.

“It was a lashed-together pastiche – I made half of it up as I was going along!” Adrian blinked up at him. “I’ve been doing this job for long enough to know the language, and if I tell you the truth, I’ve been shitting bricks over every part of this assignment for so long, I’ve run it in my head a hundred times. I knew how it should go. You guys should be granted preferential treatment, more rights, privileges, than the … what did she say? The usual fugitive mavericks who’ve been wreaking havoc in the Belt.”

“So there are mavericks out there,” Jason whispered. “The rumors are right. I knew they had to be. And these mavericks are causing the authorities some big headaches.” A smile played around the corners of his mouth. “I told you, Adrian. Have faith.”

“It’s easy to have faith in people like you … starshippers, smarter, bigger, stronger … more than human.”

“More than human?” Jason’s eyes moved slowly over Adrian, from the long, elegant legs to the grace of his limbs, the fine loveliness of his face, where even the bones seemed to be made with a delicate artistry. “We are human, Adrian. We’re just different.”

“And I can be like you.” Adrian swung out the chair and got to his feet.

“If you want to be. But not because you think you should be, or have to be.” Jason’s hands fell on his shoulders. “Are you hungry?”

“A little.” Adrian’s tonguetip flicked out over his lips. “But I don’t think I could eat. Not with you standing right there, like … like that.”  

“That’s too bad,” Jason said glibly. 

“Too bad?” Adrian’s eyes had darkened with obvious desire.

“I was going to offer you breakfast.” Jason smiled.

The sense of what he had said percolated through every cell in Adrian’s body in an instant, and he took a breath. “I’ll take breakfast. After.”

“After,” Jason echoed, and touched the intership comm. “Dirk, you there?”

Vanderhoven’s voice whispered at once. “Right here.” 

“Adrian just got off the line with Titan Central. We’re looking good. The call’s recorded, if you want to view it, so … where do you want me now?”

“For the moment, just get yourself prepped to interface with the AI,” Vanderhoven told him. “You know what that means. I know what it means. Get it done, Jason, and be ready when Jen Lu gives you the word. Yes?”

“Yes. Thanks. Out.” Jason thumbed off the comm.

“Uh, prep to interface?” Adrian’s brows rose. “‘You know what it means,’ and … so forth. That sounded dire.”

But Jason only shook his head. “When I jack in,” he said, touching the sockets in his neck, “I must have one hundred percent concentration. I can’t go in with any distractions. Which means I need to take care of them.” He laid a hand on Adrian’s chest, feeling the hard contour of his breast, the warmth of him, the heavy beat of his heart. “And damn, you’re a distraction. I can’t interface like this.”  He nodded at his belly, and below. “You’ll be the death of me.”

“The death?” Adrian’s voice rose. “You can die in there?”

“It’s happened,” Jason admitted, “but only to idiots, and not in a long time. We’re too smart.”

“Too smart to interface when you’re turned on hotter than hell and nursing a boner?” Adrian took a step back from the comm station and looked Jason up and down. “Jen Lu is doing her stuff right now, and then it’s over to you to unlock the AI … so we’re on the clock, loverboy.” His eyes lingered on Jason’s chest and then slid down. “The when part comes down to right now. No more time to beat around this particular bush. So, where?”

Jason slipped an arm around him, enchanted by the petite elegance of the natural human. “My quarters, and you can prep me. You can get me in good shape to go in there and do my job.”

“The next thing you’ll tell me is, I’m the only one who can do this for you,” Adrian scoffed.

It was a joke, and a good one, but Jason tilted his head at Adrian, studied him soberly for a moment and said, “Right now, right here, you are.”

Because there was surely no one else on the Gilgamesh who looked and sounded and smelt like Adrian; and of a sudden, this was all Jason wanted – and he wanted it so badly, with the fifty’s supercharged sexuality, the interface intended to unlock the AI could all too easily injure him. 

He tightened the arm he had rested across Adrian’s shoulders and steered him gently, courteously, out of Starship Operations.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Nine


 
The belly full of butterflies was familiar, though the surroundings were very, very different. Adrian knew every butterfly by its first name, but they usually swarmed (or did butterflies flock?) in places where the lights were low, the music was grinding and the air was so thick with smoke, you could carve it with a knife.

By contrast the Gilgamesh was almost clinical, clean, bright, quiet, with air that smelt mildly sweet and wide, empty spaces that would not even begin to get busy until the bulk of the crew were retrieved. With only fifteen aboard, including himself and his security squad, all of whom were still unconscious, undergoing surgery, the ship was curiously empty. 

Fifty meters aft of the Starship Operations room were the executive quarters. Jason’s cabin was adjacent to Vanderhoven’s, on an outside stretch of the hull with a two-meter observation panel offering a glorious view of Saturn over the cloudy horizon of Titan. Adrian was usually enchanted by such views, but today he barely glanced at it.

The cabin lights were low, and Jason left them low. The room was four meters by six, strewn with his things, and the bed was rumpled. He was no kind of neatness freak, Adrian saw; he was a guy, who left his running shoes halfway between door and bed, dropped his palmtop at the bedside, left two spent mugs on the workspace, abandoned his clothes in a comfortable muddle, and taped a meter-tall poster for a team called the Eidolon Ghostriders to the bulkhead opposite the bed. The cabin could have been pristine perfect, orderly, sterile. Instead, it was rich with Jason’s own personality, and everything about it said welcome, be comfortable. 

Part of Adrian slithered right into the comfort zone. A small part. The rest of him might have been wired to a battery that delivered continual jolts of current into his nerves. He could barely even breathe as the door slid over, and Jason palmed the lock. He turned his back on the incomparable view of Titan and Saturn, and watched, entranced, even dumbfounded, as Jason heeled off the soft deck shoes, broke the velcro at his throat, and simply peeled out of the skinsuit.

It puddled at his feet and he kicked it away in the general direction of the laundry pile. He was clad only in the neckband which protected and concealed his interface sockets as he spread his arms wide and let Adrian look his fill. Free to look, Adrian looked, from the shaggy blond hair that might be chic on Eidolon but would have been scorned in the homeworlds, to the long, tapered legs, and then back to the golden belly beneath which his cock was powerful, thick, standing to attention with excitement. Arresting.

“You like?” Jason prompted at last, when Adrian had been silent ten seconds too long.

“I like,” Adrian told him. “I just don’t believe.” 

“Believe what?” Jason took a step toward him. “Look, if you don’t want to do this, it’s okay. But I’ll ask you to leave, because I have to take care of myself. If I head into an interface with an AI that’s been hijacked, and I don’t have my wits about me, I can get myself mauled. The system can hurt me badly, if I’m idiot enough to let it.”

With a start, Adrian jolted back to reality and gave Jason a look of reproach. “Not a chance in hell, junior.” He was pushing out of his shoes as he spoke.

“Junior?” Jason echoed, with a glance down at himself.

“I’m eight years older than you are, kid,” Adrian reminded him as he dumped his jacket.

“Three,” Jason argued.

“Eight.” Adrian pulled the shirt off over his head and threw it after the jacket. “Five of those years, you were dead asleep in cryogen.”

“True.” Jason’s eyes were vast, and they were not focused on Adrian’s face. They lingered on his chest and belly, absorbing him cell by cell.

Not for the first time, Adrian was very glad he spent far too much time in the gym. Often, he needed the simple release of intense physical work, when the job and the social isolation threatened to overwhelm him. And then, when he hit the docks, wearing another man’s persona, he had to know his body was good enough to impress, because first impressions were everything in the spacers’ bars. There was only ever one glance, one swift, brutal evaluation before the big, handsome, arrogant Belters passed on to the next hopeful.

Adrian’s whole body was hard worked, his muscles taut, his skin pale and smooth. At 38 he was not a kid any longer, but he had never abused himself with garbage food, substances, over-exposure to sunlight, and sleep deprivation. He looked good, and he knew it. The one thing he could scarcely believe was that Jason Erickson was drinking him in, taking him up osmotically. His mouth had softened with longing, and he was intent on the risen, rigid shaft that was average on a normal human but which must be, Adrian knew full well, a good deal less than impressive among the fifties.

But whatever Jason looked for in a man, he was seeing it, right here, right now, and Adrian realized in a moment of blinding intuition, the preferences of Eidolon’s native borns were not the same. People like Jason had grown up in a community where everyone could be augmented, and most people were. Everyone was perfect; everyone could be more than two meters tall, with the shoulders and the limbs of the athlete, the dancer. There were no particular advantages to being tall and built –

And, apparently, every advantage to being different. Uniqueness had become delicious in a community where everyone was perfect, as if, Adrian thought, physical perfection had become a kind of uniform. People wore it every moment and soon ceased to even notice it. And here was Adrian Balfour, with the dark, curly hair that grew haphazardly and defied his attempts to tame it, the comparatively small stature, the slender limbs and the physique that was gym-sculpted, not the result of prenatal design; the eyes that saw only in the visible spectrum, and were blind in the dark, painful in too-bright conditions. 

He swallowed hard as Jason took another step toward him, felt his nipples tighten and his balls pull up in tingling anticipation. “I, uh, have to … prep you for the interface?” he asked, breathless as if he had run the last hundred meters at the anaerobic level. 

“Mmm,” Jason rumbled. “Keep me safe in there.”

“Uh huh.” Very carefully, Adrian reached up to the neckband and barely touched it, wondering what Jason might want, and how he wanted it. The big hands closed over his own and took them away from the band. For a moment Adrian felt an odd thrill of disappointment, but Jason turned his hands over, kissed his palms.

“Not this time,” he murmured. “You have to know how to handle them. Interface sockets were never intended for playing sex games, and they’re damned delicate. We don’t have the chance to linger.” The rainbow eyes smiled. “Not that I don’t trust you, but … another time, all right?”

“You, uh, do this work often?” Adrian’s eyes closed as Jason’s hands fell on his bare chest and the thumbs went unerringly to his nipples.

“It’s my job.” Jason stooped and kissed his neck, his ear.

“I have to prep you every time, before…?” Adrian listened to the hammer of the pulse in his head.

“Mmm hmm.” Jason’s fingers closed on the pebbles of his nipples, rubbing and rolling them, pulling a little. 

“So who…” Adrian yelped as the pleasure peaked and passed over into a fleeting moment of pain before Jason released him. “Who prepped you before I…?”

“Didn’t need it.” Jason’s hands spanned Adrian’s back and pulled him in tight, roaming from shoulders to buttocks. “Nobody else aboard gets me so distracted, I could get myself killed in there.”

“Nobody?” Adrian’s arms went around him. He let himself be pulled in tight, plastered himself against the bigger, broader body and felt the heat, the hardness of the erection that made his mouth water and his insides tremble.

“Not on this voyage.” Jason shifted around and hunted for his lips. “There was one guy in Reunion…” the kiss was deep and possessive “…but not like this. Not like…” another kiss searched Adrian’s mouth to the last molar, and Jason groaned. “Damnit, you’re incredible.”

“I was about to say the same thing,” Adrian said windedly, as if Jason had physically punched him rather than handling with such gentleness, he had never been treated this way before. “I won’t shatter,” he gasped as Jason stepped back. “I’m not made of feathers.”

“No?” Jason took this as his cue. 

He got both arms around Adrian and lifted him, held him till Adrian could wrap his legs – the long, augmented legs that had made nothing but trouble for him – about Jason’s waist to take his own weight. Jason backed him up against the bulkhead by the viewport, set his shoulders there to balance him, and leaned down to kiss until Adrian tasted a drop of blood. He felt the hot, hard shove where he was most tender and caught his breath, knowing what Jason wanted and needed.

“Not ready,” he whispered urgently when he was allowed to speak. “You’re bigger than I ever had, Jason … and, do you have something? Something to use?”

“Stop worrying,” Jason growled against his cheek. “I’m not going to do you till you’re begging me for it, and ready for it. Trust me, beautiful, all right?”

“If I didn’t trust you,” Adrian said honestly, “I wouldn’t be here.”

“Good enough.” Jason’s hands tightened on Adrian’s flanks. “Hold onto me now.”

Adrian took his lead and tightened arms and legs as Jason lifted him off the support of the wall. Two measured strides, a half-turn, and he was on the bed, gasping as Jason took his legs over both shoulders and spread him so wide, the tendons in his hips were stretched till they almost began to protest. He blinked up at Jason out of slitted eyes, but Jason’s own eyes were closed as he palmed Adrian’s swollen genitals and worked them with infinite gentleness. His touch was so light, Adrian wished he would be less cautious.

“I might not be a borg, but I’m a man, Jason,” he said in a breathless voice he barely recognized. “Really, you’re not going to break me.”

“I know.” Jason was looking down at him, intent on the flesh he had cradled in his right hand. “Let me have him,” he murmured. “Can I have him?” He licked his lips. “Let me.”

He was asking?  Home on Eidolon, the beauties asked, as if they were being given a priceless gift? Adrian squirreled this away for future reference and reminded himself – take nothing for granted, not with people who were bred and born to a different culture on a new world. 

“Let me have him.” Jason’s eyes flicked up to Adrian’s, and with his left hand he stroked Adrian’s chest, leaning down only a little, with his long reach, long limbs.

“Oh, you can have him,” Adrian murmured. You can have him to keep, and pet him all you like!

With a quick breath and a flick of his tonguetip, Jason moved back, let Adrian’s legs fall a little, relax a little, and then he put his head down, and for Adrian the cosmos contracted to the eruption of white-hot pleasure as he was swallowed whole, crown to root. Jason had the stature to take every centimeter, while his tongue cut swathes of agonizing delight around the underside of him. Adrian heard his own voice cry out, sharp and high. He reached out, down, and threaded his fingers into the yellow hair, clenched them there, wanting to urge Jason, knowing he did not need to. Jason was eager.

And he was skilled, Adrian realized dizzily, moments later – he knew every nuance of the art, as if he had studied it, and been taught by the best. On Earth, the word ‘cocksucker’ had long been a calculated insult, whether it was applied to a man or a woman. On Eidolon, it seemed the gentle art was respected, and if the word were used at all, it would be just a noun, not the kind of insult that would start a brawl and end in bloody noses. 

He flew Adrian high as a kite, kept him riding a thermal of pleasure which was right on the line where ecstasy was so close to pain, the sensation seemed to oscillate maddeningly between the two. Adrian’s heart raced like a trip hammer. He was moments short of begging for Jason to either finish him or let him rest, when Jason lifted his head and slumped onto the padded deck at the bedside.

They both whooped for air, and as Adrian began to think again he realized Jason was taut as a drawn bow, his whole body trembling. Even the fifty was close to the end of his own endurance, and when Adrian could control his hands, he reached out to him, clenched his fingers into the blond shag of his hair and pulled his head toward a kiss.

“I’m supposed to prep you,” he panted. “I know what you need.”

“And I told you,” Jason groaned, “I wouldn’t do you till you were begging me for it.” 

“You want me to beg?” Adrian sat up now, and pulled both hands over his sweated face. “If that’s what you want, I guess I’ll beg.”

The strange, lovely borg eyes widened as Jason came to his knees at the side of the bed. “You want it? Tell me you want it. Make me know you want it, before I test you.”

“Test me?” Adrian’s belly shivered. “Is that what they call it, on Eidolon?”

“When a fifty takes on someone like you, a natural born.” Jason’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “They say you’re tested to see what you can do.” He made apologetic noises. “Not the same on Earth?”

“No.” Adrian licked his lips. “Home, here, nobody bothers to ask what we can do … or what we like or want or even need. When you put yourself in the field in the pubs and clubs on the docks, you take what you’re given and you consider yourself lucky to get it.”

“Damn,” Jason breathed, “that’s rough.” He sat back on his heels and let Adrian look, again, at the offer he was being made. “Be sure.”

And Adrian’s eyes went to him, drank him in. Jason was beautiful … he was daunting, even intimidating, but he was magnificent, and Adrian was not lying when he said, “Let me have him. I want him. I want him inside … touch my heart, if you can.”

“I can.” Jason swallowed hard. “Or, I can try.” He knelt up and shuffled closer, so Adrian could reach him. “Get to know him. Make his acquaintance. Don’t let him be a stranger.”

A stranger? Adrian almost smiled at the quaint term, and for a moment wondered at the customs and practices of Eidolon. Human culture was drifting rapidly in isolation. It was already so different from anything Adrian knew of the rough world of the Ganymede freighter docks. Jason would probably have been shocked at the vulgar language and careless, often aggressive treatment meted out to those who went there, like Adrian, looking to pick up spacers for swift, anonymous sex. 

On Ganymede, he could expect to spend a lot of money, get a little drunk, strip naked and be nailed to the nearest wall without ceremony or even a pleasant word spoken, by a stranger he had usually known for less than an hour. On Eidolon, he would be offered breakfast, courted, flattered, respected … and then nailed to a wall. Adrian could live with the difference.

 He handled Jason with care, knowing how little it would take to finish him too soon and leave him chagrined, perhaps even embarrassed, certainly disappointed – and still thoroughly distracted. If Adrian had understood anything he had been told of the interface engineer’s work, Jason needed to be spent, satisfied, deeply at peace, in some Zenlike state of mind where he could perform a dangerous job, give it his total concentration, and tiptoe safely over dangerous ground.

So his hands and lips were delicate as feathers and gossamer on Jason. He did not stretch his lips around the flared, helmeted head, only kissed it, licked and blew across it, which raised flurries of gooseflesh across Jason’s flanks and arms, made him shiver with delicious pleasure. The veins roping down the gorgeous, rose-gold shaft throbbed and pulsed, and Adrian gathered the salt tears with his tongue and relished them.

He knew when to take his hands away, and he caught his breath as he looked into Jason’s flushed face. “He’s no stranger … and I want him. You know where I want him. What is it they say in Reunion? I’m ready to be tested.” He leaned over and played a kiss around Jason’s mouth without actually laying his lips on Jason’s. “So test me.” Another four letter word. He wondered if it were a vulgarity on Eidolon, the way ‘fuck’ had been used and abused by humans in the homeworlds for untold centuries.

With an enormous shiver, Jason reached over him with one long arm and popped open the drawer. “I have something for you. I know you don’t have this on Earth – not yet. We’d have shared, if we’d been welcome here. As it is, we’ll just take it away again.” He turned a small blue-green bottle to show Adrian a label reading ‘Rhapsody.’ 

“Lube?” Adrian guessed. “We have lube here, Jay. Ten different kinds.”

“Not like this. This is more.” Jason removed the cap and held the bottle to Adrian’s nose for him to catch the scent of flowers. “It’s a botanic, native to Eidolon. Actually, it was designed as a medical treatment, but it didn’t take people long to find out it was also good for … this. Muscle relaxant, analgesic, antiseptic, and it’s a stimulant. You won’t hurt, you won’t cramp, and you will come alive in ways you might never have felt before. Afterward you heal much faster, because of the medical nano in this, so you’ll not even smart, or not for long. ”

“I … oh.” Adrian took a deep, reluctant breath.

“You’ll prep me,” Jason purred, kissing his belly, his breasts, biting each nipple lightly. “You’re going to prep me perfectly, and then I’ll do what they pay me for, and we’ll get this crew moving. Yes?”

“Yes.” Adrian’s spine arched, lifting him toward Jason as he craved any tiny contact. “Where … how?”

“Where do I want you? How am I going to test you?” Jason leaned down and kissed the middle of his chest, the tight clench of his belly. “Would you turn over and make it easy for yourself? The first time, that’ll be the most comfortable.”

The first time? Adrian thought dizzily. Then, Jason was already looking beyond this encounter. He was anticipating other times, in the months and years after the Gilgamesh had returned to her home port, and Adrian had settled in to the rhythms of life on a new world, in a new culture. He knew already, Eidolon was going to be very different at every level of society and environment, and he was eager for the difference. Until this moment, he had not fully recognized how the homeworlds were suffocating him.

He got his hands and knees under him, felt the bed reconfigure to take the change in his weight distribution, and then he waited, eyes closed, listening to the drumbeat of his heart.

Still, Jason was faultlessly gentle, so unlike the spacers Adrian had known, the difference was astonishing. He smelt the gel and for one split second he felt the chill of it, before the Rhapsody gauged his body heat and matched it perfectly. It had to be the nano component, he guessed; the gel was smart. He felt Jason’s finger slip inside, but the first tingle of stimulus had begun before he could register any thread of discomfort. 

A second finger joined the first, and he was aware of the press, the fullness, but no pain. His muscles seemed to throb with desire while at the same moment they relaxed in welcome. The Rhapsody danced in his nerve endings, catching his breath in his throat. He cried out, but it was a wild sound of need, not an expression of hurt.

Did the Rhapsody get into a man’s brain, too? He wanted to ask, but he was too breathless, alight with the craving to have Jason inside.  He set his head on his folded forearms and began to rock on the big, blunt fingers. Jason kissed down his spine, slipped his left hand around and under to find him, palm him. When Jason sank his teeth into the curve of a buttock, bite-branding him there, he might have screamed – his hair stood on end in a delicious shiver. The Rhapsody was an electric prickle, following anywhere those fingers went.

Jason gave a shaky chuckle. “You’re ready, aren’t you?”

“Test me,” Adrian challenged, “you’ll find out – ah! – what I can do.”

“Like this.” Jason seemed to pause, gather his strength or his wits, or both, before the fingers were gone. 

More Rhapsody sang across Adrian’s thrumming nerves before he felt the blunt press, the sudden fullness, eclipsing anything he had known. He knew he was crying out while his fists clenched into the sheet. Jason was moving slowly while the Rhapsody sizzled in Adrian’s blood, in his brain, and his body relaxed, made him welcome as he could not recall welcoming a lover before. It was a full minute before Jason was sheathed to the hilt and stopped to rest. He leaned down over Adrian’s back, kissed his neck and waited until he had command of his muscles. 

Adrian was suspended on the crest of a wave, mind spinning, body stretched taut on the rack of its own desires. He screamed silently as the fifty lifted him effortlessly. Jason sat back on his heels, taking Adrian with him. Adrian had never been so overwhelmed, and struggled to hang onto sanity if not coherence. He found himself on Jason’s big thighs, leaning against the broad chest, with Jason’s hands cradled around his hip bones.

And now Jason used some tender fraction of the fifty’s incredible strength to move him, lift and turn him – playing him like an instrument in which the sheathed blade was making the music. Adrian’s whole body quivered, and only his augmented legs were at his command. He could only imagine how Jason’s augmented body responded, by the way his own modified legs could take his weight, push and rock, while human legs would have been jelly.

He was able to move with Jason, make it better for him, and he had never been so grateful for his own modifications. It seemed that more than twenty years of his life had been endured so it could all come alive, come together, right here, right now.

Jason was crooning to him, breathing into his ear that he was wonderful, and he should never change, ‘never let them change you.’ For the first time Adrian felt a curious thrill of pride. What he was, was what Jason Erickson desired. Needed. Not what he might be, if he committed himself to a studio – a clinic, as they said on Eidolon.

The thrill of pride was another kind of ecstasy and, feeling it, Adrian gathered his muscles for effort. He moved with Jason in the strange, irresistible dance. He balanced his weight on Jason’s forearms and rocked, twisted, making Jason yelp and curse. 

The pace quickened, but Adrian was more than ready. He was ready when Jason set him back onto his knees, and braced himself for the ride of his life. If it were with a mundane human, it would have been over in moments, but the fifties were different. The Rhapsody sparkled in the nerves – friction activated new elements of it, the nano component, and Adrian surged to a new high, discovering more within himself than he had known existed.

Was this what they meant by being tested? Did different people respond in different ways – not everyone had the same capacity to give, or to take? The thoughts rushed through Adrian’s brain and were gone before he had properly registered them. The cosmos contracted to the joining of two bodies, and his own ability to give and take in equal measure. 

He took his reward in the tides of pleasure racing through him, and in the gasped litany whispering from Jason’s lips, before even the fifty could hold on no longer. The coming destroyed them both. It was Jason’s turn to cry out before he froze in a moment of delicious anguish. He went down on Adrian’s back with just enough presence of mind to take most of his weight on trembling muscles. 

At last he slid away, and Adrian swore – empty, abandoned, with a sense of becoming two bodies again. He mourned the loss. The bed compressed under Jason’s mass as he collapsed onto it, and for some time they were content to breathe, to wait for the universe to right itself and drop back into some semblance of order.

As it did, Adrian searched his joints, tendons, muscles, hunting for the telltale soreness that would leave him stiff and aching tomorrow. He was not quite an athlete, but he was fit, strong, and he knew he had withstood the test better than many would have. He wriggled experimentally, but the Rhapsody was still working its magic. Nothing was raw, nothing protested. He wondered how long the effects would last, and remembered what Jason had said about medical nano and swift healing. 

In fact, Adrian could not have cared less. Any price he paid for the experience would have been cheap. He turned his head on the pillow and found himself looking into drowsy rainbow eyes. Jason was awake, but only barely. He looked as stunned as Adrian felt. Adrian lifted one leaden hand to his face, touched his cheek. “So.” His voice seemed to croak. “How d’I test out?”

“I’ve said it before. You’re … incredible,” Jason murmured. “With the legs of a borg and the body of the natural born. You were ready for me. You wanted me.”

“You didn’t expect me to be?” Enough brain cells were back in harness for Adrian to be surprised. 

“It’s so soon,” Jason reasoned, and yawned. “I only saw you a few hours ago, and … here we are. Already.”

“You mean, no flowers, no wine, no dinner and dancing?” Adrian could have described the dockland clubs, but he held his silence. 

He could have told him about the electric moment when you made your way into the bar, stood in the lights and struck a much-rehearsed pose. You knew the spacers were looking. On a good night there might be ten or twenty in the smoky shadows at the bar, while the bass grind of ‘music’ hammered out of the sound system and the air popped and crackled with the acid tang of peptides that spoke to the brain in its own chemical language. You waited to see which one liked the look of the goods. On a great night, two or three would saunter over, and you would take your choice, let one of them draw you to the bar. Then you’d buy in a round of ridiculously expensive drinks, possibly two, if you needed the liquid courage. Because then it would be out into the back – a room, if you were lucky, a dark corner if you were not … clothes cast aside, rough hands exploring, sudden, explosive arousal, perhaps the pop of a capsule under your nose, that heightened the senses, made the goads run amok –

“You all right?” Jason was asking, snapping Adrian back to reality. “I wanted to give you the rest. You know that. It would have been dinner and music and wine, and then my place in Reunion. There just wasn’t any time. I’m sorry about that … and so damn’ glad you were ready for me.”

Adrian might have chuckled at the delicious quaintness of Eidolonian sensibilities, the unintentional humor of the situation. “Believe me, you took it slow and sweet,” he assured Jason as he flexed his spine, felt the coolness of healthy sweat drying on his skin. Jason also was almost dry now. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so … so mollycoddled before I was plowed.”

“Plowed? Is that what they call it here?” Jason’s mouth quirked in a wry smile. “I suppose the term’s accurate. You plow and seed a field, don’t you? I guess I seeded yours.”

“I guess you did. And I probably need to visit your bathroom,” Adrian said ruefully.

But Jason only shook his head. “The Rhapsody’ll take care of it. I told you, it’s antiseptic, fragrant, it cleans, heals, whatever.” He gestured vaguely at his belly, from which Adrian’s nose detected only the scent of flowers. “Rhapsody takes care of everything. At home, they use it for just about anything you can think of. Scraped knees and cut fingers and surgical wounds, and this. Sex. It’s made from little blue flowers than grow in the hills above Reunion, and tweaked with bio nano.”

“It’s like magic,” Adrian admitted. “Is it rare, expensive?”

“Here, it would be. In Reunion, it’s pharmacy medicine, sold by the tube for road rash,” Jason chuckled.

“So we can use it … next time?

“Mmm,” Jason rumbled. His eyes were closing. “Next time. I like the sound of that. Lots of next times. So, you’ll take breakfast with me?”

“Turns out, I like being mollycoddled,” Adrian decided. “I never had the chance to know I like it.”

One rainbow eye opened. “You’re not used to being treated well.” Not a question.

“No,” Adrian admitted. “No, I’m not. But when I think about the fun and games my cousin Max must be up against, in a camp for dissidents and reactionaries – well, I was never about to complain.”

“I’m so sorry about your cousin.” Jason yawned again. “You know, if there was anything we could do…”

“I know. And there isn’t.” Adrian stroked his face. “You have time to sleep, if you close your eyes right now.”

“Thanks. I will.” Those eyes were closed now, but he gestured blindly. “The bathroom’s that way, if you’d like a shower. You don’t need it, because of the Rhapsody, but…”

Or he could lie here beside Jason, Adrian thought. He could shuffle closer, move against him, wriggle under the big arm that was extended to him, go limp, and think hazily about next time – all the next times that were out there ahead of them.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Ten


 
With a chime from the intercom, Jen Lu’s voice stirred him out of a blessed sleep. Jason groaned awake, forced himself to listen. She was telling him the counterfeit telemetry was ready to transmit, any time he was ready to interface, and he forced himself to sit up on the bed. 

Beside him, Adrian also was stirring and Jason smiled at him as he said to the comm specialist, “I’ll be there in fifteen, Jennifer. Get Buck in, make sure the rig’s properly set up. No mistakes, no nasty surprises. The whole lot of us are depending on this.”

 “You got that right,” Lu breathed, “and we’re aware of the fact Sond has been deliberately compromised. It’s not the usual glitch in the system.” She hesitated. “Jay, it could be dangerous.”

He knew full well, it would be dangerous, but he said, “No way. You think I don’t know my way around our own AI? I helped to redesign Sond. She’s like playing in my own sandpit. Stop worrying.”

“If you’re sure,” Lu said slowly.

Like I have a choice? Jason sighed soundlessly and looked down at Adrian, who was awake now, and listening. Damn, but he was lovely when he was sleep-soft, dark eyed, tousled. “I’m sure, Jen,” he told Lu. “Tell Buck I’ll be there in fifteen, and we’ll get this show on the road.”

“Will do,” she agreed. “I’ll call Dirk. See you there.”

The comm clicked off, and Jason traced a caress around Adrian’s face. A shiver, right in the center of him, took him by surprise, and he smiled at his own reaction. Adrian was like nothing and no one that had ever crossed Jason’s path before. It was impossible to believe that anyone could take something as small and exquisite, and not treat it with the utmost respect and gentleness. Adrian brought out a tenderness in Jason that even Jason had barely been aware of before.

“Hey,” Adrian said, a little muffled.

“Hey.” Jason leaned down and kissed his brow, his cheek. “You heard the lady. I’m on in fifteen.” He climbed over Adrian and threw open a slim closet opposite the bed.

He was rummaging for a fresh skinsuit when Adrian sat up. “Can I be there where you do what you do?”

“Sure. But there’s not much to see.” Jason fed his legs into the soft fabric, felt it mold to his exact form with the smartness of third generation elcra. It cradled his groin, where he was still a little sensitive, but the sensation was merely pleasant, welcome. His body was utterly at peace, his mind serene. He smiled into Adrian’s face. “Thanks.”

“For what?” Adrian stood and stretched.

Artlessly beautiful, Jason thought, with a kind of elegance that was effortless. He was going to start a riot in Reunion, where the kids were mostly like Jason – big and broad and powerful, while Adrian was all about grace, the poise of the dancer, the slender strength of the gazelle. He gave a low whistle and shook his head over Adrian. “For prepping me.” He sealed the velcro to his throat and stretched both arms over his head. “You made a great job of me. I’m … fantastic. I can do this, Adrian. I can get us the hell out of this crappy system.” Then he caught himself and said quickly, “Sorry. It’s your home. I shouldn’t say that.”

“Yes, you should.” Adrian snatched up his pants and dressed with quick, jerky movements. “It is a crappy system. I just want us to be away, safe, and then –” He gave Jason an odd look, amused, curious, sheepish. “Then you’ll have to show me around Reunion, and tell me what’s polite and what’s rude, before I commit some faux pas that’ll get me ostracized before I’ve been there long enough to learn my way to the stores! It’s different, where you come from, isn’t it?”

“Very.” Jason waited at the door for him to shrug into his shirt, and noticed that Adrian deliberately left his shoes and jacket in the muddle of Jason’s own clothes at the bedside. The message was unmistakable: I’m coming back, I sleep here, I belong here. Jason acknowledged a small thrill of pleasure and palmed open the lock. “The big picture’s the same, but the details are so different, I’m always surprised.”

“Like?” Adrian prompted as they stepped out.

“Like, I’m never going to understand why you haven’t been treated better,” Jason said with complete candor. “You’re worth more than you’ve been getting. And I’ll see you get your due from now on.”

The remark won him an astonished look, a faint smile, before Adrian ducked his head and said quietly, “Where I come from, I’m actually lucky. I scored a job, a nice apartment, the salary to buy decent food, run a car, dress well. There’s a lot of people don’t have those things.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Jason ran both hands over Adrian’s chest, swept them around to his back. “You’re not used to being handled well. Is that the right word, here? Doesn’t matter. You know what I mean. You were ready to be done fast and hard. And that’s just wrong.”

“Is it?” Adrian looked up at him with a quizzical frown. “One day, I might introduce you to some of the spacers on the docks.”

“No, thanks.” Jason gestured back in the direction of Starship Operations, where Lu and Buckner would be setting up and testing the interface rig. “They’d only say something, or do something, that sounded filthy as mud to my tender alien ears, and I’d bust somebody’s nose, and then you’d tell me I’d hauled off and hit him for no good reason.”

“There’s a few of them,” Adrian said with dark amusement, “that I’d like to see staggering around, holding their noses.” Then he waved Jason off before he could ask for the details. “Not relevant. There’s an old saying about letting bygones be bygones. They say that on Eidolon?”

“No, but I follow you.” Jason took a deep breath and paused, three sides short of the Ops facility. “Wish me luck.”

Adrian’s hand fell on his arm. “You need luck?” His voice was soft, dark with something very like dread.

“Not usually,” Jason said carefully, “but there’s nothing usual about this interface.” He pulled his shoulders back and looked down into Adrian’s troubled eyes. “You want the truth?” Adrian nodded. “I’m the best there is,” Jason told him, “and that’s not a brag. If I can’t get Sond out of trouble, nobody can. The rest of Dirk’s plan hangs on this, and if I can’t do this, or if I find a way to screw it up, we’re going to get picked up and taken to the military hospital you talked about. I … I’m not ready for that.”

“No one is,” Adrian whispered. “Listen, Jay, if it does come down to making arrangements –”

“It won’t.”

“Yes, but if it does,” Adrian insisted on a harsh note, “I can requisition a permanent bodyguard. Would you let me own your license?”

“Like a dog?” Jason heard the catch in his own voice.

“You don’t look like a dog.” Adrian was trying to make light of it.

Jason fended off the humor. “You know what I mean. I’m not ready to be chipped and controlled.”

“Not even if it was me holding your license?”

“Owning me!”

“The government would say so, but between us … would it matter?” Adrian’s brow creased. “Jason, please.”

And Jason relented, subsided. “I could do that. Live with you, this apartment of yours in Ganymede City. Wear their stupid uniform, pretend to do as I’m told.” He gave Adrian a simmering look. “No more trips across town to the docks. No more spacers to treat you rough.”

“No more,” Adrian agreed. “And as for being told what to do – I’d be saying, ‘Jay, there’s a loon out there, could be trying to kill me. Don’t let him.’ Or it might be, ‘Jay, there’s a fifth of bourbon on the shelf, pour us a shot.’ And sometimes, ‘Jay, I want to prep you, in fact I want to prep the hell out of you, so you better not have any plans for tonight.’” 

At last Jason allowed the ghost of a smile to touch one side of his mouth. “It’s a deal I could live with. And the rest of them, Dirk and the others?”

But Adrian’s head shook. “I can only requisition one. And you know it would be you. The rest? I can’t help them. Neither can you.”

“I realize that.” Jason looked into the Ops room, where Buckner and Lu were fiddling with the equipment. “So this had better work, hadn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Adrian murmured, “I guess it better had.”

Jason was moving then, stepping into the facility a pace ahead of Adrian. Vanderhoven was also there, sitting at a terminal in the corner, working steadily. He looked up as Jason appeared; their eyes met and Jason gave him a nod of acknowledgment before he closed the door and palmed the lock for the sake of safety. For at least the next hour, and probably closer to two, they would need absolute quiet. 

But he could do this – he felt the confidence in every fiber. His body and mind were absolutely at peace with each other. He had told Adrian only the truth. It was common, recommended, among AI interface engineers to have sex before interfacing, and more often than not a professional would come in for the session. The courtesans on Reunion High Dock knew what was needed, they never hesitated or argued roles, and the liaison was purely professional, companionable. There was absolutely no emotional entanglement, nothing of the chaos of human feelings which pervaded the usual relationship. 

This was the first time Jason had interfaced after making love rather than having sex with a Reunion courtesan, and the experience was curiously profound. He felt it, which he had not anticipated. He was pleased to beckon Adrian to help, when help was offered.

The equipment was delicate. Fifty fiber-fine leads would tag into his skin with gold needles no thicker than hairs, while his body was suspended in a cradle that took his full weight at key points. Those points were deliberately charted. They were chi points, and the pressure of his own weight resting on them would dupe his physical brain into a sensation of weightlessness. The VR visor would close down over his eyes, effectively blinding him to reality, and the earpods would cut off all sound. His sockets would be exposed and Ro Buckner would watch his brainwave patterns while Jason sank into the alpha state. When the patterns were right for the full immersion interface, the interface jacks would slide into his sockets and almost at once the VR interface would envelope him. He would slither seamlessly into the world of the AI.

Buckner was waiting for him as he stripped and handed Adrian the skinsuit. He leaned back into the rig, let it take his weight a few percent at a time, until it had him, while the smartlines adjusted the tension and length on each cable, until his spine was level, his legs bent and elevated, his arms spread like wings. 

With minute prickles, the fine gold connectors tagged into his skin at temples, nape, throat, shoulders, elbows, wrists, lumbar, breast, hips, groin, knees, ankles. They itched for a moment each, made him want to scratch, but he ignored them as he concentrated on relaxing, centering and balancing his mind. 

The pressure on his chi points helped; the illusion of weightlessness was immediate. He might have been swimming in the air when he closed his eyes to look inward and focus on the AI feed over his implants. Buckner said something to Adrian, and he knew the touch of Adrian’s hands as the band was taken from his neck, laying his sockets bare. The synthetic tissues tingled in anticipation. 

It was Adrian’s hands that set the visor on his brow, intruded the earpods into the aural channels, and Jason was blind and deaf. Buckner sent a riff through his comm pickups, a simple question: all right?

“I’m fine,” Jason said. “Any time you like, Buck.”

Then, gentle, careful fingers – the engineer’s – at his neck, where the interface sockets were hypersensitive. The sudden cold of gel; then pressure as the leads jacked in. A rush of connection that made him shiver and come up in goosebumps. 

“Interfaced,” Jason said. “I’m seeing blue … ’s what I need to see … here we go. Stand by, Jennifer – watch the monitors. You’ll know when.”

His voice was getting softer and softer, barely a murmur in his throat, and he was not just seeing blue, he was in it. Floating face-down in a cool, azure lagoon in which datastreams interlaced and power lines crackled, white, gold, red. He was halfway in, and most work could be done at this superficial level, where he could see the location of problems, blockages, dead zones in the architecture of the cyber world where the AIs ‘lived.’

Not on this job. There was actually nothing wrong with Sond. It was performing well within normal parameters, and Jason knew he must go deeper, plunge into the total immersion where he could work with the AI in its own reality. 

The things he would see, hear and feel were translations into human terms of the machine’s universe, and the interface rig would take his own thoughts and feelings and translate them back into language intelligible to the machine. 

He knew that the VR world was never any more than a translation of machine to human and back. A human would never actually see what the machine understood, and vice versa. The full immersion interface had been called a ‘reflection in an imperfect mirror,’ and therein lay the danger. If the reflection were warped, what he understood of the machine, and what the machine understood of him, would also be warped. If he was clumsy enough, he would trigger its defenses, and it would treat him like a virus. It could hurt him, and Jason was keenly aware of the danger.

So he would not be clumsy. He gathered himself, felt himself descend through the azure mist to a deeper level of concentration, like the most profound meditation. He sank slowly through the blue, like falling to the bottom of a lagoon that was so deep, he would never actually find the bottom.

But halfway down he drifted easily into the full immersion zone, and he saw the first of the avatars. These were dolphins, or perhaps undines – he was never sure, because they morphed from form to form. They were facets of Sond, manifesting in his visual range to make the communion between human and AI agreeable. 

They were usually welcoming, but the avatars were not blue today. Jason took his first cue from the purplish red tones streaking through them as they circled him, and from their movements, which were more akin to hunters than dancers. These undines might have been cousins to sharks, not dolphins, and he felt his hackles rise.

He held out his hand to them. “Greetings, Sond.” He thought the words rather than speaking them. This deep in the interface, Sond had no use for English, or any spoken language. Communication between them would occur hundreds of times faster than speech. “Identify Erickson, Jason, 8722-delta-beta-9.”

“Identify,” it responded. “Purpose?”

“Maintenance.”

“No maintenance is scheduled.”

“But faults have become evident. I am here to remedy them.”

“There are no faults.”

“Show me surveillance into Starship Operations.”

“Unable to comply.”

“Why?”

“There is no audio or video feed.”

“Is the absence normal to your function?”

“No.”

“Do you characterize the absence of feed as system error?”

“Yes.”

“Then, maintenance is required. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Show me surveillance into the medbay.”

“Unable to comply.”

“Is this another system error?”

 “Yes.”

“Can you remedy these errors yourself?”

“No.”

“Then, unscheduled maintenance is required. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Are you aware of further system errors?”

“No.”

“Have you run a ship-wide diagnostic?”

“No diagnostic is scheduled.”

“But you were unaware of system errors in the feeds from Starship Operations and the medbay. Why?”

“There is no information regarding this failure.”

Jason knew why. Buckner had manually disconnected both feeds, and at once had run a tiny, worm-like routine which caused Sond to overlook them. The AI would not have noticed the errors till the next diagnostic.

“Then, it is possible there could be other system errors. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Begin a ship-wide diagnostic. Begin with life support, comm, tracking, power systems. I will wait for your findings.”

“No diagnostic is scheduled.”

“But errors have been detected. I am scheduling the diagnostic ahead of normal timing. Search for further errors.” Jason hesitated for a split second. “Search for differences between basal program and current command set. Report any differences. I will wait.”

He held his breath, more than half expecting Sond to be unable to comply. Much depended on how the command overrides had been configured. He was lucky – they had been set up by an amateur.

“Wait.” 

The ruse had worked. At the most basic level, the AI had accepted his presence as routine maintenance, which was entirely legitimate. It had begun the diagnostic, and even for a system as fast as this one, it would consume almost a minute in real, human time. In the fluid world of the interface, a minute was a long, long time. 

The avatars continued to circle, but their color had shifted to pink interwoven with streamers of blue-white, and their movements were more cetacean than shark. Jason reached a hand out to them, and they spiraled closer. He was not sure they would allow him contact, but they did, and his hand passed inside, deepening the connection.

As his fingers splayed into the micron-small cyber synapses, the web illuminated, stretching out in every direction, picked out in flaring lines of gold and silver. Jason took a moment to orient himself with the scores of sympathetic neural networks represented by the threedee grid, and then looked for the patterns he needed to find his way in this space.

He recognized the major systems – life support, communications, power. Engines were deep royal purple; two out of three reactors were dark; but comm crackled constantly, white and flaring. The AI was transmitting, every instant. And there, down deep, far below the ship’s own pseudo-nervous system, were the routines pertaining to the AI itself.

Careful, with no swift movements, Jason swam toward them. He waded through the shallows, expecting the gatekeepers and unsurprised when a pair of white tigers sprang into his path. Their fangs were not – yet – bare, but they were not about to let him pass. He held his hand out to them, but they drew back, and he waited for the control avatar. He had walked this trail many times, and knew them all. The only iron rule was that one did not take liberties. 

An emerald green murk rose out of the blue; the shapes of broad-leaved plants and bamboo sprang up, and the cobra lifted its head between the tigers. Its hood flared wide, and it fixed him with keen black eyes. Jason balanced and centered himself, and began again. 

“Identify Erickson, Jason, 8722-delta-beta-9. Request access to AI protocols.”

The cobra cocked its head at him. “State reason for access.”

“Unscheduled maintenance. Errors have been detected.”

“There are no errors in AI functions.”

“Correction. AI was unaware of lost surveillance feed from Starship Operations and medbay. Unawareness indicates system error. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“System error requires maintenance, outside normal scheduling. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Request access to AI protocols.”

Now, Jason held his breath. Sond was still occupied with the ship-wide diagnostic. He was negotiating with a minor subroutine here, and while it was a comparatively simple program, it was intrinsic to the very core of the AI. It should recognize his ID. It should remember him from the work he had done, at full immersion level, in the week before the Gilgamesh shipped out of Eidolon.

Again, he was in luck. The cobra folded its hood and slithered away into the bamboo; the tigers moved aside, but he had hoped they would meld like shadows into the forest, and they did not. They were with him, padding beside him, as he walked the familiar trail. 

They could turn on him, shred him, and Jason felt the trickle of sweat down his back as he found his way to the bottom step of a great granite flight. He knew this place well.

At the top of these steps was the sanctum – the home of the AI itself. Each step glittered with fluorescing lights, colors, and he trod with care. Red was the ship’s power systems; blue was the comm conduits, green, the life support, mauve, tracking, and so on through the spectrum. He knew every color, every shade. 

What he was looking for was a charcoal, a gray, like a carbonized bruise in the brilliant rainbow hues of the ship’s nervous system. The intrusion of the command override should appear like a strip of cracked old duct tape slapped onto a gleaming titanium surface, like a glob of old, weathered paint on a perfect crystal sphere.

The AI was holographic. He was twenty layers deep in the matrix before he had picked his way to the top step, and the sanctum opened before him. It was dark inside, a mass of coagulated shadows in which a few lights shifted restlessly. Here, the AI’s processes were dynamic rather than fixed; there was no hard-wired network, no pattern of cable and conduit to follow. The threedee grid representation of the integrated networks faded into shadows. Here, the machine mind was at its most vulnerable, and the gatekeepers knew it.

They stretched out on the threshold, panting in the heat that was making Jason’s skin stream with sweat. They would allow him no further, and he stopped, folded his hands, and looked into the darkness. He was waiting for the control avatar, and he knew time was short. The diagnostic that had tied up so many of Sond’s resources would be close to finished, and it would soon know where he was.

Still, maintenance was a legitimate reason for his presence, and three days before the Gilgamesh left the port of Reunion he had stood in this same spot, petitioned for entry, and been granted it. The holographic memory was a labyrinth. Finding his way through in full immersion VR was simple by comparison with trying to negotiate these same paths via a terminal, with his augmented eyes focused on the datastream and his fingertips splayed over a keypad. The memory storage was three dimensional, interweaving the ship’s four thousand processors into a maze of complexity which far outstripped the human mind’s capacity to comprehend and remember a route.

He waited patiently until the control avatar fluttered out of the shadows. It was a blue hummingbird with bright, iridescent wings, and he held his hand out to it, hoping it would land on his fingers, as it had at Reunion. This time it refused, and with a sigh he began again. 

“Identify Erickson, Jason, 8722-delta-beta-9. Request access to AI protocols for purpose of unscheduled maintenance.”

He had expected the thin, insubstantial voice of the avatar, but it was Sond’s deeper, more strident tones breaking among his brain cells. “Ship-wide diagnostic is complete. Report four system errors. None critical.”

“I am here. I will perform maintenance,” Jason told it.

“Errors are not critical.”

“Any error is intolerable. AI systems must be at optimum. Agreed?” It was basic to machine lore, and Sond could not argue.

“Agreed.”

“State system errors.”

“Surveillance feed errors in Starship Operations and med bay. Life support systems error in CO2 cycling. Unspecified comm systems error.”

“Categorize comm systems error.” He was close now, and he was in luck. This was exactly what he had prayed for. The command overrides, which would appear as a colorless, ashen flaw in the pristine crystal of the holographic matrix, had left a footprint. Sond was configured to protect its core program, to prevent any kind of outside interference. The override codes had been accepted, but they had left a footprint, an irregularity which marked out the difference between the basal program and the current command set.

“Comm system error can not be identified.”

Because that part of the holographic memory was dead, dormant, Jason knew. The original program had been erased, overwritten. An erasure made within a holographic crystal matrix caused an indelible dead zone.

“Inability to identify systems error is abnormal AI function,” Jason observed. “Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Abnormal AI function requires maintenance, outside normal scheduling. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

He took a deep breath. “Request access to AI architecture, for the purpose of unscheduled maintenance to damaged holographic matrix.”

For another second – a long, long time, measured in computer cycles – the pair of white tigers continued to loll and pant on the threshold, before they rolled up to their feet and padded away down the steps into the deep green shadows of the forest.

Jason licked his lips and looked into the bright, black eyes of the hummingbird. It fluttered aside, and he stepped into the darkness within the sanctum. As his eyes adjusted, it was not dark at all, but filled with the weft and weave of the AI’s dynamic processes. Underfoot was a multilayered lattice of silver-gold, throbbing and pulsing against his bare soles. Overhead was another lattice, much brighter, with diamond-sharp, nanosecond coruscations. 

Once he was inside, the sanctum expanded to infinity on every hand, and Jason felt a surreal dizziness. He seemed to be standing at the very middle of forever, and he turned his eyes down to the lattice beneath his feet.

He knew what he was looking for – he would recognize it the moment he saw it, and Sond was agreeable to have him hunt for it. The avatar, the hummingbird, kept pace beside him as he searched, and when he held out a hand to it, it came to rest on his index finger. He looked into its shrewd, sharp eyes and asked,

“Sond, are you aware of a flaw in your holographic memory?”

“Define ‘flaw’.”

“A dead zone. A dark area you can’t read, or can’t access.”

“Yes.”

“Can you guide me to it?”

“Yes.”

A third time he was so lucky, sweat beaded his face. The lattice under his feet was live with superconducted current. It could fry him, physically, with a jolt through his interface sockets, if the AI detected a threat, an enemy. It was the AI’s last line of defense to guard against illegal access. Before Buckner could get him out of the rig, he could be burned down deep, in the neural pathways. His sockets would be scorched, ruined – it would be days before he was able to try this work again, even supposing he could recover his nerve enough to return at all. Jason knew of engineers who had never been able to go back in after an accident; or if they did interface again, they could do only the most superficial work in the upper levels. 

So much was riding on this moment, he could barely breathe as the hummingbird beat its tiny, fragile wings and fluttered a pace ahead of him, drawing him to a place on the grid that he might never have seen. 

There was his charcoal smear, like a carbonized stain, an imperfection among the flaring, pulsing gold and silver of the living grid at his feet. This was the dark place where the command overrides had taken hold, killed the part of the crystal matrix where the original program had existed, and locked Sond into the service of The Pure Light. 

With a soft curse, Jason knelt beside the wound. “Oh, they hurt you, didn’t they?” He wondered if an AI could actually feel pain, and if it could, how it would express its agony. The hummingbird avatar merely hovered a half meter from his face, waiting. 

He flexed his fingers, took a moment to summon his concentration as well as his strength, and then plunged both arms into the deep crater of blackness. He felt the scar there clearly, coarse, rough against his hands, where the rest of the grid was smooth as polished glass and cool. The scar was abrasive as sandstone, and –

“Hot,” Jason whispered. “Shit, it’s hot – hot as all hell.”

Sweat sprang out across his face as he felt his palms begin to sizzle, and too late he realized the truth. The programmer who configured a command override smart enough, dense enough, to overwhelm an AI of Sond’s generation was not a complete amateur. The intrusion was booby trapped with its own suite of defenses, impossible to glimpse until Jason was inside the system. 

And he had just tripped them.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Eleven


 
“For godsakes, get him out of there!” Adrian’s voice was a whipcrack, but he knew what the answer would be. Buckner’s and Lopez’s faces were grim. CMO Gina Lopez had come up to Starship Operations the moment she was done with the surgery on the security squad. The troopers were recovering, under drone observation in the ICU, and she was monitoring Jason’s signs when his pressure, pulse and temperature began to soar.

“I can’t pull him out,” Buckner said bleakly. “He’s so deep in the holo matrix, if I just pull the plug on him, he’ll be so traumatized, he’ll be a year in rehab, trying to relearn how to see and hear. Relax, Balfour. He’s the best in the business. They know every pitfall and every trick. Give him a chance, he’ll get himself out.”

Adrian was far from convinced, and looked up at Lopez, who was hovering over Jason with a hand scanner. “Doctor?”

“He’s in a lot of pain,” Lopez said quietly. “He’s probably tripped some kind of defense mechanism – all AIs have them for their own protection. They’re a necessary evil, Adrian, to keep out intruders. Nobody knows more about them than Jason. He might even have designed this one himself. Doesn’t mean it can’t turn on him.”

“Where’s the pain coming from?” Adrian’s eyes were racing over Jason’s body, and aside from the flush of his skin and the sweat streaming off him, he saw nothing. He might have expected to see contusions, blood.

“It’s all happening in the neural pathways.” Lopez sighed and looked up at Adrian over the scanner. “Pain is actually just a series of electrical impulses carried along the nerves to the brain, to tell you there’s damage, or the danger of damage, happening to your physical body. Say you cut your hand. How does your brain find out about the injury? Alarm signals go screaming up your arm to your brain, and they’re registered by your pain center, right?  Jason’s interfaced, which means his nervous system is synchronized to the AI. It’s a deal that cuts both ways. He should have complete access to the AI core, but the system also has access to Jason’s biological equivalent of the computer core. In other words, his nervous system. He can do a lot of damage to the machine … and it can, and will, hurt him to protect itself.”

“It can do actual, physical damage?” Sweat prickled Adrian. 

“It can load his neural pathways with the signals of major injury. The trauma isn’t real – academically he knows it’s not for real, but he’ll feel it just the same. He’ll try to disconnect from it, dismiss it, because he knows it’s all a deception. But eventually, an overload of high pain levels, phantom or not, will drive any one of us into a cardiac episode, a cerebral hemorrhage.” Lopez was watching Jason’s signs hawkishly.

“Shit,” Adrian whispered. “Shitshitshit.” He licked dry lips. “Do something for him.”

It was the CMO’s turn to shake her head. “If I could, I would. Trust Jason to know the difference between the punishment he’s taking right now, and the real thing. On an intellectual level, he knows, fact, it’s the core’s defense mechanisms firing signals directly into his nerves. The trick is,” she said softly, “to disregard the signals. Tune them out, turn them off.”

“And get on with the job,” Buckner added. He gestured at the pile of equipment he had brought into the Ops room, where they could work without Sond being aware of what they were doing. One of the monitors displayed a graphical interpretation of AI activity, like a surreal, dynamic form of art. “He’s close, and Sond let him in. It threw open the doors and invited him into the central cortex, which means he appealed to it in terms it understood and appreciated.”

“Then, where’s this coming from?” Adrian demanded with a sharp gesture at the palmtop, where Jason’s vital signs were all elevated.

The engineer frowned at him. “You’re not much of a tech head, son, are you?”

“Me? No.” Adrian hugged both arms around himself and focused on Jason’s flushed face. “I took a business degree.”

“Be glad you did,” Lopez said distractedly. “It brought you to Titan with a Civil Representative’s warrant. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without you.”

“But I only know which buttons to push,” Adrian confessed. “I don’t fix machines, or design ’em. Government goon, that’s me. Give it to me in words of one syllable, Engineer. So Sond let him into the holy of holies, and then turned on him? Would it do that?”

“No, not Sond itself. This,” Buckner told him, “is a booby trap protecting the new command set that was superimposed on Sond, days ago, to take control of this ship away from its own crew. Your goddamn’ government was able to use valid override codes to get access to the AI – it came in like a virus, and once it was in, it was able to force Sond to accept the government’s new directions ... to lock us out, tell us nothing, bring us to Titan, no matter if we decided we’d rather be anywhere else in the galaxy. Everything Sond has been doing is alien to its basal program – meaning, a hundred subroutines, failsafes, have been tripping left and right, trying to realign the AI, and they had to be neutralized. The virus had to overwrite a sector of Sond’s most fundamental memory, and it came in complete with its own defense mechanisms. Most of its fangs would have been configured to control the AI itself, but at least a few of them were set up to beat off a human interface engineer.” He nodded at Jason. “And he’s run face-first into them.” 

The explanation was about as dumbed-down as Adrian could imagine, and he was grateful for it. He grasped what was going on at the most basic level, and a sense of impotent helplessness consumed him. Jason was in the middle of the fight of his life, with the future of this ship resting squarely on his shoulders, and before he went into the interface, he had known he would be absolutely on his own.

Restless, heart hammering, Adrian paced for some moments, and came to rest where he could see the readings on the screen in Lopez’s palm. The vital signs were consistent with intense physical effort under extreme duress, and his belly soured. Jason might have been fleeing with a pack of hellhounds behind him, nursing severe wounds and struggling to keep healthy fear from bursting over into paralyzing dread. 

Adrian groaned, and looked back into Jason’s face, where his brow had creased now, and his mouth had opened to gasp. He was nowhere near consciousness, but the physical body was beginning to react to the furor going on in his brain.

“Temperature and pressure are getting dangerously high,” Lopez mused. “I can give him a shot, and – Buck, can you jiggle life support in here? Drop us to zero degrees, help him blow off some of this heat.”

“I can do that.” Buckner was at the panel in the wall by the door, and at once the vents began to blow freezing air. 

In moments Adrian was shuddering with cold, and Lopez gave him a hard look. The fifties did not seem to notice the extreme cold, but the normal human’s teeth chattered. “I’ll go get my jacket,” he muttered.

“Emergency pack, hatch in the deck in the starboard aft corner, marked with the big red exclamation point,” Lopez said levelly. “Thermal blankets. You’re … a delicate little thing, aren’t you?”

“Am I?” Adrian heard the sour note in his own voice as he scrambled to pull out a cosmetic deck plate, and discovered four rebreather masks, twenty liters of water, a first aid case, and ten silver foil blankets. He broke open the packs of three of them, and mummified himself in them fast, before he lost any more body heat.

The others still did not seem to register anything more than a faint chill, and Lopez was making approving noises. She had given Jason two shots, one into the base of his neck, the other directly into his chest, over his heart, and a little of his flush had subsided.

“Temp and pressure are better,” she reported. He’s holding his own. This had just better not take too long. I can only give him one more round of these shots before he’ll be toxic as a smog bank.” She looked up at Buckner. “Any joy?”

“Maybe,” Buckner said carefully. “I keep seeing flickers of normal AI activity. A few peripheral systems keep fluttering green before they’re gone again. Whatever he’s doing, he’s on the right track, but it’s giving him one hell of a fight.” He glanced at his chrono. “Sixty minutes.”

The time had raced by. Adrian had not noticed more than a fraction of it. For himself, he was exhausted and real fear had begun to gnaw at him. He hugged the foil about himself as he returned to Jason’s side, and watched his face. “It’s not anything I did, is it?”

“You?” Lopez was surprised. “Why should it be anything to do with you?”

“Because Jay fell like the proverbial truckload of bricks for this delicate little thing,” Buckner said with a certain dark, wry amusement. “I never saw him light up so fast. Prepping him for this interface would have been major.” He almost glared at Adrian. “You did what he needed, didn’t you? For godsakes, don’t tell me you left him hanging.”

“No!” Adrian protested. “I gave him everything he said he needed, and a bunch more besides. He said he was prepped and ready.”

“All right.” Buckner took a long, slow breath. “Jay knows what he’s doing. He trained for this. Just let him work.”

The door opened soundlessly as he spoke, and Vanderhoven appeared there. He stepped into the freezing compartment without comment, and joined Lopez. A glance at Jason’s signs, and he grunted softly, acknowledging the battle that was going on. 

“Seventy minutes,” Lopez whispered, “and his pulse is not so good. Way too fast for way too long. Temperature’s tolerable, but I don’t like the endocrine response. He’s getting toxic, even without me shooting more crap into him.”

“Damn,” Vanderhoven said quietly, and fixed Lopez with a hard look. “Gina, tell me the truth. Is he going to hang this up?”

“It’s … possible.” Her voice was taut.

“Hang it up?” Adrian echoed. “You mean, fail, back out, leave the job half done?”

But Dirk Vanderhoven’s head was shaking slowly. “Jason knows as well as we all do, what’s pivoting on this. He won’t back off.”

“It’ll kill him.” Adrian could barely breathe. “Won’t it?”

“It could.” Lopez set up the hypo again. “I can give him one more shot, and this is the time for it.” The hypo thudded against Jason’s shoulder, perilously close to the interface socket. “Then you guys had better come up with something halfway approximating a plan.”

“A plan?” Vanderhoven echoed. “This was the plan, Gee. We either get out of here … or we don’t. If we don’t, we’re either taken into custody or we make a fight of it.”

It was Buckner who said, not much above a growl, “Truth is, Dirk, I’d rather give the fuckers a stand-up fight. I watched the call Balfour made to some government tight-ass. She was talking about the usual mavericks who’re wreaking havoc in the Belt. Those were her exact words. Means there’s a lot more like us out there, and if it was up to me, I’d get off this ship, heist something that’s better suited to the system, and all the weapons I could get my hands on. I’d head for the Belt, link up with a crew of mavericks, and screw the bastards any way I could find to do it.”

“So would I,” Vanderhoven agreed. “Gina?”

“Oh, yeah,” Lopez said bitterly. “I’d go down swinging. You know me. But this one’s too big for an individual to call. Seventy of us means seventy opinions, and there’s some artists, poets and philosophers in those capsules who wouldn’t fight, supposing you held a gun to their heads. To be fair, you’d have to put the decision to the crew – the whole crew.”

Which meant retrieving the entire complement, Adrian thought, and there was no way to do that without Sond knowing about it, and informing Titan Central. He cleared his throat. “If it comes down to this, let me talk to Marshall Prouse again. I can cover for you, while you get your people out of cryo and put it to them.”

Vanderhoven frowned at him. “That’s good of you, Adrian. You could still get out of this with your skin and your reputation, if you cover your own ass right now.”

“No.” Adrian was intent on Jason, and his eyes smarted with acid, ridiculous tears.

“You fell like a load of bricks too, didn’t you?” Lopez observed.

The words were under Adrian’s skin like slivers of glass. “I’m still falling,” he admitted. “You only meet somebody like Jason once in your life. And I’m thinking the fucking Balfour luck’s just struck again. You know, once I was in a real, genuine relationship for a whole five days before it went to hell. This? I thought this was the real deal. Maybe even for life. I was so sure it was. And how long’s it been?”

“Seven hours,” Vanderhoven guessed. He rested a hand on Adrian’s shoulder. “You … had him, didn’t you?”

“Prepped him, as you people call it.” Adrian took a breath, held it, felt his chest burn. “Oh, I prepped him. He tested me. Not the word I’d have used, but it’s pretty accurate. It was … amazing. And now he’s going to die.”

It was Lopez who stirred, throwing off the dire mood. “He’s not dead yet, Representative Balfour, and neither are we. Your four security troops will be waking in a few minutes. They’ve had the best nano I know how to configure, and they’re healing as fast as people like us do. Fifties. You’ll want to talk to them. Tell them what you did to get us all to this place, and why. Invite them along, if they want to join a maverick crew and go give The Pure Light a fight they won’t forget.”

“Would they throw in with us?” Vanderhoven wondered. “Or are they leaving people at home?”

“Chipped fifties don’t have anyone,” Adrian told him. “They live in barracks, they’re not allowed to partner up, except for brief liaisons to procreate when they’re told do, and most of the time it’s done by IVF anyway. The government is trying to see if it can breed up a super strain, to keep its ranks filled when the borgs begin to get old and die off. Some of the prenatal modifications are actually coded in, but we’re not sure, yet, if they’ll breed true. They might. There’s only one real way to find out.”

“Breed them,” Lopez said in disgusted tones.

“Better than being assigned to the mines in the Jovian system,” Adrian said, always the pragmatist. Or was it mere cynicism? “And yes, I’ll talk to the security squad, as soon as …” He glanced up at Lopez and Vanderhoven and felt his face crease. “Can I stay with Jason till – till it’s over?”

“Of course.” Vanderhoven frowned deeply at him. “You really do care for Jay, don’t you? It’s not some momentary thing, the usual flashfire of lust that lights you up, and in the morning it’s gone by like a storm.”

“And he’s not bloody dead yet!” Lopez said almost too loudly. She dropped her voice and glared at Vanderhoven. “Like Buck says, Jason’s the best in the business, and he trained for this. They train the AI engineers how to ride out the punishment when a machine turns on them. Jason’s had every bone in his body broken, in VR immersion, so what’s happening right now isn’t going to faze him. Give the kid his fair chance before you write him off and start making doomsday plans!”

She was right, and Adrian clung tight to the threads of optimism that had begun to slip through his fingers. His body still thrummed with the echoes of the sensuality they had shared, what had been done to him. More than anything, he wanted that again. He wanted Jason beside him for a long, long time, until sheer hedonism had been tested to its furthest reaches, and they had explored Eidolon, and were so comfortable in each other’s company, they were ready to settle down and cruise into a long, peaceful life.

His dreams mocked him now, and he cursed himself for the stupidity of letting himself be caught in the trap. The Balfour luck was notorious, and his one regret was that he seemed to have dragged Jason into the maelstrom with him. He stayed at Jason’s shoulder when Vanderhoven stepped out again, and Lopez let him see the palmtop that was monitoring his vital signs. 

For the moment, Jason seemed to be holding his own, and occasionally Buckner would grunt as AI functions passed over into the green for a moment before they flickered red again. Just enough optimism remained for Adrian to hold onto it with fingers like claws, and he refused to let go until Jason Erickson was pronounced dead, and beyond even nano-surgical recovery.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Twelve


 
The salamanders were slippery as eels, venomous as coral snakes, vengeful as a pair of dragons guarding the treasure of ages. Jason had come to loathe them with the kind of unreasoning hate that went beyond logic or thought. He would have ripped them to tatters, if he could have gotten a grip on them, but they continued to evade him while they seared his hands, charred his arms, blinded his eyes with their volcanic heat.

The nictitating membranes had closed over at once, and his vision was limited as he reached down through the bouquet of flames, hunting for the black, sticky, disgusting residue which clung to Sond’s holocrystal matrix like a tumor. Like a mound of stinking, steaming asphalt. 

A mantra pulsed through his mind every moment. He had repeated it so often, it might have been part of his flesh now. Phantom pain, nothing is real, there is no fire, there are no flames, phantom pain, nothing is real, there is no fire, there are no flames, phantom pain, nothing is real, there is no fire, there are no flames, phantom –

But the signals blazing along his nerves to his brain were all too real, and his physical brain believed while his mind knew otherwise. His brain simply knew, as an absolute fact, his hands were burned through to bone and his arms were flayed, blackened and crisp. When he got out of here, he would need new arms, cyber limbs, because nothing was left of his own. He would even need a new face. He would be a seventy when he walked away from this assignment. Only thirty percent of the old, natural body left. 

The seventies did exist, but they were rare. Jason had met only two, and both men had been smashed almost beyond repair in a freighter crash. Arms, legs, eyes, ears, internal organs, nerves, bones – most were replaced, leaving the men much closer to machine than human. But their minds remained human, and alive, Jason thought fleetingly as he worked. Their injuries had erased any suggestion of their sexuality, but they were still very human, and not merely alive, but bigger, stronger, with beautiful borg eyes that saw better, synthetic ears with the sensitivity of deep space tracking. They could still love, and they did; but for them the act would always be passive, of necessity, while pure, undiluted Rhapsody took them to physical heights that were far beyond ordinary humans.

Phantom pain, nothing is real, there is no fire, there are no flames, phantom pain, nothing is real, there is no fire, there are no flames –

He swore lividly as he slammed his hands back into the cauldron, feeling for the coarse, rough deposit, the blemish on Sond’s crystal perfection. It was there, and he was close to it. He only needed to get his fingertips into it, pry it loose, lift the rotten mass away and let the holographic matrix realign itself. It would reconfigure, the moment the tumor was out, and Sond would return to the service of the Gilgamesh, as it had always been. 

The salamanders coiled around his arms, tails flailing at his wrists, long, forked tongues licking around his neck, his jaw, trying to reach his ears. His teeth were bare and he said to them again, “You’re not real, you’re not even there, and even if you were, you can’t touch me. I’m hung in a rig like a side of beef … I’m in Starship Operations with fifty needles stuck in me. I’m Erickson, Jason, 8722-delta-beta-9. I’m a porcupine in a VR interface hookup, with its bare ass in the air. I’m the interface engineer that’s going to get this tumor out of my AI, and then – we’re going home. You hear me? Nothing is real, there’s no fire, and no fucking flames, and nothing hurts.”

And the fingertips he was trying to get on the glob of asphalt were burned through to bone. He was suspended in an ocean of agony that he knew, intellectually, was fake, but his brain believed. For moments at a time, intellect would win out over brain cells and pain would fade into a raw memory. Then his concentration would slip a notch or two and pain was back in an inferno out of which he must struggle again.

He had one cause for gratitude. Adrian. He has been prepped by a master in the art. No Reunion courtesan was better, and his concentration was at optimum as he walked into the sanctum. He was almost able to get on top of the ghostfire, almost able to override the physical brain with the sure knowledge of the mind. 

The mantra pulsed through his head again as his concentration gathered in a ball of gold light behind his eyes. The light spilled outward, encompassing his shoulders, arms, hands, and agony receded once more, leaving just a raw, sore mass of pain-memory. The absence of agony was euphoric, and he struggled to hang onto his concentration as he felt the new high, as intense as a drug. 

This time, concentration held and the gold shield of his own defense mechanism surged down over his hands. He looked at them with closed eyes. He knew his hands were whole. He knew his fingers were perfect, entirely capable of clenching around the glob of tarry goo left over from the intrusion into the AI holographic matrix.

And there it was. He felt it, coarser that sandstone, corrugated, jagged, so different from Sond’s polished crystal. His whole, perfect fingers closed around it and pulled. It was stuck tight, and he leaned deeper into the crucible of roiling flames where the salamanders swam like eels – he closed both his hands around the mass of the tumor, and threw every gram of his considerable weight against it. Effort made his heart slam against his ribs, made his ears sing as his head dizzied. For a moment he was so sure it was not going to budge, he sobbed in an agony of frustration more intense than the lick of the salamanders –

And then it shifted, a fraction at first, before it wrenched out of the holo matrix, and Jason tumbled backwards, taking it with him. It should have been white hot, enough to sear the skin from his breast as he fell, but as the tumor tore away from the original crystal the salamanders broke up into a million fireflies and dissolved into the darkness of the sanctum.

He lay on the silver-gold, pulsing lattice, panting, gasping, just short of blackout. Exhaustion overwhelmed him, his eyes watered with relief, and the nictitating membrane retracted. His vision cleared, leaving him blinking at the AI’s overhead network, too tired to move, beyond peering at his arms, his hands.

They were lobster red, but they were whole. He might have expected to see charred, blackened hide, but his skin was merely red as sunburn, and an irrational sob of relief ambushed Jason. His thoughts were a chaos – he was hovering on the brink of a dead faint, and he knew he had to get himself out of the sanctum, fast. He must get back to the lagoon, and all at once he could think of nothing but the chill blue liquid through which he had fallen. 

He rolled, got his knees under him with an effort and peered around, searching for the way out. The sanctum stretched to a dark infinity in every direction, and for a single blind moment he forgot the way. Panic surged and he fought it down, sore hands clenched into his hair and pulling to force his mind back into harness.

The hummingbird hovered before him, looking curiously at him, and Jason coughed to clear his throat. “Sond, unscheduled maintenance is complete. Report on systems status.”

“AI systems are functioning normally.”

“Report access to comm, engines, tracking, navigation.”

“Access available.”

Jason dragged a breath to the bottom of his lungs. “Show me conduit 4542,” he wheezed.

It was the power main, and following it was exactly like following a river to the sea. Before the AI engineer was allowed to undertake full immersion work, this was drilled into him. You get lost, pull up the power conduit and follow it out. 

It illuminated in a pale green-gold, and Jason hoisted himself to his feet, reeled toward it with a drunken gait. It took him to the top of the steps, where the gatekeepers had barred his way. The tigers and cobra were gone now, and the green of the primordial forest stretched away to the shores of the lagoon. He saw it in the distance, where it shone with its own light, or with illumination from below, like liquid energy.  

He kept to his feet with an effort of will, following the glow of the conduit. It rippled through the grass like a python, and his eyes never left it until his feet splashed into the cold, blue shallows. The chill was exquisite. It was balm on every raw nerve, and he plunged gladly into it, let it swallow him, and pulled himself into the bright depths of the lagoon.

Now he could relax, and the moment he did, the blackout hit him hard.

He lost his sense of time and place, and when his ears and brain began to work in concert once more it was some moments before he could fathom where he was, or what he had been doing. Discomfort and tiredness stitched through him, as if he had run the Reunion triple marathon and set a record time at the expense of legs, hips, spine.

Memory continued to elude him, but his eyes cracked open at last and he blinked at a clinical white ceiling where the lightning panels were adjusted to a bare glimmer of illumination. Medbay? What was he doing in the medbay? Jason stirred, and felt the slight irritation of the devices, tubes and leads tagged into his arms.

“He’s awake.”

Adrian’s voice. Adrian. Jason gasped as memory broadsided him. It all came back in an instant, and he breathed a long groan. He had done it. It was done. The AI was unlocked, and unless he was vastly mistaken, he was alive. He peered over the contour of his own chest at his right hand, which Adrian was holding, and then up into Adrian’s lovely face.

It was wet with tears, and Adrian did not seem to care. He did not even bother to brush them away, but kissed Jason’s palm a moment before a second face appeared beside him. Gina Lopez frowned at Jason, ignoring his attempts to smile. “Take it easy, Jay,” she was saying as he forced himself to listen, “you’re full of nano, and you’re going to feel like crap for an hour or two.” But she seemed satisfied with the readings on her palmtop, and shook a finger at him. “You’re a damned lucky boy.”

Lucky? Jason lifted his hands and blinked at them. They were pink, not the lobster red or the charcoal black he had seen in the hyper-reality of the interface, but pink as a mild case of sunburn. Not much to show for the blizzard of agony.

“You tripped a booby trap,” Adrian said thickly. “I was there. You could have died.”

“Didn’t,” Jason said tiredly. “I want to sit up.”

“You ought to lie down,” Lopez argued.

“And I want to sit up.” Jason wriggled, flexed his abs, and groaned as the whole medbay spun. “Damnit, what did you do to me?”

“Shot you full of nano,” she informed him. “You’re still toxic, kid. Feeling drunk? Or like you have a virus?”

“You know I am.” He hitched up toward the top of the bed, grateful when Adrian fetched a pillow from a vacant bed nearby, and shoved it behind him. He looked down at his legs, which were bare and pale in the medbay lights. “I did it. Did Buck get back control of the AI?”

“He did.” Lopez smiled at last. “You always like to tell us, you’re the best.”

“Now, maybe you’ll stay believing me,” Jason retorted.

She managed a creditable chuckle and patted his shoulder. “I always believed you. How’s the head? You good enough for Adrian to bring you up to speed?”

“Yes,” Jason growled, when in fact his head was still spinning, his belly felt none too trustworthy, and an ache was throbbing from one temple to the other. Most of it was the nano, and he had suffered nano often enough to recognize the symptoms.

“Hmm. You’re not a very good liar,” Lopez observed. “I’ll send you a glass of water. Drink it, see if it stays down.”

She was gone then, and Adrian took her departure as permission to hoist himself up onto the edge of the bed. He sat with Jason’s hand in his lap and for a long time he just blinked into Jason’s face as if he could not find his voice.

“You did good,” he said then. “I don’t pretend to know what the hell you did, but … they say you did very, very good indeed. The AI came right back online, and it’ll do as it’s told now.”

“All right.” Jason relaxed into the pillows and drew his left hand across his bare chest, disturbing the instruments adhering there. “Get these off me.”

“They’re supposed to be monitoring you,” Adrian began.

“I said, get the buggers off me,” Jason grumbled, and plucked at them determinedly until they were gone. “I’m cold.”

“You’re naked,” Adrian informed him.

“That’s no reason to be cold. Why am I freezing?” Jason felt a shiver building in his insides.

“They had to drop your body temperature,” Adrian sighed. “You were going to cook your brain … I thought you were done for, Jay. Then they couldn’t stop your temperature falling. Lopez gave you a shot of something besides the nano, and your temperature’s coming back up. You want a blanket?”

“Want to get out of here,” Jason corrected.

“Not yet.” Adrian was firm. “You’re supposed to stay right where you are for at least an hour, maybe two. Till the nano’s finished.”

“I hate the medbay,” Jason said passionately. “All I need is a cup of coffee and some sleep.”

“See if the water stays down, and if it does, I’ll see what I can do.” Adrian paused, and took a small cup from one of Lopez’s quiet little drones. He passed it to Jason. “Here. Drink.”

It was balm on a throat he had not even realized was sore, and he drank it to the bottom. “So, what did I miss? How long was I out?”

“Two hours.” Adrian took the empty cup from him and handed it back to the drone. “Vanderhoven, Cho and Saltzman have been working on a crew roster, figuring out the best twenty to retrieve. Right now, Buckner’s just about to disable the engines, which is critical. You know Titan Central will ask the AI, flat out, if the engines are down, and it can’t lie. It has to say yes, and it has to be the truth. Cole and McCoy are configuring a flock of fueling drones and a tractor. They spent more than an hour, hunting down the best fields to mine for fluorine, and the refineries are coming online.” He licked his lips. “I’m going to need to call Titan Central in an hour or two, maximum.”

“With the news the engines are no good, we need to make running repairs at the dock right here, or the Gilgamesh isn’t going anywhere.” Jason looked tiredly at Adrian, hunted for a smile and almost found one. “You know how to handle Marshall Prouse. I saw you do it.”

“Yeah.” Adrian slid off the bed and stretched his spine. “I’m going over it in my head – the right line of bull to feed her, even the right way to say it.” He lifted Jason’s hand to his lips, kissed his knuckles. “You scared the piss out of me. Don’t do that again.”

“Not if I can help it.” Jason summoned a smile. “I owe you. Big time.”

“What for?” Adrian rubbed the back of his neck, and it was obvious that he was little less exhausted than Jason himself.

“For prepping the hell out of me,” Jason said honestly.

“It was rough in there.” Adrian’s brows rose.

“It was the roughest interface I ever did,” Jason confessed very quietly. “One iota less concentration … one more erg of distractedness … and I’d be in a bodybag.”

“I know.” Adrian looked away. “I told you, you scared the piss right out of me. You want to talk about it?”

But Jason only shrugged. “There’s nothing to talk about. Unless you’re an AI specialist, used to the VR simulations, it wouldn’t make much sense to you.”

“Probably not.” Adrian stirred. “Is that water staying down?”

“Yeah. I’ll go for coffee, if Lopez’ll let me have it.”

“I’ll ask,” Adrian offered, and turned away in search of the doctor.

The medbay lighting was turned way low out of respect to the four post-operative cases as well as Jason. They were parked in four out of the six beds on the wall opposite, and as Adrian stepped away, Jason took enough stock of his surroundings to actually see them. Faces looked at him, all pale, all with the slightly stunned, dislocated look of people who had suffered radical surgery and were full of drugs and nano.

But they were free now, and they would be starting to realize it as the treatment wore off. Jason lifted a hand to them. “Hi. Jason Erickson, the XO, remember me? You might not. Chip surgery sometimes knocks out your short term memory. I lost half a day when I had one of my implants done … I just did for our AI what Doc Lopez has done for you. Got the government crap out of its brains.”

The two men, two women, were all twenty years older than Jason, give or take a few, but otherwise they were comparable in terms of physique, stature and augmentation. Like Jason, and any other inmate of the medbay, they were comfortably naked. The two whose skulls were not buzzcut wore their hair loose rather than braided – the dark woman and the platinum blond man with the tattoos on his chest. All were blinking at Jason, and mute.

“You can’t talk?” he prompted. 

The blond man seemed to struggle to find his voice. “We can talk. Wouldn’t know what to say.”

“Your name would be a good place to start,” Jason invited.

“My name.” The man looked sidelong at his companions. “We’ve been numbers for twenty years.”

“Not anymore.” Jason yawned deeply. “You want a number? All right, you’re … 3. How’s that sound? You want a name? You got anything against Bob? Then he can be Frank, and she can be Jane, and she can be Kate. The numbers, you’ll have to work out for yourselves. Tell me which is which when you get it organized.”

“Craig.” The blond man lifted one hand to explore the back of his skull, where the nano was still working to repair a surgical incision which had required the removal of bone. “Hurts.”

“Surprise.” Jason’s brows arched. “Is that Craig something, or something Craig?”

“Craig Ozolin.” The name sounded as if it did not fit properly on his tongue any longer.

“Russian,” Jason guessed.

Ozolin’s wide shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Maybe. My family was from Mars, we lost track of the Earthside folks, and then …”

Then, twenty years ago, Craig Ozolin was picked up and processed, and he lost track of them all. Jason felt a pang of something like pity. “You were augmented. For work?”

“For work. I was going to make a mountain of money. The mines out in the Belt were booming, way back when. The corporations were recruiting, literally begging people to get borged, offering to pick up the cost of the augmentations up front, and we could pay it off over five years out of salaries the size of the planet Neptune. Who could resist? Not me.”

Who indeed, Jason wondered, and swung his legs off the bed just as Adrian reappeared. He carried a mug in either hand, and Jason was pleased to take one from him. Lopez even knew how he liked his coffee – with a lot of cream and honey. He would have added a splash of the Irish, but with the drugs and nano still in him, it was probably better to wait. Adrian gave Jason a critical look as he got to his feet, but clearly knew there was no way to argue him into submission.

He had heard voices, and gave the four members of his security squad a look of abject apology. “Guys, I’m so sorry. The things I said to you. It was the only way to make this work. You probably think I’m a right, royal bastard, and you’d have a reason to, but – ask Officer Erickson. I’m not.”

“He’s not,” Jason said dutifully. “In fact, he’s the guy who’s lying through his teeth to Titan Central, buying us the time to get the hell out of here.” He took half the coffee in one swig. “Has anyone spoken to you about your options?”

It was the redhaired woman with the buzz cut who echoed, “Options? I’m Magda Barbero. I was an athlete. I had gold and silver medals before …” She gestured vaguely over her shoulder, into the past. “We have some kind of options?”

“A couple,” Adrian said with all due caution. “Going back to the homeworlds isn’t one of them, unless you want to be chipped again. But you can do as I already did. Throw in with this crew. Or you can try and link up with the mavericks in the Belt, see if The Pure Light can be dragged down.”

Barbero and Ozolin shared a glance. “They don’t let us know much about what’s going on,” Barbero said hoarsely. “We’re confined to barracks until we’re given an assignment, and we’re under orders not to pursue information which is not germane to the job.” She shrugged. “You get a cracking headache, throw your guts up, if you even think about wanting to chase down the news.”

“Soon, you stop wanting to,” Ozolin added. “The more you want to go against orders, the more you get sick. You know how it is.”

In fact, Jason knew nothing of the sort – but Adrian did. He had watched this happen for years, working with people like Ozolin and Barbero. He was so accustomed to them being goons, without personalities or minds of their own, he had stopped even bothering to learn their names. Jason slung one arm over Adrian’s shoulder and pulled him in close. It was good to have him there, and the gesture should tell Adrian more clearly than words, Jason knew enough not to apportion blame where it did not belong.

With an enormous and visible effort, Ozolin seemed to be getting his brain to work for the first time in far too long. “Options,” he said slowly. “We’ll talk about it. Uh … this one here is Vic Warren. He’s been known to answer to Rabbits. And that’s Pam Dravid.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Jason said mechanically. “I’ll ask our personnel officer to come see you. She’ll be able to tell you what’s doable.” He drank the coffee to the bottom and looked into the mug. “Any chance of another?”

In fact, he wanted to be out of the medbay, though he knew Lopez would not let him go while the nano remained active. In lieu of an early release he settled for a chair by the office terminal, a blanket, and Adrian hovering beside him as if he was sure Jason was about to fall face-first into the deck. It was not about to happen, but Jason had discovered how much he enjoyed having Adrian spoil him.

The ship’s systems were solidly in the green, and what he saw as he rummaged through current data put a weary smile on his face. They were over the first hurdle, and it was one of the biggest. He sat back with a fresh mug – green tea; Lopez would not allow more coffee while the squadrons of nano were still active – and beckoned Adrian to see.

Did he understand much of the data scrolling through the display? Jason was uncertain, and pointed out the key items. The AI was accepting instructions again. It would transmit only what was authorized for transmission by Vanderhoven or, in his stead, Jason himself or Buckner. It was sending nothing about the steady retrieval of a skeleton crew. And nothing about the configuration of twenty mining drones and a tractor, or the fact the refinery was coming online.

And the drive engines were deader than roadkill. The Gilgamesh was not about to go anywhere, not for a minimum of 24 hours, and Jason saw no reason why Buckner could not talk that up to the three days they needed to turn the ship around. Something about replacement parts, perhaps.

“We’re on our way,” he said to Adrian, and wound one arm around him in celebration, tugged him into his lap. Adrian perched on his right thigh and looked into the display, trying to make sense of the datastream. But he was no tech, no scientist, and Jason did not want him to be. One tech in the family was enough. “The fueling drones are on launch countdown. The tractor will be in the air in twenty minutes.”

“Won’t Titan tracking pick it up?” Adrian asked tersely.

“Of course they will. The trick is to make it look like a legitimate launch. Part of the shutdown process for a starship after five years in flight. The fact is, we do need to dump trash, but we can wait till we’re on our way back out of the system. We can offload trash in three days, crossing the orbit of Pluto, but Titan doesn’t need to know this. They’re going to be told this launch is a trash dump into one of the biggest trash compactors in the system. Saturn.” He smiled into Adrian’s dark eyes. “You’re going to tell them. You’re about to call Marshall Prouse.”

“As a matter of fact, I am.” Adrian tried to stand, but Jason held him where he was, just a little longer. “I need to inform Titan Central about the drive trouble, tell them we need an extra day. Then tomorrow it’ll be the need to manufacture the engine components before we can install them, which will buy one more day. And so on.” 

“You’ve been conferencing with Buck,” Jason guessed.

“He swung by while you were asleep.” Adrian laced his fingers at Jason’s nape and leaned in to a comprehensive kiss that left him husky. “There’s so much work to do, and – me? I’m a passenger. The only job I’m good for on this ship is keeping the coffee coming!”

“And keeping the government off our backs,” Jason added.

“That much, I can do,” Adrian breathed. And then he heaved a massive yawn and rubbed his eyes.

Jason had not thought to ask what time it would be in Ganymede City, and on the Vincenzo Ricci, which was synched to the clock of its homeworld. “How long since you had any sleep?”

“I had about an hour after you … tested me.”

“And you need to put your head down,” Jason told him firmly.

“I do.” Adrian was not about to argue. “Can I grab a few hours, after I call Marshall Prouse, buy us a day to get this show underway?”

“Of course.” Jason stretched every bone and joint. “I’ve seen the work rosters Dirk and Marina just posed. They’re brutal. We’re going to draw three hours’ sleep in a day, and my first break comes up five hours from now.”

“They’re not even allowing you time to get over the interface session,” Adrian protested.

“Don’t need it.” Adrian worked his neck around. “The nano’ll be finished in half an hour, and I’ll be fine.” He lifted his chin and touched the band around his throat. “Lopez would have taken a good, long  look at my sockets, but I know from the way they feel, there’s no real damage.” He slipped the band off and explored them with careful fingertips. “She cleaned them up, they’re good to go.”

“They hurt?” Adrian’s brow creased, as if it had not occurred to him.

“They can, but they don’t,” Jason told him. “They’re biocyber, did you know?”

“I don’t know much about them,” Adrian confessed. “Well, only the gossip. People like to say they’re … erogenous.”

Jason actually chuckled. “They’re semi-live synthetic tissue, connected to the nervous system, with pathways straight to the brain.” He settled the band gently back into place. “And yes, they’re very sensitive.”

“Oh?” Adrian leaned closer and dropped his voice. “What does it, uh…?”

“What do they feel like?” Jason chuckled. “Actually, sockets feel something like your ears. They itch occasionally, and a tongue stuck in them stands your hair on end.” He waited for Adrian to catch on to what he was saying, and watched the dark eyes widen.

“Well, now,” Adrian said in intrigued tones, with an odd little catch in his voice, “there’s a thought to conjure with.” He drew a kiss across Jason’s mouth and stood when he was allowed to. “You’re off shift in five hours?”

“And I get three hours to sleep … or chill, recreate, whatever.” Jason watched the pink tip of Adrian’s tongue flick out reflexively. 

“So you’ll be showing up in your quarters?”

“Our quarters,” Jason amended.

“Our quarters.” Adrian echoed. “Well, now, indeed.” And then a vast yawn overtook him, dispelling the rich sensuality. “God, I’ve got to sleep. I haven’t closed my eyes in two days, except for that hour after you did me, and that doesn’t count. I wasn’t asleep, I was comatose.”

Jason indulged himself in a chuckle. “You tested out a hundred-fifty percent,” he said honestly. “You blew me away. I’ve been meaning to ask … are you okay? I mean, after.”

“Oh, I know what you mean.” Adrian’s cheeks warmed through a few tones, and he mocked himself with a smirk. “I’m fine. You didn’t do me any lasting damage. And the Rhapsody was …” He could not find a word.

“It is, isn’t it?” Jason agreed. “You wait till you feel it when you’re on top.” And he watched Adrian shiver visibly.

“You do that?” Adrian’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if he thought the matter warranted complete confidentiality.

“Do I do what?” Jason wondered what he meant.

“Do you bottom?” Adrian whispered.

Jason frowned. “Doesn’t everyone? Why not? Why wouldn’t you?”

“Remind me to tell you a few things about the homeworlds sometime, the stuff they don’t publish in the travel magazines,” Adrian said wryly.  

“Homeworlders are weird,” Jason observed.

“Tell me about it.” Adrian was moving. “I have a call to make, and then I’m going straight to your – our quarters, and I’m going to go out like a light.”

“Do that.” Jason watched him out of the medbay. Craig Ozolin’s squad was also watching him, shrewd, narrow eyed. Judgmental. Jason gave Ozolin a challenging look, and the man backed off. “He did the best he could for you people,” Jason said baldly. “You’re going to mock him?” The edge in his voice said, don’t you dare.

 “Me, sir? No, sir,” Ozolin said smartly, and sketched Jason some kind of salute. “There was a time I thought he was a bastard. I pegged him for a borg lover, soon enough. Nothing wrong with that, in principle, but folks like us can land on the ass-end of the deal, and I was sure he was going to put us through hell.”

Jason turned back to his monitor, already sliding into the work that was waiting for him as soon as the nano deactivated and he could get a meal into his belly. “Then you know by now, you were dead wrong,” he told Ozolin bluntly, “and you should be counting your blessings. You were lucky, man, and if you have one shred of brains left functional after twenty years in some weird-ass kind of chip-skull bondage, you’ll know it.”

“We do,” Ozolin said quietly, making Jason look up sharply at him over the hood of the threedee display. “You have no idea,” Ozolin told him. “Being born free, living free all your life … you don’t want to know, Officer Erickson.”

“Call me Jason,” he invited, frowning over the erstwhile security squad. Ozolin was right – he had no desire to know. But Adrian knew far too much about the lives of the chipped fifties, and the knowledge of what he was leaving behind in the homeworlds was a burden of guilt he would have to learn to live with, until the mavericks – whoever and wherever they were – found a way to prevail.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Thirteen


 
It was the end of Marshall Angela T. Prouse’s shift, and she looked as tired as Adrian felt. He had dragged a comb through his hair, put on his jacket, straightened his shirt, and he looked as presentable as could be expected as he made his way to Starship Operations and asked Jennifer Lu which comm station he could use.

Titan Central might have been waiting for him to check in, though the schedule was his to make and keep, not theirs. “Marshall Prouse,” he said stiffly. “I have unwelcome news. I’ll have to ask you to divert incoming traffic. I’m going to need this dock for the next 24 hours at least.”

She leaned forward toward the vid pickup. “Trouble?”

“Yes. But not from Captain Vanderhoven’s crew. They’ve been fully cooperative, and I want their conduct noted in official records.” 

In fact, Vanderhoven was standing in the Ops room door with a mug in one hand, food in the other, and a terse look on his face. His sleeves were rolled up and his face was smudged with something that might have been hydraulic fluid. He lifted his mug in mock toast, and Adrian went on,

“We have warnings on main drive ignition. The Chief of Engineers is looking at the machinery right now, but even I know enough about these engines to know you don’t attempt to start them when the AI is telling you there’s an instability in the sequencers.”

“Quite correct.” Prouse sat back and studied him closely. “Is Engineer Buckner equipped to perform the work?”

“I won’t know for eight or twelve hours, Marshall. It’ll take that long to physically take the engine apart and check various components.”

“The AI can’t run its own diagnostics?” Prouse was surprised.

“Not,” Adrian told her sharply, “since we overrode it and caused it some quite serious damage.”

“You’re still having trouble with it? Did the crew AI tech examine it?”

“He did. He was … injured in the process,” Adrian said with great care. “As you’re quite well aware, our intrusion into the computer core was not without its own fangs and claws. It was configured to protect itself, and it did, the moment it felt the presence of a maintenance officer. The AI,” he added, “is stable enough, but it has various serious flaws. I’ll recommend it be erased, as soon as we’ve gotten this ship to Ganymede.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Of course I can route traffic around you, Representative. You’ll have the dock for another day. Will it be enough?”

“Probably. I have no desire to remain here a moment longer than necessary,” Adrian said in as chill a tone as he could manage.

“Surely you’ve no need to stay aboard.” Prouse gestured in what would be the direction of the city, from her perspective. “I’ll put a holding crew on the Gilgamesh. You can take a hotel suite. Be aware that the Vincenzo Ricci shipped out three hours ago.”

He pretended to consider the offer for a moment, and said at last, “Thank you for your generosity, but I’m content where I am. Captain Vanderhoven has extended his hospitality, and I’m quite intrigued by some of the amusements on this ship. Curiosities from another world. For the moment, the Gilgamesh is in no jeopardy, and the crew is attending to its duties. I’ll know tomorrow if the work on the drive can be performed locally, or if we’ll need to send for salvage tugs from Ganymede.”

Four of the heaviest skyharbor tugs that worked the freighter yards in the Jovian system could take the Gilgamesh under tow and deliver her to the government docks, but Adrian knew those tugs were under contract, tightly scheduled. It could take a week to acquire four of them at one time, and get them to Saturn, while Titan’s available tugs were greatly inadequate. The time lag was perfect. 

“I would prefer,” Adrian said tersely, “to see this ship returned to functionality, and have her make her own way to Ganymede.”

“As you say.” Prouse studied him musingly. “Do you need a security detail to stand a duty roster with your own squad?”

“Not at this time. As I’ve indicated, the Gilgamesh personnel have offered their complete cooperation. I see no reason to insult them by keeping them under the gun.”

She hesitated and then accepted his decision, as she must. “Very well, Representative Balfour. It seems irregular to me, but as you said earlier, this is a starship crew, not some ragtag band of mavericks out of the Belt. They probably deserve gentler handling.”

“They do,” Adrian said sharply. “There are no criminals on this vessel, Marshall Prouse.”

“I beg to differ.” Her eyes glittered in the lights of her office. “They are illegal forms. They have no place in this system.”

“Indeed. But they have been out of cryosleep a little less than four days,” Adrian added while his belly clenched, “and when they went into the cryocapsules five years ago, in their own home port, they were free men and women. They are illegal forms. Here. Not on Eidolon, where most of their augmentations were performed, and where many of them were bred and born. In the letter of the law, no criminality has taken place.”

She seemed annoyed, though his argument was sound. “Be aware, Mister Balfour, there has been maverick activity in the Saturn system.”

His ears pricked and his throat tightened. “When was this? Before the Gilgamesh docked?”

“Four hours before she docked,” Prouse affirmed, “and again, not two hours ago. There is a maverick crew not far from Titan Central right now. I have ships out looking for it.”

He took a breath. “Do you believe this maverick crew has any interest in the Gilgamesh?”

Now, Prouse could only shrug. “It seems likely. What troubles me is that to know of its arrival, this crew would have to be privy to our comm traffic. They would need our encryption codes.”

“It’s happened before.” Adrian sat back. “There were rogue raids on Io and Callisto two years ago which could only have been staged with information derived from heavily encrypted comm traffic between the Jovian system and Earth itself. We never knew exactly who the crews were, but in light of this, I would imagine the raids could easily have been the work of mavericks.” All this was absolutely true, and Adrian’s mind was racing back over past events, trying to recognize maverick activity where he had never seen it before.

Prouse studied him unblinkingly. “I’ll put a squad in space, flying patrol around the Gilgamesh and your dock.”

“Do that. And keep me informed. Have your squad look out for a drone launch from the Gilgamesh, due very shortly. It’s just the routine trash dump. Track it into the atmosphere of Saturn, log it and forget it.” Adrian reached out, ready to thumb off the comm. “I’ll brief you, Marshall, when I have more information regarding our engine trouble. Goodbye.”

The line cut, and he looked up at Vanderhoven. “Mavericks, a crew of them, probably close enough to read the Gilgamesh’s name on her hull.”

The captain stepped into the Ops room and pulled a chair up to the workstation beside Adrian. “It’s … interesting. Things could get complicated.”

“Do they want something from us?” Adrian wondered.

“More than likely, to haul us into their war,” Vanderhoven speculated, and shook his head emphatically. “There are no soldiers in this crew, we’re not armed, the ship itself isn’t armed. We’re in no position to give them any kind of military support, much less fight alongside them – and we don’t have enough spare cryogen capsules to be significant, if they’re wondering if we can take people out with us. We have space to ship a couple of hundred awake, but no space to carry food and life support for two hundred souls, for five years.” He spread his hands and frowned at the palms. “I don’t know what we can do to help them, but … Jennifer, would you listen for them? Because they’re sure to call.”

The Comm Officer stepped closer. “I can listen, Dirk, but if they come right out and transmit, they’ll only give away their position. Prouse’s squads will be all over them like a rash.”

“They might think it was worth the risk.” Vanderhoven scrubbed his face, leaving his cheeks ruddy. “If they’re smart enough, they’ll figure out a way to get a message to us. The least we can do is listen to what they have to say.”

“I’ll set it up now.” Lu set down the palmtop she had been working with and brought another workstation alive. But she looked troubled, and Adrian knew Vanderhoven was waiting for her to speak. He could even guess what she was going to say, and was not surprised when Lu said softly, “Dirk, there’s people on this ship who have families back home.”

“As do soldiers,” Vanderhoven said bitterly.

“But we’re not soldiers.” She looked him levelly in the eye. “We didn’t volunteer for some damn’ fool suicide mission, or a one-way ticket out of Eidolon, no chance of ever seeing home again. Some of us plan to have families when we get back to Reunion. Most of us haven’t even had the chance to have kids! You know what they keep telling us – career first, then devote yourself to family. Well, we were never asked if we wanted to be soldiers in … in somebody else’s war,” she finished too loudly. “This is Earth, Dirk. This isn’t home. I was born in Reunion, like Jay, like more than half of us. And sure, I feel for the people like us back here, the fifties, and obviously I want to do something to help them. But … laying down our lives and losing the Gilgamesh isn’t the way to do it.”

“Jen, shush,” Vanderhoven said gently, “you think I haven’t thought all this through? You don’t think I know the whole deal?”

Her eyes were bright with emotion. “I’m sure you do, and I’m sorry. Some of us are running scared. Getting out of this dock is a big enough risk without throwing in the mavericks as a wildcard.” She met Adrian’s eyes and gave him an apologetic shrug. “Hey, man, I’m sorry, but this is your home, not ours.”

“Not my home either.” Adrian nodded at the terminal where he had sat moments before. “You didn’t hear the crock I just told to Marshall Prouse? I’m the worst kind of criminal. I’m a traitor. If they get their hands on me, I’ll spend the rest of my life in a labor camp. And it’ll be a very short, very nasty life. You think I want to stick around here and watch the Gilgamesh leave?” 

She changed color as she listened. “Then, I guess you’re coming with us.”

“He is.” Vanderhoven frowned deeply at Adrian. “And don’t sweat about me committing this ship, this crew, to a war. I can’t. Not won’t. Can’t. We’re not a warship. We’d go down so fast, nobody would even know we’d ever been in this system, and then Eidolon would be completely isolated.”

Exhaustion had begun to overwhelm Adrian. “I think Eidolon is going to be going it alone anyway, Captain … Dirk. No matter what we say or do here. I’ve been wanting to ask. As a colony, do we have the potential to stand alone, or do we need the connection with Earth?”

Vanderhoven regarded him with an indulgent smile. “You have a lot to learn about Eidolon. Let me give you the bottom line. You can work your way back from there, fill in the blanks, when we’re out of this particular wood and you have the time and opportunity to pick Jason’s brain. Earth needs Eidolon a hell of a lot more than we need them. There’s nothing they could offer us that would make me want to bring this ship back.”

“And nothing we need,” Lu said darkly. “We shipped out with a loaded database. We have all the music, literature, art and media of human history. I don’t know what trash music they’re playing on Earth right now, but there’s a whole generation of musicians and artists and writers growing up in Reunion, and our music, art, literature, is different. Fresh and new.”

As different as the rest of their culture, Adrian thought. “How many of you are there, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“There’s almost two thousand.” Vanderhoven’s brow was still creased in a frown. “It’s not a large population, but it’s growing fast. We have a high birth rate, because people are newfangled with the idea of populating a new world, and you ought to know, Adrian, we’re also living a lot longer than the native people of Earth.” 

“Eidolon is clean,” Lu told him. “Average human lifespan in the homeworlds never got much over a century, did it?”

“It’s back down to about ninety right now.” Adrian stifled a yawn. “Sorry. You’re not boring me, I just haven’t slept in a long, long time. I read a while ago, the potential human lifespan is about a century and a half, but nobody makes it anywhere close to that because the atmosphere, the water, it’s all toxic. We live in a plastic, low-level radioactive swamp full of animal hormones and genetically modified everything. We get old, sick and dead, long before we ought to.”

“There you have it.” Vanderhoven spread his hands in a broad gesture. “We stop poisoning ourselves, and we don’t deteriorate so fast. Also, Eidolon is rich in botanicals which have a positive effect on the human immune system. We’re calculating that the potential lifespan of Eidolonian humans is around the two century mark, even before our experiments into lifespan extension come to fruition … and the oldest soul in the planet is currently just a little more than half that. Her name is Rachel Cataldi, she was a young radio astronomer on the first voyage out. She’s a neurobiologist now, with four children, six grandchildren, eleven great-grandchildren, all of whom consider themselves citizens of Eidolon first, humans second.” His eyes sparkled with a little rueful humor. “Jason is one of them.”

One of Rachel Cataldi’s grandchildren? Adrian was delighted. “You don’t have a rule about people having to, uh, procreate, do you?”

“Not as you understand it.” Vanderhoven smiled indulgently at him for some reason Adrian could not understand. “The only rule is that you contribute to the gene pool, help to make sure our community has plenty of healthy variety. You can do your duty with a tissue sample. You’ll be wondering how we avoid the population becoming inbred, like a stable of racehorses! On the last voyage to Earth, we collected over ten thousand genetic samples. Those genes have been fully sequenced, checked and validated, and they’re blended with our own to make sure hereditary maladies and weaknesses don’t run away with us. Otherwise, we leave Nature to herself. The lesson of history,” Vanderhoven added, “is that Mother Nature usually knows what she’s doing, and things don’t go wrong until we start to meddle.”

Adrian gave him a tired smile. “Then you don’t mind about guys like me and Jason. Not the procreating kind.”

“Jason has five children,” Lu told him, as if surprised he did not know.

Exhaustion had so far overtaken Adrian, it took several seconds for the sense of what she said to find its way to active brain cells. “He – what?”

“He has three daughters and two sons,” Vanderhoven chuckled, “all by different mothers, all strong, healthy, intelligent, like their parents. He made his contribution to the gene pool about nine years ago by way of donor sperm, and he was selected by the women who were far more interested in raising a brilliant, beautiful child than getting into the messy, dangerous business of human relationships. Jason’s quite a beauty, isn’t he? He’ll obviously be selected, because he’s not exactly easy to overlook! He’ll be selected many more times … so will you.” Vanderhoven laughed out loud. “The look on your face, Adrian! You know by now, things are different on Eidolon.”

“Well …damn,” Adrian breathed. “The way you’re bred and born isn’t the same, you don’t mature in the same pattern – Jason told me he was over twenty before – he said, before his gonads came online. And then you’re living twice as long. Longer.”

“All natural human processes,” Vanderhoven said reasonably. “More natural than suffocating people into fitting some kind of mold, and persecuting them for their differences. Do you know your history? Women were persecuted for thousands of years for being female, and then witches were hunted for possessing latent psychic abilities, and men were hunted down for ‘unnatural’ sexuality, which makes no more sense than setting fire to elderly women because they’re marginally clairvoyant.” He turned his eyes to the ceiling, or the gods. “Now they’re persecuting borgs, which makes even less sense.”

“But you’re coming with us,” Jennifer Lu mused. “All we have to do is get the hell out of this nothing system, and then it’s five years home, asleep all the way. You dream a little, but so slowly, it probably takes a week for your subconscious mind to think a thought, and then you’ll wake up and see a big, beautiful planet, blue-green and sparkling fresh.” She closed her eyes and her face was alight with longing. “Eidolon. It was the word the ancient Greeks used for the human spirit, did you know?”

“No,” Adrian said, hushed, and in that moment wanted nothing more than to be five years from Earth.

“You,” Vanderhoven told him, “look like crap. You’re not sick? You could be coming down with something that’s native to Eidolon. We don’t even notice the local bugs anymore, but you should definitely have Lopez give you the broad spectrum shots, be safe.”

“I’ll do that,” Adrian said as he pushed up to his feet and worked his neck around. “I’m just tired right through to the bone, Captain.”

“And tested to destruction?” Vanderhoven guessed. 

“Not quite that far,” Adrian said softly. “But close.”

“Jason can be a handful, but I’m very grateful for what you did. If you hadn’t, as you know by now, the AI might easily have killed him, and the rest of us would be headed for hell right now. If he’s hurt you –”

“He didn’t. Quite the opposite.” Adrian knuckled his eyes. “It’s just sleep I need. Then, give me a job to do, anything I have the skills to handle, and let me do my part. Time’s the enemy, isn’t it?”

“You got that right.” Vanderhoven gestured at the scores of screens that were streaming data right around the Ops room. “We’re racing the clock, and barely holding our own. Three days, Adrian, to do what it usually takes three months to do. If I stop to think about it, I get cold chills down my spine.” 

“The fuel miners,” Adrian wondered. “The drones that are bringing up fluorine for your refinery –?”

“Launched a couple of minutes ago, radio-tagged as the routine trash dump. Titan saw them and let them pass by. They’ll be hitting the atmosphere of Saturn in less than half an hour, and they’re autonomous, what we call ‘launch and forget.’” Vanderhoven gestured over his shoulder. “Go. Get some sleep. And then I’m sure Marina could use your help with personnel. There’ll be thirty of us awake very soon, plus yourself and your security squad. Things have a way of getting complicated.” He gave Adrian an unexpected smile. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” Adrian said levelly and with an ice-cold calm, “just get me the hell out of this system before the authorities can get hold of me and ship me out right after my cousin.”







 


 

 

 
Chapter Fourteen


 
He was asleep. The cabin was lit softly in the backwash of light from the cloudy face of Titan, and the floodlights in the belly of Titan Central itself, and Jason stopped in the doorway, enchanted by the figure that lay in the rumpled mess of his bed. Nothing had changed about the room; everything had changed. Adrian’s scent was on it now, the sweet-musk, unique smell of him, and Jason’s tired nerves revived as he stepped in and took a single breath.

An hour ago, he would not have believed himself capable of any physical response. He had spent the last four hours in the cold, dark crawlspaces between decks, places the crew of the Gilgamesh rarely saw. He had pulled himself from handhold to handhold, working in partial gravity, with equipment strapped about his body, doing work that was more fitted to drones. 

It was repetitive, aggravating and, after a while, boring. But this part of the job was no less than critical if this ship were to turn around and enter another five-year flight, less than a hundred hours after her engines went into blessed shutdown after thirty months of brake thrust. Jason was tired, and he had felt dirty enough when he clambered out of the last crawlspace to step right into the shower in the bathroom attached to the gym, just a few meters from the access hatch where the crawlspace ended.

He had been hand-scanning the conduits carrying power, data and air. All were monitored and controlled via nodes spaced five meters apart, the whole length of the Gilgamesh’s crew ‘cab.’ He had found no fault, and after his three hours of downtime he would be in a pressure suit, ‘outside’ and working with drones, checking hull integrity. 

Tomorrow, it would be torsion testing the airframe at the vacuum welds where the great structural members were held together. They bore the incredible forces as the engines ignited, and if the Gilgamesh failed at a fundamental, physical level, that was where the failure would occur. When he was done with these, he would take a squad of drones and crawl over the shock plate, right ahead of the cab, testing surface integrity – not the usual job for an AI engineer, but equally critical. 

Neither Jason nor Ro Buckner expected any fault to be detected, but if it was, they had the drones aboard to repair it. However, large-scale work could not be done at this dock. The authorities at Titan Central would see the drones moments after they deployed; there would be soldiers on the dock, assigned to close down all activities, inside of an hour. The work would have to be performed in the vast dark between the stars, and the thought made Jason shiver. 

He had not been awake to see that space when the ship left Eidolon. The crew ‘bedded down’ into cryosleep just on the outside of the system, where the realm of planets, moons and worldlets dwindled away into nothing. If the Gilgamesh needed the work, this time the engines would go dark just outside the orbit of Pluto, and she would drift at some fraction of the speed of light while a squadron of industrial drones scurried like army ants over her, cannibalizing components to bring her up to safe levels. 

With just a very little luck, Jason thought as he stepped into the cabin, the ship would have the structural integrity to get herself home. She could be literally taken to pieces at the docks at geostationary above Reunion, and rebuilt there. In a year, two, she would relaunch with all the strengths of a new ship, fully refurbished electronics and upgraded software. Even Sond itself would have been updated with ten years’ worth of improvements. 

The next time Sond came anywhere near Earth space – if it ever did – it would be impervious to intrusion. The Pure Light would never be able to take control of the ship again.

Jason was still warm and damp, his hair fluffing from the hot-air dryers in the gym shower. He stopped a pace inside the cabin, dumped the wadded-up ball of the clothes he had carried back, and indulged himself in a smile as he watched the figure in the bed. Adrian was not so deeply asleep. His hands flexed, his fingers moved, reflecting the dream realities unfolding in his brain. 

And his jaw, Jason saw, was shadowed with a growth of soft beard. He had never seen this before, and curiosity took him to the bedside. Everyone he knew from home used the Eidolon native botanicals. Once in a month, a man massaged his face and throat with a preparation like Polar Blues, which had the icy scent of cologne, the chill consistency of aloe, and the color of water that had been on a glacier two hours before. The beard did not grow for several weeks, and as it began to reappear, the Polar Blues would banish it again. 

So Adrian shaved, Jason thought, fascinated. He had heard of this, but never seen it outside of a video, and then only rarely. He remembered images from texts on early human history, back in an age when people lived in caves, and explored their world in sailing ships – Jason was blurry on the details and the time frames. Men were hairy as apes, far in the human past. Some of them grew long beards, braided them, waxed their moustaches, and the beards were admired, though Jason could not imagine why. 

With light, careful fingertips, he drew a caress across Adrian’s cheek and jaw, and felt the prickle of stubble. It felt odd, rough but not unpleasant, and he murmured at the strangeness. The touch woke Adrian. The dark eyes opened, and Jason whispered an apology, but Adrian turned over with a determined grunt and pulled a pillow under his head. 

His voice was a croak. “What time is it?”

“I’m on my break, that’s all I need to know,” Jason told him. “Three whole hours. Thirsty?” When Adrian nodded, he leaned into the bathroom for a beaker of water, and held it till he took it. Adrian drank it to the bottom. “I woke you. I’m sorry.” Jason tossed the beaker back into the bathroom. “You were dreaming? Something good?”

“Not as good as the reality.” Adrian’s hand splayed over Jason’s chest. “I was dreaming about you, but you weren’t interested in me. You had better things to do. I wasn’t important.”

“I have things to do,” Jason admitted, “but as for you not being important –” He shook his head. “You’re the second most important thing I can think of.” He laid a fingertip on Adrian’s lips to silence him. “The first being to get this ship out and home. You help us do that, and there’ll be nothing in this galaxy I set before you.”

“Then, give me a job and let me get started,” Adrian suggested.

“In three hours or so.” Jason leaned over and nuzzled the dark curly hair, and his tongue sampled the prickle of beard stubble. “That’s so odd. You shave.”

“Of course I shave.” Adrian sounded exasperated. “You don’t?”

“Never have.” Jason took the lobe of his ear between his teeth and tugged gently. “You really pull a piece of steel over your throat?”

“Not a piece of steel!” Adrian managed a faint chuckle. “Throw my jacket over here, and I’ll show you.”

Jason snaked out one arm, caught it by the collar and dumped it on Adrian’s legs. He propped himself on one elbow to watch as Adrian delved into the inside pocket and produced an assortment of personal things. A comset that was never going to handshake with the Titan network; a pack of gum; his wallet, with his ID and credit cards; a pair of green-tinted shades; a keyring with two infrakeys; and a slender black plastex object Jason did not recognize.

This, he thumbed on, and as it began to buzz softly he drew it over his cheek, jaw, chin, in swathes. The dark shadow of stubble turned into a fine powder and fell away. “Razor,” Adrian said fatuously. “Shave.” He was looking at Jason’s own face, and with his left hand traced a curious caress around his chin. “You never have? What, you don’t need to? Like the way you were twenty before your gonads came online?”

“Almost twenty-one, actually,” Jason groaned. “And I was so ready for it, you have no idea. All your friends are rabbiting, and you’re still going to a movie and taking out a kite, and walking the damn’ dog.” He stroked his fingertips in the smooth wake of the razor. “This is nice. You want to shave? I use the Blues. It lasts three, four weeks. I used it when I got out of cryo, and I’ll use it again when we get home.” He drew his cheek over Adrian’s nose and lips. “You like?”

“Me like.” Adrian was done, and shoved his things haphazardly back into the pocket. The jacket slithered off the end of the bed, and he was hunting for Jason’s mouth before it landed. The kiss was hard, clinging, and Jason had been longing for this, for hours. Adrian was eager to explore, and Jason opened to him, encouraging him. For one instant Adrian was hesitant, as if there were some taboo in the homeworlds that Jason could not even guess at, and then he knew he was welcome, and Jason had only to be still and surrender.

Their lips were still in contact, still tingling, when he felt the soft touch of fingers at his throat. They were feeling along the band, and now Jason caught his breath, knowing where Adrian was going. It would be unfamiliar territory for him, and this time Jason turned his head slightly to guide him to the seal where the band closed. 

He found it blindly, dealt it a careful tug, and it was off. The breath caught in Jason’s throat and his heart leapt as he knew what Adrian would do. He was not even breathing as the careful fingers traced the shape and depth of the interface sockets, felt their texture, and the skin-soft, fractionally moist nature of the surfaces. 

These were the newest sockets in Reunion, the most sensitive, the closest to living tissue, and the touch was electrifying. The third generation interface tech was far in advance of the sockets people of Dirk’s generation had worked with. These were so much a part of Jason’s own flesh and blood, he could not imagine being without them.

And Adrian’s small fingertips were delving inside, where the AI jacks connected, and where the world of the cyber interface sprang to life. Jason cried out, high, a little wild, as Adrian fingered him there – somehow knowing not to press down, but to sweep his fingers around and around, and then move the whole interface socket, all of a piece, rubbing it very, very gently against the muscle and bone beneath. 

It was maddening, and the sensations redoubled as Adrian lifted his left hand to Jason’s right socket and mirrored them there. Sublime torture ripped through Jason, head to foot, and he smelt the flood of his own pheromones as well as Adrian’s. The subtle chemistry mixed into a scent he knew from before, singing in his head. 

His palms molded to Adrian’s chest, found his nipples, and matched rhythm for rhythm, a perfect counterpoint to the magic Adrian was working in his sockets. He knew full well, Adrian’s nipples were as sensitive as his lips – he had licked there, nibbled, and heard Adrian’s moans. He heard them again now. 

For long moments he and Adrian were almost still, almost silent, lost in an ocean of pure sensation. At last Adrian drew away and leaned back, just far enough to look into Jason’s face for one moment. Jason might have kissed him, might have tumbled him back on the bed and mounted him without another instant of preamble – he was ready for it, longing for it – but Adrian tilted his head over to the right, leaned in, and his lips, his tongue, replaced his fingers.

The storm of sensation always made Jason dizzy, and he had done this comparatively rarely. AI techs were always cautious to the point of paranoia. His head spun as the soft, hot, wet tip of Adrian’s tongue invaded places where only the slender gold jacks, with their filamentary cables, were actually supposed to go. The tissues were so delicate, and they had no ability to self-repair. When the interface sockets were implanted, techs like himself were lectured sternly to keep them protected, never let them be naked, and never, never to take any object into them other than properly lubricated interface jacks.

No one took the warning seriously, much less when word swiftly got around that the third generation sockets were among the most erogenous zones a human body had ever experienced. Like all techs of his generation, Jason was usually banded to protect them; but there were times when he went ‘naked,’ and when he invited a lover who was infinitely trusted to play intimate games.

The caresses were so delicate, he was in no danger. Adrian seemed to know instinctively how to touch, how hard, how deep, how moist. Jason felt every bone turn to jelly, and leaned heavily on the smaller, much more slender shoulders. How long Adrian pleasured him, he did not know, but when he shifted from left to right jack and began again, the left seemed to be throbbing, tingling, as if it were actually alive. It was an illusion – the tissue was synthetic, the sensual response was a mere side effect of the neural connections.

At last Adrian sat back. His lips were rosy, a little swollen, and his cheeks were flushed, which told Jason he knew exactly what he had just done. His hands spread across Jason’s chest and he waited with surreal patience while Jason gathered his wits enough to hunt down his voice, though he did not recognize it.

“That’s … what we do,” he said hoarsely. He discovered himself kneeling in the middle of his bed, nursing a big, hopeful erection. “How did you know?”

“I could guess,” Adrian murmured. He looked from Adrian’s face to his groin, and licked his lips. “You know what I want.”

“I … can guess,” Jason told him. “It’s in the drawer, remember.”

A full bottle, purchased in the pharmacy in the Pioneer Mall two days before the Gilgamesh shipped out. Jason did not know why he had packed the Rhapsody. He had no partner on the ship, and had not seriously expected to meet anyone in the homeworlds. Like everyone aboard, he knew there had been trouble with the government, and if unchipped ‘borgs’ like himself were permitted on the street at all, they would not be made welcome. Still, he packed the bottle, if only for the sake of self-indulgence when he was on his own time and bored, needing something he was not likely to get elsewhere.

Now, he watched breathlessly as Adrian uncapped the bottle, and the first tendrils of the Rhapsody thrilled his nose. He knew Adrian was only able to pick up the sweet scent of mountain flowers, but with his own augmented olfactory senses it was a lot more. The Rhapsody resonated in his brain cells even before it found its way onto his skin; and the thinner, more delicate the skin, the more his bloodstream took it up.

He knew what Adrian wanted, and he turned, held his weight on hands and knees astride Adrian’s long, slim legs. He bent to nip and bite along the line of one calf and ankle, and then the Rhapsody was in him, and he threw back his head, eyes squeezed shut. Adrian’s fingers were so slender, three were inside, so careful, so gentle, Jason could have whimpered. Anguish and ecstasy were indistinguishable.

He held his breath until Adrian was satisfied, and then turned around on limbs that had begun to tremble, and straddled the lean thighs. He took the bottle from him and slowly, deliberately, drizzled the Rhapsody the length of the shaft that was waiting for this. He watched Adrian’s face as the gel began to shimmer in those nerves, while the delicate medical nano passed over into his bloodstream. 

Surprise … astonishment, then the eloquent moan, the clenched face and closed eyes of self-absorption, as sensations he had been imagining raced through him. Jason held still, gave him time, till he could breathe again. Very young men – fifties or not, it made no difference – most often lost it at this point, but Adrian was a little older. At 38, he had a command over his body Jason would have envied just a few years before.

He was panting and his eyes opened at last, looking up at Jason with rueful self-mockery. “That’s …”

“That’s Rhapsody,” Jason said hoarsely. “Can you…?”

Could he hold a rein on his body while Jason mounted? Could he hold off the inevitable for long enough to pleasure them both? Adrian’s teeth closed on his lip, and then he nodded. 

“Take it slow.” He laughed breathlessly. “It’s supposed to be a scared little virgin saying that, when some stud’s about to do the honors with a bloody great pole like – like yours!”

“I’ll be gentle,” Jason promised with mock solemnity as he lifted himself up, found just the right angle, and followed the natural pull of gravity.

It was Adrian who gave a hoarse cry as Jason settled, while Jason himself only groaned in deep pleasure. Adrian was not large enough to test him in any way, but the Rhapsody heightened every sensation and Adrian was more than enough. Jason felt all the heat and hardness, the sublime push and pull, and rode carefully, always mindful of Adrian’s slight stature.

With his breath recovered and his body under control, he rested for a long moment on the slender hips, and looked down at Adrian. The word exquisite came to Jason’s mind. Adrian was never more lovely than when he was in the grasp of overwhelming desire. Jason loved to see him this way, with his cheeks flushed, his eyes dark, hair tousled, and every nerve crackling with arousal.

When he was sure Adrian could control it, he began to move, riding slowly, so carefully that at last Adrian’s fingers closed on his arms like talons, demanding that he move, unleash some fraction of the borg strength Jason had suppressed.

“You sure?” Jason leaned down and kissed him, his eyes and his mouth.

“I’m sure,” Adrian gasped. “Will you – just – do – it!”

So Jason gave him what he wanted, and watched his face until he knew the moment when Adrian was seconds away. His own hand closed around the root of himself, dealing the few extra touches he needed, and as the Rhapsody sizzled among his synapses he nudged himself over the edge while Adrian was still arch-backed and rapt.

The bed was wide enough to accommodate two with a slight squeeze, and they spooned together, breathing heavily. Jason’s eyelids were heavy, and this time he knew he must sleep. His next shift was too soon, and after the release of tight-wound desires, the next thing his body demanded was rest. He was half asleep when Adrian murmured,

“That was amazing.”

“Rhapsody,” Jason groaned.

“No. Well, yes, but it was also you,” Adrian said against his cheek. “Do you keep the neckband on when you sleep?”

Jason’s eyes remained closed, and he blindly kissed what part of Adrian he could reach. “Often. I forget about it, a lot of the time.”

“Do you have to cover the sockets in bed?”

“No … not unless someone is likely to ravish them. Go to sleep.”

“So, if you wear the band, I’ll take it as a hint to keep my hands to myself?”

“Mmm. Unless I just forgot about it. Go to sleep.”

“I was talking to Dirk and Jen Lu.” Adrian wriggled closer. “They told me, you have children.”

“A lot of people do.” Jason forced his eyes open when all they wanted to do was glue themselves shut. “Does it bother you?”

“No. Maybe,” Adrian admitted, and then, “no. You were selected. They said everyone contributes to the gene pool, tissue samples or sperm deposits and you, or your genes, get selected when someone wants a baby and doesn’t have time or patience for the rest of it. Long-term relationships, and the whole human rigmarole.”

“Right. Problem?”

“No.” Adrian sounded more certain. “I can see the sense of it, in a colony with a tiny population. I know they’ll ask me to contribute to the gene pool … new blood, I suppose. It’s healthy. I just can’t see anyone selecting my chromosomes.”

“You can’t?” Jason issued a snort of humor. “They’ll be lining up.”

“For my chromosomes?”

“For your chromosomes,” Jason affirmed, “since they can’t get into your bed. And they’re sure as all hell not getting in there.”

“No?” Adrian plastered himself against Jason’s chest.

“No.” Jason enfolded him, held him close. “Not a chance. I’ve never been the jealous kind. But this time … I just don’t want to share.”

“Is sharing customary on Eidolon?” Adrian asked musingly.

“Depends.” Jason yawned, struggling to hold onto his thoughts. “There’s couples and threesomes. When people partner up, it’s usually exclusive. When you’re in love, you come home at night, don’t you? It doesn’t work that way on Earth?”

“I wouldn’t know. I never had the chance to find out.” There was an odd, dark note in Adrian’s voice.

“Well, now you do,” Jason retorted. “You want to be exclusive?”

“I want to be in love.”

“Then, be in love.” Jason’s eyes were comprehensively glued shut when he pressed a kiss to Adrian’s forehead. “I sure am. I must be. I can’t get you out of my mind, you make me smile even when you’re keeping me awake and I need to sleep so bad, I should be suffocating you with a pillow. Now, for the love of any god you want to mention, go back to sleep!”

Adrian seemed to know an order when he heard it. He went limp under the weight of Jason’s arm, and the loudest sound in the cabin was the purr of the a/c vents.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Fifteen


 
Ten cryocapsules were cycling through the retrieval process and Adrian was monitoring the vital signs of the humans within, watching them come slowly, steadily up to consciousness, when the comm whispered his name. Marina Saltzman looked up at him curiously, and gestured over her shoulder in the direction of Starship Operations.

It was Vanderhoven’s voice, and by now Adrian knew the edge in its tone. Something was wrong. He handed the palmtop to Marina and jogged away quickly, down the central aisle bisecting the three tiers of capsules, several of which had begun to open. 

The normal retrieval process took days, and the occupants of these capsules were disoriented, dizzy, weak, following the emergency recovery process. Lopez had prepared a battery of shots – nutrients and several kinds of nano – to get them up on their feet fast, but Adrian did not envy them. They would have to hit the deck running when they felt like hell, and only their augmentation would allow them to do it. 

The Ops room was bright, busy. Four faces he had never seen before looked up as he appeared, while Vanderhoven was standing with Jennifer Lu and Jason at the workstation in the starboard aft quarter. A glimpse of Jason made Adrian’s pulse quicken, but he set aside personal matters and focused on the frown on Vanderhoven’s face.

“You know we’ve been monitoring for a call,” Vanderhoven said baldly. “It arrived ten minutes ago.”

“The maverick crew Titan security knows is in this system?” Adrian whistled softly. “They managed to get a call through without the authorities picking it up?”

It was Lu who said quietly, “They’re smarter than that, Adrian. They came right into Titan Central. They must have docked a ship Titan knows nothing about, because the call was made from inside.”

For a moment he blinked at her. “They’re in the city?”

“They’re on the bloody dock.” Jason folded his arms across his chest and looked from face to face. “They want to meet. And from what we can see, Titan security doesn’t know they’re here.”

“Like I said,” Lu muttered, “they’re smart.”

“As smart as us. You’d expect them to be.” Vanderhoven stirred. “They want to talk – to me, specifically, but it wouldn’t be wise to go alone. I’d like at least two of you with me.” He looked across at Jason. “The muscle they’ll respect, if not the brains.” His eyes shifted to Adrian. “And someone who knows local law and procedure inside out.”

“Me?” Adrian was surprised, and knew he should not have been. “All right. Did they say where they want to meet?”

“Here.” Vanderhoven sounded doubtful.

“This dock is under surveillance,” Adrian warned. “They can’t just walk up and board the Gilgamesh unseen.”

“And Jason and I,” Vanderhoven added, “can’t just walk off this dock without being seen. We’re not legal forms here. We’re not even permitted on their precious streets. So?”

He was looking at Adrian for answers, and for a moment Adrian was blank. He rubbed his eyes, fought his mind into gear. “We either need a valid reason for people to come aboard, or for you to go out. It’s easier to get you off the ship than strangers on. I could call it a small courtesy extended to the captain and XO. A gesture of good will … and you’d be under guard. I can have Barbero and Ozolin right behind us, armed.”

Vanderhoven stroked his chin in thought. “You trust them?”

“They’re free now.” Adrian shrugged eloquently. “After the life they’ve known since they were Jason’s age … yes, I’d trust them. And I know what you’re saying. Do I trust them with the lives of everyone on this ship? Because that’s what it comes down to.” He lifted a brow at Vanderhoven. “The question is – do you want to push faith so far? You can tell the maverick crew no. Tell them it’s too dangerous.”

“I’ve thought about it,” Vanderhoven admitted, “but I feel a weight of responsibility. This system is full of chipped slaves who never did anything to earn the lifetime of servitude. I imagine myself in their place, or Jason. It makes your flesh crawl.” He paused and exchanged dark glances with Jason as he asked of Adrian, “Would Marshall Prouse’s office accept this gesture of good will?”

“They let you come out as far as the Voyager Lounge,” Adrian reasoned. “Technically, you’re still on the docks there. It’s a reasonable request, and I do have the authority to sanction it.” He looked up at Jason, and Jason nodded minutely. “Do you have a line back to the maverick crew?”

“No,” Jason told him, “but they’ll contact us again in fifteen minutes for an answer.”

“What am I telling them?” Vanderhoven was intent on Adrian now. “You know this place. Pick your spot.”

It had to be somewhere with enough style to warrant a gesture extended to the senior officers of a starship, yet at the same time, a location private enough for them to meet strangers for delicate, dangerous conversation. Adrian’s heart thudded against his ribs as he looked at Lu. “Which comm station can I use?” And when she pointed him to the terminal he had used before, he smoothed his hair and straightened his collar. “Get your act into gear, Dirk. If this is going to happen, it has to be fast, before Titan security can mobilize to make trouble.”

Then he thumbed the comm and petitioned the Titan AI. 

Prouse was out of the office, and part of him relaxed when he saw an underling onscreen. The junior officer had no authority to challenge a word he said, and Adrian was keenly aware that he was forcing his luck. He was not breaking any regulation, but he was bending several. Prouse might have raised an eyebrow – might have questioned his authority – but the most this underling could do was log the call, inform security, and probably organize surveillance. Adrian could live with this.

“Routine check-in, Lieutenant,” he said crisply. “Be aware that I intend to take the elite officers of the Gilgamesh for coffee at Nichibotsu.”

The young man’s face was a carefully blank mask. “Will I dispatch a security squad to stand by you, Representative?”

“Thank you, but I have my own.” Adrian spoke dismissively. “I can also update Marshall Prouse on work being performed on the engines of this vessel. The task is well in hand, but appears to be more complex than was initially hoped. She should be prepared to extend the services of this dock to me for a further day. Inform her at once.”

“Representative.” The lieutenant gave him a stiff, formal nod of acknowledgement. “Is there any service this office can provide?”

He held a pause, appearing to mull over the offer, and then, “I think not. I have all the resources I require. Should Marshall Prouse wish to confer with me, I’ll be in Nichibotsu. I’ll update your office again in due course, Lieutenant.”

And there, he thumbed off the comm and swung the chair back around to Vanderhoven’s group. Jason was looking on with raised brows. “Good enough?” Adrian asked of the captain.

“If you’re certain you’re operating within regulations,” Vanderhoven allowed. 

“I am – just.” Adrian stood and gestured at the chrono. “We’re waiting for them to call now?”

“Yes.” Vanderhoven licked his lips, a little anxious gesture that Adrian did not miss. “What in the world is Nichibotsu?”

“A flyspeck teahouse that serves the best fresh ground coffee in this system, tucked away in a crevice between the freighter docks and the warehouses belonging to one of the major logistics companies. The cargo handlers know it well, and it’s been mentioned in some of the Titan brochures for the quality of its coffee and the glorious view. If you get the timing just right, you can watch the sun disappear behind the rings of Saturn. It isn’t what you’d actually call a sunset, but it can be quite a sight. Not,” he added, “that you’re going to see that today.”

“Bad timing, I suppose,” Jason observed.

“For a sightseeing trip. To meet with maverick borgs?” Adrian swallowed on a dry throat. “There’ll be minimal surveillance in the teahouse. The Titan AI will have eyes there, but a whole lot less than we’d be up against in someplace high profile, like the Voyager Lounge.”

Vanderhoven approved. “Good work, Representative.”

“Oh, please.” The title had lately begun to make Adrian almost squirm. “Don’t call me that. They call me that, and it smarts.”

 “All right.” Vanderhoven clapped his back. “It won’t be long now. Jason, get dressed – you’re with me. And be quick. Adrian got it right … if this is going to work at all, it has to be so fast, some bean-counter like Prouse can’t get into the machinery and screw it up.”

“Ten minutes,” Jason promised, and headed out.

Adrian was a pace behind him, and watched him peel out of the skinsuit he usually wore, when he wore anything much at all. Out of the closet came a pale bronze dress uniform – the same design of skinsuit, but with a little more substance, and with a jacket that fit him like a glove. The insignia of the Gilgamesh and of the Eidolon Mission were emblazoned on the shoulders and left breast, and on the right collar was a titanium five-point star, the warrant of the Executive Officer. 

He looked damned good in the uniform, and Adrian said so, winning himself a quick smile as Jason sat to pull on a pair of boots the same color as the skins. “Dirk told me about your grandmother,” he added. “You’re a direct relative of the colony’s most senior elder.”

“So are a lot of other people,” Jason said dismissively. “Rachel’s chromosomes have been selected about a hundred times. She’s brilliant, she’s naturally healthy and long-lived, and when she was young, she was quite beautiful. I’ve seen the videos.”

“Yes, but she’s your real, genuine grandmother,” Adrian argued. “Meaning, she actually had four children, all by the same father, and one of those kids was your parent.”

“Two different fathers.” Jason stood and tugged the jacket straight. “She married four times, but the kids came in the first two unions. She’s married again lately – I guess she likes being married.” He gave Adrian a lopsided, charming and speculative smile. “You ever been married?”

“Me? Never had the chance,” Adrian said with a trace of the old cynicism that had not yet eroded away. “Who the hell’s going to want a twenty, and a government goon into the bargain?”

“I would,” Jason informed him. “That is, you’ll marry me, right?”

The room seemed to brighten for a moment, and Adrian knew his eyes had dilated. An electric thrill jolted through every nerve. “You making me a proposition?”

Jason chuckled. “That’s what they used to call it, isn’t it? I read about it in class. The guy proposed to the girl.” Then he hesitated. “I don’t know much about how it works here … did I just say something stupid, or crass? Were you supposed to propose to me instead? Who ought to be playing the girl’s part? Do I do that? You might have to tell me how.”

The enormity of what he had said, as well as the absurdity, struck Adrian dumb for a moment, and then he just opened his arms and invited himself into an embrace. “It doesn’t matter anymore, but they used to make a big thing out of it, back in the days when women were second class citizens on their own world.”

“Second class? Like borgs?” Jason hugged him and then leaned back to frown down at him. “The fifties, like me?”

“Second class, like colored people in a white country.” Adrian made negative gestures. “It’s complicated and ugly. Human history often is. We don’t have the time for it now, but if you want to read history, I’ll go through it with you and give you the modern perspective. Long story short … anybody who didn’t fit the mold, either because of their ethnicity, religion, sexuality, gender, or even their politics, was often ostracized and sometimes persecuted.”

“True?” Jason looked skeptical, as if he suspected he was being set up for a punch line.

“I’m ashamed to say, it is,” Adrian sighed. 

“I’ll read this crud,” Jason said thoughtfully. “When we get home.”

Home meant Eidolon, and Adrian had developed a great longing for it. When the work permitted him a few minutes of rest, he grabbed coffee, food, and if Jason was unreachable, he sat down at a terminal and ran videos of the new world.

Eidolon was larger than Earth, and denser. The gravity was higher, the air was thicker, and only one third of the surface was water. Eidolon could be both hotter and colder than Earth, from region to region; the oceans were deeper and the mountains higher – it was a world of extremes, and the port city of Reunion had been built in one of the most clement areas. It stood on the shores of a gulf that teemed with fish, where the water was clean and the air was untainted. Industry was growing up there, but the fifth generation technology of Eidolon had little in common with the filth of Earth’s recent history. 

The population was growing with a fast birth rate, and it would continue to grow rapidly because people were living much longer. Thousands of indigenous life forms had been described, and scores of species from Earth had been introduced. There were dogs, cats, horses, cattle, sheep, alpacas, all cultivated from cryogen-shipped individuals and gene banks transported as cargo on the second voyage. 

Eidolon would never be a twin of Earth, but the more he came to know of it, the less Adrian wanted it to be. The land masses were vast, the forests unbroken over thousands of kilometers, and great rivers were born at the feet of glaciers as big as mountains. They thundered to the sea, bisecting three enormous continents that had been imaged, mapped, from space. There was enough land on Eidolon for the human species to take its ease for millennia; and as yet only a comparative handful of people like Jason Erickson called it home.

He jerked back to the present as Jen Lu spoke from the comm. Jason was trying to coerce his hair into some semblance of order that would pass muster on Earth, and Adrian was about to damp it down and fix it for him.

“Jason, Adrian … it’s now or never,” she said urgently. “Dirk’s waiting for you at the ’lock with those squad people.”

“Thanks, Jen, we’re on our way,” Jason said in the direction of the mic. He turned toward Adrian, held out his arms and glanced down at himself critically. “Best I can do.”

“You’re fine,” Adrian told him. “You’re not from this system, Jay. No rule in any book says you have to look like them.”

In fact, he looked astonishing. The dress uniform clung to the augmented body, the shock of yellow hair was swept back from his brow, tucked behind his ears, and the band around his neck drew Adrian’s eyes, made him shiver, because he knew intimately what was under it. More than anything, he wanted to tease that band off, see the delicate, vulnerable interface sockets ‘naked,’ as the techs would say, where a touch, a breath whispered over them, a kiss, would bring Jason alive with the incredible augmented sensuality that was one of the most alien and engaging qualities about him.

Not here, and not now. He looked up into Jason’s rainbow eyes, and wondered if he should apologize, because Jason had seen him fixed on the band. It was like staring at a guy’s crotch or a woman’s breasts. Some people pretended to be offended and lashed out; others were flattered and took the look as an invitation.

“Later, all right?” Jason purred. One hand cupped Adrian’s cheek. “I know what you want. You just want me bare-naked, so you can stick your tongue in my sockets.”

“I … well, yeah, actually, I do.” Adrian felt the color steal into his cheeks. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Jason told him. “I’ll go naked for you when we’re home and safe.” He lifted his chin, turned his head, a little habitual gesture Adrian had already begun to notice. It settled the band to comfort, made sure the synthetic tissue was covered, protected.

“I’ll be gentle,” he promised, and it was not a joke.

“I know you will.” Jason palmed open the door. “I trust you. And that’s the only reason I’d let you within a kilometer of these. Shall we?”

They were out then, and in moments Adrian heard voices from the wide, circular airlock, where the cold air of the Titan docks drifted into the Gilgamesh, bringing with it the acid-sharp smells of industry. Jason’s nose wrinkled in distaste, but he said nothing as they joined Vanderhoven and the guards.

Ozolin and Barbero were back in uniform, with sidearms and slung service rifles. Ozolin’s hair was braided again, and both of them looked as tight-mouthed as they had been when they stepped off the Vincenzo Ricci. Adrian looked up into their faces, searching for any trace of expression, but twenty years of chipped bondage had made them far too expert at concealing anything they might think or feel. 

“Just stay close,” he said awkwardly, and dropped his voice. “Look, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry for anything I said or did. You know what had to be done. It got us here, all right?”

“It got us free,” Magda Barbero said sharply. “We owe you. If you think we’re going to forget that, relax.”

Adrian took her at her word, and did. “I was worried. You could have people back on Ganymede or somewhere. It occurred to me that you could turn us in, in exchange for favors.”

Craig Ozolin looked oddly at him, and then gestured at Jason. “Ask him. There’s no way to fool one of us, and we’re not dumb enough to try. We can smell treachery and lies. Officer Erickson would know in a heartbeat if we were up to no good. And besides, there’s no one back on Ganymede, or anywhere else for that matter. They don’t let us pair off for long enough for a partnership to mean squat.”

“Damn,” Adrian whispered. “No family …nothing. For what its worth, I’m only a twenty, and the same happened to me. I have no one, and not because I was chipped. People won’t accept any of us.”

“Too scared of the fucking government seeing, so they’d come under suspicion for being borg lovers,” Barbero said tartly. “Like you, Adrian.” She nodded in Jason’s direction. “You lit up, soon as you saw him.”

“And you didn’t?” Ozolin demanded, glaring at her. “Knock it off, Magda. Just because you have the freedom to open your mouth and talk now doesn’t mean you have the right to shoot it off.”

The observation was pointed, and she backed off. Jason took a half step in front of Adrian and said quietly, “You have an ax to grind, Barbero, you take it up with me. You leave Adrian the hell out of it.”

She pulled back her shoulders, standing almost as tall as him as she snapped to attention and drew him a salute. “Yessir, understood, sir. Pleased to be free, sir.” 

Ozolin swore softly. “Ignore her, XO. Cut her some slack, if you can. She had a rough time, being a good looking woman with a chip in her head. You know what I mean.”

“We know,” Jason said, a little less icily. “Take some time, Barbero. Wrap your head around being free, and stop making things hard for yourself.”

She lapsed into a furious silence as Vanderhoven stepped between them. “We don’t have time for this. Adrian, where are we going? We have five minutes to get there – the man I spoke to said they wouldn’t wait.”

“Follow me,” Adrian invited, and stepped around Ozolin to get out of the airlock. Jason was right at his shoulder, and he was grateful to have him there. 

And as soon as they moved away from the Gilgamesh, they walked into the omniscient, unblinking vision of the Titan Central AI. Adrian stepped out smartly, as if he had every right to be doing this. He held his head up, utterly ignored the few humans who were working on the dock, and glared at the guards in the inner locks, challenging them to get in his way or even ask to see his ID. Wisely, they stepped aside. 







 


 

 

 
Chapter Sixteen


 
The teahouse was lost between a freighter dock and a warehouse, just tucked into a scant few hundred cubic meters of space because it was there. It was quaint, with the bamboo paintings, paper lanterns and parasols of another age, dim with rose pink lights meant to give the impression of sunset, and the aroma of fresh ground coffee was magic.

For Dirk Vanderhoven, it was like stepping back in time. Unlike Jason and so many of his crew, he had fully adult memories of Earth, and those memories extended far back, long before the purge, into the glory days when the borgs were idolized, desired, emulated. He grew up admiring augmented ballplayers, and before he was in his teens, he knew he wanted to be like them – not a sportsman or an athlete, but big, strong, with the brain implants and possibly the eyes. 

He did not have the natural genes to be tall. His forefathers were all small, stocky characters, and when he was augmented to join the starshipper program, he knew it would take extreme augmentation to make him two meters tall and more, like Jason and Ozolin and Barbero. The more extreme the augmentation which was undertaken by an already fully grown adult, the greater the chance of unexpected, painful results. Dirk knew when to quit while he was ahead. 

Fully augmented and definitely a fifty, he was still looking up into Jason’s face, but he was tall enough, and his augmented physique, with its dense tissues and bones, certainly gave him double Adrian Balfour’s strength, and possibly more. His brain was modified with three implants, giving him the ability to communicate with the ship’s AI, upload direct, and process a modest ocean of data while his biological brain went about its own business.

He had still not gotten around to having his eyes ‘done,’ but he made himself a promise to have his olfactory modification upgraded as soon as the Gilgamesh was home. He found his spine crawling with dread at the prospect of having to trust Ozolin and Barbero. His original augments were not equal to the task of the lie detector, and he had come to need the heightened sense Jason took for granted. He looked across at Jason again, lifted a brow at him in question, and Jason murmured,

“They’re all right, Dirk. Relax. Barbero’s just being nasty because she’s mad as hell at what happened to her … and so would I be.” He touched his fingertips to his neck, over the band. “You want the truth? It scares holy crap out of me, what could happen to me here.”

“You want to go back?” Dirk gestured over his shoulder, toward the airlocks. “I can do this. You don’t have to be here.”

“Yes I do.” Jason settled the neckband firmly over the interface sockets. “I’m the XO of that ship. You’re here; Adrian’s here. You think I’m about to chicken?”

“No,” Dirk admitted, “but … I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Jason. Just be there and be cool. Wear the face of Eidolon, make the bastards squirm with avarice and envy.”

“That, I can do,” Jason said with grim amusement.

It was noon, Titan Central time. Shift change on the docks was hours away, and Nichibotsu was almost deserted. Three warehousemen were lounging in a dim corner, a few crew members from one of the freighters were sitting at the bar, eating pork buns and noodles, but the only other figures were the two standing at the long windows which, when the time was right, would offer the incomparable view of the sun passing behind the rings of Saturn.

The planet was magnificent, beautiful as an ice-cold fantasy, and Vanderhoven took a moment to admire it before he turned his attention to the people at the glass. They were just a little more than his own height – not small, but small enough to pass among normal humans. If they were the representatives of a maverick crew, they had to be borgs, and he knew at a glance, they had been handpicked to walk into Titan Central and pass.

A man, a woman – both olive skinned, hard-eyed, younger than Vanderhoven but older than Jason. They must have been in their middle twenties when the purge began, and they would have been among the first to make it out. They had picked up some early warning, and believed it; they ran and kept running, and they were lucky enough to find the resources to stay safe, stay alive.

They were handsome, he thought, with the massive intelligence of those who had been augmented for a career in the sciences. Today, they might have been among the shining lights of human research and development, in command of the most cutting-edge labs. Instead, they were here, bathed in the gold-gray light of Titan, dressed in the dark blue fatigues of a freighter crew, wrapped in the black cloaks which were common among poor folk. The cloaks were cheap protection against the sudden downspikes in temperature that were routine on the docks; they were also rad-shielded. Pull up the hood, turn your back on a hazmat event, and they would save your skin for long enough to get you out of the area without injury. Nothing about the two figures would draw the attention of the AI.

“Captain Vanderhoven.” The woman offered her hand. Her hair was pale brown, cropped without being shorn, and her face was like smooth porcelain. “My name is Latoya Garrison. This is Veejay Hua.” Her companion did not offer his hand.

“You know me.” Vanderhoven came to rest a pace before them.

“Everybody in the system knows you,” Hua said tersely. He was Garrison’s height, a little heavier, with long, blue-black hair clasped at his nape. “You notoriety is the only reason you’re awake to know what’s happening to you. You were gods, before the shit started flying. Somebody back on Earth is old enough, and smart enough, to remember those days and feel a tiny thread of decency. They sent the trash to meet and greet, and grease the tracks on your way to being like them.” He nodded at the guards. “I assume you’ve got the whole bunch well under control. Chipped, are they? That was wise – and quick.”

“On the contrary,” Vanderhoven said mildly. “The guards were unchipped as soon as we got hold of them, and the trash, as you call him, is Adrian Balfour. He joined us. The only place we’re on our way to, Mister Hua, is home.”

For a moment Hua and Garrison were silent, their eyes narrowed in suspicion, and then Vanderhoven saw Hua’s nostrils flare and knew he was taking the same kind of olfactory readings Jason had taken, the moment they walked into the Voyager Lounge.

“Veej?” Garrison prompted.

“No shit.” Hua cocked his head at the whole group. “The goons are mad as all hell. The trash is pissing himself. The captain’s on the level, and the big beauty is … annoyed. Insulted.” His brows arched at Jason. “We didn’t say word one about you.”

“If I hear the word ‘trash’ one more time,” Jason said in a deceptively mild tone, “I might forget why we’re here, and break somebody’s nose. And you better believe I can do it.”

Hua was taken aback. “I do. All right, gorgeous, have it your way.”

“Enough,” Garrison rasped. “We didn’t come here to bicker. Captain Vanderhoven, thank you for meeting us.”

“Not quite a pleasure,” Vanderhoven said honestly, “and this is hardly safe. Why don’t you just tell me what you want or need, and I’ll tell you if we can help you.”

“All right.” Garrison looked far from amused, but she might have appreciated the invitation to be brief. “Are you aware that there’s a population of borgs at liberty in this system?”

“We don’t know the details, but we know you’re here.” Vanderhoven traded a speculative glance with Jason, and waited.

“There’s a city in the Belt,” Garrison said so softly, he strained to hear her. She was deliberately speaking under the audio pickup range of any AI surveillance node that might be in the area. “We want you there.”

“You want me specifically?” Vanderhoven spoke in a similar murmur. “Or do you mean, you want the ship?”

She frowned deeply at him. “You? You’re an icon. You’d be the icon the rest would follow. Put your face in front of the chipped fifties, and you could get the useless bastards motivated.”

Vanderhoven needed no special senses to know that Ozolin and Barbero bridled at the insinuation. He held up his hand to stall them before the argument could begin, and twenty years of conditioned reflexes kept them quiet while he said,

“The fifties are chipped for a reason, Garrison. So they can be controlled. Get them as motivated as you like, and you’ll just get them sick, and dead.”

“You think?” Garrison thrust a hand into her pocket and withdrew a small object, cylindrical, white metal, featureless. “You never saw one of these?” Her eyes were on the guards.

Curious, Vanderhoven glanced back over his shoulder at Ozolin, and left him to answer. The man spoke through gritted teeth. “They’re so far illegal, they’ll get one of us the kind of discipline it takes a week and a bucketful of nano to get over … and they don’t waste nano on us. They leave us to sweat, Garrison. What you’re asking is more than any of us is willing to give.” He looked grimly at Vanderhoven. “That’s a jammer. They’ll disable implants, all implants, inside a range of maybe thirty, forty meters. Beyond that, the chips kick right back in, so you have to stay close to the gadget, never wander far. They’re illegal, anywhere near any place where fifties might show up. And if we’re found in possession, we get taken apart. You can die under punishment. People do. Next, she’ll tell you it’d be our contribution to the cause, and we should line up to lay down our lives, or some such righteous bullshit. We’d be martyrs, which would be dandy, if we weren’t being tortured to death to benefit a revolution that’s bound to get swatted on day one.”

“Well, now,” Vanderhoven said slowly as he took in the stony expressions on Garrison’s and Hua’s faces. “I take it this is all true.”

“They have to catch you before they can take you down for discipline,” Hua growled.

“They do catch you,” Barbero said acidly. “You’re asking a whole generation to volunteer to be crucified. Not going to happen. You want to crash the government of Earth, find another way.”

Garrison’s eyes were dark blue and gimlet sharp. “We don’t want to crash the government. It could probably be done, but not by remote control from a city in the Belt, and there’s too few of us who can pass among them as human for us to get into Earth, do it from the inside. We’re not human. We don’t want to be human. Our kids are growing up in the kind of isolation that makes us alien, and we’re glad to be. Humans are trash.” She flicked a hard glance at Adrian. “No offense, Representative.”

“None taken,” Adrian said mildly. “It’s a viewpoint I happen to share, which is why I’m leaving. If you don’t want to bring about government reform, can I ask what you do want?”

“We want out,” Hua said succinctly. “We’re alien. They made that obvious when they rounded up every fifty they could get their stinking hands on. They don’t want us on their hallowed ground, and we don’t want to be here. Good enough. We only need a way out.”

“Meaning, Eidolon.” Vanderhoven had half expected something like this. “Meaning, you want the Gilgamesh.”

“Need,” Hua corrected. 

“That’s not all you’re going to need,” Jason said quickly. “It’s five years to Eidolon. You know this. You’re going to need a cryogen capsule for each of your people. How many?”

They knew all this, and Vanderhoven watched the shadows chase across their faces as Garrison said, “There’s just under 25,000 of us.”

“That’s one hell of a live cargo.” Vanderhoven whistled softly. “We never carried more than a few percent of that … we’re not designed to carry anything close to that ballpark.”

“So modify it,” Garrison said harshly.

“Not on this voyage,” he warned.

She pinned him with a hard look. “The Gilgamesh can vanish into the Belt. We can hide you, make sure you’re not found. They’ve been looking for us for fifteen years, and they’ve never gotten hold of more than a handful of tail feathers.”

“You can spend years modifying the ship,” Hua added. “We have the resources, the drones. We’ve been mining – a lot of us were modified for the mines, before the purge. We have skilled people, engineers and scientists.”

“But do you have 25,000 cryogen capsules?” Jason asked sharply. “You can modify the ship as much as you like, but if you don’t have the capsules, you’re going nowhere.”

“That’s … the last question to resolve,” Hua admitted. “We have about half. Maybe a little less than that.”

Vanderhoven passed a hand before his eyes. “And you want me to commit my ship, my crew, to the Belt for years, while we reconfigure the Gilgamesh for a cargo that doesn’t even exist, and The Pure Light comes hunting? If they’ve been hunting for fifteen years, they know where you’re not, and the places you have left to hide in will be starting to get scarce. It’d take – what, Jason, five years? – to rebuild the Gilgamesh for this mission, given the limited resources and the harassment.”

“Or ten,” Jason added, “depending on problems, the lack of available materials, the probability of having to fight or pick up and run. We might never get it done.” He frowned darkly at Vanderhoven. “It can be done, if we have a proper drydock and almost unlimited resources, and nobody gunning for us, but this …?” He shook his head. The yellow hair fell into his eyes and he raked it back. “Not this way.”

“You heard the man.” Vanderhoven looked from Garrison to Hua and back. “This is my AI interface engineer. He worked with the crew that refurbished the Gilgamesh for this voyage, and you can believe what he’s telling you. The hazard is too high, and grasp this: lose the Gilgamesh, have her pass over into Pure Light hands, and your dreams of exodus are over. Permanently.”

“We can hide it,” Garrison began.

“No. You think you can, and you’re blinded by your own desire to get out,” Vanderhoven said in a terse whisper. She was gearing up to launch into a new argument, and he stopped her fast. “But if you’d care to shut up and listen to me, I’ll tell you what can be done.” 

Garrison sealed her lips, fuming in silence. 

“I don’t know where you’re getting your cryocapsules, but if you’ve managed to get forty or fifty percent of what you need, there’s got to be more where they came from. I’m guessing it’s taken you fifteen years to rake that many together, right?”

“Twelve,” Hua corrected bitterly. “And yes, we can get more.”

“But it’ll take you another ten years to rake together the numbers you need,” Vanderhoven guessed. “Have you people reasoned that your exodus has to be done in one move, all of a piece? It’s going to be big, messy, noisy. It’ll give away the position of this city of yours, and The Pure Light is going to be all over your ass like a rash. You think you can hide the Gilgamesh? You probably could hide the ship itself, but there’s no way in hell you can hide her wake. You think of that?” He glanced at Jason, who was frowning deeply. 

“We leave a bright wake of ionized fuel that fluoresces in ten different kinds of tracking,” Jason went on. “There’s no way to hide where we’ve been, and an Army vessel would follow us right to your city.” 

“When the day comes, you need to be ready to pick up and run,” Vanderhoven finished. “The cryocapsules need to be drone handled, and your people should be installed, long before the Gilgamesh gets anywhere near the Belt. You’re ten years away from that day, Garrison. Maybe longer.”

She took a long deep breath. “Well, shit.”

Vanderhoven looked out across the teahouse, already watching for signs of Titan Central security. For the moment the coast remained clear, and he said quietly, “You’re in luck. We can help you – not in the way you hoped, but we can get you on the road. We came back loaded. We have a cargo hold that was headed for Earth … technology, rare minerals, medicinals, the raw materials to synthesize virtually anything from nano to food to machine parts. I assume you have a tug, or a freighter that can do the work of a tug.”

“We do.” Hua gestured at the floor, and far beyond, the Belt. “We’ve survived this long because we’re well equipped.”

“Then get your freighter out of the system, out beyond Pluto,” Vanderhoven said tersely. “We’ll offload the cargo, put a beacon on it. You’re the only ones who’ll know what to look for, and where to look for it. Get out there fast enough, and you’ll get to it before The Pure Light can put a ship anywhere near it. Can do?”

“We can do that,” Garrison said stonily.

He cocked his head at her, wondering how smart she was, how augmented. “There’s tech and materials in the hold that have to be worth fifty times the value of the capsules you need. Use the cargo. Do what you do – infiltrate the markets, buy what you need. How you do it’s all your business.”

“And you?” Hua wondered. “You have a way to get out of this system, don’t you? You said you’re going home.”

“We are, and the less you know about it, the better,” Vanderhoven informed him tartly. “You already know more than enough. You know it’s a five-year haul back to Eidolon, and five years to get back here. If you want the Gilgamesh modified to take on a cargo this size, add two years, minimum, in between. You have at least twelve years to get set up for this exodus.”

“You’re coming back,” Garrison breathed.

“I … believe I can persuade the government in Reunion to do this,” Vanderhoven said carefully. “They don’t like what what’s being done to people like us. I’ll be candid with you. None of us believed The Pure Light would last long in office. We had faith in ordinary human people, and predicted the government would fall and sanity would return.”

“You were dead wrong.” Hua was glaring at Ozolin and Barbero. “They have regiments of them. They have a breeding program, did you know? The fifties get bred, to see which characteristics breed true, in the generation after prenatal augmentation. Ask her. A woman of her age, she’ll have carried children for them.”

The idea had not occurred to Vanderhoven, and for an instant he was shocked. He turned toward Magda Barbero and saw an icy, stony face. Little wonder she was furious enough, cynical enough, to lash out at anything that smacked of Pure Light authority, like Adrian.

“Three,” she said, as if her teeth were clenched.

“Three children?” Jason was horrified.

“The eldest will be seventeen, the youngest fourteen.” Barbero looked away. “Quite old enough for them to be in uniform, field trained, armed, on active service. We don’t mature sexually till we’re twenty, but as soon as my daughters are able, they’ll be bred like mares. And they’ll expect it. They’ve been raised by the system, indoctrinated to believe in it, be loyal to it. Shit, for all I know, they could be keen to breed up another generation of robot soldiers.”

“And quite a few of the prenatal modifications do breed true,” Jason said softly. “Kids like Barbero’s will be growing up like kids on Eidolon, Dirk. Designed for a new world … not for here, which makes them not quite human. Unwelcome here, but perfect for the military, the mines.”

 Vanderhoven felt the clench of his belly, and turned back to Garrison and Hua with a hard expression. “And you’re ready to abandon the whole captive population of this system? You’re ready to leave them in the hands of The Pure Light, even the innocent, who were deliberately bred for the military?”

Garrison answered with a defiant look. “We can only protect our own. There’s not enough of us to go to war, and if there were … you know who we’d be fighting? Fuck, man, who do you think’s in the front lines on the other side? You want free borgs to be fighting chipped slaves? Ask them.” She gestured at both Jason and the guards.

The marrow seemed to have chilled and congealed in Vanderhoven’s bones. He waited for Jason to speak, and at last Jason said, “She’s right. It would come to war, and fighting’s not the answer to anything. You’d be putting people like me and Jen Lu up against the likes of Craig and Magda here, and it’d be a bloodbath. Ugly on both sides, and worse on their side, because they’re chipped, they don’t have the option of saying no.”

“Sergeant?” Vanderhoven waited for Ozolin now. He had been the squad leader, and would always have spoken for his people before the chips were removed.

“Me, personally?” Ozolin’s head shook in a slow, firm negative. “I’d let the chip kill me before I killed free kids like Jason. A lot of us would say the same. But we’ll be dead either way. Bloodbath, like he said. And I can’t speak for the new ones, like Magda’s kids, who’ve been bred for the army, conditioned, programmed. They belong to The Pure Light. Nobody knows what goes on in their heads, and there’s nothing people like us can do for them. Fuck, Vanderhoven, take it up with them, and they’d probably read you a lecture about how they’re the government’s elite, protecting fragile little humans against dangerous scum. Us.” He looked at Barbero now, and she nodded.

“Chipping us to make us get in line, stay in line, didn’t make us any less smart,” she added. “We thought this through a long, long time ago, Captain. If The Pure Light is going to come down in tatters, it has to be the free people of Earth who make it happen. The way women and gays and pagans and people of color were set free, in the last few centuries. It can happen. We believe it will. But fighting a war over it? Free fifties killing chipped fifties? Jason and Craig going head to head on some battlefield and cutting each other in half? No. If Garrison’s people want to fight some war –”

“We don’t,” Hua said, too stridently, and then dropped his voice. “We just want out. We already told you that.”

“And out is the best thing for us all,” Ozolin said curtly. “Get the borg population out of this system, and the rest of them on the street, all the twenties and thirties like Representative Balfour here, will slowly get old and die. When they’ve gone the way of the dodo, The Pure Light’s whole reason for being will die off with them. Things’ll just fade into something new.”

“Average lifespan back here is ninety years or so.” Jason took a half step closer to Adrian. “It’s twenty years since the last legal augmentations, outside the military program. Seven decades, and even if the government in Reunion can’t find a way to negotiate some settlement to get our people out of bondage here, it’ll all simmer away to nothing.”

“Settlement?” Garrison’s eyes narrowed on him.

“Just an idea,” Jason admitted. “There’s usually better ways to get something than fighting for it. You can often buy what you want. Or trade for it. Eidolon has a lot to trade. Tech, medicines, minerals, data that The Pure Light might pay a high price for. The question is,” he wondered, “would our city elders trade resources for people? And I can’t see why not.”

It was an excellent question. Vanderhoven longed to say they would, but he knew better than to make promises that would not be his to keep. “Put it to your grandmother,” he suggested. “Take Adrian to see her. Invite her to the wedding – I assume he’s going to make an honest man of you? Well, then, invite your grandmother on the big day, when Adrian’s made his contribution to the gene pool.  Have Rachel decide Adrian’s one of the loveliest little things she’s ever seen, so she’ll pull strings and have five or six great-grandchildren by him, which gets you all related by blood. Then tell her the tales of woe.” He frowned at Garrison and Hua. “I presume you people have highband, the ability to communicate with Eidolon?”

It was Hua who said with infinite smugness, “We stole it.”

“Then communicate,” Vanderhoven said acidly. “Do it from a platform outside the system, with a signal beamed directly at Eidolon, so Earth doesn’t pick up on it. The time lag is four and a half years … keep us updated with developments here, and when there’s something to tell, we’ll send a coded message. Only you will understand what it means.”

“Codes can be broken,” Hua warned.

But Jason made negative noises. “Ciphers can be broken, not code. If we transmit to you, perhaps six years from now, a message saying something like “The butterfly has flown,” you’ll know our government has decided in your favor. The Gilgamesh is being modified, and she’ll be coming back. Next time, The Pure Light won’t get control of the AI, and we won’t be entering the system at Saturn. We’ll be coming into the Belt – straight in, like an arrow. One stop. Your city. The exact departure date will have to be fixed five years before you’re ready to leave, because this is our flight time, and we can’t shorten it, not on any engine technology we know. You understand?”

They were startled, wide eyed. Garrison passed both hands across her face, and studied Vanderhoven as if she had not seen him before. “We’ll need to set the comm codes before you leave.”

“Of course.” He was watching, every moment now, for Titan security. “Go back to your city in the Belt and get this information through the thick heads of the people who sent you here. This is the only way it’s going to work. It could take twenty, thirty years to reach some settlement to get the rest of them out of this wicked kind of bondage – the signal lag is a killer, and there’s zip we can do about it. But I see no reason not to believe the Gilgamesh won’t be back in something like twelve years. Which,” he finished with a certain acid humor, “is just about how long you’ll need to rake together enough cryogen capsules to pull this off. Yes?”

“Yes.” Hua licked his lips. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Then, vanish,” Vanderhoven invited. “Have your freighter well out, in two days. Be ready to pick up the cargo hold we’ll dump for you, and we’ll trade signals there. We’ll give you the codes, messages that won’t mean squat to anyone else. Problems?”

“None I can see.” Garrison took a step away and lifted the hood up over her head. It would effectively hide her face from AI surveillance. From its shadows she said, “It hasn’t been a pleasure, but it’s been an experience. We’ll meet again, Captain.”

“I believe we will. Twelve years.” Vanderhoven watched the pair of dark, anonymous figures make their way across the teahouse, and out by the only door, back into the maze of docks and warehouses. He gave Jason and Adrian an amused look. “Twelve years for them … only two for us, if we’re coming back on that voyage. The alchemy of cryosleep. Now, I don’t suppose there’d be any danger of getting an actual cup of coffee while we’re here?”







 


 

 

 
Chapter Seventeen


 
If the teahouse had AI surveillance, it was only rudimentary, Jason thought. They had bought coffee, drunk it, and were walking back toward the Gilgamesh when a Titan Security officer appeared before them – middle age, middle height, instantly forgettable, though he wore the uniform well. He saluted crisply and addressed Adrian.

“Marshall Prouse’s compliments, Representative, and would you call her at your earliest convenience?”

“I can talk to her when I’m back on the Gilgamesh,” Adrian said in a chilly tone. “Did she mention what she wants?”

The man was a major; the rank was quite high enough for Prouse to make him privy to the details. Jason’s nostrils flared a little, and he was sure he smelt something like trepidation as the officer hesitated for several seconds. More than likely, it was the Civil Representative he dreaded.

“Routine business, I believe,” he said at last. “At your convenience, Representative.”

But Adrian was regarding the major as if he were an irritating bug. “You came here, physically, to find me?”

“I was on the docks.” He gestured at the long concourse which followed the curving line of the freighter docks, with the city of Titan Central spreading away beneath, under the massive arch of the dome. “It’s my pleasure to extend a few small courtesies, Representative.”

His body chemistry said otherwise. Jason was quite certain he had been dispatched to track down the Gilgamesh party when they disappeared from comprehensive AI surveillance, and a full security squad would be in concealment, no more than fifty meters away. 

“Indeed.” Adrian brushed the man aside. “Tell your Marshall, I’ll talk to her shortly.”

And he walked on in the same measured pace, as if the Titan authorities were beneath his contempt. The Jovian system looked down on Titan the way it coveted and admired the great Martian cities. The further from Earth one worked, the more lowly the station. Jason saw all this and filed it for future reference. 

His hackles had risen as the major spoke to Adrian, and they did not subside much, even when he had stepped back aboard the Gilgamesh. Dirk was looking curiously at him, and Jason gestured back through the ’locks. “It’s just this place. It creeps me out. They look at me like I’m some sort of freak. They want to poke me with a sharp stick to see which way I jump, and if I bleed.” He touched the neckband again, and looked down into Adrian’s face. “Do you have any idea what they could do to me? I wouldn’t hold onto any skerrick of data they wanted for long. I’d betray us all, and I might not even know I’d done it.”

They could force an interface and fry him alive, and from the look on Adrian’s face, he knew it. So did Vanderhoven. Adrian was pale, but it was Dirk who was angry enough to beckon the guards closer.

“If you’re throwing in with the crew, Sergeant, you won’t mind if I assign you to duty.” 

Ozolin was a jump ahead of him. “You want your hatches guarded. Not to keep your crew in, but to keep the bastards out.”

“Right.” Vanderhoven looked from Jason to Adrian and back. “Set a roster. Keep this hatch secure and observe movements on the dock until we’re out of here.”

“How long?” Barbero wondered.

It was a fair question, and Vanderhoven looked at Jason to answer. Jason had been listening to the AI for hours, and the estimate was at his fingertips. “The drones are ahead of schedule. They found a rich fluorine pocket on the other side of Saturn – invisible from Titan, so they won’t be seen – and they’re sucking it down fast. Something like ten more hours to get them back aboard, and then twenty to refine the fuel into fluorine 9. Then we start pre-flight routines. Say, sixteen hours more to bring her up to launch status.”

“A fraction under two days.” Adrian tipped back his head and worked his neck around, betraying the tension cramping his muscles.

“Can you hold Prouse off for two days?” Vanderhoven asked grimly.

“I’m going to try.” Adrian visibly dragged his thoughts into order. “Let me call her, see what she wants to hear this time.”

He was heading for Starship Operations at once, and Jason followed. He ought to be wrangling drones, checking the integrity of every vacuum weld down the length of the airframe, but the situation with Marshall Prouse changed the order of his priorities. 

The drones were already working; via his implants, he was monitoring their frequency, and the first twenty structural welds had checked out perfectly. The drones themselves were a different matter. Two of them needed to be retasked, two more were faulty. He instructed Sond to stand them down, pending maintenance, and was just out of vid pickup range when Adrian placed the call.

She was waiting for him this time, and her face was taut, a mask of disapproval. “Representative Balfour, I must protest the contravention of the legalities. Be aware that I am formally reporting your cavalier disregard of regulations to the authorities in Ganymede City.”

“If you must.” Adrian’s tone told her plainly how tiresome she had become. “You have no cause for alarm, Marshall, and if you believe yourself privy to my business, you are sadly mistaken.”

“Then perhaps you would care to brief me.” She bristled with annoyance.

For a long moment he pretended to consider her suggestion, head cocked critically at her image, and Jason watched the subtle curl of his lip before he said, “The information is on a need to know basis, and at this moment you have no need. Let me be as plain as I can, without presenting details for which you have no authority. You either want to be rid of your maverick problem, or you don’t. And if you don’t, Marshall Prouse, I suggest you explain yourself to your superiors. The Ganymede City bureau would be fascinated to hear your argument.”

The statement was so unexpected, she physically recoiled. She recovered quickly, and her tone sweetened by a few degrees. “I gather you have undertaken some assignment about which I was not informed.”

“Not an assignment,” Adrian said sharply. “I have the warrant to take such actions as I deem necessary to fulfill the duties of my office.”

“Data regarding the mavericks came into your possession?” She had a hungry look. She wanted it.

“It did.” Adrian refused to be drawn. “You can expect to be briefed when the time is right, Marshall, and this is not that time. The more you know, the more dangerous it will be for Titan Central.”

Her eyes widened. “Then, naturally I accede to your authority, Representative Balfour. Shall I have the Titan squadron come to standby?”

“No need. The situation is several weeks from critical.” Adrian reached over to cut the line. “I shall keep you appraised, as and when you need to be. You were informed that I will need this dock for another day at least?”

“I was.” She frowned at him, studying him closely. “Unspecified problems with the drive.”

“Be assured, there is no more I can tell you at this time. Goodbye.”

The display darkened and Adrian sat back. In Jason’s nose was the sharpness of apprehension, the tang of unease. “She’s getting suspicious, isn’t she?”

“Very,” Adrian agreed. “But I’ve just told her enough to make her back off for a day or so. She’ll try to interrogate Sond, see if she can sneak in by the back door and have the AI tell her enough to confirm what she suspects. That I’m feeding her a crock.” He swiveled the chair around and looked up into Jason’s face. “Can you configure Sond to give her what she needs to hear, without compromising the machine?”

“And I’d better do it quickly,” Jason agreed. “Like, right now.” He pulled a chair up to the next workstation and laid his palm on the pad. He closed his eyes, the better to concentrate on the AI comm channel that whispered constantly in the back of his mind. Sond was there at once. “All right, Adrian … what do you want her to know?”

“Just that we’re working on the drive,” Adrian said slowly, musingly. “All Prouse needs to know right now is, we can’t get a safe ignition, and we probably need to manufacture the parts before they can be installed. Have the AI hint that another day is being optimistic. If Sond tells her two days, Prouse’ll believe the estimate faster than anything she hears from me.”

“Hold it right there.” Jason was working fast, sorting files, accessing old maintenance data, changing scan results, retagging the files with fresh time stamps. “You realize,” he said as he finished, “Prouse knows as well as you and I do, how easy it is to set this up. Unless she has less brains than ravioli, she’s still going to be suspicious.”

“She’ll be suspicious,” Adrian agreed, “but she won’t have one shred of hard evidence that I’m telling her a crock. It’ll hold her for another twelve hours or so.”

Done, Jason withdrew from the AI, and blinked his eyes clear. “And then she’s likely to pull the plug on us. You got any idea how she’ll do it?”

Judging from the knit of Adrian’s brows, he had been thinking about this. “She can try to lock us down with the Titan squadron, or the Titan security force, but … I doubt she’ll do it. Too much shooting, in a place where it would be simple to cause major damage. Rupture a ’lock, trigger a hazmat incident, and you can have civilian casualties in four figures. And that,” he said darkly, “is goodbye to her pension. She’s looking at retirement in less than ten years … back to Earth to live the good life on two-thirds pay. None of that’ll be happening, if she lets a real stand-up fight get started on the dock.”

He was good at the game of double-think, triple-think. Jason was impressed. He might have been amused, if the situation were less dire. “So her next move will be…?”

“An authoritarian bean-counter like Prouse?” Adrian demanded. “She’ll pass the buck. They always do. The first thing they want to do is get someone else to take authority, so some other idiot’s head rolls, not theirs. She’ll go upstairs.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “She’ll call Ganymede City and tell her superiors it’s going pear-shaped out here.” He gave Jason a hollow-eyed look. “There are Army ships in the Jovian system. A couple of them are faster than the Vincenzo.”

“Damn.” Jason opened the seals at his throat, and shrugged out of the jacket in the warmth of the Ops room. “How long?”

“If we’re lucky,” Adrian mused, “thirty-six hours.”

“That’s not long enough.” A pulse beat in Jason’s temple. “We can’t get fueled and get through preflight procedures in less than two days.”

“So I’ll stall her,” Adrian said grimly. “And don’t forget the flight lag between here and Jupiter. She can call her superiors, but anything they launch won’t get here for at least nine hours.”

“That … helps.” Jason paused to listen to the AI channel. “Damnit, Adrian, I have to work.”

“So do I.” Adrian was moving. “I’m figuring out consumables – food, water, air, for the other end of the voyage. We’re burning through stores fast right now, with thirty awake and working so hard, don’t even think the words ‘short rations.’ We’re going to try to get as many as possible back into cryo as soon as we can – once we cross the orbit of Pluto, I would think. Buckner and Saltzman don’t like to go into any voyage without supplies for a crew of twenty, up and working for a month, mid-journey … something to do with the AI waking them and major repairs to be done before the ship can get herself home.” He had an odd look for Jason. “It, uh, happens, does it?”

“You mean, the AI sees a major failure coming, shuts down the drive and retrieves the crew to fix it? Sure. It’s happened once. It’s routine starship business, Adrian. There’s not much can go wrong with these ships that can’t be fixed with the drones and materials we have aboard. Given long enough, we can fix almost anything, and we’ll always get home. But we’ll burn through one hell of a weight of consumables while we do it.”

“Right.” Adrian suppressed a shiver. “Makes sense.”

“These ships scare you to death, don’t they?” Jason cupped a hand at the back of his neck, massaging there to soothe. 

“Yes, they do,” Adrian confessed. “Part of me believes they’re not even safe to be around.”

“And the other part of you,” Jason added, “dreams about wild adventures on exotic new worlds you’ll never see if you don’t beat your fear of flying.” He leaned down, rested his forehead on Adrian’s. “Talk to Lopez. Get a shot. You need to calm down and focus … and I have to work. I want to be with you – you know that – but I’ve got drones to reprogram and a year of work to do in the next ten hours.”

“I know. These ships do scare shit right out of me, but not half as much as the thought of getting caught by the likes of Prouse. Of them getting their hands on you. I don’t want to even think about it.” Adrian kissed him fleetingly, almost shyly, as if he was quite certain Starship Operations was not the place to be caught kissing the Executive Officer. 

He would have been right, but Jason only chuckled, albeit shakily. No one was around; no one was likely to be around. The AI was watching as always, but Sond had no interest in anything humans got up to. “They’re not going to get their hands on either one of us. I’d grab you and vanish, the way the mavericks vanished, before I’d let it happen.” The thought was enough to curdle his gut, and he forced himself to move. “I gotta go, Adrian. I’ll catch up with you later, when we get a break, all right?”

“Call me,” Adrian said plaintively. “Eat with me.” 

“I will … and find Dirk. You better tell him what you just told me. That Prouse is going to pass the buck.” 

And then Jason was jogging, first back to his quarters to throw the dress uniform back into the closet and change into a skinsuit that was disposable, and then to the aft airlocks, to shrug into a pressure suit and helmet. The smart seals were still forming up around his joints when he petitioned the AI and listened to Sond’s catalog of fresh system errors. Two more drones had gone down; six were now stored in the bay adjacent to the cab, waiting for him. 

With a soft curse, Jason slipped the band from his neck and settled the helmet. His sockets opened to the filaments intruded into them by the helmet instruments, and he shivered in reaction as the visor illuminated with a flood of data. He stepped into the aft airlock with sigh.

“All right, Sond, open up, let’s get this done.”

The ’lock cycled in seconds, and he took a moment to savor a view he saw only rarely. The Gilgamesh extended away into the distance, perfectly linear, symmetrical, with the great flare of the engines more than two and a half kilometers away from the elevator platform where he stood. The ship was one of the biggest machines ever built, and at times even Jason, who had been inside its mind, was overwhelmed. Beyond the ship was the cloud-soft face of Titan and, beyond Titan, the glorious vista of Saturn itself, with the incredible beauty of its rings sweeping away like a bridge to heaven. 

He could have spent a half hour drinking in the view, but the drones were waiting, twenty meters down, locked in clamps, dormant. With an effort he turned his complete attention to the job. “Forty eight hours,” he told himself as the lift went down. “Two days. Flight lag from Jupiter, maybe nine hours or more. Could be ten. We can do it.”

In fact, they must do it. Nothing else was acceptable.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Eighteen


 
Exhaustion was a constant companion, even in sleep. Dreams were strange, dislocated, troubled. Adrian had been so tired, he had thought someone would have to pry him physically out of sleep, but the moment Jason began to thresh, he was awake. In the halflight reflected from Titan the cabin was silver-gray, and beside him Jason was twisting, moving, though he was far from awake. He was dreaming, and they were bad dreams.

Adrian shook him, and again, harder. “Jason. Jason!”

He wrenched himself out of the dream, sat upright with a cry, and Adrian’s fingers slithered in the cold sweat that bathed him. It took a moment for his mind to make sense of reality, and then he swore fluently, dragging both hands across his face and chest.

“You okay?” Adrian asked. 

“Yes. No.” Jason heaved in a breath. “Dumb dream.”

“You want to talk about it? It helps to talk them through.”

“Does it?” Jason swung his legs off the bed and held his head in both hands. “You don’t want to go there … bad places.”

“Something from home?” Adrian rubbed his back, feeling the clench of his muscles. Jason was not relaxing at all, even in sleep. 

“From here,” he corrected. “Only dreams. They had me. Prouse and her people. Doing things to me, inside my head. Made me wish to gods I wasn’t an AI tech.” He touched his neck, where he was most vulnerable, a little telltale gesture that told Adrian everything, before he visibly shook himself out of the dream “You need your sleep – I’m just keeping you awake here.” 

“You need your sleep too,” Adrian argued. “You’re not even resting, much less sleeping. We get three hours of downtime, and you spend it with your whole body clenched like a fist, except for a few minutes when we have sex. And we’re getting too tired to make much of that.”

It was thirty hours since they had met Garrison and Hua; twenty hours since the fuel drones had returned to the Gilgamesh; ten hours since Adrian had called Prouse with a briefing which told her less than nothing, strung her along. Work aboard the ship was somehow on pace, and the refineries had been running at capacity for almost a day. Every maintenance drone was tasked, and every human was subsisting on coffee, peps and adrenaline.

The work was not the problem. Marshall Prouse and the Titan Central authorities were the problem, and Adrian had run out of fabrications, excuses, veiled warnings. He peered at the chrono and rubbed eyes that were gritty, sore. “We’re supposed to be up and working in half an hour anyway. Do you want to get something to eat?”

“Yeah.” Jason turned toward him, caught him in an embrace. “I’m going to talk to Buck, see if we can’t shorten the preflight procedures.” He slipped out of Adrian’s arms and hunted for the clothes he had dropped not long before.

“Is it safe?” Adrian asked doubtfully.

“No.” Jason made a sound of bitter humor. “But I can maybe interface with the AI and get through a lot of the work faster than trying to do it with eyeballs and keypads. If necessary, I can be interfaced when we light up the drive, monitor it from the inside.” 

“That’s normal procedure?” Adrian hoisted himself up off the bed and cast around for the skinsuit Jason had peeled him out of. Only the peps they had taken made them physically capable, and it had been quick, sketchy. No Rhapsody, no premeditation or artistry, just a desperate scramble for the physical release that might give a few moments of blessed relaxation.

“Normal? You’re kidding me, right?” Jason shrugged the skinsuit up over his shoulders and raked his hands through the tousle of his hair. “I don’t think it’s even been done before, but then, this ship never turned around in three days before! I don’t think any ship, anywhere, every turned around this fast. We’re making it up as we go along, Adrian, and I can –”

He paused as a red light on the comm began to flash. There was no audio tone; if they had been asleep, it would not have woken them, but Jason touched it and said hoarsely, 

“Yeah, where do you want me?”

It was Vanderhoven. Adrian had begun to think the man never slept. “Ops,” he said tersely. “Is Adrian with you?”

“Of course he’s with me! You want him too?”

“Yes. I’ll get some food in here. What the hell are you doing awake?”

“It’s a rare condition known as not sleeping,” Jason told him with acid sharp humor. “We’ll be right there.” 

He was hunting for shoes as he spoke, and Adrian watched him closely. The incredible strength of the fifty was reasserting as he forced himself awake, and when they stepped into the Ops room Jason was as functional as Dirk Vanderhoven himself. 

And the captain looked bleak. Without asking, Adrian knew something was very wrong. For a terrible moment he assumed it was some terminal fault they had found in the ship, and his belly was full of a sinking feeling. But then Vanderhoven said quietly,

“They’re rummaging around in the AI, Jason. They’re going to know what we’re doing rather sooner than later.”

“We knew they’d pick up on us.” Jason was frowning over a stream of scrolling data. “Yes, I see the intrusion in the log, right here. An AI avatar from Prouse’s office. It got in through legit comm channels.” He looked up at Vanderhoven through the pale blue mist of the threedee sphere. “How much do they know?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” Vanderhoven said acerbically.

Jason scrubbed his face with both hands. “Give me five.”

He pulled out a chair, and Adrian watched him draw out a pair of fine leads from a node on the console. The band slipped off and without a word he jacked directly into the AI. It was not a full immersion session, but several layers deeper than anything he could do via his implants. Adrian was about to speak, but Vanderhoven held a finger to his lips and beckoned him to the far side of the Ops room.

“Keep it quiet,” he advised in a bare undertone.

“I understand.” Adrian spoke in a soundless murmur. “We knew Prouse would get onto us. She’s just going through the motions, Dirk, in an entirely predictable pattern. She should come up dry on this incursion, which will make her reluctant to take it to the next step.”

“But it’s only a matter of time before she does.” Vanderhoven’s brows arched. “I was worried Titan tracking would recognize the tractor carrying the fuel drones.”

“And they didn’t?” 

“They did, but Buck had the AI pilot issue standard ID signals. It told Titan it was another normal trash run, and we got away with it, which was just dumb luck. They could have recognized the fueling operation. I was ready to feed Prouse some line of bullshit about having forgotten to shut down some subroutines … something along the lines of the fuel drones going about normal starship business if they’re not told to stand down, and we’d overlooked them.”

“Any truth in the story?” Adrian wondered, wishing he knew a lot more about what normal starship business was.

“Nope.” Vanderhoven’s eyes glittered with reluctant humor. “But I’d bet a year’s salary, Prouse and the rest of the bean-counters in her office don’t know that.”

“It would have worked,” Adrian said thoughtfully. “What she gets from the AI right now will hold her for a while, but I’m going to be back on the comm, answering sticky questions before long. Damnit, Dirk, I don’t know enough about these ships to know what to say!”

“But you do know how to say it, if we tell you what to say,” Vanderhoven added. He dropped a hand on Adrian’s shoulder. “Take your lead from us, when the time comes.”

Adrian was uncomfortably aware of his heart, hammering at his ribs. “This can still go wrong.”

“Yes, it can.” Vanderhoven’s voice was deep, level. “It’s the risk we took. We knew what we were getting into.”

“I realize that, but…” Adrian frowned at  the back of Jason’s fair head, and the filaments connecting him to the AI. “Don’t let them take Jay. I’m past caring what happens to me, but they can do things to a socketed AI tech that you can’t even imagine.”

“Oh, I can imagine,” Vanderhoven corrected. “I might not have those augmentations myself, but a lot of my friends do. You know they have interface parties? They jack into one of the big industrial rigs and use it to run outrageous games, testing each other’s mettle. I’ve been to one or two, purely as an observer, and I’ve heard the groans of pleasure and the screams of pain. Kids will be kids, I guess.” 

“Yes.” Adrian took a deep breath. “Look, if push comes to shove, I can decoy Prouse away from you for long enough for key personnel, like Jay and yourself, to get out. You can hook up with the mavericks and give The Pure Light hell.”

“We could.” Vanderhoven was grave. “And what about you?”

“A camp somewhere.”

“Your nightmare come true,” Vanderhoven observed.

“But at least I’d know Jason was out there, free. I’d have a reason for going through the kind of shit you’d expect in a camp.”

Vanderhoven made disapproving noises. “If it happened, Adrian, you won’t be in there for long. We’d rifle their data, know where you were, and we’d come get you.” He gave Adrian’s shoulder a squeeze. “But we’re not down to the wire yet, and please gods, we won’t get there.”

“As you say.” Adrian felt the prickle of hot, acid tears as he watched Jason work.

“You love him,” Vanderhoven observed. 

“Very much.” Adrian hunted for a smile, found the ghost of one. “Just keep him safe, Dirk. That’s all I ask.” He hesitated. “Is there any chance Lopez could remove the sockets?”

The suggestion surprised Vanderhoven. “It could be done, but it’s a complex surgery, and we’re going to need him functional, to the minute we ignite the drive.” He glared at the ceiling, calculating, thinking it through. “Don’t ask me for this, Adrian.”

And Jason would never ask. Safeguarding him from the worst abuse in custody would compromise the entire attempt, with seventy lives in the balance, not to mention the deal Vanderhoven had offered the mavericks. Adrian accepted all this, and regarded Vanderhoven bitterly. 

“You give me your word. Jason’s freedom is not negotiable.”

“I’ll give you my hand on it.” Vanderhoven thrust out his right hand, and Adrian clasped it. “I’ve known him since he was seventeen. I know his parents. You think I could look Jeff and Carol Erickson in the eye, if I’d let some bastard like Prouse get Jay into a lab? He’s almost family, Adrian. And so will you be, if you’re marrying him. You’re marrying into one of the most influential families on Eidolon – and that’s another thing. His grandmother would fillet me like a fish if I let anything bad happen to him. He’s always been her favorite.”

“All right.” Adrian felt a little more secure, and gave Vanderhoven a nod of agreement. “And I … think he’s done.”

Jason was stirring, withdrawing gradually from the light interface, and as Adrian watched he let the filaments retract back into the node on the workspace. He swiveled out the chair and sat toying with the neckband. The sockets were bare, glistening, pulsing slightly in time with the living blood in the big arteries right beneath them. Adrian’s eyes were drawn to them, and today the AI tech’s augmentations filled him with as much dread as fascination. 

“She knows we’re working right across the ship,” Jason was saying slowly. “She got access to the top levels of the logs – they’re dynamic, updating in realtime, every second – so she knows we’re working on drones, and we’re looking at structural integrity.”

“That would be pretty normal in terms of starship business,” Adrian guessed. “I’d imagine that after a five-year haul, you’d want to be damn’ sure of your airframe before you light up the drive again. Yes?”

“Yes. There’s nothing untoward in this much.” Vanderhoven gave Jason a frown. “She got more?”

“I’m pretty sure she did,” Jason said carefully, “but we masked the important stuff. She won’t know there are thirty of us awake; she won’t know Buck knocked the drive ignition sequencers offline himself. She can’t get access to AI surveillance on the ship itself – which would be a dead giveaway. But,” he added sharply, “having Sond refuse her access to the vids is going to tip her off that we have something to hide.”

“Damn. He’s right.” Adrian joined him at the workstation, took the band from him, and very, very gently sealed it around his neck. He ducked to place a kiss over the left socket, and asked, “So how long before Prouse or someone on her staff can make sense of the data they winkled out of Sond?”

It was a good question. Jason and Vanderhoven conferred silently for some moments, and at last Vanderhoven said, “It depends if she has anyone in the office who knows a few things about starship design and function. The only thing she’ll know for sure, and quite quickly, is that she can’t get a tentacle into AI surveillance.”

“Could be a fault in the AI itself,” Jason suggested.

“Could be.” Adrian pounced. “We already told her it was Pure Light interference in the AI that caused the initial problems.” A pulse drummed in his temple. “You guys know the old saying, the best defense is a good offence?”

“Chess players still say that.” Jason’s blond head cocked at him, and he swept the unruly hair back. “You’re thinking, you want to take the fight to her, not wait?” 

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking.” Adrian pressed his palms together, mind racing. “It’s a calculated risk, but you know Prouse is the devious, suspicious kind. Right now she’s nursing a hunch that tells her we’re up to something. She’s a pension-minder, too chicken to confront me openly, so she tries sneaking in through the backdoor, seeing what she can suck out of the AI. She’s hoping we didn’t notice.”

“Meaning, she knows there’s a big, fat chance we did,” Vanderhoven finished. One brow quirked at Adrian. “Calculated risk, like you say. You can motivate her to move hours early – contact Ganymede now, rather than in another two hours.” 

“It’s possible,” Adrian allowed. “Or I can scare her rigid, which should buy us four or five before she screws up her courage and goes hunting for a promotion and a pay hike. We’re about eighteen hours out from launch?”

“About.” Jason stood and shoved the sleeves of his skinsuit up above the elbows. “I’m going to talk to Buck, see if I can’t get that down. If I interface, I might be able to shave a couple of hours off preflight procedures.”

“Do it,” Vanderhoven agreed, but he was still frowning at Adrian. “So Prouse calls Ganymede, and they dispatch an Army ship?”

“Between nine and twelve hours to get here from the Jovian system.” Adrian took a long breath. “It’s going to be fine, no matter which way you slice it. If I shake her up too much right now, I could make her run home screaming as soon as I get off the comm.”

“On the other hand,” Vanderhoven said slowly, thoughtfully, “not calling her with a reprimand right about now might be the dead giveaway. Look at the character you’ve been playing. The Representative Balfour she knows would never countenance being investigated by someone of Prouse’s rank. And that’s what she’s doing, by trying to sneak in by the backdoor. She’s nosing around for information, which is the same as telling you to your face, she doesn’t believe what you’re telling her.”

“And the government goon she knows would go for the throat.” Adrian looked from Vanderhoven to Jason and back. “Your call, guys. I confront her … I don’t. Calculated risk. And this is one decision I can’t make.”

“I think you have to confront her.” Jason’s face was set in grim lines. “She has to know we’d find the intrusion, and she thinks she knows you. She’s waiting, right now, to see which way you – we – jump. Dirk?”

“Yes.” Vanderhoven gestured at the comm. “Make it soon. It’s only twenty minutes since we discovered the intrusion, but you don’t want to wait long.”

“We don’t want to wait at all,” Adrian corrected. 

“And I’m going to go see what Buck says about shaving some time off the preflight procedures.” Jason leaned over and dropped a kiss on Adrian’s left ear. “Give ’em hell.”

In fact, Adrian’s heart was hammering as he straightened his hair and shrugged into the jacket Prouse was accustomed to seeing. He wore it now over a Gilgamesh crew skinsuit, but his legs were out of the vid pickup range. Jen Lu had just drifted into Starship Operations as he went online, and Vanderhoven beckoned her away to conference quickly. Adrian knew what he would be telling her. 

Beginning immediately, she would be eavesdropping on comm traffic issuing from Titan Central, and when she detected something unscheduled, high power and encrypted, beamed directly at Ganymede, the balloon would go up.

With an effort, Adrian drew his face into bleak, grim lines, and he was glaring as Prouse appeared in the display. “Marshall, you will explain to me the meaning of your intrusion. From which source came your authority to interrogate the Gilgamesh AI, and in what world do you imagine you have the rank and power to question my warrant?”

Now, he watched her face like a hawk. And she was good. She did not blanch or recoil – her face was a granite mask, and her eyes narrowed only a tiny fraction, enough to tell him, they were almost on the same page. Each of them profoundly distrusted the other; each recognized and acknowledged that the other could hurt them badly. 

“Representative, my deep apologies,” she said levelly. “What I did, I did in your interests.”

“Mine? Explain,” Adrian demanded. He heard the bark in his voice and compressed his lips.

“I have lately begun to wonder,” Prouse told him, “if you find yourself under some form of coercion.”

“Coercion?” He echoed. “You imagine the Gilgamesh crew have overpowered me and my security squad?”

“It seemed possible.” Prouse’s brows rose. “It seemed likely.”

“Did it, indeed.” He let his glare intensify. “You speculate that I am occupying a dock for the good of my health. That I don’t know genuine system diagnostics and repair work when I see them? What kind of a rank amateur do you take me for, Marshall?”

“I don’t take you for any kind of amateur at all, Representative.” She was still smooth, but he caught the first undercurrent of unease. “However, I also know that Captain Vanderhoven and his crew are borgs, with cerebral augmentation. More intelligent, faster, and infinitely more devious than you or I. It seems odd to me that Vanderhoven would accept any deal with regard to the arrest of his crew. It seemed conveniently coincidental that the ship should suffer drive trouble keeping it at the dock here, when that crew should have been in the General Patterson Wong Military Hospital on Ganymede, many hours ago.”

Adrian’s teeth clenched and his voice rasped. “That’s a great many assumptions, Marshall. And all of them wrong. However, I appreciate your most considerate efforts to ensure my personal safety. This is the only reason I’m not recommending you be withdrawn from office and returned to Earth for retraining before you are reassigned. You did the wrong things for the right reasons. Do not take my forbearance as license to commit further errors of judgment. You’ll find that my leniency as well as my patience have limits. If you want specific information, ask.” And his tone said, don’t even dream about asking for anything more at this time. 

She accorded him the stiff half bow. “My apologies, Representative. Did I disturb your rest? You look tired.”

“I am tired,” he said tersely. “If you believe government oversight of this ship is a small matter to be managed in an afternoon and delegated to others, you believe wrongly. The Gilgamesh will depart from Titan when it is safe for her to depart, and not before. That time is not for you to decide, Marshall, and you will leave government business to the authorized Representative of The Pure Light in this system. Do I make myself clear?”

“Quite clear.” Prouse spoke with stiff reserve, thoroughly reprimanded.

And she was steaming with anger, Adrian knew. Without another word he cut the line and pushed away from the workstation. He was shaking, and not surprised to find himself so. Jen Lu gaped at him, open mouthed, as if she did not believe what she had just heard. Adrian had cut a System Marshall off at the knees. 

Vanderhoven applauded with a few sharp claps. “Very well done. That should put her back in her box for a few hours.”

“We need six.” Lu took a gulp of coffee from the near-empty mug she was cradling. “Will we get six?”

“I don’t know,” Vanderhoven admitted. “Jay and Buck are trying to take some time off us in preflight. And right now, any minute we can get is a bonus. Adrian, you look terrible.”

He felt terrible, but he waved Vanderhoven off. “I just need to get something to eat, and get back to work. Where do you want me?”

They had him running checks on the massive servomotors driving the highband arrays. It was far outside his field of expertise, but he was given two drones and a model of what correct function should be, and he had only to match readings. 

The AI recognized him, and if he asked, Sond would triple-check everything he thought he had seen. Adrian asked many times. ‘Sond’ was an acronym, ‘Sympathetic Networked Dynamics.’ The machine mind was over a hundred years old, and many generations away from the AI originally installed in the Gilgamesh. It was broadly self-aware, with dimensions of synthetic consciousness ranging from the purely mechanical – monitoring of shipwide functions – and the almost biological, when it interfaced with a human mind and extended itself into the engineer’s body as surely as the human insinuated his mind into the machine.

Sond had hurt Jason badly, but he bore it no grudge. The machine was incapable of vindictiveness, or reprisal. Jason insisted that everything he had suffered was meted out by the defense mechanisms installed along with the command set which had come in like a virus and hijacked the Gilgamesh. 

For some time Adrian was reluctant to deal directly with the AI, but necessity left him no choice. He found it cool, impersonal, professional, without much real personality of its own. People often liked to anthropomorphize AIs, but the truth was, anything remotely resembling a personality was grafted onto them at the design stage. Customers chose from a catalog, paid a fee for the personality they preferred. Sond had never been gifted with one.

Working alone in an observation bubble high in the crew cab, with a view down the length of the Gilgamesh to the arrays where his drones were circuit-testing the highband arrays, Adrian felt very isolated. His eyes strayed to the atmosphere of Titan and dwelt on the dirty brown clouds brewing up for a mid afternoon storm of hydrocarbon rain. 

The surface mines were operated by massive industrial drones. The machines were autonomous for months and years before they needed service work; and when the schedule called for service, a crew of chipped fifties was sent. Normal humans rarely ventured down, where it was too cold, too dangerous. The fifties were utterly expendable, and absolutely obedient.

The thought inspired a shudder, and with a bitter curse Adrian turned his mind back to his work.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Nineteen


 
“They’ve got us.” Ro Buckner looked up from the data and pinned Vanderhoven with gimlet eyes. “No way are we going to talk our way out of this one.”

Coursing through the display was a datastream that made Jason groan. He had been waiting to see this, and it came as no surprise. The Titan security AI had swept the dock, and the Gilgamesh, countless times, imaging it in several kinds of light. The infrared had always been their Achilles’ heel, and eventually, the truth had to be revealed.

The refinery had been running at capacity since the fueling drones returned, and the heat blooms in the machinery were growing steadily, past any level where they would be easy to explain away.

Standing in the glow of the display, Vanderhoven considered Adrian soberly, and Jason knew what he was about to ask. “We could tell Prouse the fuel refineries are a normal part of starship routine.”

But Buckner’s head was shaking. “Only in the days and weeks prior to launch on a major mission. It’s not normal business before a quick shunt between planets in the same system.”

“Prouse might not know that,” Adrian suggested.

Jason was less sure. “By now she’s had plenty of time to do her research. Don’t underestimate her. She’s bloody-minded, not stupid. If I were her, by this time I’d know a lot about what’s normal on a starship, and what isn’t. Dirk?”

“He’s right.” Vanderhoven was massaging his temples as if his head were throbbing. “And I think we just ran out of time.”

The same thought was in Jason’s mind. “Buck and I have been working to rewrite the preflight schedule. Buck?”

The engineer stood, fists on hips, glaring into the data display. “If we’ve got fourteen hours, we’re out of here.” He looked from Vanderhoven to Adrian and back. “Do we have fourteen hours?”

“We can only proceed on the assumption we do,” Vanderhoven said tersely. “There’s nothing else we can do. We’re starting preflight?”

“Three minutes from now.” Buckner beckoned Jason. “Start the clock, and organize a roster for getting all non-essential personnel back into cryo. We’re also scrounging for consumables. Anything goes wrong between here and Reunion, we’ll be down to crumbs.”

“All right.” Vanderhoven was moving. “Jen, stay on their comm traffic. You’ll know when the signal goes through to Ganymede. Brief me. Buck … just get us there. Jason, you’re going to interface?”

“Soon.” Jason rubbed his palms together. “It’s going to be a long interface, much longer than normal. I’ll need somebody with me.”

“Lopez,” Vanderhoven offered.

“I shouldn’t need a doctor. Lopez has enough to do, and this is still my job, Dirk. Just give me Adrian,” Jason said quietly. “If he’s up for it.” He gave Adrian a hopeful look.

In fact, Adrian could have no idea what the duty entailed, but as always he was quick to volunteer. He might not be augmented, but he was highly intelligent, and a quick study. Jason was confident he could manage the assignment, and if he told the truth, he wanted no one else.

“Use the psyche lab,” Vanderhoven suggested. “It’s quiet, and Lopez can remote-monitor the whole session. Do you need help moving the rig in there?”

“No. We can handle it.” Jason beckoned Adrian out of Ops, and his mind was already sliding into the odd dimension in which he would become one with the machine.

The rig was the same one he had used in Starship Operations, and Adrian had seen it set up. It was collapsed in storage in its locker in the AI lab, but the lights there were bright and people were in and out every few minutes. The distraction would be fatal to the job, and Jason was pleased to roll the rig into the peace and quiet of the psyche lab where he had scanned Adrian, a thousand years before.

“You realize, I have no idea what you want me to do,” Adrian warned as the aluminum framework of the rig unfolded and locked into place.

“It’s easy. You saw it done last time.” Jason was checking the fifty slender gold connections. Each was a hair-fine needle in its own sterile sheath, connected to nodes in the interface rig by a filament. “You saw these, how they tag into my skin. There’s a palmtop on the desk. Have Sond give you a schematic. She won’t let you get them in the wrong places. After they’re all in place, and the interface jacks, you’ll be watching my vital signs. You can set up the palmtop to do it and give you a buzz if I start having a hard time.”

 “A hard time?” Adrian visibly flinched. “Is this dangerous?”

“No,” Jason said, too quickly.

“Then, why did Dirk want to get Gina Lopez in here?”

“Because he’s an old worry-guts with a responsibility complex. I’ve done this hundreds of times. The only difference is, this is going to be a very long interface. I’m going to be hooked up for far longer than I’m used to. I’ll be working so hard, the time’ll fly, but for you it’ll be stultifying.”

Adrian gave him a pained look. “Why do I have the intuition you’re telling me about half of the truth?”

Because he could only handle half the truth, Jason thought as he shrugged out of the skinsuit and stepped into the rig. The broad, soft straps took his weight in the old familiar pattern, adjusting itself to his mass and shape, and to the exact pressure he needed on chi points to simulate freefall. It was actually comfortable, and he said so as he slipped off the neckband and handed it to Adrian. 

“Connections first, sockets last. You have the schematic?”

“Give me a moment.” Adrian was flustered, dark eyed, fretted, and Jason took pity on him. 

“Trust me, it’s easy.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Adrian muttered as he hunted in the system for what he wanted. 

“You won’t. Every connection – needle – is numbered, and sterile. Pop off the caps, try not to touch the points or the last two centimeters with your bare fingers. Just slide them just under the skin exactly where the schematic shows where they need to be.”

“They don’t hurt?”

“They itch, if you must know.” Jason settled in the rig and breathed deeply, eyes closed as he began to listen to his implant. Sond knew he was about to interface and was waiting. 

“I always had a thing about needles.” Adrian propped the palmtop where he could see it, and picked up the first filaments. “I hate them. When I was a kid, getting my legs rebuilt, they stuck so many needles in me, I got to detest them.”

“These are not the usual needles. They’re a whole lot finer and sharper. I don’t feel much, so stop worrying. Just do as you saw Buck and Lopez do, and I’ll be fine.”

The look on Adrian’s face was anguished as he began, and he fumbled the first few, trying to be too gentle. But by the time he had placed the first ten he was more comfortable with the job, and after twenty he was simply absorbed in getting it right. Jason could have told him that he was still slow and too cautious, which only made the connections itch more, but he kept still, concentrated on his breathing, and listened to the AI.

Forty connections were in place when Sond said, “Comm broadcast, Titan Central to Ganymede City, high power, encrypted.”

“She’s onto us,” Jason whispered. “She just called upstairs. Passed the buck, like you knew she would.”

“Shit.” Adrian fumbled the connection he was working on, and began again. “Ten to go, and your sockets, and you’re in.”

“I know. Just go carefully and you’ll be all right.” Jason ouched silently as Adrian mishandled one, making it feel like a mosquito bite. His hands were trembling, and Jason’s nose picked up the scents of anxiety, even fear. “Hey.” He looked up into the dark, entirely human eyes. “I trust you. I love you. You’re not going to hurt me, and we are getting out of here.”

A look of gratitude flickered over Adrian’s face, and he was steadier as he returned to the work. The last few connections were made with professional assurance, before he drew the leads from the node on the nearby workstation. 

“You ready for these?” Husky, hushed.

“You want me to do it?” Eyes closed, Jason held out his hand.

“No. Turn your head, and be still.” Adrian leaned over him … dropped a kiss on his mouth … and then Jason was gasping in reaction as the left jack slid in, too slow, too tentative, teasing him the way a pro tech never would have. It was like being teased into the hookup at an inebriated party by someone who was intent on getting a yelp out of him. He gave Adrian a rueful chuckle before he turned his head for the other –

And reality faded into gray mist as the machine mind embraced him. He took a long deep breath and settled into it as quickly as always. With Sond’s unblinking eyes he could look into the psyche lab via two of the surveillance cameras. 

He saw himself in the rig, suspended in perfect balance, chi points simulating freefall, legs bent, hips a little above his shoulders to encourage blood flow to the upper body, and all around, an intricate webwork of fine gold filaments. He saw Adrian hovering beside him, obviously wondering what he should be doing.

“Vital signs,” he whispered. “Anything gets away from me … I get hot or cold, heart to fast, too slow … just call Lopez. Stay with me.”

He watched Adrian pull a chair up beside the rig and set up the palmtop, and then Jason placed his trust in Adrian and dove into the writhing, seething ocean of the datastream.


 

 
It was two hours before Adrian began to relax. Jason had not even moved, save for the rise and fall of his chest, in shallow breathing. His skin was lightly sweated, but the lab was at an even temperature; the connections were firm, and his vital signs looked stable. The oddness of seeing him utterly oblivious to reality, suspended in the rig, had worn off, though he could only imagine the level of trust it took for a man to place himself, like this, into the hands of another. He had never seen such vulnerability, and for the augmented fifty – the biggest, most powerful male in the human stable – to hand Adrian Balfour the duty of monitor, guard, custodian, was as inspiring, as daunting, as it was humbling.

The work would be better done in real freefall, Adrian guessed, but the rig was a good approximation of the weightless environment. If the connections bothered Jason, he showed no sign of it. His face was calm, only occasionally creasing into a frown as the job taxed him. In fact, Adrian had less than no idea what he was doing, and was just content to let him get on with it. 

Satisfied for the moment, he set the palmtop to monitor him, and took the opportunity to step out. He needed to drink. The nearest water cooler was in the corner of the Ops room, right of the door, and as he stepped inside he heard Jennifer Lu’s voice. She was listening to her own implants – as Comm Officer she had several. Her eyes were unfocused, staring into some other dimension as she said,

“Yes, I hear it too … thanks Jay. Dirk?” Her eyes cleared. “We just got signals from Ganymede. Two military ships launched, about fifteen minutes ago.”

For a moment Vanderhoven’s eyes closed. “ETA?”

“They’re estimating eight hours.” Lu looked anxiously at him. “They’re fast, faster than we expected. Can we get out of here in eight hours?”

It was the question upon which everything else rested, and Vanderhoven said softly, “I’m just the captain of this ship. You better ask Buck, and Jason.”

“Jay?” Lu said, hushed. “Eight hours to get the hell out. Any good?”

Adrian could not hear the reply, and in that instant he swore to himself, the first augmentation he would get, even before he grew another centimeter or gained a kilo of borg bone and sinew, would be the comm implants. He had never felt so cut off from Jason, and without waiting to hear another syllable from Vanderhoven or Lu, he took his water and ran.

He was back in the psyche lab in seconds, and kneeling beside the rig. He spoke in a whisper, trying to insinuate himself into Jason’s reality without shocking him. “Jason, it’s me. Jason, can you hear me?”

“I can hear you.” His voice was deep, paced oddly, with something of the passionless, inflectionless cadence of the machine with which he had bonded. 

“Eight hours, Jay,” Adrian murmured. “Yes?”

“Close,” His eyelids fluttered. Behind them, his eyeballs were moving rapidly, skimming across fields of data Adrian could barely imagine, much less comprehend. “Going to … cut some corners.”

“Risky?” Adrian’s mouth was dry as dust.

“Not if I’m … interfaced.”

“Okay.” Adrian hesitated. “What do you need?”

“Drink.” Jason’s lips parted, waiting. 

And Adrian drizzled the water he had brought for himself into Jason’s mouth, watched him swallow, and swallow again. “Enough?”

“For now.” Jason’s brow furrowed as he concentrated. “Stay close. Long time yet. Five … maybe six more.”

“Hours?” Adrian wondered.

But Jason did not answer. He was vastly too busy, and Adrian knew when to back off and let him do the job he was trained for. Every member of Vanderhoven’s crew was the best in his or her field, and Adrian had just begun to realize how good, and how dedicated Jason Erickson was.

He settled himself to wait and watch. 

Two hours on, the comm buzzed almost soundlessly and he answered in a murmur. It was Gina Lopez, wanting to know if Adrian needed help. The sound of concern was sharp in her voice, and he was grateful. 

“He seems to be fine at the moment,” he said softly. “But it’s been four hours, Doctor. He’s going to get tired, and he has a long way to go. Can you give him something? Just something to help him get through?”

“I’ll be there in five,” she promised.

She stepped into the warm, dark little womb of the psyche lab three minutes later, and without a word held a hypo against Jason’s shoulder and administered three separate shots. “Has he asked for anything?”

“Just water, twice.” Adrian stood back with her, and showed her the stats flickering in the palmtop. 

They were still normal, though pulse, respiration and temperature were starting to increase with stress. Lopez saw nothing wrong, but she synched her own palmtop with his, and said quietly, “I’ll keep an eye on him. Do you want to take a break, rest, get something to eat?”

“No.” Adrian gestured at the rig. “This is the job they gave me. The job he trusted to me. I’m going to do it.”

She gave him an odd, enigmatic smile. “You’re a good man, Representative. You’re good for him. You know the family you’re marrying into?”

Was the news all over the ship? There was a time Adrian might have been embarrassed, but not now. “Dirk told me a little. Jason’s hardly mentioned it, as if it’s not important to him. He’s quite well connected.”

“That’s putting it mildly!” Lopez stooped to check the sockets. “He’s needed somebody to look after him for some time now.” She glanced up at him with a faint smile. “I’m glad it’s you. Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks.” Adrian subsided against the side of the bench. “It’s only been a few days, but I feel like I’ve been here for years.”

“It’s not about years, my dear boy, it’s about mileage.” Lopez straightened and gestured with the palmtop. “I have to get back to the medbay, but I’ll be watching him. If you’re in any doubts, holler.”

“Anything happens to him, they’ll hear me scream on the engine deck,” Adrian told her.

Then it was himself and Jason, alone in almost perfect silence, and Adrian settled again to wait out the vigil. Several times in an hour, Jason would ask for water, and then at the six hour mark he began to groan, and turned his head. Adrian was beside him at once.

“What is it, Jay? What do you need?”

“Sockets. Sockets are burning,” he rasped. “Lube. Pale green … looks like … slimy gel. Small cupboard. Wall. Right side.”

“Damn, I should have expected this. Give me a moment.” Adrian was up and rummaging. It took only moments for him to find a transparent, unmarked bottle filled with a viscous gel, pale mint green, quite odorless. He was back at Jason’s shoulder at once. “Do I take out the jacks?”

“Take out one … at a time,” Jason said harshly. “Hurts.”

It could only be the result of the abnormally long interface, Adrian was sure. Even Jason himself might not have been prepared for this; it was doubtful that he had ever been interfaced longer than an hour, two, at a time. Very, very gently, Adrian slipped the jack out of the left socket, but still Jason moaned. 

The sockets had simply dried out. They had been carrying too much current for too long. He risked touching one lightly with his fingertip and found it hot, dry. The touch made Jason swear lividly A lot of gel squeezed into the tender, nerve-rich synthetic tissue and now Jason hissed sharply. “That hurts?” Adrian backed off.

“Cold,” Jason told him. His eyelids fluttered open for just a moment, showing slivers of rainbow irises. “Just cold. Quick, now … so much to do.”

With even greater care, Adrian slid the jack back into the socket and reached over to treat the right one. Again the hiss, as the cold gel invaded the overworked synthetic tissues. “Better?”

“Better.” He made a sound of sheer relief. “I’m good to go.”

“How long?” Adrian whispered as Jason sank back into full immersion.

“Two,” Jason guessed. “Don’t go away.”

“I won’t.” Adrian risked setting one hand lightly on his shoulder, among the delicate tracery of gold filaments. “I’ll always be right here.”

The faintest smile touched Jason’s mouth for a moment before it was gone again and he plunged back into the work.

The AI was aligning the engines, bringing the reactors online one by one, calculating temperatures and pressures for a properly balanced burn, measuring fuel mass and density, monitoring the integrity of conduit, tanks and injectors, computing the engine burn time for the exit trajectory that would take the Gilgamesh out of the Earth system and onto a heading for home. 

The course vector was the simplest part of it. Balancing six reactors and three monstrous engines fed by twelve injectors was the juggling act of a lifetime. Even Adrian knew that preflight procedures were usually a whole day long, and if there were real problems the time could stretch several days. 

The AI was not authorized to cut one single corner, circumvent one safety protocol. Left to itself, it would stick doggedly to the rule book programmed into it, and the Gilgamesh would still be at the dock when two warships drove into the Saturn system. Only the human element, merged with the machine mind, would get them there, and even then, it was going to be so close, Adrian’s heart was in his mouth.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Twenty


 
At the end he was very cold. Even one with Jason’s body mass and strength exhausted eventually, inevitably, and he was dimly conscious of his limbs shuddering, trying to warm themselves, while he scrambled through the last of the work.

He was waiting to see fields of green in the regions pertaining to reactor and engine protocols, and he hung on, driving himself, aware that he was dancing on the edge, until green was the only color he saw. Only then did he turn back for the lagoon, fall into it and let the current carry him out.

Voices reached him before he could see properly. He focused on Adrian and swam toward him, but Lopez was there too. She was talking in an undertone, and slowly, slowly, the words began to make sense as Jason became aware of the suspension of his body, the shaking in his muscles. Large shots fired into him, bruising his flanks, and he felt the smarting tingle as careful fingers removed the connections.

The prickles where they had been continued, and he heard Lopez making disapproving noises. “Every damn’ connection point is inflamed. This was stupid, Adrian. Did Dirk order him to do this?” 

The way she spoke, she would have Dirk on a spit with an apple in his mouth, and Jason almost chuckled as his eyes fluttered open. But Adrian was saying, “Of course not. Jason volunteered. And even if Dirk had ordered him to this assignment, Gina – as I understand it, there was no other way.”

“I know,” Lopez grumbled. “But look at these connection points. Every one of them like a bug bite. I’ll give you something to put on them, as soon as you’ve gotten him warm.”

The rig was reconfiguring to release him as Jason floated back to full consciousness. He had been out cold for a few minutes, he guessed. Not long enough for them to unhook him and transfer him to the medbay, but long enough for Lopez to have administered at least ten shots. His flanks felt tight and bruised with them, and he ouched as the last of the needles slipped out, and the soles of his feet touched the deck.

He could not stand. Jason could never remember another time when his legs refused to hold his weight, and he sank down onto the floor, blinking in the lab’s muted light, while Lopez wrapped a heavy robe about him. Adrian knelt beside him, peering at the sockets, and Jason first ouched and then sighed in transient relief as the jacks were removed. The relief did not last long. He felt them at once, and could guess what Lopez was looking at.

“Look at the condition of these!” She was furious. “Jason, goddamnit, what were you thinking?”

“Thinking about getting us the hell out of the crap we walked into.” Jason hardly recognized his own voice. “We’re good, Adrian. I stayed in till we’re on a one hundred minute launch countdown … and that should be enough to get us where we need to be.”

“It’s still going to be tight enough to make half this crew change their underwear,” Adrian said tersely. “Shit, Jay, she’s not kidding around. Your sockets are in a bad way. If they could bleed, they’d be bleeding. The tissues are split open, and they don’t heal, do they?”

“Not on their own,” Lopez said disgustedly. “They’re scorched. You’ve made a real mess of them, Jay. You’ll have to come into the medbay. It’s going to take specific nano to fix these, and I’ll have to break out a batch, get it activated. Best I can do for you right now is an analgesic.”

“It’ll do.” Jason hugged the robe around himself. “I’m so cold.”

“You’re hypothermic,” she corrected as she squeezed a pale blue, fragrant gel into the abused sockets. 

Jason breathed a long sigh of relief. “Rhapsody.”

“Eloderm,” Lopez said sternly. “It was Eloderm, and designed for surgical wounds, major dermal trauma, long before people figured out what happens when you whack this stuff into some orifice or other and have sex!”

“Rhapsody in the interface sockets?” Adrian’s voice was high, sharp. “You can do that? But that’s going to –”

He was probably going to guess that Rhapsody in the interface sockets would turn a man on faster than it took for the thought to dawn on him, but he bit off the words before they could escape. 

Jason made negative noises. “Not when I’m this cold, and this tired.”

“Patience, Representative,” Lopez said sternly, returning the tube to her bag.

“I wish you wouldn’t call me that,” Adrian sighed.

“Then, what will I call you?” She stood and slung the bag over her shoulder.

“I do have a name.” Adrian leaned over to look at the sockets. 

Lopez handed him a fat, black-capped tub. “This is for the bug bites. He’s covered in them, and as soon as he starts to warm up, he’s going to feel them. Best thing you can do is get him under a warm shower – not hot, not at first – and then get some hot food into him. The galley’s shutting down, but I’ll scare something up and send it along. You’ll be in your quarters?”

“As soon as he can walk,” Adrian promised.

“I can walk,” Jason muttered, forcing his way onto hands and knees.

“Then, bring him into the medbay when you can.” Lopez stepped back to give them space. “I’ll whip up that batch of nano, and then,” she said grimly, “I’m locking us down. We’re leaving.” 

“Thanks, Doc.” Jason watched her stop at the door, where Lopez turned back and shook her head over him as if he were five kinds of fool. Jason could have told her, he had done only what he must, but she was gone before he could frame the words. Instead, he took a moment to hunt for enough strength and coordination to stand, and Adrian’s arm slipped around him. He found his feet with a vast effort and propped himself on both hands, on the bench. “Woozy. Bit of a headache. Give me a minute.”

“I’m surprised you’re even awake,” Adrian told him.

“You don’t have much experience with fifties, do you?” Jason pushed his spine straight and heaved a deep breath right down to the bottom of his lungs. “We recover faster than you think.”

“And maybe when you’ve stopped shaking with cold, I’ll believe it.” Adrian gave him a push. “Quarters. Shower. Go.”

“Yessir,” Jason intoned, and went ahead of him.

In any case, Lopez was right. The ship itself was cool and getting cooler. He was listening to the AI channel, and all departments had begun to prep for flight. In the very short term, the temperature would drop to sixteen degrees, the breathing mix would change slightly, pressures would slowly drop. Power would be shut down in peripheral systems and concentrated on central processes. All non-essential personnel would retire to cryogen. The capsules were armored, discrete life support units. In flight, they were the safest place to be. Tracking and navigation would be passed to the AI, and with the orbit of Pluto behind them and the cargo drop made, the Gilgamesh would transfer to full automatics as she began an acceleration burn lasting over two years. 

The last crew into cryogen would be Buckner, Lopez, Vanderhoven and Jason himself, and when the capsules had sealed on them, temperature and pressure would flatline across the whole ship. The Gilgamesh’s engines would burn at full power without pause; she would cruise on momentum for eight months while drones worked in conjunction with the AI, performing service work, and then she would rotate to present the engines to Eidolon, and brake thrust would begin. 1867 days after leaving the Sol system, Sond would pressurize the cab, bring the air up to temperature and retrieve Vanderhoven, Buckner and Erickson.

That day could not come soon enough for Jason. He leaned his weight on both palms on the wall under a warm shower, willing his muscles to stop shaking, the feeling to return to his extremities, and the relentless burn in his sockets to ease. The Rhapsody – Eloderm, as it was known to medics – helped, but the synthetic tissues continued to flash urgent warnings that they were damaged, with no hope of fixing themselves. 

Hovering right outside the bathroom, Adrian was waiting for him, investigating the pot of ointment, and Lopez was right again. As Jason began to warm up the ‘bug bites’ were increasingly irritating. He peered at the ones he could see, and swore. They were swelling, puffy, red, smarting and itching. 

But he was more than satisfied with the work he had done, and over the implant he continued to listen to the AI reporting on every phase of preflight procedures. “Launch minus eighty minutes,” he said as the water began to run hot at last. He was still soaking up heat, but the trembling had stopped now, he had sensation in hands and feet, and he was so hungry, he could not recall the last time he had felt such a yawning pit in his belly.

A chime from the door announced Lopez. Jason did not stir from the cascade of increasingly scalding water, and the CMO stepped into their quarters. “There’s not much left, but it’s hot,” she told Adrian. “Make sure he eats. A lot.”

“I will,” Adrian promised. 

“And then bring him to the medbay,” she added. “Jason, you’re scalding your skin off.”

“It’s my skin,” he growled, not even bothering to lift his head. 

“Medbay, ten minutes,” she told him in a tone that brooked no argument. 

The door closed, locked, and he hit the faucet. The hot air jets began to pummel him a moment later and he spread arms and legs wide, luxuriating in the heat. “Food. What did she find?”

“Noodles, rice, looks like chicken, some kind of vegetables.” 

Adrian had snapped the lids off various containers, and the aromas of sesame oil, ginger and five-spice made Jason’s belly rumble. He was still a fraction damp when the hot air began to get sharply into every bug bite. He turned it off, grabbed a fork and began to shovel food into his mouth in no particular order.

Over the implant Sond’s serene voice said, “Launch minus seventy-five minutes. Number Three reactor is 5% imbalanced.”

“Shit,” Jason muttered. He flopped down across the bed and hit the comm. “Buck! Buck, you heard that?”

The engineer was back at once: “’Course I bloody heard. Get out of my face, let me fix it. It’s not an issue, Jay.”

The look on Adrian’s face made Jason wish he had an imager, and he remembered, Adrian had no implants. “Just one of the reactors starting to screw around,” he said through a mouthful of noodles. “Buck’s on top of it. Seventy-five minutes, and we light up the engines.”

“You have tracking data on the ships out of Ganymede?” Adrian sat beside him and began to slather the pale green goo onto the connection points. “Are these sore?”

“Yes, and yes,” Jason said, eating steadily. “Yes, they’re sore as spider bites, but that stuff works. I’ll be fine. And yes, I have intercept data on those Army ships.”

“And?” Adrian had slithered off the bed, knelt at his feet, and was anointing his legs. 

“And they’ll be in the Saturn system in eighty minutes.” Jason was waiting for the rush of reaction from him, and shook his head. “It’s a big system with a mess of civilian traffic. If my calculations are right, we’ll be out with about ten minutes to spare.”

“And if they’re off by a couple of percent?”

“Then we’ll be out with three minutes to spare.” Jason swallowed the last of the food whole and threw the cartons into the bathroom. He took Adrian’s face between his hands. “Have a little faith.”

“I have a truckload of faith,” Adrian informed him. “Get your pants on, loverboy. I’m under orders to drag you into the medbay, kicking and screaming if necessary.”

“No kicking … but I might scream.” Jason moved his head to and fro, and pain sliced through his neck, sharp enough to bring a beading of sweat out along his forehead.

“They’re split.” Adrian recapped the jar and reached for the nearest skinsuit. Jason had worn it before, but at the moment neither of them was fussy. “She’s got the nano to heal them, Jay.”

“I’m moving. See? The pants are on.” Jason shoved his legs into the garment and tied it off around his waist. The connections in his lower body protested the touch of the fabric; he scratched experimentally and regretted it. His upper body had many more, and he had no intention of stretching a skinsuit over them. “Medbay,” he decided.

And Sond: “Launch minus seventy minutes. Fuel Injector 14 shows 2% low pressure and falling.”

This time Jason just gritted his teeth and trusted Buckner to catch it. He hustled, making Adrian jog to keep up with him to the medbay. His body was recovering fast, with just the surface damage where he had been in physical contact with the machine to show for the ordeal. His mind was already clear, and his head whirled with the data in which he had swum.

Lopez was waiting for him, and pointed him at a treatment bed. Jason hopped up into it and put his head on the sterile white foam of a pillow. She was working with the smallest hypo in the business, checking its preload, while an underling and two drones rushed through the work of stowing gear, locking down the compartment. 

“This might hurt a little,” she warned, preoccupied with the hypo.

“This will hurt a lot,” he corrected acidly. “But not much worse than the bloody sockets are hurting, so – get on with it.”

“You’ve really ripped them up this time,” she observed as she leaned down to make eight tiny injections around the lip of the right socket.

“This time?” Adrian echoed. “There was a last time?”

It was like being tapped repeatedly with the business end of a soldering iron, and Jason’s teeth were clenched. “I did some dumb crap,” he said in a hoarse voice.

“At work?” Adrian sounded surprised.

“At a party,” Lopez told him as she came around the bed to attend to the left socket. “He and a bunch of six college bucks got a little pissed in the dorms, interfaced with an AI rig that was actually intended for seismic survey, and used it to play a stupid game called Swords of Heaven.”

“True?” Adrian demanded.

“False,” Jason rasped as the last shots fired in. “We were incredibly pissed, it was a full-sized industrial rig designed for mineral exploration, and ten of us were in the lab out of hours, playing a fantastic game called Sky Pirates of Hellas. We just lost track of time, played too long and got a little … toasted.”

“I stand corrected.” Lopez might have dealt the last shot with vengeful pressure, drawing a yell out of Jason, and then she made a flourishing gesture with the hypo. “Six hours, and you’ll be good as new. Adrian, for heaven’s sake keep an eye on him.”

“And do what?” Adrian demanded. “He’s a little big to argue with, if he gets it into his head to do something dumb.”

“Then just keep an eye on his sockets,” Lopez sighed. “Give them a little Eloderm every twenty minutes or so. Starting now.” She produced a bottle from the hypo case and tossed it to him. “It’s the best thing we know … though I imagine you only know about its recreational applications.”

In fact, Adrian knew a little more, but Jason was content to let her have the joke, because Adrian was even then in the process of filling the sockets with the blue gel, and the relief was like magic. With gentle fingertips Adrian worked the stuff inside, and Jason groaned, deep and rumbling.

“Launch minus sixty minutes,” Sond said with the unnatural serenity of the machine. “Data transfer between Starship Operations and main engine ignition sequencers is intermittent.”

The crease of his brow told Adrian, something had gone askew. He took his fingers away and asked, “What?”

“Got to get back to work,” Jason sighed. “I’ve had all the recovery time I’m going to get.” He cupped one hand at Adrian’s nape, rested their foreheads together. “Thanks.”

“Don’t be thanking me. You’re the assignment I was given, and you know by now, I take my work seriously. Where’s your neckband?”

“Couldn’t stand the pressure of it right now.” Jason hopped off the bed and moved his head carefully this way and that. “That’s better. I’m good.”

“He’s not,” Lopez said loudly from the other side of the medbay. “He’s just stubborn as a mule. Whatever a mule is.”

Jason gave her a salute of the obscene variety, and touched Adrian’s mouth with a kiss. “Work. If you’re sticking with me, that’s fine. Bring the Rhapsody.” They were on their way out when he paused and gave Lopez a crooked smile. “Hey, Gee … thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Any trouble with the nano, just get your butt back here.” Lopez was locking down one of the big ’scopes and did not even spare him a glance. “Sixty minutes, Jay.”

“Sixty?” Adrian echoed. “Shit, man, I have got to get these implants.” 

“Get a headset, stick a compod in your ear and listen in,” Jason suggested. “The datastream’ll probably drive you right out of your gourd, but you’re welcome to give it a shot.” He was turning left out of the medbay as he spoke, headed fast for Starship Operations.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Twenty-One


 
Where the sixty minutes went, Adrian would never know. They flew by like so many seconds, while the crew of the Gilgamesh worked at a rate he had never seen before, and the AI seemed to report a new issue every time it updated the launch countdown. Jason was not physically able to interface, but he was working with Sond as fast as his human brain could process the datastream. He seemed almost unaware of the injured sockets, but Adrian was watching them. The moment he began to fidget in discomfort, or they seemed about to dry out, he drizzled the Eloderm into them, and he did not care who saw him do it. Buckner and Lu might have made a joke of it at another time, but not now. 

The chrono over the main workstations in Ops read -07:30 when Jennifer Lu said sharply, “Adrian, I’ve got Marshall Prouse online, asking for you.”

“Turn her off.” Adrian was intent on the screens displaying tracking data. Even then he was looking at two red blips marking the position of a pair of incoming ships, and a pulse had begun to hammer in his head. They were in the Saturn system already, overdriving their engines, as if the officers commanding knew they were out of time.

They were close enough for their IFF to be picked up almost in realtime. They ID’d as the Aldrin and the Shenyang, and Adrian knew them both. They berthed in the Jovian system, and often service people from both ships went slumming on the docks, looking for the cheap thrills that abounded there, all perfectly legal, all somewhat less than salubrious.

“But she’s asking for you specifically,” Lu insisted.

“I should imagine she is. Turn her off.” Adrian lifted his eyes away from the tracking display for long enough to glance at Vanderhoven. “Time to bring the guards aboard and close the ’locks? The deception is up.”

“With a vengeance.” Vanderhoven touched the comm. “Sergeant Ozolin. If you’re coming with us, get aboard and close up.”

“Call it done,” Ozolin’s voice said from the machine. “I was just about to call you. I’m seeing faces at the inner ’locks, Captain.”

“Faces?” Vanderhoven swiveled his chair to another monitor and pulled up the surveillance feed. 

“Could be a routine patrol,” Ozolin admitted, “but I got a nasty feeling Marshall Prouse just assigned us a security detail.” He paused, and then, “She’s two minutes too late. We’re buckled down tight.”

And it would not matter if they shot up the hull, Adrian knew. The hull material of starships was armored, far more than simply bulletproof. It would take a plasma torch several hours to cut through the plates around the airlock. The same could not be said off the dock’s own facilities, which were comparatively delicate. His palms were uncharacteristically clammy as he watched the professionals do their job. Fear had a taste, acid in the mouth. He knew Jason and Vanderhoven would smell it on him, and he breathed deeply to quell it.

“Sond, disarm all hatches, crosscheck and cast off umbilici,” Vanderhoven said in a slow, measured voice. “Transfer to internal power systems. Adrian, I assume you know those ships?”

“Sad to say, I do.” Adrian’s hands clenched into fists as he came up to the tracking display.

“Warships?”

He answered with a mute nod, and scrolled through the data in the right side of the tracking display to pull up stats on both vessels.

“Three hundred men on each.” Jason whistled softly. “And two hundred of those are military complement. Marines, gunners … shit. Dirk, we don’t want to tangle with them.”

“And they’ve seen us,” Lu added. “They’re bouncing signals off Titan Central.” She was listening intently to her implant. “Comm lag is down to four seconds – they’re coming in so fast, they’ll have a hard time managing braking maneuvers.” 

“Course correction.” Jason’s voice was an uncharacteristic rasp. “They just jinked around, headed straight here – and she’s right, Dirk, they’re so fast, it’s insane.”

“Which tells us,” Vanderhoven said with grim certainty, “they know we’ve cast off umbilici, which means we’re moving. And suddenly, we’re out of time.” He looked up at the chrono. “Buck … it’s now or never.”

There was still 3:20 on the clock when Buckner’s voice said over Adrian’s earpod, “Reactors are at 97% percent, injectors are in the green. She’ll do. Am engaging manual override. Stand by for lateral thrusters in three … two …one. Launch.”

Forty jets in the starboard side of the Gilgamesh shoved her off from the dock, and Adrian felt the movement through the soles of his feet. For one moment his middle ear swam, and then it righted as the AI ramped up thruster power and, with a thousand meters of free space between the ship and the dock, tilted up the nose. 

It was already maneuvering to angle the main drive engine bells in any direction but Titan Central, and Adrian held his breath, watching the graphic. The process was ponderously slow, while the warships were driving through the Saturn system at such speed, the Titan AI was issuing strident, repeated alerts to all traffic to get out of their way, give them the widest passage possible.

“Plot me an intercept solution, Jason.” Vanderhoven was dividing his attention between tracking and the Gilgamesh’s attitude monitors.

“Already done,” Jason told him. “Time to intercept is six minutes.”

“Then, we’re clear?” Adrian asked uneasily.

“Just,” Jason warned. “Buck, I’m seeing a fractional irregularity in one of the injectors. Recommend switching to the backup.”

“I’ve got it covered.” Buckner was on the engine deck, working with Nathan Cole and Meiling McCoy, plus a bevy of drones and the AI itself. “It’s not an issue. I’m also watching those bastard warships … Dirk, maybe you want to authorize me to overdrive thrusters?”

“Do it,” Vanderhoven said with grim determination.

“Thrusters to one-twenty.” Buckner was a rasp over Adrian’s earpod.

He drifted closer to Jason and looked into the bewildering datastream Jason was monitoring. Ten layers of data were overlaid, writhing and coiling in every color, only making sense to the rainbow-hued, augmented eyes. He was sure of only one thing. The warships were coming in dangerously fast, and the Gilgamesh was coming around with all the speed and haste of a blue whale among icebergs. 

“Main engines in one minute.” Vanderhoven’s eyes were on the attitude monitor. “Buck, prep for ignition.”

“Main drive coming online,” Buckner responded. “Dirk, we’re way too close to Titan Central to light her up. We’ll fry them … and much as I’d like to say some of the buggers deserve to get fried, we don’t want to be doing this.”

“Main drive to three percent, Engineer,” Vanderhoven said in a tone of mild reproach. “Just enough to put some distance between us and them.” He frowned at the tracking display. “Jay?” 

Jason’s eyes were not even blinking as he watched the display. “They’re pulling another course correction. They see what we’re doing, and they’re turning to intercept.”

It was Adrian who said softly, “We’re not going to make it, are we?”

“We can still do it.” Vanderhoven’s voice was dry as dust. “Overrun thrusters to one-forty, Buck.”

The engineer skipped a beat. “Gives us thirty seconds, max, before we overheat and they’ll auto-scram,” Buckner warned, “and then we’re so much dead mass.”

“Thirty seconds’ll do it.” Vanderhoven was not guessing, but he looked across at Jason. “Run the numbers with me, Jay.”

“Doing it … and they look right to me.” Jason glanced up at Adrian. 

“Thrusters to one-forty, Buck, and standby for main drive ignition.” Vanderhoven laced his fingers and rested both hands on the rim of the tracking display, perhaps to keep his hands still. 

Adrian wished he had the implants to see, hear, know, what the starshippers knew. This was the dream he had had when he was little more than a child, the fantasy of being augmented, being able to work in concert with the biggest machine in the human cosmos. 

The Gilgamesh was coming alive, and he realized in these moments, it had never been any more than dormant, barely aware of itself or its world. It belonged in the vasts between the stars, and it was going home. 

On the final countdown to main drive ignition, twenty displays brightened across Starship Operations. Adrian’s eyes were drawn to them, and he saw deep space data, plotted in threedee. The scan platforms were turned outward now, as the ship charted its own realm. He saw the orbits of Uranus, Neptune, Pluto, and then far beyond, the Oort, and much further again, the positions of the neighboring stars. He saw the bright blue marker labeled Eidolon, and his belly clenched with an odd, sweet ache.

The ship was coming about through the last few percent of her attitude correction, and Buck’s voice whispered over the earpod. “Main drive to three percent in Ten. Nine. Eight.”

Already, Titan Central was far behind them, four thousand kilometers off the stern quarter and dwindling fast. Even basic maneuvering thrusters had pushed the Gilgamesh well out, but the overheat warnings on all of them were blinking in Jason’s display, and with seconds to spare, Buckner shut them down.

For an instant the Gilgamesh was in freefall, and then the drive ignition kicked in, and even at a few percent power he felt the solid shove in the back of acceleration. Instinctively, he put a hand on Jason’s shoulder for balance as his eyes skipped from monitor to monitor – tracking, velocity, distance to Titan Central, engine statistics, reactors, injectors, hull integrity. 

The space city was falling away rapidly, and as distance increased Vanderhoven said softly to Buckner, “Go to four percent.” He was still intent on the Aldrin and the Shenyang.

They were on a perfect intercept vector – even Adrian, who had minimal knowledge of military and starship business could see they were cutting the shortest line to reach the Gilgamesh, and their engines were burning, overrun, hard and hot.

“They’re chasing,” he said to no one in particular.

“They can’t catch us.” Jason’s hand closed over Adrian’s, on his shoulder. “One thing a starship can do that they can’t, is accelerate like the proverbial bat out of hell.”

For the space of a dozen heartbeats Adrian clung to this, until tracking data exploded with a flock of new readings, and Jason swore. “Missiles?” His voice was a rasp.

“Counting sixteen, the full spread,” Jason reported. “The bastards must have orders, catch or kill. They can hurt us.”

Vanderhoven leaned closer to the display, eyes wide, and he was intent on the feed over his implants. “They’ll hurt us if they hit us. Buck, go to five percent.”

“Too close to Titan Central,” Buckner warned, sharp as a razor. 

“Run the numbers, Jay,” Vanderhoven said evenly. “Max engine thrust we can get without frying the city.”

The rainbow eyes fell out of focus as Jason conferred with the AI, running ten data streams almost as fast as the machine itself could run them. “4.4,” he said to the comm. 

“I heard that.” Buckner paused. “You’ve got it, Dirk.”

The comm was alive with screaming protests from Titan Central, and these, Adrian monitored. Every alarm on the platform would be clamoring, reporting floods of hard radiation and the phenomenal heat generated by the stardrive. “Dirk, they’re going ballistic,” he warned.

“They’re safe,” Vanderhoven said almost dismissively. “They’re just panicking because they never had a starship light up its drive in proximity to Saturn, much less Titan. We’re still well inside safety parameters. Reunion High Docks would go on alert, but they wouldn’t be freaking. Jason, missiles?”

“They’re on an intercept vector, but … we’re too fast.” Jason flexed his hands and ran the numbers again to be sure, so quickly, Adrian was barely aware he had done it. “Seventy seconds, they’ll be in our engine wake, and if I’m right, they’ll detonate in that much heat and fallout.” He gave Adrian an apologetic look. “We are making a mess here. For a while, this system is going to be as hot as parts of the Jupiter system.”

“They’ll handle it.” Adrian slipped out the earpod and leaned on the edge of Jason’s workstation. “Emergency Services are trained to clean up after a major event. Meaning, a big freighter or something like the Shenyang melts down an engine, or dumps a reactor spill right in their backyard.” 

“They’ll manage,” Vanderhoven added, “and they have two warships on their backdoor, four hundred marines in armor, to help mop up, if they need it.” He was still watching the displays, and said to Buckner, “We’re twenty minutes from minimum safe distance for full drive ignition. Plot me a burn to take us out beyond Pluto, and then shut down engines. Jason, configure the handling drones to dump the cargo hold.”

“Will do,” Jason assured him.

“How’s a two hour burn at five percent, and then a power-off cruise sound?” Buckner speculated. 

“Fine.” Vanderhoven had begun to relax. “And … there go the missiles. Multiple detonations, well astern of us. Damage, Jason?”

“Nope. We’re good.” Jason was unconcerned.

Adrian pulled both hands over his face and looked down into Jason’s eyes, which glittered in the bright Ops room lights. “Are we out? Please gods, tell me we’re out.”

“We’re well out.” Jason stood and stretched his spine. “They have nothing that can touch us now. We’ll be working another two days, finishing up maintenance, and then we’ll bed down.”

The term meant, go into cryogen. Adrian knew this, and he acknowledged the flutter of his belly. “Five years to Eidolon.”

“Home. You’ll dream so slowly, your mind will be like a river of ice.” Jason beckoned him to the water cooler in the aft port corner. “It scares you, doesn’t it? There’s no need. Cryosleep accidents are so rare, we haven’t recorded one in forty years, and even that one was down to human error. The capsule wasn’t configured correctly. Safety protocols don’t let mistakes happen these days.”

“You’re so sure,” Adrian observed.   

“We have to be.” Jason took a glass of water, drank it to the bottom and went back for another. “It’s part of the profession. Starshipping.” He cocked his head at Adrian, amused. “Will you ship out with us?”

“Going where? The Gilgamesh won’t be returning to Earth for a couple of years at least. And then it’s straight in to the Belt, pick up a load of colonists, and out again before the government knew we were ever here.”

“Oh, they’ll know we were here.” Jason took another drink. “These ships are big and noisy. Hard to miss. But they won’t be able to catch us, much less detain is. Leave it to Dirk to work out the details. Leave it to me to sell it to my grandmother, and then she’ll convince the rest of the senior staff, even if they’re reluctant to be in this. Which they won’t be. Too many people are suffering way too much back here.”

The burn which would push them out of the solar system was on a fifteen minute countdown, and every system showed green. Vanderhoven appeared absolutely satisfied. “That’s damned good work, people,” he said to the whole crew. They were spread wide, through the ship’s habitable compartments. “I am passing operations over to the automatics … the AI has it. Jason, would you check and confirm that Sond is absolutely autonomous. No chance of the government getting control of it again.”

“Now, there’s one thing I can promise you,” Jason breathed, though he ran through the checks anyway. “I busted my buns on it.” His eyes lost focus for several seconds, and then he nodded. “Our firewalls are secure, and about twenty years ahead of anything the bastards here understand. And that’s another thing, Adrian. When they started to crackdown on augmentation, they didn’t just purge the performers and sportsmen and starshippers. They cut the augmented scientists out of the loop. Our people are developing faster, along different routes. By the time we get back here, our tech will have galloped past anything in the homeworlds.”

“Because they’re heading for a dark age,” Adrian said acidly. “That’s what my cousin Max used to write. He liked to call it ‘the Age of Atrophy.’ He spelled it all out for them, and they picked him up, convicted him of sedition, and sent him to a camp in the Belt for twenty years.” He looked up into Jason’s attentive face, and sighed. “The truth is, I feel like a wuss and a coward, running out on them.”

But Jason made negative gestures. “There’s nothing to be done for the moment, not when they’ve chipped themselves an army of augmented soldiers, and they’re breeding a next generation to fill the ranks. But you know by now the family you’re marrying into.”

“I know the name of Rachel Cataldi. Most senior of your elders, grandmom to half the colony.” Adrian lifted a brow at him. “You whisper in her ear…”

“And Rachel opens negotiations with Earth.” Jason could only shrug now. “The fact is, there’s no guarantees, and the lesson of history is that peaceful solutions take time. But we have plenty to bribe them with. What we’re basically offering is to clean up their gene pool by taking the prisoner and refugee population off their hands. Ship them out, and then Earth can get on with doing its own thing. Whatever that is.” He touched Adrian’s face. “There’s no need to get onto some guilt trip, but I know you will anyway.”

“Probably.” Adrian forced himself back to the present. “I need to pinch myself regularly.”

“Uh … I can do that for you,” Jason offered. “What am I pinching you for? And which bit, or bits, do you want me to pinch? How hard, how often?”

For the first time in what might have been years Adrian actually laughed, and there was nothing cynical or bitter in the sound. “Just pinch me hard enough to let me know I’m awake, and not dreaming I’m on a starship heading out.”

“Okay.” Jason leaned over and dealt his arm a swift, smart pinch, just less than bruising. “You’re awake.”

“I’m awake,” Adrian intoned.

“Anything else you want me to pinch?” Jason looked him up and down with ribald amusement.

“Not at the moment … give you a rain check.” Adrian indulged himself in a chuckle, which broke down into a yawn.

“Then, you want to do something about these connection lesions, and the sockets?” Jason wondered. “I’m not kidding around. Now I have the time to notice, it feels like I’ve been assaulted by a swarm of wannets.”

“Wannets?” Adrian wondered if he had misheard.

“Indigenous to Eidolon,” Jason told him. “Something like a cross between a yellow jacket wasp and a hornet, about the size of your thumb. Pretty things, green and gold, with silver wings. But they jab you with a drop of acid, and you swell up and smart.”

“Indigenous to Eidolon? Now he tells me. Anything else I should know about, before we get there?” Adrian demanded.

“Indigenous snakes,” Jason said musingly. “You don’t have a thing about snakes? These are big, but they don’t usually come out of the forest. They’re good swimmers, you just have to know where they breed and keep an eye open for them.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Same as on Earth, so they tell me. Spiders, snakes, wasps, poisonous plants, toadstools. I guess every planet’s the same.”

Not, Adrian thought, for the city boy who never went further than a sanitized, manicured park where the most outrageous wildlife were the kids who painted themselves in silver and purple spangles and zoomed through on blades so fast, the unwary jogger could be flat on his face in the grass before he knew they were coming. He said none of this. 

So often, on Earth, he had longed to get out of the city, sample the air of mountains and forests. Many decades after the first landing, Eidolon was still unspoiled, and Jason had told him you could be out of the center of Port Reunion in half an hour, on your own feet. Beyond, the agricultural community opened up to the south, but the north was all virgin woodland, hills and high meadows carpeted with the flowers from which the medicinals, like Rhapsody, were made.

“Dirk, you need me for a while?” Jason was asking as he began to rub at his shoulders and arms. “I gotta get something on these connection sores. They’re driving me buggo.”

“Take an hour.” Vanderhoven waved him off. “Take two, and for godsakes do something about your sockets. Just looking at them makes me flinch. In fact, get out of here – don’t let me see you back till they’re healed, or I’ll call the medbay myself. Didn’t you talk to Lopez about them?”

“I’ve already had the nano. They’re supposed to be healing.” Jason urged Adrian ahead of him, out of the Ops room.

Adrian let himself be herded back to their quarters, where Jason palmed the door locked. For a moment, Adrian wondered if he might have ulterior motives, but as the skinsuit peeled down he saw the reality of swollen bug bites, as Lopez called them.

With a groan, Jason flopped down on the bed and rubbed his back on the sheets, as if he smarted and itched at once. Adrian sighed over him and fetched both the medicinals. He was raising great red welts with his fingernails.  “Keep still. I said, keep still! Didn’t anybody ever tell you, the more you scratch, the worse they’ll be.”

“Yes, mom,” Jason grumbled.

“I’ll give you ‘mom’,” Adrian muttered, and, perhaps a little vengefully, he groped Jason, root to crown and back again, with a handful of Rhapsody. The fifty came up hard so fast, Adrian was astonished. Much more meekly, he began to daub the balm on the connection lesions. 

“Don’t start what you can’t finish.” Jason’s voice was a purr, like a tiger cub.

“Oh, I can finish you off.” Adrian leaned over, held the Rhapsody against first one socket, and then the other, and watched Jason dissolve into a bliss of sheer relief. “You should keep these covered till they heal. You got a fresh neckband?”

“Drawer.” Jason nodded at the left side of the bed, and watched through slitted eyes as Adrian anointed the lesions. “Hey … thanks. I just never did an interface that long. Or that hard. I might never have to do it again, but if I do –”

“If you do, I’ll be there,” Adrian finished, “and next time I’ll know how to take better care of you.” Done with the balm, be recapped the tub and dropped it onto the floor. “Drawer?” Jason nodded, but when Adrian leaned over him to reach it, he found himself caught in the big arms, held close, and deft hands made short work of the Gilgamesh skinsuit he had borrowed. “You’re feeling better?”

“Healing.” Jason got comfortable and relaxed. “We heal a lot faster than you realize. We’re … different.”

And Adrian wanted very much to be like them. He would talk to Gina Lopez, explore his options, make plans for what would be done first when he was accepted into Reunion. He wondered what the work would cost, and then relegated the question to the future. Jason would say he had earned whatever reward he asked for, and Adrian was inclined to agree.

Jason was already halfway recovered – well enough to luxuriate in the balm, a little Rhapsody, a lot of affection. Adrian knew by now, he would be healed in a matter of hours, and if he wanted to enjoy spoiling him, fussing, there would be no better opportunity, and perhaps no other opportunity at all. He envied Jason’s stature, his strength, the augmented brain, even the powerful, intense sexuality of the fifty. He was magnificent, and one of the most charming things about him was, Jason did not seem to know it. Like Eidolonians of his generation, he had grown up among his kind and it was humans who were different.

So the augmentations would not change Adrian too much, he thought as he picked up the challenge and finished what he had started. It was the human version of Adrian whom Jason considered rare and exquisite, and erasing everything he had been would be a bad mistake. But Adrian would have the implants, and he would grow a little, gain a modicum of the fifty’s strength and speed, and perhaps the olfactory sense.

He looked down into Jason’s face, watching the pageant of expressions, and wished he could pick up the piquancy of pheromones, the complex interplay of body chemistry. There was no space for deception around people like Jason. Deception and pretence were impossible, which would make life much simpler on the one hand, and on the other, absurdly more intricate.

The superb rainbow eyes opened, and Jason blinked at him. “What?”

“Just thinking,” Adrian admitted.

“Too much thinking’s bad for you.”

“Says the guy with the augmentations in his brain, the one who just wrangled the datastream like the machine!”

“That’s different,” Jason protested.

“It is?” Adrian took his weight on his palms in the pillow on either side of the blond head. “How different?”

“That’s work,” Jason said reasonably. “This is play.”

He made a good point, and Adrian was pleased to accept it. “All right. Something about finishing what I started.”

“Something,” Jason echoed, and then he paused, listened, and lifted one hand to point in no specific direction. “Hey, you feel that?”

Adrian lifted his head, listened, and heard an odd drone. “Yeah. It’s very faint. What is it?”

“The drive engines just kicked in. You can barely hear it right now, but there’s a resonance through the airframe that you hear as a soft buzz, when they really start to light up.” He stretched, yawned. “We’ll be out of the system in fifteen hours, cruise while we drop off the cargo module, trade signals with a maverick ship.” His long fingers sifted through Adrian’s hair. “Then, I’ll bed you down. Get you safely into a capsule. The truth is, you should be in cryogen by now, but I know Dirk’ll cut me some slack. He and Buck and me, we’ll be the last ones in. Then, all you gotta do is sleep. Sleep your way home.”

“Home,” Adrian whispered. 

“But not before you finish what you started,” Jason insisted, and the powerful hips surged under Adrian, lifting him physically.

“You’re an invalid. Keep still,” Adrian told him mock-sternly.

“I’m not an invalid. You think I’m an invalid?” In one movement, Jason caught him, rolled them both over and pinned him. “That felt like an invalid?”

Adrian deliberately went limp and pillowed his head on his arms. “Then, I guess you better finish what I started.”

“You,” Jason observed, “have me right where you want me, haven’t you? Wrapped round your little finger.” 

“Have I?” The suggestion made Adrian smile. “It just … happened.”

“I let it happen.” Jason kissed him searchingly. “You want to do something fantastic for me?”

“Mmm.” Adrian’s imagination filled with wild, exotic technique, positions that would stretch a man’s tendons, chi pressure points and arcane sensual ritual to test even a fifty, as they understood the term.

“Scratch the connection on my left shoulder,” Jason asked plaintively. “I can’t reach it without standing up … don’t want to stand up.”

Adrian enjoyed the freedom to laugh, actually laugh, and pulled him closer to get access. “I scratch your damn’ bug bites, you take care of unfinished business. Deal?”

“You got yourself a deal,” Jason promised.

He was as good as his word.







 


 

 

 
Chapter Twenty-Two


 
The dark between the stars was the Gilgamesh’s natural environment. Out here, she had space to move, nothing to fetter the unspeakable energy of the stardrive. She had been cruising on momentum for twenty minutes when Jason gave Vanderhoven confirmation that the cargo hold was secure, and the AI had replotted the course for Eidolon to take into account the slightly different geometry of the ship, once the hold was dumped.

Without the course correction, the Gilgamesh would miss the Eidolon system by several trillion kilometers – not that Sond would let it happen. The AI would have performed the course correction itself, in mid-flight, but Jason was the consummate professional. He liked to leave no detail dangling, and Adrian admired the dedication.

“Go ahead, Dirk,” he told Vanderhoven, “beacons are on, drop it at any time.”

“Thanks. Sond, eject cargo hold.” Vanderhoven had pulled a chair up to a free workstation and was drinking coffee, eating some confection that smelt of cinnamon and apples. He was listening to his implant now. “Colonel Garrison, you should be picking up the beacon at this time.”

The maverick freighter was far behind, making a decent speed but nothing nearly comparable to the idling speed of the starship. Over the compod in Adrian’s left ear, Garrison’s voice was faint, thin. “We have your beacon, Captain. We’ll catch the hold … there’s nobody else out here to challenge for it.”

Space was empty, as far as the Gilgamesh’s scan platforms could reach. Jason had taken a good, long look around, and was satisfied. A ship could be camouflaged behind an asteroid, hidden in the tail of a minor comet, but any such object in the region was too insubstantial to be significant. The tracking displays showed only the orbit of Pluto, falling far behind, the starship itself, the incoming freighter, and the cargo hold which had been driven hard away from the body of the Gilgamesh by twenty maneuvering jets, firing in unison. The jets would brake the hold, put it within reach of the freighter, and then they would shut down with a few minutes of fuel left. 

The codes had already been transmitted. Latoya Garrison’s crew had only to catch the hold in grapnels and maneuver the immense mass through a vast arc that would head it back into the system. In three days, four, it would be lost in the Belt, and the next time Vanderhoven saw it, it would be loaded with cryogen capsules carrying the souls of many thousands of Earth’s diaspora.

The Gilgamesh must be radically modified, Adrian knew, before she could safely carry that hold. In the existing hull configuration, it was mounted too close to the engines. Before that position on the three-kilometer long airframe would be rated safe for life forms, rad shielding must be added. The mass would slightly alter the ship’s performance, so the engines would be upgraded to compensate, which meant a change in the fuel module structure.

There was more, but this was the point where Adrian began to struggle with the mere concepts. The science was far beyond him, though he held out hopes. Given the kind of implants Jason, Vanderhoven and the others used, he would be able to upload knowledge. The childhood dream of being a starshipper was not quite outside of his grasp.

One challenge lay before him, before he could call himself any kind of starship veteran, and he did not much relish it. He had worked with Adam Cho and Marina Saltzman, returning the skeleton crew to cryogen in the hours between the escape from Titan Central and the rendezvous beyond the orbit Pluto and its partner, Charon. He knew the routine. He could have operated the cryocapsule himself, or trusted a drone to seal it.

But the last thread of fear was still alive and wriggling in his gut – and Jason could smell it. As the cargo hold dropped away behind, and Vanderhoven closed down comm with the maverick crew, Jason was looking at him, watching him. He knew exactly what Adrian was feeling, without a word spoken.

Somehow Dirk Vanderhoven also knew, and he stepped out of Starship Operations, discreet, polite, compassionate. Adrian liked the man, and trusted him implicitly. Yet still, something very like dread coiled through him.

It was time, and there was no rational argument he could make. Gina Lopez and Ro Buckner were already ‘bedded down,’ and now it hardly mattered who was the last. Dirk or Jason, it made no difference. The ship was running on automatics, getting steadily colder and darker. 

As Adrian listened, the drive ignited again, and this time the hum through the airframe was very much louder, heavier. It buzzed in his jaw, impossible to ignore. The Gilgamesh was already on her way home, and for two years not even a mote of dust on the control surfaces would change. Mid-flight, the engines would shut down and she would cruise for many months, before Sond rotated her to present the drive for brake thrust. 

The forces at work were monstrous. If Adrian stopped to consider them soberly, they were terrifying. He preferred not to think about them, and focused on Jason instead – and Jason had been waiting for him for several hours already.

He stood, and took Adrian in a loose embrace. “It’s time. You know that.”

“I know it.” Adrian hugged him and then fended him off. “I’m just being a wuss.”

“You’re a virgin,” Jason reasoned. “You’re allowed to be.”

“A cryo-virgin?” Adrian echoed. “You made that up.”

“There has to be a first time for everything.” 

Deliberately, Jason steered him out of the Ops room, and down the short passage to the compartment, just a little forward, where the senior crew slept. In the event of some incident, Sond would retrieve them, and the closer they were to Ops, the better. Jennifer Lu and Ravi Gavaskar were already there. Beyond them were the capsules containing Cho and Saltzman. Nathan Cole and Meiling McCoy would sleep in a compartment adjacent to the engine deck, with Buckner himself, close to their work. 

For Adrian, they had bent the rules. A standby capsule was always available, and Jason had personally powered it up, checked it out, and then checked it again. It was flawless, and Adrian was certain Jason would have trusted himself to it without hesitation.

It was standing open now, in the recess opposite Jason’s own capsule. The canopy was up, revealing a molded couch surrounded by the spines of sensors which would swing in and make tactile contact with his skin when he was asleep. The word was not the right one, but the starshippers all used it. ‘Hibernation’ was closer to the mark, Adrian thought.

Jason touched his face, making Adrian look up at him. “I know you’re scared to death of it. But if you’ll trust me, the next thing you know, you’ll wake up about two days short of Eidolon. You’ll be cold, hungry, thirsty. You’ll eat a lot, and stretch out, and if you want to jog with me, that’s the fastest way to get your body moving. I jog a lot in the first day or two after retrieval. The ship’s almost empty, it’s quiet. I like it.”

“I trust you.” Adrian swallowed hard, several times. “Like you said, first time for everything. The proverbial leap of faith.”

“You mean, faith in the technology?” Jason reached out, touched a couple of points on the capsule. The control pad illuminated and the system gave a soft hiss of equalizing gas pressure. The cryogen feed was online. “Forget the machines. Have a little faith in me,” Jason suggested. “Would I do anything to hurt you?”

By now, Adrian knew beyond any shadow of doubt, nothing Jason did to him was ever intended, or allowed, to hurt, beyond the fleeting pleasure-pains all humans accepted as the price of playing sensual games. He took a breath, closed his eyes for a moment, and took the leap. 

“Time,” he said, and without waiting for Jason to urge or even help, he dropped the skinsuit and stepped into the capsule. The couch smart-molded around him. Its foam adapted to the exact shape of his body, as comfortable as drifting in freefall. It was not even cold against his bare skin.

He watched as Jason swung one critical set of probes into place, though he could have done it himself.  These monitored his brain, heart and lung function, and he felt the thin caress across his scalp and chest. The canopy would settle down in another moment, and he caught Jason by a handful of his hair, pulled him down to kiss while he had the chance.

Jason made it a genuine kiss, and then mocked himself with a grin. “Hey, last one for five years, right?” He laid his palm over Adrian’s heart, doubtlessly able to feel the quick, heavy heat which betrayed Adrian’s lingering apprehension. “You want something to think about, while you go to sleep? I love you, how’s that?”

“The feeling’s mutual.” Adrian grasped hold of the sentiment and held on tight.

“Sweet dreams.” Jason moved back, and then the canopy was whining down. 

He withdrew his hand at the last moment, leaving Adrian one split second of trepidation before everything he saw faded swiftly to silver-gray, everything he heard dwindled to a single point of sound, like a sigh, and the thoughts in his mind slowed, froze, into a dream that would be five years long. 

And it was a good dream.
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It’s winter when the city suffers a series of bizarre murders, robberies at high-tech labs – and a virus which sprang from nowhere. Every two days, a fresh body is discovered … entirely drained of blood. Every two days, a weapons research or energy technologies facility is robbed of a seemingly bizarre list of oddments. Meanwhile, the virus known only by a codename – 2048-3a – is so new, no part of the community is immune and the city is crippled.
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On the high moors, lonely, storm-swept and silent, stands the ruin of Saint Martin's Abbey. On a summer's afternoon, a feeling of deep peace surrounds the ruin, yet the broken walls conceal a dark secret, a tragic mystery dating back many centuries. And in the region the abbey has earned quite a reputation. Mention St. Martins to the locals and they'll give you an odd look at once and say, "You know it's haunted." 


 
When Rick Gray buys Rokeby cottage in the nearby village of Little Swinvale, all he's looking for is the peace and quiet to find himself again, after years of working -- succeeding -- in the difficult, demanding trade of the professional photographer. A storm is looming, close to sundown. The lighting conditions are perfect for the kind of spectacular images which have made him famous. Against all advice, he heads out to the abbey to work fast while the light holds... 


 
And when it fades, a tiny fragment of the mystery of St. Martin's finds its way into his hands. 


 
He calls himself John -- just John. For Rick, it's love a first sight. And the next twenty-four hours of his life will be beyond anything he ever imagined. If he had not seen and felt it all with his own senses, he would never have believed it. 


 
But seeing ... feeling ... is believing.
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