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Chapter One

	“He’s going to hang it up.” Kevin Jarrat’s voice sharpened with a mix of disbelief and resignation as he watched long-range visuals, stitched together from the feeds of three viddrones following a battered Marshall skytruck. The vehicle glared red and yellow in the noon tropical sun. She listed dangerously to starboard with one engine shut down, drifting across the NARC testing range south of the city of Venice. Here, ambitious hopefuls like young Lieutenant Paul S. Krauss could wreak havoc without endangering any lives but their own.

	The drones scudded low over the forest canopy, every lens zoomed to max on the obnoxiously bright truck while the rookie from the 127th Airborne — the Carrier Air Taskforce flying close defense for the Army’s Saratoga — struggled with his controls. This simulation called for a fake but painful wound to his left leg, a desperate run across the abandoned mine in Sector 12, pursued by drones firing trank darts, the swift appropriation of anything with flight capabilities from a civilian parking lot, and a slingshot out to the extraction point. Krauss should be headed for the comm arrays on the wooded shoulder of Ridley’s Hill. He knew the clock was running, and a simulated ground-to-air missile strike in his starboard lift engine complicated the escape.

	With power halfway out the Marshall handled like a pig wallowing in its favorite mudhole. Jarrat knew exactly how it would fight its pilot for every meter in any direction. The extraction point lay only twenty kilometers north, on the skyline where the spines of NARC’s comm arrays aligned on the orbital docks at geostationary. He leaned closer to the screen, one hand poised over the keypad as Jerry Stone growled,

	“This turkey’s going to kill himself. He’d better abort while he has the option.”

	The same though had sped through Jarrat’s mind moments before, while he closed the shields on the empathic bond to mute his partner’s caustic reaction to Krauss’s lousy performance. They pressed shoulder to shoulder in the dim mid-body of a troop transport converted for forward observation. Just ahead, pilots Wang and Casey kept the craft low, a few klicks astern of Krauss’s crippled truck. They had shadowed him from the mine, where he woke after a mild dose of tranks, broke out of confinement, stole a sidearm and destroyed both drones guarding the facility.

	Within this sim, an Angel syndicate calling itself Diamond Blue used the long-abandoned mine as a cutting lab. Krauss had been captured in the field, knocked out and dumped there, pending the interrogation which was an inevitable experience for field agents. The scenario of riding it out, defying his captors or making a break before interrogation could begin, repeated over and over, in every permutation, through the rookie year of simulation. Only successful graduates would be approved for field work and placed on the roster for carrier assignment.

	The 127th Airborne pilot was not going to make the cut. His scores were consistently low, no matter the zealot light in his eyes. Jarrat hit the abort before the Marshall could plow into the trees, and addressed the audio pickup. “Let’s call it scrammed, Krauss. Put her down — gently. We’ll pick you up.”

	“I can do this, goddamn it!” Krauss did not lack determination. His voice was taut with strain, effort, the very real pain burning through his left leg where he had ostensibly been shot.

	As if to prove it, the Marshall bobbed up ten meters, which bought Krauss just enough margin to try again for the extraction point. Jarrat glanced sidelong at Stone, and Stone swore softly. Kevin lifted one brow in question. They could scram the sim with a firm order, but the rookie had committed himself. Stone answered with a shrug.

	“Let the kid run, see if he’s as good as he thinks he is. He’s got the guts to try.”

	“But does he have the skill?” Jarrat muttered.

	It was the ultimate unanswerable. Both he and Stone remembered so many simulations and just as many live missions gone hideously wrong. They were reluctant to shut Krauss down while he still possessed a chance. If he could make the extraction point on this run, his overall scores would nudge up out of the red zone.

	“You are authorized to continue,” Jarrat told him reluctantly.

	Krauss did not respond. Too busy to find the moment or the breath, Jarrat knew. He could almost feel the dead controls under his own hands, the shudder of an aircraft trying to fall out of the sky. Sweat prickled his sides, inspired by a hundred memories of his own plus the acid-hot overflow of Stone’s feelings, which wriggled in through chinks in the empathic shields as Jarrat concentrated on the screen.

	“Give him some credit,” Stone said quietly. “He knows how to fight.”

	“He just doesn’t know how to fly, not in these conditions,” Jarrat retorted. “See the old comm pylons, two hundred meters off his starboard wing? Christ, Stoney, he’s going to drift right into them.” Again, he hit the abort. “Scam it, Krauss! Set her down. Overrun your repulsion and hang her in the bloody treetops, if you like, but do it now!”

	Did the pilot hear? Stone leaned closer, blue eyes scanning telemetry from the skytruck, where every instrument repeated in the comm relay terminal. “There’s plenty of repulsion from the port side generator. She’s just starting to show overheat warnings, but he’s still got a clear thirty seconds to put her down.”

	It should have been plenty of time, yet Krauss continued to drift toward the nearest of thirty century-old pylons which marched across the NARC exclusion zone. Ugly, obsolete, they were leftovers from the early days of colonization, when the great live-cargo haulers came into Darwin’s World with a hundred thousand human souls aboard, suspended in cryogen. Like everything else on the testing range, the pylons were used as props in live simulations. Some element of risk remained unavoidable, despite every safety precaution.

	Seldom did a pilot with NARC aspirations come to grief, but it had happened. It was about to happen again and Jarrat groaned as Krauss seemed to ignore the direct order, continuing his starboard drift. Stone adjusted his comset and said tersely into the busy loop,

	“Medevac, Fire Control, this is 7.1, flying forward obs on the sim range. Launch immediately — locate on us and make it fast.”

	Not fast enough. Jarrat swore softly as the Marshall clipped the forty-meter pylon with its starboard wing and spun like a drunken dancer. It tipped through ninety degrees and, as repulsion became ineffective, fell like a brick. Krauss went down hard, while two of the viddrones darted in for better shots. The skytruck slammed nose-first through the roofing of the service blockhouse at the base of the pylon, buried itself to the engine cowlings and sat shimmering in the haze of its own heat.

	“Bugger,” Stone muttered, angry and anxious at once. NARC did not make a practice of killing its applicants. His voice sharpened. “Wang, get us in there, fast.”

	Medevac and Fire Control were three minutes out, just launching from hangers high in the Central building, but on the biosystems monitor Paul Krauss’s vital signs had gone haywire. He was injured. His telemetry was on relay to Medevac, but the viddrone feed showed Jarrat a mess of twisted steel and fallen plascrete. Getting to him would be the challenge, consuming time Krauss might not possess.

	The transport scudded in fast. Pilot Cheryl Wang held it steady, five meters over the blockhouse’s roof while the side hatch rumbled open. Two deck plates lifted out, exposing the cargo lockers, and Stone stooped to pull up harness, cable, firegloves, toolkit, a man-portable winch, a repulsion unit no larger then a watermelon.

	He gave Jarrat a grim look as they shrugged on the harness, slung the equipment and clipped into the brackets to left and right of the hatch. “Hold her still, Cher, then stand off and make space for Medevac.”

	Jarrat braced himself on the side of the transport, eyes slitted against the high sun, lungs full of the earthy scents of the tropical forest while his skin prickled with the Marshall’s residual engine heat. Stone was away first, going down fast and landing lightly on the blockhouse roof.

	He found his footing quickly enough but waved a warning. “The whole thing’s rotten, Kevin — watch yourself.”

	These structures had been disused for more than a century. To Jarrat’s knowledge, none was serviced since they were abandoned along with the pylons. He touched down carefully, aware of the radiant heat from Krauss’s shimmering repulsion engines, and peered into the darkness below.

	Sunlight cast hard, impenetrable shadows, allowing him to see nothing inside the building. “You got a light there, Stoney?”

	“I’ve got two.” Stone had set one knee on the fragile roof and popped open the toolkit. He thumbed on a globe and dropped it into the dark interior. It bobbed on grav resist, casting harsh illumination over the side of the Marshall. “We might be in luck,” Stone rasped as he leaned out and down to see. “She’s securely wedged and the hatch is clear.

	“On the port side,” Jarrat added. “She’s roasting — that repulsion generator’s taking its sweet time to cool down. The cryogen pump’s probably shot.”

	“So be careful.” Stone glanced up at him. “Medevac!”

	“Here, Cap.” It was Jon Semler, the Blue Raven riot squad’s own field medic, pulling duty at Central while the Athena stood at the NARC docks, refitting, upgrading, pending assignment. “I’m looking at his signs … he’s busted something up bad. The faster we get the stupid bugger out of there, the better.”

	“How long’s he got?” Stone asked shrewdly.

	He was wondering if they had the time and luxury of waiting for Fire Control, which would come in tooled-up for any job. But they were still two minutes out, lagging behind Medevac according to strict operating procedure. Their presence on site would only make it more difficult for the field medics to get clear data.

	“Cap Jarrat,” Wang called urgently, “you better give me a ‘go’ to cut you loose here, unless you’re coming back up.”

	A moment’s swift, mute conference with Stone, and Jarrat looked up into Wang’s lenses, gave her a thumbs-up and unclipped his line. “Stand off.”

	Heat ballooned out of the blockhouse, parching the eyes and throat in moments. Sweat streamed off them as they eased themselves down onto the side of Krauss’s skytruck. They were in shirtsleeves, denims, poorly clad for this kind of work. Stone pulled on his firegloves, passed the spare pair to Jarrat. The palms would not last long, but offered enough insulation for Stone to prop himself on the sizzling aft hull while he controlled the forward-downward slither toward the cab.

	The emergency hatch release was shockproof. As Stone flipped open the cover and hit the ‘open’ bar with the side of his fist, Jarrat heard the roar of incoming engines. “Here’s Medevac. Jon, you read me?”

	The cab cracked with a hiss of air pressure, but the canopy opened a scant hand’s span. Stone hit the ‘open’ bar a second time, but the mechanism was dead now.

	“I hear you … and I tasked a drone to give me a peek into the building,” Semler told Jarrat. “How’s the old bus look?”

	“Not good,” Stone rasped, coughing on ancient dust and scorched electronics. The blockhouse stank. “Let’s see if we can get this bloody thing open.” He held out a hand to Jarrat, looking for an anchor, a balance point, while he aimed a kick, and another, another, at the canopy.

	Little by little, it opened enough to let him slither into the cab and Semler called sharply, “Don’t get yourself jammed, Stoney — I gotta get in there, man, or the kid’s toast.”

	“He’s flatlined?” Jarrat wondered, trying to peer over Stone’s shoulder and seeing nothing much in the difficult lights.

	“Not quite, but his heart’s ballistic … and I’m right above you,” Semler warned. “Make a hole, guys. Stoney?”

	Stone’s voice was hoarse with effort. “The flight harness is jammed, twisted. “You’ll never get him out of the cab, you’ll need to treat him in situ. Before they pull out the wreck?”

	“If she’s stable enough,” Semler mused. “He won’t live long enough for Rogan and Zanelli to lift the whole thing out. Shift your asses, guys. I’m on my way down right now.”

	Looking up through the rent, Jarrat watched the Blue Raven fall fast on repulsion, a medical case in either hand. And Semler wore the familiar green and yellow Medevac firesuit, giving him some protection from the super-hot engine. “Stoney —”

	“Got it.” Stone gave a last grunt of effort and Jarrat heard the snap of the harness releasing before he backed out fast and joined Kevin on the steep angle of the wing. Semler’s boots hit the scorching side of the hull, right over the engine cover as Stone added quietly, “The kid looks dead to me.”

	Jarrat peered over the side, judging the drop to a scarred plascrete floor littered with debris and filth. “Give Jon some space.” He touched his comset, clicked up a channel. “NARC Central, standby the Infirmary. We’re coming in with a casualty.”

	Not quite to his surprise Kip Reardon answered, though the last time Jarrat saw him he had been twenty levels below the Infirmary, pursuing his own research in Harry Del’s old basement lab. The hardware had not yet been uninstalled, as if Central half expected Harry to return. Reardon could hardly resist the lure of free time and powerful machinery.

	“Casualty?” he barked. “This was supposed to be a bloody simulation. Which idiot’s done what this time?”

	“Pilot Krauss,” Semler told him as he pushed carefully into the cab with the body mass and bulk of any of Gil Cronin’s crew. “And right now this rookie’s dead as week-old mutton, Doc … bear with me, will you?”

	“Jesus God,” Reardon muttered — breathy, obviously hurrying. On his way out of the lab, Jarrat was sure, jogging to the security elevator which would whisk him to an OR that had already powered up. “You got telemetry, Jon? Let me have it.”

	The drop to the ground was four meters, enough to send a jolt through every bone and joint Jarrat owned. Old injuries clamored — a knee, shoulder, ribs, pelvis, all broken and rebuilt. He suppressed a gasp, but as Stone landed at his left hand he said darkly, “I felt that.”

	“Same as I felt the shrieks out of your right ankle and your left arm,” Jarrat retorted. “Crash damage, loverboy … patch it up all you like. Your body never forgets.” He gave Stone a wry glance in the harsh, too-bright light of the globe hovering up by the ceiling.

	“Tell me about it,” Stone muttered. Then, to the comm, “How’s he look, Jon?”

	Semler was busy, speaking in rasped shorthand. “Have established life support. Busted ribs, shoulder, arm … neck, I think.”

	“Neck?” Reardon demanded. “You sure? I don’t have the telemetry yet.”

	“S’how it reads,” Semler affirmed. “Looks like a neural regeneration job to me. Like that Green Raven who did a swan-dive off the back of the gunship. I’ve got this idiot rookie stabilized. It should be safe enough for Fire Control to —”

	To grab the wreckage in tractors and physically haul the skytruck out of the blockhouse. Jarrat knew what he was about to say, but Semler’s words were drowned by a scream of metal and plascrete as the Marshall shifted in the grasp of the rotten roofing members, twisted like an acrobat and fell.

	With a wordless bellow Stone shoved Jarrat hard between the shoulders and dove after him, but they were barely fast enough to land ahead of the wreck. The hull punched in around its roll cage, shedding a confetti of aluminum and carbon fiber debris. Jarrat hit the plascrete hard with his left shoulder, rolled and threw both arms across his face. He felt the protest from his left side, a sudden blood-hot wetness, but a moment later knew Stone’s pain from his own.

	The air filled with a choking, toxic haze. He coughed, cleared his throat and blinked after Stone as he yelled into the loop. “Jon!”

	“I’m all right,” Semler growled. “Repulsion harness, remember? Which is more than I can say for the rookie … or you guys. You look bloody rough, Jarrat. Go down, stay down. Wait for Medevac — they’re right overhead.”

	Jarrat knew where they were. The downwash of heavy lift engines raised dust-devils across the ruptured blockhouse, where sunlight streamed in freely since the wreck had fallen. A weird, sickening pain from his right shoulder told him clearly it had dislocated in the impact, but the phantom sensations from his left side worried him more. Stone was bleeding heavily.

	With a blistering oath Jarrat forced his feet under him and lunged through the murk. Three meters away, Stone lay amid a tangle of debris, glad to take Semler’s orders. Jarrat dropped to both knees beside him and muttered the kind of language that would have impressed a senior engine tech.

	A wedge of shrapnel the size of Jarrat’s fist had nicked Stone’s side, and hung on by a tattered corner. Stone blinked up at him, trying not to cough though the dust had invaded his head and throat. “How bad?” Rasping, hoarse.

	“You got a pretty good gash,” Jarrat told him through gritted teeth. “Kip, you there?”

	Reardon answered at once. “Am in the OR, looking at Krauss’s telemetry. He’s in bad shape, but I’m setting up to handle him, soon as you can get him here.”

	“I’ve got another one for you,” Jarrat said acerbically, with an effort of willpower tuning out the white-hot clamor from his shoulder. “Stoney’s taken a chunk of shrapnel. He’s bleeding.”

	“Two more for you, Doc,” Semler corrected loudly. “I’ll slap a quick fix on 7.1 before I move him, and 9.4 just isn’t mentioning the dislocation. You want me to put the shoulder back in, or give him a shot and bring him up to the Infirmary”

	“Buggeration,” Reardon breathed, “how do these sims always manage to blow up into a full-on freaking catastrophe? Haul ’em all in, Jon. I’m set up here, we’ll do this properly. And the rookie?”

	“Life support, out cold, doesn’t know a thing,” Semler assured him.

	Careful, cautious, Jarrat let himself down on the plascrete beside Stone and looked up to watch the Medevac team feather down on repulsion. Behind them were three techs from Fire Control, who would lift out the wreckage, cut their way into the Marshall — get a repulsion harness onto Krauss and pry him out. Full-scale neural regeneration meant up to six weeks confined to the Infirmary, then several more in physical therapy, Jarrat thought blurrily as pain lanced through him, his own and Stone’s.

	After this performance, Colonel Dupre would surely pull the plug on Krauss, give him the option of a position with NARC support personnel or rotating right back to the Saratoga. Most zealous young officers transferred from the other services hungry for carrier assignment, even command. Less than one percent made the cut. Jarrat grunted as a shot fired into Stone’s left side and the pain dulled to nothing. Stone sagged back onto the plascrete, content to let Medevac do their job.

	A second shot fired into Jarrat’s shoulder and he mocked himself with a humorless chuckle as pain subsided into numbness. Semler’s face hovered for a moment, then the Blue Raven was gone. Jarrat closed his eyes against the glare of the tropical sky. He dropped the empathic shields far enough to know Stone was still awake, aware, but growing drowsy on the drug. Power tools had begun to scream, making speech difficult or pointless. With a curious flare of almost-amused aggravation, they settled to wait while the Fire Control crew torched away the tangled roofing members and set up to lift the wreck.

	Sixty minutes after Blue Raven’s field medic cut Paul Krauss out of the ruined skytruck, Stone was peering at the tender new skin at his side. A patch the size of his palm was synthetic, almost indistinguishable from his own skin. Natural cells would weave under it, leaving the patch to shed like snakeskin in a few weeks. For the moment he was merely sore and numb with the wound healed and the swelling and bruising removed. Nano swarmed in the lower layers, spinning fibers far faster than his own body could do the work.

	On the next bench, Jarrat lay on his back while the duty medic ran a scanner over his shoulder for the third time before she was satisfied with the relocation. She had him rotate the joint in full range of motion before she set aside the scanner and logged the treatment notes.

	“Can we get out of here?” Jarrat was tired, hungry, thirsty, impatient. He swung his legs off the bench, stood and stretched.

	Medic Sergeant Daley stood just as tall as his shoulder but in the Infirmary, in the absence of Surgeon Captain Kip Reardon, her word was law and she knew it. “So long as you take it easy for a couple of days — the both of you, Captains. Let the repairs settle in. You know how it works.”

	“We should,” Stone said acidly. “We’ve been through the grinder often enough.”

	She waved them off, busy with reports, the myriad details for transmission to Earth, part of any normal hour’s telemetry. Jarrat watched her return to the terminals flanking the OR where Reardon had been operating for the last half hour. He gave his hand to Stone, pulled him up and offered an embrace. “You okay, Stoney?”

	“Sore,” Stone admitted. “You reckon we’re designing these sims too hard?”

	Jarrat gave him a reproachful look. “You’re kidding. You could have made that run, the week you transferred over from Tactical.”

	“So could you,” Stone sighed. “Not everybody can cut it. Give Krauss his due: he tried. He has nothing to be ashamed of.”

	“Only disappointed in,” Jarrat added. “You saw the look on his face. He wanted carrier command one day, as badly as Petrov always wanted it.”

	“And Mischa got it.” Stone tucked in his shirt. “The Huntress should be well through her shakedown by now.”

	And then — assignment to some Angel-raddled colony. Field work, Stone thought darkly. The job Petrov had always wanted, and for which he was poorly suited, if Stone was any judge. Still, the Russian had paid his dues and Colonel William Dupre had smilingly approved decisions made as far away as the city of Chicago. For better of worse they had partnered Petrov with Gene Cantrell. Stone wished them well.

	“You want to get out of here?” Jarrat worked the shoulder, feeling it out, finding its limitations.

	He was hungry; Stone felt the gnaw in his own belly. Hunger always assaulted Jarrat after the adrenalin surge of stress, action. “Staff mess,” he suggested. “Lunch?” He nodded at the chrono in the corner of the nearest screen.

	“Feed me.” Jarrat made it halfway to the door before a tall, broad figure stepped into it, blocking their way. “Colonel, I didn’t know you were in the building.”

	Dupre frowned through the wide observation pane into the OR, where Reardon and a team of three were still at work. “I wasn’t. I came in when I got the news. The sim accident.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat, then at Stone. “Avoidable?”

	“Only,” Stone said slowly, “if we scrammed the scenario way too early, denied Krauss any chance to pull it together, make it work. In his place I’d have wanted the chance. Demanded it.”

	“In his place,” Jarrat added bitterly, “you’d have done the job.”

	The Barbadian accent cushioned Dupre’s sharp remarks. “The boy’s washed out, then. And he’ll pay for it — neural regen, so the surgeon’s people told me.”

	“Gives Krauss plenty of time to work out if he wants to stay with us or rotate back to his carrier,” Stone reasoned.

	“I’ll give him the chance to join us,” Dupre mused. “He’s good support material. But it takes a special kind of runner, as you call yourselves, to handle field work. And there’s no way to know what an individual can handle till the simulations go live. VR isn’t the same. We all take ridiculous risks in VR, because we know the ‘game over’ sign means it shuts off and we walk away. This boy?” He glanced into the OR. “A broken neck. At least four weeks of nano therapy and another three or four to get back on his feet, at which point he might undertake retraining to fly our transports, or fly shuttle duty. Hardly what young Lieutenant Krauss wanted. What you all seem to want when you arrive here.”

	A flare of vexation from Jarrat knifed between Stone’s shields and tingled in his gut. “Speaking of which,” Kevin said deliberately, “Stoney and I are wondering —”

	“How much longer.” Stone let his own exasperation show through.

	“Before you can look for reassignment?” Dupre thrust both hands into the pockets of his beige linen jacket and tilted his head at them, studied them rudely. “You know I can’t do one damn’ thing before I get clearance from Earth Central. Some of the older officers still don’t know what to make of you. Just being personally involved you break too many rules. The empathic business is highly useful, but it’s damned awkward. Don’t be surprised or insulted if they assign you another observer — a company spy aboard, reporting to head office behind your back. And I know this’ll rub you the wrong way, since you lost Gene. You’ll be wondering, can you work with some bastard observer you don’t know and don’t trust?” Dupre shrugged. “I can’t answer any of this for you. And you know as well as I do, at Sector Command level I can’t make a move till my own orders filter down from on high.”

	Stone could have predicted every word. He tipped back his head, squeezed his eyes shut, courting patience neither he nor Jarrat felt. “But given the transmission lag we could have been cleared to fly three weeks ago.”

	“You might also have been stood down from your command mandate three weeks ago,” Dupre said shrewdly. “If I budge without due authority and get it wrong, I’ll have to recall you from assignment. Pull your warrants in the full glare of the spotlight. Embarrassing for us all. My hands will remain tied unless the situation is dire and I’m otherwise right out of options … I have bosses too. You often seem to overlook the reality of what ‘chain of command’ actually means, even to NARC.”

	“Not after looking General Sebastian Gaunt in the face.” Jarrat discovered an acerbic chuckle. “The man has eyes like a dead fish, and all the compassion of a starving wolf. And he doesn’t have much regard for us ‘c’loney yokels.’”

	“Well, I can’t argue with you there,” Dupre admitted. “I also know that between them, General Gaunt and Tactical’s Colonel Dyson delayed your debriefing, after the Aphelion operation, by almost two weeks.” His brows arched as he clearly considered what his own plan might have been, in their place. “They felt it necessary to hold off picking your brains till after they’d completed at least a preliminary interrogation on various individuals arrested in the bust.”

	“The bastards were looking for anything, anywhere, any detail they could use to censure us,” Jarrat said baldly. “They’re still using us as bloody lab rats, even in realtime, on live assignment. Looking for faults, defects. And you wondered why Harry cut and ran when he had the chance, as a civilian? For ten bucks, Colonel, we’d have gone with him.”

	Dupre frowned deeply at him, took a breath, held it, let it go slowly as a long sigh. “I regret what happened, Jarrat, but on Earth I’m so far out of my own jurisdiction, any syllable from me is barely considered as a suggestion. I did what I could to expedite matters, but Gaunt and Dyson are … Earthers.”

	As if the term were an insult, Stone observed, when Bill Dupre himself was an Earther. The remark went a long way toward mollifying Jarrat. The sharp prickle of his annoyance smoothed beneath Stone’s skin. “We’re not saying any of it was your doing, Colonel,” he admitted. “Earth Central’s been the thorn in my ass since day one. Death’s Head.”

	“And mine,” Jarrat added in resigned tones. “R&D is never satisfied.”

	His mind had surely spun back to the VR simulations they had run, the emotional and psychological wounds which remained raw. They had deliberately delayed any session with Harry until after the official debriefing following Aphelion. Harry’s procedure could too easily dull the very memories NARC and Tactical analysts needed to access, leaving 7.1 and 9.4 hazy, rambling, guessing: vulnerable under the lens of a bitterly unforgiving psyche evaluation. Too soon by days, Harry had to go. Memories of terminal injuries, bereavement, arrest, conviction, imprisonment — the toxic morass churned, simmered, never far enough beneath the surface. Harry had warned them before the VR series began, such simulations were unhealthy. Normal, sane minds were unburdened by such memories. But R&D, as Jarrat had said, would never be satisfied.

	“Look,” Dupre suggested, almost cajoling, “why don’t you two try counting your blessings once in a while? You’re with the department and drawing full pay, doing critical work that, realistically, only retired field agents who’ve come home alive, in one piece, are qualified to do. Everything else we have revolves around backroom strategists and even games designers like young Tim Kwei. They research your work, try to imagine it so they can frame exercises to put rookies through their paces, keep veterans on their toes. I’d far rather have your perspective. You’re still on active service, in fact, but not supposed to be in danger’s way … though you often seem to find ways to put yourselves out there!” He gestured at Stone’s side, Jarrat’s shoulder. “I saw Medic Semler’s report on my way in. He recommends a day’s rest followed by light duties, to let the repairs settle in, and I’m going to second the motion.” He stood aside. “Get out of here. Go home. I want your full report on the sim — how and why Krauss made a hash of it. How he was injured. How you got yourselves hurt when you were supposed to be flying observation.”

	Anger glittered in Jarrat’s eyes, turning warm slate gray to silver ice. “We got in there, first response, shaving time off the job of getting the idiot out of his wreck. If we’d sat on our asses and watched,” he finished bitterly, “you’d be shipping Krauss home to someplace called Bendigo, in Australia, in a bloody cryotank. He was dead, Colonel. Broken neck.”

	For a long moment Dupre frowned at him, then looked back into the OR, where Reardon had just finished with Krauss’s physical repairs and handed off to his assistants to close. A batch of purpose-specific nano would be brewing already. “You’d like to comment, Stone?”

	“I would, if there were anything to add,” Stone said with deceptive mildness. He felt Jarrat’s anger keenly and smothered it with an effort. “You’ll have the report in the morning, but you’re down to details. You already know Krauss blew it, and he’s paying the price. But the kid survived to pay it.”

	“And the sim?” Dupre turned the frown on him now. “Doable?”

	“Tough enough to be a challenge,” Stone allowed, “but if you’re in any doubts, task Pilot Eve Lang to run the same exercise tomorrow. Or I’ll run the damn’ thing for you myself, right now, before this bloody wound’s settled down. The job is perfectly doable. Nobody ever said anything about easy, or promised it wouldn’t hurt. You’re not paying us to design live sims that’re a bunch of walkovers. Do that, and you’ll recruit the chaff right alongside the wheat. Big mistake.”

	At last Dupre nodded. “All right. No offense, Stone, Jarrat.”

	“None taken.” Stone set his hand on Jarrat’s back, urged him toward the door. “Give us a buzz if you need us.”

	A dozen paces outside the Infirmary, Jarrat permitted anger to compress his lips and ball his fists. “We’re wasting our time here.”

	“Are we?” Stone was not so sure. He punched for the lift to the airpark. “Like he said, full pay, doing critical work … out of harm’s way.”

	Jarrat gave him a hard look. “We could’ve been killed two hours ago.”

	“But nobody’s shooting at us.” The lift opened and Stone stepped in. “We choose our own risks and decide what to leave alone. I … like it.” He slung his right arm over Jarrat’s shoulders, pulled him in close. “I can live with being out of harm’s way. It’s not as if we haven’t talked about it often enough. What — here’s your chance, and now you don’t want it?”

	“I didn’t say that.” Jarrat let go the annoyance and a smile crooked one side of his mouth. “It’s the waiting that needles me. Not knowing if a bunch of old fogeys on Earth are going to decommission us. Part of me says they don’t even have the right, much less the experience, to make the call.”

	The lift opened onto the afternoon sky and the ocean of Venice’s humid tropical air, tainted by the acrid aroma of hot engines from the rank of vehicles parked along the western parapet. “Another part of you,” Stone argued, “knows bloody well, this particular decision — us! — is more likely to be made by bastard civilians who’ll never put on a hardsuit, nor set foot on a battlefield. Charles Steinberg. Bram Sorenson. A dozen others, somewhere between Earth and Mars.”

	The last remnants of Aphelion: legitimized, so far blended into the political landscape, they were part of the woodwork. The mere mention of the names was enough to curdle Stone’s belly.

	Jarrat wrestled with the old anger while they walked out to the scarlet Rand Viper, then he let it go. “What the hell? We’re both alive — again. Luck, was it? Good enough.” He dug for the keys and aimed the ring at the car. The gullwings rose obediently.

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Little traffic passed through Fairview. The suburb sprawled along the coast, north and south of the Fraser River estuary, and on the ‘high side’ all roads dead-ended just above the tidal zone. Harry Del had chosen the beachfront property for its seclusion, peace and quiet, though it gave him a half hour commute to the NARC compound on the far side of Venice. Almost two months remained on the lease. With Harry long departed, the estate manager was eager to transfer tenancy, keep the house occupied, earning. Not quite on a whim, Jarrat and Stone signed when it became clear they were playing a waiting game.

	Senior officers, psyche evaluators, politicians, NARC’s inevitable civilian oversight on Earth, would take their own time over the decision, in the turbulent wake of the Aphelion bust. Dupre made a strong point: he also answered to superiors, and since his work never placed him beyond reasonable reach of the chain of command, he was hamstrung.

	Patience had never been Jarrat’s strong suit, but he knew how to play a waiting game. Assignments like Death’s Head taught a man the fine art of living in the moment, gleaning what he could from the now. And the beachfront property remained a novelty, with its long garden tended by a local service, white sand drifting against a tumbledown picket fence, passing waterfowl calling in the dawn.

	The old colonial timber-frame house was easily four times larger than he and Stone needed. A bevy of domestic drones cared for it, little machines that scuttled under their hatches when humans appeared. He had always liked waking to the sound of the sea and the tang of ozone, hearing gulls before the sun was up, while he lingered in that place between sleeping and waking, with Stone beside him, cool and pliant in the morning twilight. They usually snatched such simple pleasures during a few days on furlough, but living here —

	“I could get used to this,” he admitted as they carried coffee into the garden Harry Del and his patient, Senator Cassius Brand, had enjoyed. With Stone a pace behind, he wandered across the lawn to the summerhouse among the oleanders and rhododendrons.

	“You will get used to it.” Stone set his mug on a wrought iron table just inside. “Six months of this, we’ll be soft and slow as the rest of the buggers at Central, polishing chairs with their bums. You know what that means.”

	“Retraining,” Jarrat said disgustedly, “to put the edge back on us before they’ll clear us for command.” He took a swig of coffee. “We better hope those old fogies don’t wait so long.”

	Every hour, the light wind off the Neptune Gulf was growing heavier, laden with humidity. He peeled off his shirt, tossed it on the nearest bench, and noticed Stone’s eyes on him, quartering the planes of his chest and belly. Teasing, Jarrat leaned on the corner post by the big bamboo wind chimes. He struck a provocative pose learned from Jesse Lawrence and remembered from a VR simulation they had run on the way in to Earth. Those memories remained too sharp, often painful, and he shrugged them off with increasing difficulty.

	Stone knew. Of course he knew. Pain flared through the empathic link as readily as did pleasure or fear. Stone knew everything. Jarrat only bothered to lock his shields down tight when they were working and not employing the bond as a surveillance channel. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, tuned in to Stone and used the frisson of healthy lust to banish his ghosts.

	Still, Stone had seen them and his hands were very gentle on Jarrat’s shoulders, chest, sides, a light touch, almost tickling, raising goose bumps. “You okay?” he asked quietly.

	“I’m fine.” Jarrat laced his fingers at Stone’s nape.

	“Don’t even try to con me.” Stone’s lips drew across Jarrat’s forehead and suddenly the tang of salt was on Jarrat’s own tongue, phantom sensation transmitted so clearly, like the prickling along Stone’s forearms, echoes of the reaction in another man’s skin.

	“What do you want me to say?” He let his head rest against the post. “Memories of garbage that isn’t even real jump out of my dreams and bite me? I wish I could forget holding you in my arms while the life bled out of you? VR trash, Stoney, but you don’t forget. Can’t. And I wish we’d had the chance for that session with Harry, back on Earth, let him blur it, erase it, whatever he does, but —” Stone’s mouth silenced him with a devouring kiss.

	But the formal debriefing after Aphelion, groundside in offices high above Chicago, dragged on and on. Days became weeks. Harry’s clipper booking came up while Jarrat and Stone remained imprisoned in the NARC building, giving the same preliminary reports to twenty departmental specialists, all of whom wanted to hear it afresh, in new words, text, video, audio, VR, live interview, until Jarrat was ready to walk out and transmit his resignation from some clipper dock three systems away. Harry Del boarded the Cygnus-Pacifica for a leisurely cruise home on Cassius Brand’s buck; and Jarrat’s sleep remained as troubled as Stone’s, riven by unreal memories which were tougher than plascrete to batter through. If Central’s shrinks even suspected —

	The snick of his belt buckle, a rasp of unmeshing metal, cool air across his hipbones, Stone’s hands spanning his pelvis, disrupted the chain of thought. Jarrat forced his mind back to the present. He looked up the small difference in height between himself and Stone and met stormy blue eyes. “Don’t play a player,” he said, rough-soft, mocking himself.

	“At least, not a player who feels everything you do.” Stone shoved the denims down, clenched both hands into Jarrat’s buttocks, and surrendered his mouth when Jarrat seized it.

	“I’m hot and sweaty,” he protested.

	“You still smell of cologne,” Stone argued. “And taste of salt.”

	Medevac had delivered them to the infirmary smelling of ancient dust, hot metal and sundry chemistry, some beyond identification. Medic Sergeant Daley’s team rushed them through basic hazmat procedures even before the transitory injuries were inspected. All Jarrat smelled from Stone’s skin now was a trace of Ice Blue, a faint tang of fresh sweat, a prickle of musk as his glands stirred awake and his body followed.

	He fended Stone off, heeled out of his boots and kicked away the denims before stretching carefully. “How’s your side?”

	“As if you need to ask.” Stone moved with all due caution as he shed his dark blue shirt and let Jarrat handle the pale linen slacks.

	Jarrat stooped to inspect the fresh healing. “The job’s well done, and it won’t scar, but it’s sore as all hell. Yeah, I feel it.”

	“Be gentle with me,” Stone purred.

	At last Jarrat laughed and gave him a push toward the wide bench, where last night’s cushions and rugs lay strewn at random. An empty wine bottle and glasses stood abandoned on the decking, and a half-squashed tube of Sweet Delite lube lay in the grass at the edge of the timber. They had wandered out at midnight to watch a storm on the horizon. Lightning played far out over the gulf waters while the air thickened with humidity but no rain fell. Afternoon would bring showers; the western sky had been lowering since morning, but for the moment Venice’s tropical sun still shone.

	Stone sat carefully, leaned back against the sun-hot wood with even more caution and made a face as he palmed the patched wound. Discomfort aside, his cock had not lost interest and the blue eyes brooded below Jarrat’s belly.

	“Gentle, you said?” Jarrat slipped a knee between the sturdy thighs to urge them open. He dropped a cushion at Stone’s feet and knelt there. Both hands were full, busy, when he murmured, “You know we’re supposed to be filing a report.”

	“Later.” Stone caught his head, fingers threading among his hair. “Dupre can wait. I can’t.”

	Nor could Jarrat. The flash fire of lust was still quick, hot, ten months after the first time he tasted Stone’s mouth, tested a tentative embrace, felt himself overwhelmed not merely by the empathy but by Stone himself. He wondered if lust would fade with time — Harry swore it did, but also promised that it tamed itself into a long, slow burn which might last a lifetime if it were fanned the right way, fed the right fuel at just the right moment.

	With a growl, Jarrat put his head down. Stone did not even seem to be breathing as Jarrat took him, root to crown, and Kevin accepted his groans as accolades. The shields dropped to nothing, he felt everything in his own nerve endings and knew to the instant when Stone could take no more. He knelt back, let Stone simmer down, take his time — felt the rush of sudden impulse just before Stone tipped the blankets and cushions off the bench and tumbled Jarrat among them.

	“Careful,” Jarrat warned. His own left side burned with the wound, where millions of medical nanobots were at work, spinning layers of fresh tissue. Stone could tear the new flesh. The nano would begin again, but carelessness would only prolong the pain of the injury. They both knew the process too well.

	“Let me worry about it.” Intent on his prize, Stone knelt between Jarrat’s widespread legs, hands on hips, making him wait, teasing until Jarrat made a grab for him. “You’re eager?” Still teasing.

	“As if,” Jarrat retorted, “you have to ask. You got any wild intention of touching me, or shall I do it myself?” He slipped both palms across his belly, threat and promise combined.

	Stone caught his wrists, lifted them away. Another time they might have wrestled, and Stone had soon learned that greater stature and strength were no guarantee of triumph. Skill, cunning and agility had outmatched him many times. To the victor went the spoils. But not today, Jarrat thought as his own side smarted with phantom hurt. As he threw his strength against Stone’s hands for just a moment the ache in his shoulder ramped up, demanding acknowledgment.

	In fact, Stone ouched and worked his arm around. He let go the game with a murmur of apology. Instead, he settled deliberately on the rugs, arranged his left side for comfort and swallowed Jarrat whole.

	It was long, slow, gloriously indulgent. Jarrat lost track of which feelings belonged to whom, whose sensations were echoes and re-echoes. None of it had mattered in so long, he had ceased to care. He was dozing when he felt the subtle shift in Stone’s feelings, a chill along his flank. “Stoney?”

	“Rain’s coming in.” Stone shook him with a hand on his hip.

	Yawning, Jarrat stretched awake, astonished to find the sea dull, the sky low, some shade between iron gray and purple while the first fat raindrops pattered on the bamboo roof. Not bothering to dress, they swept up clothes, rugs, cushions, and ducked onto the veranda a moment before the heavens opened.

	“Harry would like this,” Jarrat observed. “Reminds me of Bally. Ballyntyre.”

	“I remember.” Stone dropped the rugs on the bench by the door and paused to shove his legs into the light, tropical-weight slacks. “You want to tackle the report? We don’t have a lot of time, honey.”

	“Before —?” Jarrat was sorting jeans from boots.

	“You forgotten? We have a dinner date. Jesse, Jack and Tim, someplace called Alfonzo’s. Sounds Italian, but they specialize in sashimi and makizushi.”

	“Colonial,” Jarrat said easily. “Out here names, genes, cultures, it’s all so mixed, you can’t guess. Not like Earth. And it’s going to get more mixed as the new colonies open up.” He pulled on the denims, tossed boots and shirt through the door. “You saw the Arago Technologies brochure — this new Weimann Drive. Damn, it’ll open up the sky the way nobody would’ve predicted even a generation ago.”

	“My family’s invested,” Stone said with acid humor. “They got in early enough to make a whole new fortune. I don’t think I inherited the money gene.”

	A housekeeper drone vanished discreetly as they stepped in, and Jarrat turned his attention to the terminal idling in the corner of the living room. He heard the sounds of kettle and cups as Stone rummaged in the kitchen. NARC techs had installed Harry’s computers; the whole system was secure. A six-digit login code gave him access to the network at Central and he pulled up a chair.

	He cut and patched their own surveillance vids up to the moment Krauss dumped the Marshall, switched to Jon Semler’s vid and medical telemetry feeds, and finally to the Fire Control data. A mug landed on the workspace beside him as he spliced their sim plan into the beginning of the package. Stone hooked a chair closer to watch as he appended Kip Reardon’s report on the surgery and their own treatment. Krauss would mend and Jarrat was satisfied with himself and Stone. The cost of the sim might be measured in an old Marshall skytruck, written off, several batches of medical nano, a number of professional man-hours and a little fuel. Dupre would call it cheap.

	Between them, he and Stone talked through the whole operation from planning to execution. “We designed the run tough,” Stone said to the audio pickup as, in the playback, the rookie bolted out of the abandoned mine, firing left and right at the drones harassing him. “If you want them simple and easy, Colonel, you got the wrong team on this. Kevin, myself, Curt, Gil and Joe, Eve Lang and Tan Reynolds could have done this, inside the same week we transferred over. I don’t say any of us would’ve phoned it in, or scrambled through without a few gashes and bruises, but …” He looked sidelong at Jarrat.

	“But Paul Krauss freaked,” Jarrat continued. “He’s already panicky as he makes the run to the parking lot and finds a ride. My guess is, he never before had to do a job like this with a leg that didn’t want to cooperate. Tough shit. It will happen in the field. It’s happened to every one of us. Paul’s a hell of a nice kid,” he added as playback skipped on to the lot where the Army pilot dragged himself from van to truck to car, looking for anything with wings and unlocked. Three were available. One had a dicey electrical system, another was rigged to stall on startup; the third would start, but the flight computer was on the fritz. With autofly offline, Krauss was forced to lift the truck on manual. “Nothing about this sim was easy,” Jarrat admitted. “The whole run is designed to test the individual under duress.”

	“He’d been hurting since he woke,” Stone went on, watching the rookie struggle to get a machine into the air. “A hypo-load of something nasty in the calf muscle. It wears off in a few hours, but while it lasts you’d swear you picked up a bullet. As Kevin said, tough shit. You want to git before some syndicate thug arrives and crams Angel up your nose, or breaks both your kneecaps? You better get up and run, grab a weapon, bag the drones on your way out. Hustle … find a ride, get it in the air, call home, remember your extraction point.”

	Jarrat frowned at the playback. “Note Krauss’s physical telemetry as he freaked in the parking lot. Rapid pulse, panting. He could bail at any moment. No law says the rookie must run the course. This isn’t a drug augmented sim, like the stuff McKinnen put Stoney and me through before we hit Equinox. Mac had us drugged to the eyeballs, programmed to believe every run was the real deal, we were fighting to survive — full-on pro simulation. This?” Jarrat mused. “The rookie can opt to bail anytime. We give Krauss full credit for guts. Fact is, he stuck to it. Bagged the drones, called home, found a ride, got it flying … but he was so freaked, the missile strike finished him when he should’ve predicted it. The mission briefing told him the mine, used as a cutting lab, was full of syndicate shooters. He had to expect them to do their job. Notice the telemetry track: we hit the scram order twice. Tried to shut him down when we knew he’d started to lose it.”

	“The constraints of these sims do give the applicant enough latitude to demand to continue,” Stone went on as the Marshall lurched in the air when a preset dummy detonation erupted in the left repulsion unit, simulating the missile strike. “At this point, Krauss received a direct order from Control — us — to quit the assignment, and he actually refused. Courage or stupidity? That’s one for Psyche to answer. As you see, he can’t handle the skytruck on one engine. Pain in the leg, escalating panic … he blew it. Recommendation: deny these idiots the right to defer a clear scram command from Control. Krauss was ordered to quit — overrun the repulsion, hang her in the treetops if he wanted to. Fire Control would have lifted him out in five minutes. He refused, pushed on, apparently trying to prove he was up to it, then … here we go.”

	Framed in the screen, the skytruck drifted into the old comm pylon and fell like a brick. “Recommendation,” Jarrat added. “The transport we’re using as an obbo platform isn’t tractor enabled. It should be. If we’d had half the tractor capability Hazmat and Fire Control have, we’d have caught the idiot before he slammed himself into the pylon. If you’re looking to avoid any repetition in future sims, Colonel, have tech support rig the transport with light tractor projectors. Give us a chance to catch the morons before they get themselves hurt — and us.”

	“Speaking of which,” Stone continued as the vids switched to Semler’s feed, “Kip and Jon are quite satisfied with the neural regeneration. Kevin and I got in there so fast, Jon had Krauss on life support before he could lose any brain cells. As for our own injuries … luck of the draw, Colonel. Cross reference the Medevac and Fire Control reports. The truck wedged itself in the roof. The beams might’ve held up long enough, or not. Kevin and I took a calculated risk.”

	“In other words, business as usual,” Jarrat finished with a tartness Stone registered with a raised brow. “Part of the job. You could also say this kind of hazard keeps us sharp while we molder in some bloody office, waiting for the old folks back home to make up their minds. We do it here or we do it later, in retraining. Either way, the hazard’s out there. We accepted the risks when we joined this club.”

	“Personally,” Stone said slowly, as a postscript to the file, “I’d rather be in the field this way, doing something, rather than go soft as putty and get shoved through somebody’s meat grinder in retraining. Recommendation: offer Krauss, Paul S., a position with NARC support personnel. He’s a good lad, quite intelligent, highly motivated, fit, strong, a fair pilot, and he’s got that weird light in his eyes. He’s lost someone to Angel, it’s the whole reason he’s here. Nobody comes to NARC for the pay or the fun of it. Krauss does not, repeat not, have the nerve it takes to tackle field work, deep cover assignment. Kevin?”

	“Agreed.” Jarrat’s right hand hovered over the ‘close file’ key as he glanced at Stone, and Stone nodded. “Krauss, Paul S., file closed at this time index. Signatures appended. Upload immediately, Colonel Dupre’s office.”

	The red sending light blinked and Jarrat turned his back on the terminal. “Good enough, Stoney. If Dupre wants easier sims, he’ll regret it.”

	“He doesn’t.” Stone stood and stretched his spine till it crackled. “Think back — remember the crap they put you through, in your rookie year?”

	“Christ,” Jarrat groaned, “like I’ll ever forget. I was good, but they broke half the bones in my body. They did stuff to me I’d only heard about — and I was a seven year Army vet out of Sheckley!”

	“You’ve heard most of my stories.” Stone jerked a thumb over his shoulder, in the general direction of the past, Tactical, the wild rampage of citybottom on both Earth and Mars. “I’d never thought of myself as virginal, thought I’d seen it all … call my rookie year a rude awakening.”

	“But you scrambled through.” Jarrat slid both hands into his hip pockets. “We both did. Even now we’re itching to get back out there. Which is,” he said with the tartness that had surprised Stone earlier, “about as bloody insane as you can get.”

	“You want out?” Stone asked shrewdly, for the hundredth time.

	Jarrat hesitated. “No. Yes. Sometimes. Depends on the day, the dream I just woke out of, the old injuries that still ache. Way too many variables, Stoney. I won’t know till the choice actually drops in my lap. You?”

	“The same.” Stone offered him a hug which Jarrat was grateful to accept. “Shower, gladrags, dinner,” he said against Jarrat’s ear, and nipped his lobe with careful teeth.

	“You’re getting hungry.” Jarrat dealt him a poke in the midriff with one sharp finger.

	“Sashimi and makizushi, Jesse’s treat.” Stone fended him off, planted a biting kiss in the middle of his chest and headed for the bathroom.

	As the water began to run Jarrat helped himself to Glenrowan over ice, at last troubling to notice the GlobalNet feed playing, muted, in the idling terminal. Scenes of mayhem were erupting through Calleran, Thule, Elysium, places they both knew so well. The public appeared to be at war with itself, while Tactical and Starfleet’s ‘peacepolice’ were spread thinner than gossamer. The name of Bram Sorenson appeared, captioning the senator’s familiar smirk in the top right of the screen. Jarrat turned away.

	Not even Venice itself, under the nose of NARC Sector Command, was immune to the escalating violence as the public protested the Sorenson Bill, but this battle belonged in the political arena. Jarrat was unaccustomed to the hollow, bitter feeling of impotence. The truth was, old Cassius Brand stood a better chance of bringing peace to these cities by defeating Sorenson through due process, once he had answered Starfleet’s impeachment case. Jarrat raised his glass to Brand, wishing him luck. He would need it, and if he failed —

	“What?” Stone’s voice called from the bathroom. “That felt … bad. And if you’re joining me in here, I’ll take whatever you’re drinking.”

	Jarrat swiped up the bottle and deliberately walked away from the GlobalNet feed.

	Alfonzo’s fronted onto Hemingway Mall. At seven, flocks of paper lanterns around the door nodded in a fresher, cooler evening breeze. Antique lamps cast gold light from within, and if Jesse Lawrence had not booked a table they would have been hunting elsewhere. The restaurant was packed from its mock-Roman columns to the glorious statues of Amaterasu.

	The kid was looking good, Stone thought. Venice suited him and the fitness demanded of the professional dancer far outstripped any strength and agility a ‘Skycity show pony’ required. Jesse was leaner and more muscular, his features more chiseled, his hair blonder and worn in a thick braid almost as long as his arm. Even now, even here, he dressed in filmy silk and platinum jewelry, just enough to cover the situation in the equatorial city’s fierce humidity and heat, while Jack Spiteri chose the elegance of a white silk suit to show off his rich brown skin and Tim Kwei favored an emerald green kaftan.

	The three were loitering by an a/c vent in the foyer when Stone stepped in under the bobbing lanterns. A pace behind, Jarrat had on a comset, still talking to an officer at Central, as he had been since they left Fairview, remaking arrangements for tomorrow’s work. Kip Reardon had apparently exercised his authority to cancel their schedule, though Jarrat and Stone saw no reason not to go ahead. The Blue Ravens — perhaps Gil Cronin or Jon Semler himself — had the presence of mind to at least allow them the option.

	Jesse gave Stone his hand, kissed his neck in greeting, the polite Avalon custom. He invited himself into Jarrat’s embrace as Kevin clicked out of the loop and slid the comset slid back into a breast pocket. “You’re late,” Jesse accused. “But you both look good enough to eat, so we forgive you. Besides, I know the manager here. They wouldn’t toss us out.”

	“Late?” Jarrat glanced at his chrono. “Three minutes.”

	Jesse’s shoulders lifted in an eloquent shrug. “Seems more like three hours when you’re listening to a bunch of NARCs talking shop.”

	“VR design,” Tim Kwei said resignedly. “If you ask me, the whole Sorenson Bill thing’s getting the top brass twitchy, so they’ve set me to modeling cities like Sequoia, after the circus stunts you guys pulled there a while ago. Jeezus! That took some serious cahonies.”

	“It took a lot of skill … and a tad bit of luck,” Stone corrected. “You want to know where the real magic happens? Ask Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos.”

	“I did.” Tim dropped his voice as a waiter beckoned them to a table in the back. “More than half the data I’m plugging into my models is firsthand experience direct from your descant troops. Mind you, Gil and Joe swore up and down they’ll quit, resign, before they play any part in the reality. Designing battlefield simulations is one thing, but swatting the public on Bram-fucking-Sorenson’s account? You have to know your riot troops are furious.” He paused, brow creasing. “Or can a lowly VR designer on the NARC payroll say our riot troops?”

	“Oh, please.” Jesse slid into a chair and clapped both hands over his ears. “No more shoptalk. Leave your work at work, like I do.”

	“You strip down and throw yourself all over the room,” Jack protested. “It’s hardly the same.”

	Stone gave Jarrat an amused look as the menus arrived. “They don’t have you modeling cities like Argentia, Arkadia, Barsoom — those bubbles of paradise in the arctic on Aurora?”

	“Already done.” Tim was scanning the menu. “My team finished up last week. I heard the public protested against Sorenson there too. Tactical kept them contained in midtown, on the ground, blizzard and all. Did you guys catch Senator Brand on GlobalNet? Jack told me he’s running for office right now. Colonial Governor. Outstanding.”

	“The ticket Brand’s running on is a dead-cert,” Spiteri added. “Hundred-fifty percent anti-Sorenson. Added to his political clout, gunning for Sorenson ought to make election a mere formality.” He paused to catch the eye of the wine waiter.

	“I tried to contact the original designer of those fantasy habitat spheres,” Tim mused. “What was the name? Mitsoni — no, Michiko. No joy.”

	Because Leo Michiko was officially listed as deceased, and his relocation to Avalon, the city of Elysium, was as classified as his new name and identity profile. Even Jarrat and Stone knew nothing of the details, though Colonel Vic Duggan would not have guarded Michiko’s secrets, if Stone asked.

	“Can’t help you there,” Jarrat said evasively as an elegant wine waiter drifted closer. “Mister Michiko apparently bought the ranch during the war he helped to start. Every news service posted the obituaries — I’m surprised you missed them.”

	“Buried in his work,” Jesse snorted. “Tim wouldn’t know who won last night’s aeroball, much less which megalomaniac got killed when a slab of plascrete fell on his head three systems from here.”

	“We lost track of Aurora politics when we shipped out.” Stone examined the menu and wine list. “You might try contacting Thule city hall. Every emergency service has specs and blueprints.”

	“Did that too.” Tim sighed. “Took us six freakin’ weeks to get data, and in the end they didn’t give me one damn’ thing I hadn’t already gotten from your engineer — your Budweisser. Karl sent me the lot: fourteen cubes, full details on the stunts you pulled there. Then I had Gil and Joe come into the office and talk me through the fight. Shit, man, that was …” He shook his head, lost for words.

	“I was wondering,” Jesse said thoughtfully, “why you guys are still in town. We thought you’d have been gone weeks ago.”

	Jarrat pointed at the ceiling. “She’s parked at the docks, refitting, upgrading everything from the software on down.”

	And when the Athena inevitably shipped out, her captaincy remained the only real question mark hanging over her. Stone said nothing of this, and Jarrat offered more evasion. “Central’s mills grind exceeding slow. You want to talk about sims? They’ve got us designing the real deal, live runs for second-semester rookies.”

	“Lousy job, but somebody’s got to do it,” Spiteri said with acrid humor.

	“I swear,” Jesse warned, “if you guys don’t drop the shoptalk, I’m going to — to strip down and throw myself all over the room!”

	“Please, go ahead,” Spiteri invited, “we’d love to watch.” He leaned over, took one of Jesse’s hands. “Seriously, darling, you’re right. What’s the point of even leaving the office, if you’re going to bring it all with you?”

	“So, where is everyone?” Jesse broke a breadstick and toyed with the pieces as he turned toward Jarrat. “We don’t hear from Harry anymore.”

	“He’s home on Rethan. Caught the outbound clipper from Chicago SkyHarbor.” Jarrat paused to accept a frosted schooner glass and sample the light amber house brew. “Kip’s over at Central, up to his eyeballs in research, don’t ask me what. Blood and guts. Eve Lang and Tan Reynolds are on furlough, somewhere up north, sailing iceboats for the wild thrill of getting wet and frozen. Bud’s heading off the tech team, tearing the ship apart … hopefully putting it back together. Yvette McKinnen went home to Paris, a big hush-hush project in the NARC cyber labs. Gil and Joe are in town, training with some new weapons system, they’ll bring the rest of the Ravens up to speed. Petrov and Cantrell are out there somewhere, taking the Huntress on her shakedown cruise. Curt Gable’s having the time of his life, in love with his promotion. We have a new XO.”

	More properly, the Athena had a new XO, Stone thought. She might also have new commanders, if the final decision went against him and Jarrat, but he could say none of this. The word classified had begun to itch like poison ivy.

	“So you don’t know where they’ll send you next,” Tim guessed.

	“Even if we did, we couldn’t tell you,” Stone reminded.

	“We know. But there’s been a lot of talk.” Spiteri leaned closer, dropped his voice. “Some beast called Basilisk. All we know about it is the stuff you catch on GlobalNet … and man, that’s enough. You must have heard of them.”

	In fact, Stone had been peripherally aware of the Angel cartel for more than a year, but NARC’s interest in any syndicate was entirely cursory until Tactical began to scream. “You probably know about as much as we do,” he guessed. “Last we heard, Tac hadn’t invoked NARC. So long as they believe they’ve got a handle on their Angel trade, it ain’t our business to intrude.”

	This much was policy, and common knowledge. Jesse drank a little Riesling and frowned sidelong at him. “But you know about the system where this Basilisk operates? The folk who live there call it Tartarus.”

	“The Montserrat Lode,” Jarrat said darkly. “That’s its registered name. Right now it’s all corporate profit-driving, super-heavy industry. Eventually, if a world or several become habitable, a permanent colony should establish itself. They’ll shorten the name to Montserrat, which sounds as civilized as Darwin’s. Fast forward a couple of centuries, it’ll be Monserra, the way the city of Chell used to be Schell, named for the guy who founded it. You’ll only stumble over the Montserrat Lode in history books.”

	“Tartarus,” Jesse repeated. “Call it whatever you like, the name won’t change the truth. I looked it up. It’s ancestral Greek, right out of legend. Tartarus was the region below Hades.” He shuddered animatedly. “Not somewhere I’d want to even visit, but according to GlobalNet there’s maybe two hundred million people working there. God knows, it’s a wonder they’re not all blowing Angel up both nostrils! Have you seen the system?”

	“We’ve seen it, same way you have. Newsvids.” Jarrat sat back, nursing his beer.

	Jesse gestured awkwardly with the breadstick. “I just don’t want to think about you guys going in there. It’s the kind of rat circus you don’t come back from.”

	Like Mostov, Stone thought. Like almost any location in the Jupiter system. He forced a smile. “We’re not the only carrier in the service. Maybe they’ll assign this one to somebody else.”

	“Give us an easy one?” Jarrat produced a chuckle devoid of humor and waved for the drinks waiter and another beer. “And now, I think Jesse’s dead right. Drop the shoptalk.”

	Because memories were astir, deep in the roots of his mind, Stone knew. He studied his partner with a frown, saying nothing, also missing nothing. Jarrat’s gut had begun to churn with something very like disquiet as memories — real or VR phantoms, it made no difference — rose perilously close to the surface. Perhaps he was haunted again by the simulation in which Jesse Lawrence himself was shot dead in the city of Calleran. Stone remembered watching the light fade from Jesse’s eyes, and suppressed a shiver. Jarrat had tried to slam up the empathic shields, a split second too late. Stone had his feelings before he could smother them.

	The gray eyes glittered in the lamplight as he gave Stone a dark, thoughtful look. The other three were laughing, joking without a care in the world. Stone envied them. He gave Jarrat his hand, under table level, laced their fingers and wished they had the privacy to haul the ghosts out into the open, where they could be faced down, defeated.

	‘Tartarus’ was a keenly apt name for the system in which Basilisk had taken root. The Montserrat Lode sat astride the frontier, so far out, living conditions made Mostov seem luxurious, pleasant. It was an industrial wasteland, twenty or more worlds, over a hundred moons, eight thousand smelters and mass drivers, seven major spaceports — a chaos of filth and debris, hard radiation and toxic hazard, far beyond anything the Jupiter system, or even the Zeus system, knew. Not a single habitable planet, and all so mineral rich, the lode was valued at hundreds of trillions of homeworlds credits. Money would always attract people who must follow the work; and where humans went Angel soon followed, riding on the coattails of despair, misery.

	Let it be, Stone told himself, and turned his attention to good food, sparkling company, trying to cast out his own goblins as well as Jarrat’s.

	The chance came six hours later, when a moan from Jarrat’s side of the bed preceded the threshing limbs, racing heart. Stone seized him bodily, hung on while the dream spent itself. “Let it go, Kevin,” he whispered against Jarrat’s ear, “let it be.” Little by little a lot of rigid muscles relaxed, leaving Jarrat sweat slick, trembling. “What was it?”

	“Nothing.” He dragged both hands across his face.

	“Bullshit.” Stone’s grip tightened on him. “Don’t want to talk about it?”

	“No.” Jarrat caught his breath in deep gulps.

	“Want to see Reardon tomorrow? Something to help you sleep.”

	“And you,” Jarrat countered. “Last night it was you levitating in the wee small hours.” He leaned heavily against Stone.

	“So talk to Kip, since Harry’s gone,” Stone suggested. “They shared more than enough data for Kip to know what’s going on in our heads. You notice, he’s been watching us for weeks.”

	“Months, you mean.” Jarrat settled against the pillows and kicked off the sheet to let the cold sweat of dread and panic dry. Moonlight spilled through the open window, beyond which cicadas chirped and a moth battered against the mesh screen. The blue-white light fined Jarrat’s face to ivory, gave him an icy, unreal, unreachable aspect, which would have bothered Stone if he had not been empathically wide open to Kevin, aware of every chaotic feeling. “Kip’s watching us,” he was saying, “as if he expects us to crack. Has to be on Harry’s advice. If Harry couldn’t be here and do the job himself, he’d trust it to the next best in the business.”

	“Best in the service,” Stone added. “And you can trust Kip. He won’t rat us out to Psyche. Not yet. He knows the trash R&D had us doing.” He worked his left arm across Jarrat’s shoulders, tucked in beside him. “Couldn’t hurt to take something, just sleep through the ruckus. Christ, it’s not as if we’re on assignment and have to be ‘on’ around the clock.”

	“You know what Kip’ll say,” Jarrat muttered, though he settled into Stone’s side, grateful for the comfort. His lips drew across Stone’s collar bone. “Working with these live simulations puts us literally back in the field, without the catharsis of actually being there, doing the job. End of every day, you wind up full of adrenalin and still exhausted. So you sleep, and bam.”

	“So … what?” Stone was painfully aware of the frissons of contradictory emotion rushing in torrents through Jarrat as he forcibly distanced himself from the dreamscape. “We can always quit. We’re not prisoners, monkeys caged in some damned lab.”

	“What do I want?” Jarrat’s hands clenched into the sheet. He worked his neck around to release the last tension. “Clipper tickets to Rethan, let Harry perform his magic, unload this crap. Go back to my bloody job with a clear head.”

	It sounded so simple while the reality was absurdly impossible. Darwin’s to Rethan was a four-week round trip by ‘slow boat;’ then, allow enough time for Harry to do the work. The Athena would surely be reassigned while they were on this leave of absence, and Dupre’s antennae must go up the moment he knew where they had gone, at great expense and at such a professionally inopportune moment.

	He was no fool, Stone allowed. Dupre had served his own time in the field, run every nightmare sim as a rookie — monitored the data sluicing out of first Yvette McKinnen’s lab right here in Venice, then Harry’s facility on the carrier. Like Kip Reardon, he must be wondering how 7.1 and 9.4 continued to hold together; or more likely how they managed to outfox the analysts on every psyche evaluation.

	“You don’t feel right, talking to Kip?” Stone leaned back and punched a pillow to comfort. He physically hauled Jarrat closer and threw a leg over him to hold him there. “I will. He’s always known I get patches of insomnia.”

	“We both do. Goes with the job.” Jarrat pulled up the sheet and dropped a kiss off-center of Stone’s mouth.  

	“So he won’t ask awkward questions.” Stone closed his eyes, listening to the cicadas and his partner’s slow, light breathing. “Get some rest. You know where we’ll be in the morning.

	 

	


Chapter Three

	Forty thousand meters above the forested hills of the NARC testing facility, the Blue Raven gunship wallowed into a repulsion hover. Jarrat locked down his helmet, screwed in the umbilici and took in the blizzard of data in the headup display as the jump bay rumbled open. Behind him, Stone settled his own helmet and cut into the squad’s busy comm loop. Gil Cronin and Joe Ramos were also suited, but they hung back, monitoring instruments.

	Clear air separated the gunship from the jungled slopes. Morning rain left the region clean, fresh, with air quality so fine, Jarrat could pick out details in the cityscape on the horizon. He and Stone were on the clock, and it was already counting. Cronin’s practiced eye followed the ranging data as 9.4 and 7.1 hung up on the very lip of the bay, waiting for the jump order.

	The live simulation was based on the HALO mission the Ravens had flown over the city of Inquanoc: a challenge, exacting — but, in Dupre’s terms, doable. Its designers owed it to the rookies who would soon be running the exercise to test it personally and set the benchmarks.

	Below lay a single target zone, no more than two hundred meters on a side — for the purposes of the run, a virtual blind spot in which lidar would not pick up a jumper. If they drifted too far in any direction they would be lidar-painted from the ground, simulating a missile strike which would convert even NARC riot armor into a storm of kevlex-titanium confetti. The clock was running, to set the time markers against which rookies would measure their drop, their survival odds.

	Any of the Ravens would have made this dummy run, but Jarrat and Stone had optioned it themselves. Unfair, Stone had said, to judge rookies six months out of Tactical and only recently armor-qualified against the performance of descant troops who had been doing this for years. And with Paul Krauss still paralyzed in the Infirmary, he and Jarrat felt the need to run the sim themselves, judge its difficulty, set the benchmarks on which hopefuls would be graded.

	“Distance is 02/04.” Cronin’s voice was low, steady, calm. “Altitude is holding at forty thousand. The wind is south-southeast at fifteen knots. 01/03. Stand by.”

	Jarrat’s gauntleted hands flexed on the bar at the side of the bay. He poised there, shoulder to shoulder with Stone, intent on both the datastream and the visual. A glorious morning to be flying ultralites or skydiving, he thought. How many civilians would pay handsomely to do this? He would have done it for thrills himself, save that he and Stone had placed themselves firmly in the responsibility seat and their own field performance was about to be measured.

	“01/01 … stand by,” Cronin crooned. “And … 00/00 — jump!”

	Jump high, jump fast, set the suits’ apparent mass to two hundred kilos and fall like a pair of bricks. Reach terminal velocity in just over six seconds and leave repulsion braking to the last semi-plausible moment, all the while using the hardsuits’ thrust packs to correct for the wind and every drift factor —

	They went out boots-first, close enough to touch gloves. Terminal velocity was calculated easily enough from apparent mass, the force of local gravity, surface area of the armor, the drag coefficient and skin friction of a mirror-polished kevlex-titanium suit, the ever-increasing density of this world’s rich atmosphere.

	None of which described the unspeakable thrill of the jump. Stone’s exhilaration sang through Jarrat’s nerve fibers and Jarrat bounced it back to him twofold. They had analyzed the Ravens’ numbers from Inquanoc and figured a tight approximation of where they needed to be. They fell like missiles until the atmosphere thickened, and Jarrat physically felt the drag of the plunge through much denser air. Already on the long countdown to repulsion braking, he divorced himself from the thrill and had turned his eyes to their timing when Stone rasped over the comm,

	“We’re off-pace and decelerating every second. Kick in downthrusters — synch data and recalculate.” He paused while the rudimentary suit AIs crunched numbers in tandem, then, “On my mark. Three. Two. One. Mark.”

	The adjustment put them right back in the sweet spot and Jarrat gave his attention to drift and windage, making minor tweaks to stay well inside the target area. “Should run two sims,” he said to the helmet recorder. “One in first semester, off the clock but picky about the target zone. Another in second semester with the drop clock set tight … let the rookies work their way back into the numbers. We’re drifting, Stoney —”

	“Got it.” Stone triggered a thrust burst, and another. “Counting down to braking maneuvers. Gotta recalculate for that downthrust.”

	Repulsion braking always felt to Jarrat like diving feet-first into a colossal vat of jelly. The harder one braked, the rougher the impact, though ‘impact’ was the wrong word. He held his breath, waiting for it, aware that Stone was barely breathing. They exhaled together, swore in unison as the soft-hit punched through them.

	Very few rookies would go into this carrying twenty old injuries, Jarrat allowed, all of which registered the half-cushioned blow with strident complaints. He slammed up the empathic shield, locked it tight to keep Stone’s discomfort at bay while he tuned out his own. He focused his attention on the target zone until nothing else existed. “Time, Gil?”

	“Bang on the money,” Cronin told him. “You’re five for five, with bonus points for recalculating downthrust on the fly.”

	“We get the cigar?” Stone actually chuckled, a rasp over the audio pickup.

	“Don’t got no cigars. Honorary Ravens’ membership,” Joe Ramos offered.

	“Done deal. Hold on … bugger!” Jarrat cranked the repulsion to maximum in the seconds before he went into the grass, let the armor absorb the shock, tucked and rolled. The instant he was down, the clock froze. “How do we look, Blue Raven?”

	And Cronin: “Good enough to hit the roof of Inquanoc, square in the middle of the comm aerials. Am locking in your numbers and dumping data to your lab.”

	Now Jarrat could afford to drop his shields a little, and Stone’s elation swept through him. Stone had touched down not four meters away. They could have made it closer, given necessity. “We ought to do this more often,” he decided.

	“You wanna HALO from orbit,” Cronin told him. “Now, that’s big fun.”

	The gunship had dropped gently after them and settled on its grav-resist cushion a scant hundred meters above, thrashing the treetops. Jarrat slapped Stone’s armored palm, keyed his repulsion through zero and rose with him into the hot, blustering downwash. “Good sim — and I don’t want to hear word one from Dupre about the level of difficulty. It’s a challenge to get it right, but —”

	“It’s supposed to be a goddamn’ challenge,” Ramos said loudly as he reached out, caught Stone by one arm and yanked him onto the deck. He and Cronin had already desuited. Their armor stood in an orderly pile by the lockers. “You send us some fuckin’ probie who can’t wrangle a HALO, we’ll bounce him right back.”

	“What he said,” Cronin agreed. “You need a ride in to Central, Stoney, or —?”

	“Got to process the data.” Stone lifted off gauntlets and helmet. “We just scored the cheap thrill. Next comes the joy of chair-polishing.”

	The hatch in the jump bay’s deck rumbled shut as the Blue Raven gave a snort of disgust. “Rather you than me.”

	“Us,” Ramos corrected, taking Jarrat’s armor from him, piece by piece. Each segment dropped onto a sled, coded for return to its own locker. “You hearin’ any whisper of an assignment, Cap?” He hesitated. “Look, did we screw somethin’ up bad, back on Earth? Beats hell out of us what we did wrong, but they’ve had us runnin’ a bunch of chickenshit drills so long —”

	Stone made negative gestures. “You were fine, Joe. If Central has any bone to pick, it’s with Jarrat and me. They won’t ground the whole crew on account of us. You’ll be on assignment soon enough.”

	“And you guys?” Cronin lifted off Stone’s shoulder pack and stacked it on the sled. “Shit, boss, don’t tell me they’re standin’ you down. New captains? For chrissakes, why? This one’ll go over on the crewdeck like a lead balloon.”

	“Don’t know, Gil,” Jarrat admitted. “Wish we did. I’d like to tell you you’ll be working with Gene Cantrell, but you saw the Huntress launch.”

	“The Huntress.” Cronin and Ramos shared a grim look. “So you ain’t heard the engine deck scuttlebutt?”

	“We’ve been busy.” Stone gave Jarrat a curious look. “What’s the rumor mill say?”

	“Not rumor.” Cronin folded his big arms across his chest and leaned on the nearest suit locker, which was stenciled with Jon Semler’s name. “Hard data, right from the Blue Hawks.” The Huntress’s descant units had been designated Hawk. “She’s buggy as an ant farm, Stoney. Bow to stern. Five tech gangs workin’ on her, round the clock, just to keep her flyin’ straight and level.”

	“Damn,” Jarrat breathed. “Gene’s going to just love this. The job’s tough enough without throwing major mechanical problems at us.”

	“You mean, like Equinox?” Ramos demanded. “You had us in armor, crawlin’ over the whole carrier, re-blueprintin’ her right down to the airframe.”

	“Which kept us alive and functional.” Stone did not have to feign a shudder at the memory. “Sweet, to find out you’re sitting on top of the biggest thermonuclear device ever launched and the bastard you just insulted has his finger on the trigger.”

	“Still,” Cronin mused, “that was syndicate shit. The Huntress is just buggy. Last we heard, they’re bringin’ her here to Darwin’s for drydock work. S’gonna take weeks, maybe months to get her runnin’ right.”

	The gunship had drifted gently northwest, where the NARC building towered above the skyline. Screens over Cronin’s head showed the pilot’s eye view, and Jarrat watched the airpark resolve out of the forest of surrounding rooftops. “Did the Blue Hawks mention what kind of work?”

	“Refits, fixes, patches, replacements, the whole shebang.” Ramos shrugged with enormous shoulders. “Can’t blame Equinox for this one.” His eyes were on the screens. “Some ships’re just dead unlucky.”

	“That’s a bunch of spacers’ superstition,” Cronin argued.

	But Ramos was not so sure. “I got four cousins, spent years in the merchant astra. They tell stories that’ll curl your hair … if you got it to curl.” He gave Cronin’s shaven skull a sidelong glance and tossed his own long, thick braid back over his shoulder.

	“Gene,” Stone said darkly, “has to be thrilled to death.”

	The gunship had dropped in, a hundred meters off the NARC airpark, and Cronin summoned a buggy, a light repulsion sled with a whisker-thin armorglass aeroshell. “Thanks for the jaunt, Cap. You get any whisper of an assignment, don’t keep us in the dark. The boys’re so sick of drills and exercises, they’re startin’ to gnaw the furniture.”

	“We’ll let you know,” Jarrat promised as he stepped onto the buggy.

	The jump hatch growled open just far enough to let it drop out. The sled feathered down through the hot, acrid bluster of the gunship’s repulsion. As Stone stepped off, Cronin retrieved it by remote.

	Blue Raven pulled out at once and Jarrat turned his face to the fresh southeasterly. So high above the street, the air remained cool at mid-morning, the sky clear, though from high altitude they had glimpsed the afternoon’s storm massing on he horizon.

	“The Huntress,” Stone mused.

	“How much is crewdeck bullshine, how much is techs bellyaching because they have to earn their paycheck?” Jarrat headed for the lifts. “There’s one way to find out.”

	At this hour Dupre was in his office and the door stood open. They recognized the last few minutes of their own Krauss report playing in his comm relay terminal, and waited for him to sign off on it before Stone prompted shrewdly,

	“You, uh, wouldn’t happen to know anything about the Huntress, Colonel?”

	From Dupre’s pained look, Jarrat thought, he knew it all. He pushed away from the precious antique desk, took a glass of water from the cooler and regarded the Venice skyline with a frown. “We’ve been trying to keep it quiet. Call it a question of morale. Your vector of information —?”

	“Gil and Joe. Our Blue Ravens got it from Gene’s Blue Hawks. Their unit specialists would get info direct from the Huntress’s tech labs or the engine deck.” Jarrat perched on the arm of the leather couch opposite the desk. “So it’s not just crew mess gossip. She’s coming here to drydock?”

	“As we speak.” Dupre finished the water and dropped the glass into the disposal. “Regrettably, since launch the Huntress has been plagued with problems, many of them beyond repair in the field, short of sending the Fleet tender, which would maroon her for several weeks. The Osaka is presently in the Sheal system, bound next for Kelso Prime and a real emergency. She can’t stand by the Huntress for at least a month.”

	“That bad?” Stone whistled.

	“This bad,” Dupre save gravely. “Currently, she’s lying dead in space with a drive malfunction, fifty hours out from Darwin’s Star and waiting for tugs.”

	“Ouch.” Jarrat winced. “Hyperdrive malfunction? That’s unusual.” Also enough to inspire an icy shiver, the length of a man’s spine. The words Lombard Explorer escaped from his memory before he could lock them away.

	“Bloody unusual,” Dupre agreed, “but apparently Gene’s AI was kind enough to scram the Auriga-10. It aborted main drive ignition after the carrier dropped out for routine comm synchronization at node 367 and has utterly declined any further ignition attempt, no matter the efforts of Gene’s own engineers and various Starfleet specialists who couriered out to meet her.”

	The Athena ran the Auriga-9, which had been stable since the day she launched. The next generation engine from Murchison AeroTech should have refined the old, improved performance — but Murchison was in trouble, Jarrat remembered. Their competitor, Arago Technologies, had just recently announced its new drive, the brainchild of some young designer by the name of Foster Weimann, a radical development founded on repulsion physics.

	“Sounds like Murchison shortcut the test program on the 10,” Stone hazarded. “They’re up against some damned stiff competition from Arago.”

	“I’ve heard our own engineers saying the same.” Dupre turned away from the city view, hands clasped at his back. “Now, I’m no engineer, but I do know when to shut up and take them seriously. And,” he added bitterly, “when to pay attention to the bean counters. You might have wondered why NARC bothered installing the Auriga-10 rather than changing horses. The Weimann Drive is about to make the rest of us look like we’re standing still.”

	“So, why did we?” Jarrat was sure he could guess.

	“Murchison undercut Arago by over thirty percent.” Dupre tried valiantly to keep the look of disgust off his face, and failed. “So now the Huntress is dead in space waiting for tugs. Naturally, Gene and Captain Petrov are mad enough to spit. But,” he added philosophically, “it does occasionally happen that good ships launch with problems.”

	“Crewdeck scuttlebutt is, she’s jinxed. Unlucky.” Stone sat on the couch, crossed one long leg over the other. “Which has to be the reason you’re trying to keep this quiet.”

	“Exactly.” Dupre returned to his desk, called up the latest he had received from Captains Cantrell and Petrov and invited the younger men to watch.

	Seldom did puffs of smoke issue from Gene Cantrell’s ears, but he made no attempt to conceal his fury as he addressed the vid pickup. Mischa Petrov stood in the frame behind him against a backdrop of their ops room, so close a clone of the Athena’s own, Jarrat could not have told them apart.

	“It’s been one goddamned thing after another, Bill,” Cantrell reported. “It’s like this: I’m not even sure how far we can trust the AI, and as for the main drive … I’m getting cold chills every time I even think the word ignition. If you’re curious, get Kevin to tell you about the Lombard Explorer. It’s been twenty-five years since any ship suffered a drive implosion event — it’d be just my bloody luck to be sitting on top of the lemon, one command off retirement, when it happens again.

	“So you’ll have to forgive me if we stay put right where we are and wait for the tugs. We’ll be at Darwin’s earliest possible — best we can do. Call the contractors, Bill, they know their schedule better than we do. Mischa?”

	Petrov stepped closer to the vid pickup. “Fastest tow I could get us is a civvy operation out of Brennan, but they’re good. NARC and Cygnus have both used them. It’s the same contractor that pulled the Pacifica into Sheckley a few months ago. Jarrat and Stone were aboard. The tow won’t be cheap, but since the department saved a tonne of money on the deal to install this piece of shit contraption that has the gall to call itself an engine, they can pay the bill.”

	“There’s not much more we can add,” Cantrell finished. “We’ll get in when we get in, Bill. We already signaled the NARC docks at Darwin’s to stand by for the job from hell. To be frank, I’d be happiest waiting for a whole new drive module, fresh out of the crate. I’d be ecstatic if they offered to retro this bucket of bolts to the Auriga-9. We ran the 9 on the Virago, also on the Athena. Never a lick of trouble. Check the logs, talk to Helen Archer.

	“Look, see if you can pull some strings, Bill. There’s bugger all I can do from here. I can’t winkle a shred of sense out of any office on Earth. They’re peering at Mischa and me as if it’s somehow our fault. We’re personally responsible for the jinx.” His brows rose, furrowing his forehead. “You’ve heard the talk, I suppose? Spacer lore. Some ships are pure bad luck. I don’t want to say we’ve scored one, but … till we get in, have your own engineers take apart the telemetry — there’s a few hundred terabytes of data piggybacked on this. Later, Bill.”

	The screen returned to the iconic image, the white dove cradled in the palm of a steel gauntlet. Jarrat and Stone shared a sidelong glance, and Jarrat puffed out his cheeks. “And we thought we had trouble.”

	“You?” Dupre sat down heavily and steepled his fingers on the desk before him.

	“Going stale, waiting for reassignment,” Stone said baldly. “Insomnia.” He gestured at the floor. “We were on our way to see Reardon when Gil and Joe dropped the bombshell.” He hesitated. “Nothing from Earth Central, I suppose?”

	“Not a squeak.” Dupre consulted his schedule and waved them off. “All I can tell you is, we’ll be putting some carrier into the Montserrat system before long.”

	Jarrat felt the kick of his own pulse as well as Stone’s. “Montserrat Tactical called for NARC?”

	“Not yet,” Dupre said carefully, “but Tactical Colonel LeFevre has opened a dialog with us.”

	Establishing a channel of communication was always the first step, when Tactical’s commanders felt the reins starting to slip through their fingers. The inevitable scream for help came later, weeks or months, but never more than half a year. Jarrat swallowed on a squadron of butterflies, thinking soberly about the system people called Tartarus with good reason.

	“You’ll put the Huntress in there to run dark, gather data?” he hazarded.

	“Possibly,” Dupre admitted. “Gene and Petrov are … were due for assignment. Now?” He shook his head. “Who knows? And my schedule is so busy, I don’t have time to squabble with engineers and — bloody bean counters!” He rubbed his temples with thumb and forefingers. “If you’re about to requisition a pill from Doctor Reardon, tell him to send another one up here.”

	The door whispered shut behind them. Jarrat set his shoulders on the wall by the lift as Stone thumbed for a car. “I’m thinking, maybe we ought to do a little research.”

	“Montserrat,” Stone said thoughtfully. “Tartarus.” The lift opened and he stepped in ahead of Jarrat. “It wouldn’t be my first choice.”

	“They never give us the choice,” Jarrat retorted. “If The Montserrat Lode is the assignment, we either take it or we walk. It’d be a bitter way to end a career, Stoney, not to mention the fact they’ll send the Athena there, with or without us. You heard Gil and Joe. The Ravens don’t want to jump into hell with strangers in command.”

	“I don’t blame them.” In the privacy of the lift, as it dropped thirty floors on silk-smooth repulsion, Stone touched his knuckles to Jarrat’s cheek. “I also don’t want to put you in harm’s way.”

	“And it’s my turn in deep cover.” Jarrat acknowledged the flutter as his belly turned over.

	“Maybe. But I was only inside Equinox for a week. Aphelion was a day,” Stone argued. “You were buried in Death’s Head for two months. I can take this one.”

	The gray eyes widened in a glare. Jarrat’s quicksilver annoyance stung Stone like a slap. He visibly flinched and Jarrat backed off with a sigh. “Sorry. But I’m supposed to be happier about putting you in harm’s way, sitting on my bum on the carrier while Christ only knows what goes balls-up in that hellhole of a system? There’s a thousand ways for a deep cover op to screw itself without any Basilisk shooter even pulling a weapon.”

	Stone ouched, and would have picked up the gauntlet if the lift had not chosen that moment to open. Before them, the fifteen-meter triage area lay directly ahead of the Infirmary, where only two beds were occupied. One held Paul Krauss — awake by now, strapped firmly into a spinal brace, far too groggy to know who had just walked in. On the far side of the Infirmary, the surgeon’s office stood open and they saw Reardon at the wide desk.

	Surrounded by stacks of fragile equipment cases, Kipling Francis Reardon wore an exasperated look as Stone appeared. He returned a handful of gadgetry to its box and the chair creaked under his weight as he leaned back. He was in white smock, lab coat, stubbled, rumpled, eyes a little bloodshot, as if he had pulled an all-nighter in the lab.

	“What did you break this time? Damnit, I canceled your schedule — then they told me you armor-jumped from halfway to space this morning!”

	“Almost halfway,” Jarrat amended. “Only forty thousand meters. The Karman line on Darwin’s is ninety.”

	“Oh, huge difference,” Reardon snorted. “Some kind of simulation, I assume.”

	“Testing it out, to set the benchmarks. Fun, actually,” Stone confessed. He spread his arms wide. “Not a scratch. Blue Raven covered for us and it’d be hard to get hurt in the armor. We landed smack on the money, if we were being tested. Which we weren’t.”

	Dark brown eyes looked them over critically, head to foot, with the surgeon’s native shrewdness. “So what brings you here? If you’re worried about young Krauss, don’t be. The kid’ll fix up fine. He also knows he blew the thing sky high. He swears he knows what he did wrong. In fact, he was asking me about a second chance.”

	But Jarrat’s head shook emphatically. “Yesterday was his third chance, Kip, and he ignored two direct commands to scram the sim before he got hurt. Let him go again, he’ll kill himself in a dumb attempt to prove he can do what he can’t.”

	“But if he’ll stay with us as support crew,” Stone added, “we’d be glad to have him. He’s a nice kid. I’d sign him to the Athena, so long as he loses this burning ambition to command. He goes to pieces under duress in the field, even when he knows it’s only a dummy run, with an ‘eject’ button and help one minute away.”

	“I’ll break the news gently,” Reardon promised. “He respects you guys. So what can I do for you? Make it quick. I’ve just been dumped on from a great height.” He nodded at the piles of equipment cases. “Behold the new generation nano, like nothing I ever saw before — and you’ll want me to hit the ground running when we shove off. If we ever do,” he growled. “What the hell is keeping us in dock?”

	The question was uncomfortably astute. Jarrat shared a wry glance with Stone. “More than likely, us. Dupre’s still waiting to get a semi-intelligent squawking noise from Earth. Are we stood down, are we cleared to fly, or what? We could also be waiting for the assignment of another observer, since we lost Gene.”

	“Joy,” Reardon groaned. “You don’t know who it’ll be?”

	“We’ll be the last to know,” Stone assured him. “Just pray we don’t get some octogenarian with a triple-PhD and the honorary rank of general in two services, who’ll invent any bloody excuse to crucify us.”

	“And if he or she does crucify us,” Jarrat added sourly, “it’s likely to happen in a hellhole in space they’re calling Tartarus. So enjoy your time here while you can, Kip. At least you can walk outside buff-naked if you want to, nobody’s taking potshots at you and the solar wind isn’t frying your nuts while you eat breakfast.”

	“Damn.” Reardon blinked at them. “You’re not kidding.”

	“Nope.” Stone restacked a few cases to make space to sit on the corner of the desk. “So you won’t be surprised when I say the magic word insomnia. We’re not sleeping.”

	“I’d be shocked if you were,” Reardon mused. “Sure, I can give you something.” He rolled out his chair, swiveled it and disappeared into the cold-store to his left. Shelves rumbled to and fro before he lobbed an orange plastex bottle into Stone’s waiting hand. “Use as required. Green to sleep, blue to wake up fast if you need to, same old routine.” He hesitated, and Jarrat waited as he seemed to wrestle with the question of whether to speak or not. “I suppose I ought to tell you,” Reardon said at last, “you’re already under observation.”

	Jarrat permitted a groan. “Not Central’s orders? Earth, is it? Dupre?”

	“Harry Del,” Reardon told him. “You know Harry and I share data — have done since the Death’s Head job was still in high gear. He’s concerned about you.”

	An unexpected twist of annoyance from Stone caught Jarrat unawares. “It’s just Harry doing the old family doctor thing,” he said levelly. “We’ve both had reason to be grateful in the past. Several times. You’re in contact with him, direct?”

	“Yes. He’s actually waiting for you.” Reardon gestured vaguely, perhaps in the direction of Rethan, though Jarrat would not have known the actual bearing. “Any time you can get yourselves there.” His head shook doubtfully. “The clipper comes expensive in time and money. You’ve thought about it?”

	For a long moment they were silent, until at last Stone admitted, “We’ve considered a lot of things. You’re fully aware we might be decommissioned. I suppose we’re reluctant to burn through so much cash when our careers might be over. If Central puts the wrong bastard observer aboard on the next assignment we can still be stood down, even though we didn’t resign or retire voluntarily.”

	“You have new lives to build,” Reardon mused. “You’re a tad young to retire — and if some octogenarian bastard does relegate you to the scrap pile, the department could terminate your contract without a service pension. They could do it to penalize you for refusing to let R&D weaponize you. It’s … a high price to pay for the satisfaction of deploying a carrier in the homeworlds, busting Aphelion.”

	“Treading on so any political toes, the old farts couldn’t decide if they should decorate us or arrest us,” Jarrat said aridly. “Look, Kip, neither of us is short of cash. The salary is decent, and if you don’t play poker with the descant troops too often it’s tough to drop money aboard a carrier. Everything we do, we charge to an official expense account. If you’re starting to fret about us — don’t.”

	“All right.” Reardon studied them soberly. “You mind if I tell Harry all this? So he knows what he’s up against, when you get yourselves back there. I know what’s worrying him. I, uh, saw the reports on the last round of VR stuff you ran. Psyche garbage. Ugly mind games designed to provoke a reaction, any reaction, like shocking a rat to see how high the poor little bugger jumps. If you weren’t barking mad when you started, you would be before you finished. And it leaves you carrying baggage.”

	“You got that right,” Stone admitted. “It ain’t easy, Kip. Prognosis?”

	“Long term?” Reardon leaned back, head pillowed on folded forearms. “Poor. So find a way to let Harry perform his patented T/87 mutoid magic. Forget it all. Short term? Fair. You can hold it together if you focus on your work and lean on each other. Treatment? Short of tranks, which you don’t want and wouldn’t take, as a doctor I’d prescribe plenty of gym time, fresh air, good food, sleep and sex, in any order you prefer. All the things that affirm life, love, pleasure, the positives, over death, injury, bereavement, the negatives. Doesn’t take a genius to work it out.”

	At last Jarrat discovered a genuine smile. “I could go for that.”

	Stone rattled the pill bottle and got to his feet. “Thanks for this. Catch you later, Kip.” They were waiting for the lift down to the lab, to process the morning’s data, when he mused, “New lives to build. He makes a good point.”

	“We’ve hashed it out.” Jarrat groaned, resigned to the time-worn conversation. He could recite it by heart. “Tac’s a deathtrap these days since the syndicates are getting too smart, way too well armed. Neither of us could stand Army discipline for long —”

	“Or the snoot-in-the-air snobbery of ‘the senior service,’” Stone finished. “Starfleet. Jack Brogan’s mob. Christ, can you see us saying yessir, nosir, spit-polishing our boots and kissing ass to hang onto the job?”

	“Oh, sure,” Jarrat drawled. “Then again, I also see white rabbits with pocket watches, and dancing pink elephants.” He forced a throaty chuckle. “So we’ll be going out on our own.”

	“And nothing major happens without cash. That’s one thing I learned from the clan back home.” Stone stepped into the lift. “Let’s just process the data and get the hell out of here. I need some air. You want to swim? Fresh air, sleep and sex, Kip said. If that’s the prescription, I’ll take it.”

	“Deal,” Jarrat decided.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	The numbers looked good and Stone was closing the file, tagging it for Dupre’s attention, when Gil Cronin’s bass voice surprised him from the lab’s open door. Moments before, Jarrat had stepped out to the adjacent crew mess for coffee, leaving Stone to assemble the myriad attachments on the file. The Blue Raven was in white denims, blue teeshirt, keys in one hand, obviously headed out of the building, off duty. Stone automatically looked behind him for Ramos, but Cronin was alone.

	“You want to get lunch, Stoney?” he was asking.

	“I would, but we’re on our way out — boat, drop anchor about five K’s offshore, get some sun, swim.” Stone divided his attention between Cronin and the screen. “I’d invite you along, but you know what they say. Three’s a crowd.” He gave Cronin a wink.

	“You want time and space to shag in the sun before some load of bullshit hits some fan.” The Blue Raven chuckled. “Smart move.”

	“More inter-unit scuttlebutt?” Stone wondered.

	Cronin only shrugged. “There’s always talk. Mostly it’s just rumor, but the lads picked it dead right before Avalon and Aurora. Me, I’m on my way to a game.”

	“Going to the aeroball without Joe?” Stone tagged the file, sent it and logged off. “Something’s wrong with this picture.”

	“Dang, the man’s quick.” Cronin indulged in a chuckle. “Must be all them trained reflexes.” He nodded at the ceiling. “He’s on the airpark, probably headed up to the carrier. Volunteered his muscles … and whatever other parts of his anatomy might turn out to be useful.”

	“For what?” Jarrat asked as he maneuvered around Cronin with a mug in either hand.

	“The heavy liftin’. And whatever else she wants.” Cronin’s nostrils flared at the aroma of fresh coffee. “You won’t have seen her, then? Pretty little thing, name of Allie, or Ellie — no, Callie, that’s it. Some kind of imaging specialist, civilian, on loan from IntelScan. Came over to work on the Athena’s scan platforms.”

	“We saw the transfer orders.” Jarrat sat on the edge of the workspace by Stone’s screen. “Callie Dalton, highly recommended. She’ll be aboard for a while, observing the new hardware under actual assignment conditions.”

	“That’s her.” Cronin shoved both hands into hip pockets, which stretched the denim intriguingly tight. “Her and Joe, them two went click … chemistry. Well, you know Joe. He’s a big beauty, and he knows it. And he swings both ways anytime it suits him, which makes the playin’ field ten klicks wide.”

	“Hence, you’re going to the aeroball on your own,” Stone observed.

	“Got tickets,” Cronin offered with a seductive leer.

	“Boat, sun, line in the water, cooler full of Warhold Gold,” Jarrat said loudly when he clearly felt Stone begin to waver.

	Cronin snorted a laugh. “Humpin’ like seals, five K’s out in the gulf. Well, enjoy.”

	“We intend to,” Jarrat promised. “In fact —”

	The chime from the comm was predictable. A certain nerve in Stone’s gut tightened. Premonition? He leaned over, touched the corner of the screen. “7.1.”

	A window opened, framing Dupre. “Ah, good, you’re still in the building. Is 9.4 with you?”

	“And Gil Cronin.” Stone’s brow creased. “What is it?”

	“Come right up,” Dupre invited. “All of you.”

	“Right now?” Stone foresaw the afternoon dissolving away, boat, sun, humping seals and all.

	“Immediately,” Dupre said sharply, and clicked off.

	“Buggeration,” Jarrat rasped. “That sounded ominous.”

	“It sounded,” Stone mused, “like work.” He swiped up his coffee and herded the others out. “You heard the man: all of us.”

	The Blue Raven groaned eloquently. “You had to tell him I was here.”

	“You’re a tad large to overlook,” Stone said with brittle humor as Jarrat keyed for the lift. “So catch it later on the vids.”

	Dupre’s office was dim, cool, quiet, with three screens busy, running muted while the colonel seemed to follow them all simultaneously. Stone registered the sharp quirk from Jarrat as they recognized faces in the display to Dupre’s right. The other screens were cycling footage from an industrial cesspit that could only be the Montserrat Lode, Incorporated. Stone spared them a glance, long enough to catch a handful of raw, unassociated data — 22 major planets, 109 moons, none habitable, no terraforming scheduled, every world in the process of being ripped apart by 200 million humans and 70 million drones, many of which doubled the mass of the Athena. Super-heavy industry made for an indescribable mess, all of it orbiting a blue star that sizzled the system with a nasty solar wind. Humans huddled in bunkered, rad-shielded settlements … Angel-rotten. Stone acknowledged the crawling sensation in the pit of his belly and turned deliberately to the next screen, and faces he knew.

	“Colonel Pete Stacy,” Jarrat observed redundantly. “And the man looks mad enough to spit. Then again, he always does.”

	Moments before, mugshots of Damon Vaughan had commanded Stacy’s space: gaunt with suffering and bitterness, pale following months of hospitalization after the hotel fire in the flyspeck town of Bundaberg in the poisonous wilderness south of Eldorado. For just a moment Stone physically felt the searing heat of the gantry fire, heard the whang of shots passing too close for comfort, his lungs spasmed on the phantom choking burn of toxic chemistry as he and Jarrat breathed dangerous stuff that passed for air at a stretch of the imagination.

	He felt Jarrat suck in a breath in reaction to the flood of memory, sensation, and slammed up the empathic shield to protect them both. “Damon Vaughan.” He heard the tightness of his own voice. “So he lived after all. Last time we had news of him, he’d lost three out of four limbs and was fighting for his life with burns I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”

	“He lost the fourth.” Dupre gestured at the text marching through the left of his screens. “He’s only recently been released from a major hospital in Eldorado, on South Atlantis, Rethan. Quite understandably, he’s been talking, dealing with Colonel Stacy to keep himself out of a cell. He’s in no physical or mental condition to handle a maximum security facility, quite apart from the fact Death’s Head associates would soon identify him and shorten his life expectancy. In fact he’d begun making Stacy some extremely tempting offers around the time you shipped out to Earth. Stacy was inclined to listen seriously because of the content of this data package. I’ve called you all here for your intimate familiarity with the landscape. The city of Chell and the regions south of Eldorado.”

	“Vaughan’s lucky. He’d have been executed in any other colony,” Jarrat said pointedly. “They don’t do capital punishment on Rethan. Yet.”

	“Which is the only reason I made it out alive,” Stone growled. “Hal Mavvik recognized irresistible bait for a prisoner exchange when he saw it. Rethan’s the only colony where it could be organized … thank any soldier’s god who happened to be listening at the time.” He gave Jarrat a level look, sharing hard, bitter memories at which Dupre could only guess. Cronin knew more, though even he did not know everything, and never would.

	“Be seated, gentlemen,” Dupre invited. “Run the data — ah, Sergeant Ramos, good of you to join us,” he added with rueful amusement as the Blue Raven stepped in. “I trust Miss Dalton’s … equipment was properly handled and everything launched on time?”

	In any other company, Blue Raven 7 would have employed his middle finger, but since it was the CO he settled for a snort of good humor and mopped his brow. “Hard work, boss,” he said equably, “but y’know, you get all that satisfaction of a … job well done.”

	“Satisfaction?” Cronin echoed. “Well, some chores are their own reward.”

	In fact, Stone decided, Joe Ramos looked so laid back, he was either cruising on the faintest whiff of chimera or —

	“Shagged out,” Jarrat observed, “and before you say anything, I’m not knocking it. The lady’s on her way?”

	Ramos glanced at Dupre’s antique sweep-hand chrono, on the wall opposite the desk. “Should be on the carrier in twenty. I’d promised to go up an’ unload her gear, but duty calls. Rain check.” He pulled a chair up beside Cronin and frowned at the screens. “Jesus, tell me it ain’t Tartarus.”

	“It is,” Dupre said gravely, “though you’ll doubtlessly be pleased to know Montserrat is not your assignment at this time.”

	“But we’re headed someplace.” Cronin knew Pete Stacy’s face as well as they all did. On standby in the Ravens’ ready room, the descant troops played a lot of poker, watched a lot of GlobalNet to kill time. They were at least as well informed of what happened at street level in their target city as any officer in the ops room.

	In answer, Dupre set the data package to play and busied himself with the makings of green tea. Jarrat and Stone shared the fascination, the curiously mingled sense of dread and exhilaration. Old warhorses, Stone thought self-mockingly, always smelled a battlefield. Wise old warhorses ran in the other direction. But this?

	“Colonel Dupre,” Stacy was saying in the too-familiar accent of Chell. “You’ll forgive me if I get right to the point, and I’ll assume you already know a good half of what I’m about to say, so I won’t beat about any bushes. You did one hell of a job on Death’s Head, bought us breathing space, time to rebuild, reorganize. But you already know, after your situation over on South Atlantis a while back, the file got reopened. You might’ve hoped Death’s Head was dead and buried — we all did, especially after the price Jarrat and Stone paid to take them down. We can rightly say the old syndicate is gone. Death’s Head isn’t my problem.

	“Angel is … that, and the bastard offspring of Death’s Head. We’re hearing the name of Scimitar. Whispers in citybottom on two continents. I opened a file on them six weeks ago, as of the date of this transmission. With the assistance of Mister Damon Vaughan, I’m pleased to say that file’s thick. There’s zip we’d need to add to take a crack at Scimitar ourselves. But here’s the rub.

	“We’re not back up to strength, Dupre. It’ll take at least another year for my department to recover from the beating we took. I can’t get recruits, for one thing — the death toll was too high, the carnage is still in the media. GlobalNet won’t quit hammering on it, so — recruits to fill Tac boots? Shit, forget it. Locals are reluctant to put on the uniform, but you can’t fault ’em for caution. I can’t get the funding to recruit offworld. Even if I did —

	“The name of Bram Sorenson mean anything? The trouble that asshole’s stirred up in any city you care to name puts Tactical so fucking thin on the ground everywhere, anywhere, I couldn’t get a backup hazmat squad supposing Scimitar dropped an ore hauler in uptown Chell and rigged its reactors to spill. So let me get right down to cases.

	“I got the whole dossier on Scimitar. I know who they are and where. Show this to Jarrat and Stone. They were there in Bundaberg, some fleapit hotel, doesn’t even exist anymore. Vaughan lost all four limbs and most of his hide when it went up like a bomb, but the key players disappeared. Took my people three fucking months to work out how they vanished like smoke, but we figured it in the end.

	“Nuke bunker,” Stacy said acidly. “Installed by Bartusiak Exploration while the gas fields were under construction and humans actually worked out there. Must be a hundred years ago, almost beyond living memory … almost. Leave it to the old broad to know it, remember it. Nobody else did, so she and her driver, bodyguard, whatever, just disappeared.”

	On the screen as he spoke, file images, vids from squad flyers, maps, mug shots, looped endlessly. So familiar to Stone, the show-and-tell brought back half-forgotten days when he sat with thirty other young troopers, taking notes in a briefing theater before they hit the street to tackle the raw research which formed the basis of most Tactical business. Roadwork. Pavement-pounding. The old terms skittered through the basements of memory, inviting a flutter of steel butterflies into his gut.

	Now Stacy’s show froze on a four-shot study of the same face: a woman imaged through many decades from youth to middle age, to old age and then into the incredibly old age of one who had optioned every gene therapy until medical and cosmetic high-tech could do no more. Valda Hawass.

	“We’re not sure how old she is,” Pete Stacy went on. “She might not know herself. She’s the last of the Hawass clan, born in the shacks, in the badlands on the skirts of the spaceport, in the days when Chell was so new, the paint still stank. Even in a spanking-new colony, poor folks were always poor. They came out by sleeper ship, following jobs that didn’t last long. Suddenly your contract’s up, the project’s done? You’re supposed to follow the work someplace else, but — lemme guess. You spent the cash as fast as you earned it, you don’t got the price of a clipper ticket out? Tough, but it happens. And folks like the Hawass clan … and the Mavviks, remember the name? … they came down hard in the badlands.

	“Generations of the buggers bred like rats in the shacks. Didn’t bother to register births, burned their own dead, married and divorced as it suited ’em. Records from that place and time don’t even exist. But I can tell you this: by the time she was fifty, Hawass had united three clans, dragged the whole sorry mess of ’em out of those badlands, put ’em in the top floors of an uptown apartment house with a view of the hills. As a girl she was nobody, but she had good looks and guts. Vaughan heard all the family gossip and everything he gave me is verified, independently, by this clown, name of Spencer Carnaby, who was close to them.

	“Hawass had the guts and stamina to hustle for real money, also the brains to hang onto the cash … brothers and cousins to ride shotgun, keep her safe while she traded on tits and ass for long enough to get on top in the skin business — start managing others. She also dealt fizz, gryphon and chimera on the side. Fast forward a long, long time, they entered the Buran trade maybe forty, fifty years ago. And you know as well as the rest of us, from there you can spit at the Angel trade.

	“Hal Mavvik,” Stacy said sourly, “was the great-grandson of one of those brothers. We traced signs of four Hawass brothers and two sisters. The other sister died quite young. Companions, especially the girls, often turn up dead in citybottom. Ask Jarrat. He ran with the scum for months, knows how it works. Shit, we all do. Maybe Valda’s sister — we got no record of her name — overdosed on some crap, God knows what. Angel itself showed up out here fifty years ago. I’m guessing the brothers got blown to hell, looking for vengeance, leaving Valda with the Mavviks, sitting on a pile of money, all of them nursing a raging thirst for revenge — and a vision.

	“You and me, Dupre, we think of vengeance as grabbing the biggest cannon we can find and blowing the bastards away. You want to stay inside the law? We’re old fashioned enough to think ‘go find evidence, drag the fuckers into court, cage ’em for life.’ Hawass had different ideas. Call her a visionary. She’d play the city at its own stinking game. Rot the whole shitty colony with Angel, punish it with agony, supposing it took a lifetime.

	“The result was Death’s Head. And you can believe me, Dupre, they were royalty. They lived in palaces. If it existed, they owned it. They were an empire for decades. NARC broke them, didn’t quite erase them. You took down Hal Mavvik and most of the shooters, pilots, bagmen, moneymen, mules. But you missed the one key power piece in this lousy game. We all did, because the old bitch never showed up anywhere, anytime. Your files go back two generations, same as mine. But not three or four. Tactical can’t go back so far, Dupre. Like I told you, records don’t even exist in the badlands where the Hawasses and the Mavviks started.

	“Where’s Madame been all along? Vaughan and Carnaby swear she’s been hiding in plain sight. Who bothers to notice some old crone running down the clock in an ancient house on an overgrown lot on a hill outside Chell? Except that old house turns out to be a fucking mansion on the inside, staffed by domestic drones you can’t bribe or intimidate or indict. So we staked it out: the garage under the hill is full of sportplanes, two full-orbital. The old broad’s been offworld for gene-tweaking therapy —

	“Christ, you ever busted your balls trying to force clinics to cough up data? A court order from one colony won’t fly in another. I won’t tell you how I came by the info … let’s say, the law on Brennan got slightly bent. Hawass has bank accounts in four colonies and more savvy than the rest of us added together.” His eyes glittered, hard with anger. “They’re coming back, Dupre: calling themselves Scimitar, some bullshit about the righteous sword of vengeance. I know where they are, who they are, but I don’t got the muscle to lay a finger on ’em. Of course I’ve freakin’ tried —

	“Don’t even ask the obvious half-assed question. Why don’t I just issue arrest warrants, go pick ’em up? They never budge without a security army. Gundrones, Dupre. You know some way to intimidate a gundrone? Blow it away — sure, but the fucking things are smart, way faster than any human, and armed one hell of a lot better than Tactical. Four times, we tried cutting through Scimitar’s security cordon. Four times, I buried officers. How many service funerals do we want to watch on GlobalNet? Warrants are posted for all the Scimitar players I know about … Jesus Christ, I also posted the arrest warrant for Hal Mavvik! What a joke.

	“You can’t get near these people, much less pull the bastards in. There’s blood on the ground if we try — they take no account of Tactical. We’re just some nuisance that keeps fragging their gundrones. For every one we frag they bust two fresh out of storage. I’m sick to my gut of burying my best people, Dupre. This is syndicate shit.

	“It burns me up to say it, but Tactical doesn’t play in the same league. You better believe me when I tell you we can’t touch them — but NARC can. Now, listen to me. Understand. I don’t want another war. This colony can’t carry a second full-on shooting war so soon. We’re only half rebuilt after the last NARC circus. So here’s what I’m thinking.”

	Stone could guess, and exchanged a taut glance with Jarrat. Kevin nodded, a tiny token of acknowledgment. They were on the same page of the same script, a jump ahead of Stacy.

	“Give me NARC’s resources, not the war,” the Tactical commander said tersely. “Run the carrier dark. Use everything you got, but don’t tip the buggers off that you’re here. Surgical strike — work it out yourselves. I don’t give a flying fuck how you do it. Take the key players, all their top dogs. I can rake together enough manpower to mop up the chickenshit small fry while they’re running around in a frenzy. If the only way you can shut down Scimitar is via long-range hit, execution by assassination, do it, Dupre. You can have Tactical’s mandate in triplicate, if you need it … which you bastards don’t. But the deal is this: do not put a gunship in the air. Anything else in your arsenal, but no gunships. Understood? No war.

	“And another thing.” He was clearly winding down now, visibly exhausted, spent. “I want Jarrat and Stone. I know those bastards. I don’t like either one of them, but I trust ’em a hundred-ten percent. They’ll do the job right first time, in and out so fast, Valda fucking Hawass never knew what hit her.”

	There, Dupre froze the playback and turned to face the younger men. “I’ve taken a look at his data. It seems Madame Hawass is currently based in the outdistricts well south of Eldorado, though the major Angel revenues are bleeding out of Chell, as always. Scimitar has already insinuated tentacles into every part of both cities, and Hawass is at its core. As outrageous as this might sound, gentlemen, your prime target is a tiny, frail bird of a woman, unthinkably old, unspeakably dangerous.”

	“We met,” Jarrat said quietly. “She recognized me. It took me a while to work out how, but it turns out she used to score vicarious thrills watching security vids, specifically Mavvik’s house Companions performing with the staff. Including me.” He shrugged as Cronin gave a bass groan of disbelief. “Every last individual was under surveillance, everywhere in the palace, Gil. Even Hal himself. You couldn’t take a leak without showing up on some camera. It seems Valda Hawass still has a taste for ripe young Companions —”

	“And pretty-boy king shooters,” Cronin guessed wryly. “I remember the act, Cap. Hey, you do what you gotta do. The, uh, Companion?”

	“A nice kid, absolutely professional.” Jarrat would not elaborate.

	“Suffice to say, you were imaged. The woman saw the vids and remembered you,” Dupre mused. “Unfortunate, Jarrat, but as you said, unavoidable. Who could have known?”

	In fact, the Companion himself, Lee, had known, Stone thought, but at the time Jarrat attached no importance to his remarks. A seduction scene, played out on a table as a deliberate tease for a woman Jarrat never knew existed? It would have seemed no more than harmless mischief, another way to pass the interminable months when he was buried so deep inside Death’s Head, Stone had begun to despair of making the bust.

	“So, there you have it.” Dupre sat, forearms on the desk. “Stacy’s request is highly irregular, yet at the same time it falls well within our purview. The only real question is, can it be done? Surgically, swiftly, with a minimum casualty count.”

	For some time Jarrat and Stone sat back, regarding each other soberly, darkly, each bringing to mind every detail he recalled of Rethan, Chell, Eldorado, the islands, the outdistricts — Ballyntyre in the jungled mountains, Outbound, among the coral reefs, the rain-drenched wooded valleys where Harry Del’s property nestled.

	At last Jarrat said slowly, “The better question is, can it be done without launching a gunship?” Here, he could only shrug. “There’s only one way to know, Colonel. Be there. Research it, find out, make the call. We can only tell Stacy yes or no once we’ve taken a look, up close and personal. Stoney?”

	“We’re more familiar with his theater of operations than anyone else in this department,” Stone said levelly. “Stacy knew who to call. We can go in and not blunder around, spending months trying to learn it. But, no gunship support?”

	“Remember the fight at Evelyn’s place, and the landing field,” Jarrat said softly.

	Stone nodded. “That’s what worries me.”

	“Worries you?” Dupre prompted shrewdly.

	“What Stacy wants can certainly be done,” Stone told him. “The only point I question is the minimum casualty count. Because if we go in naked, sidearms only, marginal top cover … it will turn into a shooting match like that.” He snapped his fingers. “We’ll incur a high body count if you want us to get out alive, because we can’t dive for cover and call for extraction. No gunship means no descant unit on standby two minutes downrange. We can only shoot our way out. What do you want us to do, spit at them?”

	“All right.” Dupre took a deep breath, visibly thinking it through. “Your intel is top notch before you begin. Damon Vaughan traded everything he has and knows for a five year sentence under house arrest in a Tac facility — not prison, where he’d be soon be killed. After he’s served his time, he’ll be relocated to another colony with a new identity and facial reconstruction. In Chell you’ll liaise discreetly with Stacy and Vaughan. Do your own research, verify every detail. Vaughan will be pliable. He’s mobile on biocyber prostheses, but I know something about them. A number of my old friends lived with them for too long. They’re painful. When they break down, as they invariably do, it can take months to get replacement parts. And Vaughan can’t afford cloned limbs — even if he could, they take years to culture. All of which makes the bold Damon Vaughan extremely vulnerable, and gives you all the leverage you need.”

	“Then, you’re assigning us,” Stone concluded. Not a question.

	“Call it a special case,” Dupre allowed. “Nothing about this is routine. Stacy has asked for you specifically. I still haven’t received any transmission from Earth, which cuts both ways. Perhaps General Gaunt has revoked your command warrants, but I know nothing about this, which leaves a critical, time sensitive decision very much in my hands. Yes, I’m assigning you to Rethan. Scimitar. I judge Stacy’s situation to be dire; no one else on my staff has the local knowledge to do what he’s asked of us; he wants you … and the decision remains mine due to Earth Central’s sheer tardiness. As far as I’m concerned, we may regard this as tying up our own dangling loose ends, rather than a formal assignment. General Gaunt’s office can learn about it after the fact, via the report.”

	“And Basilisk?” Jarrat asked shrewdly.

	Now Dupre shook his head. “Colonel Noel LeFevre of Montserrat Tactical has opened a dialogue. I have free access to an ocean of data, but as yet he’s transmitted no request for NARC involvement. Until he does, we’re mere spectators even though he clearly wants to keep us informed. If you’d care to view LeFevre’s information, I’ll send you the dossier. You too, Cronin, Ramos. Some of it’s classified, but everyone in this room has the clearance.”

	“Later.” Stone stood, unable to be still now, filled with restless energy.

	“One thing at a time,” Jarrat agreed. “Don’t cloud the issue with data belonging to another job.” He gave Stone a crooked grin. “Besides which, we could ship back from Rethan and find Gaunt pulled our warrants. What d’you say, Stoney? Tie off the loose ends, let the future take care of itself?”

	Dupre nodded agreement at once. “Still, you should be aware of the challenge. Basilisk. I’m not saying it will fall to you. In fact, it’s by no means certain NARC will deploy at Montserrat at all. You’ll have heard the political wrangle! The Montserrat Lode straddles the frontier. Forty Angel lawyers from ‘Tartarus’ claim it actually falls in freespace and NARC has no damn’ jurisdiction out there. But two hundred million people from worlds like Darwin’s and Avalon live and work there. An independent corporation owns title to the system, yes; but it and its shareholders pay taxes as far back as the homeworlds.

	“The legal battle is on, right now, a bitter brawl that’ll take weeks or even months to reach any resolution. Noel LeFevre knows all this. Naturally, he insists Montserrat lies in colonial space and qualifies as a legit colony as surely as Rethan or Darwin’s. But the opposition is vociferous, loud, obnoxious. They make a robust case and they’re fighting it through the courts on Earth itself. The truth is, they might win. If they do, NARC is well out of jurisdiction at Montserrat.”

	“If they lose,” Stone said, edging toward the door, “if Earthside lawyers can show Tartarus isn’t sovereign, freespacer territory, the High Court ruling dumps LeFevre’s business right back onto us.”

	“Dumps us right in their shitpit,” Cronin as he and Ramos stood. “Fightin’ in there, Cap … it’ll get real nasty, real quick. Montserrat’s industrial, like Equinox and Scorpio, and dirty, like Death’s Head and White Lightning.”

	Ramos slung one big arm over Cronin’s shoulders. “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it.”

	“Dangerous is one thing,” Cronin argued. “Suicidal is somethin’ else.” He sketched Dupre an approximation of a salute. “We better get goin’, Colonel. If we’re shovin’ off soon, suddenly we got a million things to do. Joe?”

	“Right behind you.” Ramos gave Dupre a polite nod and shadowed Cronin out.

	Lingering, grave, even brooding, Jarrat gestured at the screens. “Gil could be closer to right than you’d like to believe. I’m not even sure NARC could fight in the Montserrat system. There’s no single world, no one target city. A big population scattered across so many locations, so many bolt-holes, hiding places. It’s a poisonous rabbit warren, worse than Jupiter and Zeus combined.”

	“Oh, I know.” Dupre mirrored Jarrat’s solemn expression. “I’ve referred the whole Montserrat dossier to a team of analysts, several of them with Starfleet and Army experience. In fact, if you’d been staying on Darwin’s in the next few weeks, I was about to have you join them, add your own experiences of difficult systems which are in some ways comparable, Zeus in particular. You have a track record of producing results in impossible places.”

	The observation was accurate enough, but Stone was conscious of deep ambivalence, his own and Jarrat’s reverberating through the bond. “I honestly don’t know, Colonel,” he admitted. “Look, let the analysts take it apart. If Montserrat’s on the table when we get back from Rethan, we’ll add our ten bucks’ worth. I’d also want the Ravens involved at the VR model stage. Kevin?”

	“Oh, yeah,” Jarrat agreed. “Play fair: let the Ravens tell us if they can fight in there. Listen to them, Colonel. It’s Gil’s people who’ll be jumping right into hell. If they call it suicide … they’re neither fools nor cowards. Trust them.” He hesitated, swallowed. “For the record, I won’t be the one who orders them to self-destruct.”

	“Noted,” Dupre assured him. “But you did the seemingly impossible in the Jupiter system, and Zeus. Keep Basilisk in mind … not that I’m promising it to you, nor threatening you with it. It might not be my call. The Huntress might take it, if we can get her functional inside the time frame — she’s the only unassigned carrier at this moment. You could find yourselves transferred, promoted to lab work, if you want it. Or not, if you prefer to leave us.” He looked from Stone to Jarrat and back, grave, searching. “I hope you’ll remain with NARC. Veterans with years of field experience are an absolutely invaluable resource.” He stirred, investigated his cup, found it empty. “In the meantime, you’re certainly assigned to Scimitar, Jarrat, Stone. Recall your crew; cancel leave, effective immediately. Ship out in three days. I’ll message Stacy by Starfleet courier. He’ll expect you.”

	They took this as a dismissal and stepped out. Stone’s mind had clicked into overdrive while his pulse sped, his hands clenched, wanting to be busy. Jarrat paced beside him, catlike, restless. They were on the airpark before they spoke, and Jarrat said with wry humor,

	“Suits us just fine, doesn’t it? Rethan’s exactly where we need to be.” He tapped his temple. “Let Harry finish what we started on the way to Earth. Get rid of the baggage, as Kip calls it.”

	The air was fresh though the western horizon had darkened with the afternoon’s incoming storm. Venice always steamed in the evening, drying out while the sky cleared and tropical stars battled through the city’s light pollution. Stone stood at the parapet, watching the lowering sky without seeing it until Jarrat’s hand fell on his back, rubbing companionably.

	He forced his thoughts to order and summoned a smile. “Scimitar. The righteous sword of justice.”

	“That’s the awkward thing about swords,” Jarrat said darkly. “Mindless steel doesn’t give a crap who it cuts, and it can be bloody sharp.” He dug for the keys. “Home? We should pack while we have the chance. We’re about to be busy.”

	“Home,” Stone murmured. “That’s an interesting choice of word, Kevin.”

	“Just a word.” Jarrat laced his fingers at Stone’s nape. “There’s an old saying. They even say it on Sheckley. Home? It’s where the heart is.”

	Grateful for the sentiment, Stone caught him in a quick embrace, shared a swift kiss and headed to the car.

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	The lease was paid through to its expiry date and the drones would keep the house in good order. Jarrat stood in the living room, looking for forgotten oddments while Stone walked the return veranda in search of a pair of aviator’s shades he had put down somewhere. Memories accumulated, the longer a person stayed in one place. Jarrat had grown accustomed to quiet, the privacy of a house, the sound of the sea in the morning, the scents of night blooming plants.

	Part of him would always be a gypsy, eager for the next place, every fresh opportunity. But what he had seen of Harry’s home in the mountains appealed even more. The Stone clan’s acreage and mansion in Spain were too ostentatious, but the Del property spoke to some deep part of Jarrat that had begun to envy the roots people like Harry put into the ground. He had never had any place to go back to, and was disquieted to discover the need inside himself.

	The screen door rasped shut as Stone reappeared. Their bags lay piled just inside; blinds had auto-closed against the evening sun. A hint of ozone and the perfume of tropical plants Jarrat could not even name accompanied Stone. He had found his glasses, and dropped them on the table by the keys and wallets as he studied Jarrat — aware of the tumult of Kevin’s feelings.

	They would hit him, Jarrat knew, as near-random impulses, confusing, contradictory. Unsurprising, since Jarrat himself could barely get a grasp on them. Stone might have asked what troubled him. Jarrat was grateful for an embrace instead, a kiss that obviated any need for explanation. Or did Stone suspect the thoughts bedeviling him? He dropped the empathic shield, closed his eyes and invited the rush of Stone’s emotions, fully expecting a similar tumult.

	But Stone was curiously calm. He knew where he came from, Jarrat thought ruefully. He might be estranged from his family but he knew where they were, who they were. To Jarrat, family was an almost alien concept. A year ago ‘home’ would have been equally alien. He drew his tongue across Stone’s lower lip, tasting the last hint of tequila and triple sec, and leaned back to look at him. Stone’s brow quirked in question, but Jarrat just shook his head and Stone did not press him.

	They were packed with two hours’ grace before their pickup was due, and Jarrat could not shake the feeling he had forgotten something. Stone followed him into the bedroom, where the house drones would clean and tidy after they left. The wide bed was rumpled, four pillows stacked on one side, where Stone had sat in the morning, watching aeroball highlights while Jarrat brewed coffee and conferenced with Curt Gable.

	The closets stood open, empty. Stone waited for him until Jarrat had turned a full three-sixty, then dumped him unceremoniously on the bed and knelt astride him to hold him down. “Kevin, let it be.”

	“I might, if I knew what it was,” Jarrat admitted.

	“You don’t want to leave,” Stone said, half guess, half deduction.

	“Got a job to do.” Jarrat pulled him down and deliberately tugged the pale green shirt over his head, tousling the dark hair. Stone surrendered easily, luxuriating as Jarrat teased his nipples with sharp, careful teeth, never in any doubt about where the line blurred through the gray zone between pleasure and pain, since his own flesh rucked and sang with every pang of Stone’s nerves. “We can come back,” Jarrat said huskily as Stone stripped him. “I want …”

	“I know exactly what you want,” Stone said, not at all mocking as he laid Jarrat bare from breast to knees. “What you need.”

	He also knew what they had forgotten. The crushed tube of Sweet Delite lay under the bed, just enough left to slick Jarrat comprehensively, feeling chill on blood-hot skin, which brought him up hard and made Stone hiss in reaction. Jarrat watched, languid, deliberately lazy, as Stone threw his slacks at the nearest chair and indulged him.

	Haphazard, random sensuality possessed them, sometimes awkward, sometimes sublime. Stone cursed passionately as he settled at last in a comfortable straddle with Jarrat flat on his back and sheathed to the hilt. He rocked into the ride, languorous, as if they had all the time in the world. Jarrat wished it were true. He traced the planes and curves of Stone’s face, throat, chest, and marshaled his thoughts with an immense effort.

	“If you don’t hurry up, our ride’s going to be on the driveway and this could get … embarrassing.”

	Stone turned his wrist to see his chrono. “Stop worrying.”

	“Start moving,” Jarrat retorted, and bucked his hips to provide a little inspiration where it was needed.

	With ten spare minutes they were done, decent, with a tang of fresh cologne. Jarrat stood in the sun on the veranda and stretched his spine till it crackled. The Rand would return itself to Central’s garage and even now he was listening for engines. The wide driveway offered just enough space for a Yamazake Apogee to set down — the Athena’s lighter. With a sigh, Jarrat plucked the comset from his breast pocket, slipped it on and clicked up to the NARC highband.

	At once he heard the chatter of the ship’s busy loop, and the new voice of the ops room, a welcome change from Mikhail Petrov’s short-fuse impatience. Curt Gable was cast from a different mold and still enjoying his promotion. In a year or two, if he proved out, Dupre would be recommending him for promotion to field work. A captaincy could be waiting for him and Gable wanted it.

	“Ops, this 9.4, looking for our ride,” Jarrat said quietly into the free-for-all comm melee. “How long, Curt?”

	“She’s four minutes out, on approach from your northwest,” Gable told him without hesitation. “See you aboard in an hour, Cap. We’re still taking on crew. Half the Ravens are in transit, coming in from places I never even heard of, and I spent years of my misspent youth here. Pilots Archer, Reynolds and Lang got in about ten minutes ago.”

	“Thanks, Curt.” Jarrat was about to click out of the loop when Gable added,

	“You might like to know, the Huntress is docking right now. Civilian tugs brought her in, she’s at Boom 5. Cap Cantrell sounds ready to be sedated. And Petrov —” A snort of dark humor. “Break out the tranquilizer gun.”

	The Athena herself stood at Boom 4, flanked by a bevy of Starfleet couriers. NARC’s own engineers would soon transfer from one carrier’s routine refit to the nightmare job of tracking down flocks of intermittent gremlins in almost every system the Huntress possessed. By morning Cantrell and Petrov should be in Dupre’s office, delivering a verbal report so filled with vitriol, Jarrat almost wished he could be there to hear it.

	Stone stepped out, head cocked, listening intently. Jarrat picked up the thunder of incoming jets a moment later. “Sounds like our ride, Curt. 9.4 out.”

	“One more time,” Stone said with profound fatalism as he shouldered his bags. He gave Jarrat an odd, lopsided smile. “Could be the last go-round for us.”

	“We’ve been saying the same thing since Death’s Head.” Jarrat swiped the keys from his pocket, took his own bags over one shoulder and headed out to the car. “They always seem to find a reason to need us.”

	He aimed the keys at the Rand, popped the driver’s gullwing and leaned in to hit the auto-return. The keys fell onto the seat, and as he backed off the gullwing dropped, locked. Both repulsion and jets fired obediently. The car rose vertically off the top of the driveway and angled over the roof into the burnished, molten evening sky.

	It was gone when the Apogee slid in from the northwest. Jarrat lifted his own bags and gave house and garden a last glance Stone could hardly fail to notice. “You want to come back here, after?”

	“Maybe,” Jarrat admitted. “You can’t deny, it’s been good. All the big boys’ toys to play with, the kind of routine working hours neither of us ever enjoyed before.” The sanctuary of the very property Harry had chosen for its seclusion, he thought; the ocean so close, their gardener drones were continually blowing sand back onto the beach. He mocked himself with a quiet laugh. “Maybe I’m getting old. Or soft.”

	“Or discovering some sense at last,” Stone hazarded, watching the familiar shape of the Apogee drop toward them. The pilot rotated it to fit the driveway, between shrubs and citrus trees which thrashed in the jetwash, dropping loose fruit. Stone stooped for a couple of sun-hot oranges, tossed one to Jarrat. “Even Petrov has his future planned out. Something about a colony ship, a new start way out there.” He nodded upward, beyond the deepening sunset. “New worlds on the far side of the frontier. They’re not all like Montserrat — Tartarus.”

	The Apogee’s canopies had cracked and the standby pilot looked out, a new face, transferred over from Starfleet in the weeks while the Athena stood idle at the docks. With Gable’s promotion to Executive Officer the position opened up; Helen Archer, as head of the Athena’s Starfleet crew complement, recommended Tina Chen. The young pilot went from high school directly into the service, took a degree in aeronautics, another in astrophysics, while flying ‘heavies’ off the Starfleet-Olympic under Colonel Eric Holder. She was not fighter qualified, but NARC would remedy that. According to Archer’s recommendation, the fresh faced, ambitious Chen was eager. Which meant, Jarrat knew without asking, she had recently lost a friend, lover, sibling, to Angeldeath.

	She had her sights set on command. The truth was written in every line of her face. The path meant years flying everything accessible while serving as the Athena’s standby pilot — the duty Gable had done with a smile — and in those same years running every simulation, VR and live, from the simplest scenario to the worst conceivable trial the field strategists could throw at her. First, the rookie year, while NARC routine became second nature and she learned to handle armor, every weapon and the kind of risk that would inevitably put her in the Infirmary more than once. If the desire for command had not burned out by the end of that year, and if she had what it took — some odd marriage of skill, cunning, ingenuity, intuition, guts and marginal insanity — she would be in the running. One day she would find herself waiting for the promotion to Director of Carrier Operations. Gable was currently reveling in a position Petrov had only ever chafed at, but the job was the bridge between simulation, training, and field work.

	So this was Chen. Jarrat liked what he saw at first glace. She had the common Afro-Eurasian looks, as tall as Jarrat himself, with the long-limbed colonial body type, whipcord strong, red-gold hair clasped at her nape. Chameleon contacts darkened her eyes as she stepped out of the Apogee to stretch her back.

	“Evening, Captain Jarrat, Captain Stone,” she said easily, with the accent of Avalon. She knew which was which, though she had never seen them in person.

	And Jarrat sensed the suppressed reflex to say sir and snap a salute. Starfleet habits would take a while to erode, but if Chen was good enough, if she wanted it enough, she might find NARC at once liberating and far more demanding. Rank, uniform and insignia meant little here. She still wore the fatigues favored by Archer’s people, the same soft-soled, deck-friendly boots, but in the weeks she had been aboard a generous measure of the stiffness, starch and arrogance of the senior service had worn away. Colonel Jack Brogan would certainly have disapproved.

	“Evening, Pilot, Stone was saying as he shoved his bags into the cargo compartment. “Welcome aboard. You settling in?”

	“Trying to,” Chen admitted. “It’s … different.”

	“Good different, or bad different?” Stone wondered affably.

	Wide, spare shoulders answered with a shrug. “Nobody’s breathing down my neck. Colonel Archer gave me the best advice I’ve heard so far: ‘Know your own duty, get it done, don’t wait for orders’ — damn, Cap, I haven’t heard an order in the last two weeks!”

	“You don’t need orders.” Stone lifted himself into the Apogee as Jarrat stowed his own bag and sealed the compartment. “You know your own work. It’s the reason Archer recommended you. Take care of your own business. Everybody on that ship is a professional, right down to the riot troops.”

	“Especially the riot troops,” Jarrat amended as he swung into his seat. “Let it grow on you, Chen. You might come to like it.”

	She gave him a white-toothed grin. “I already do.” Then she was in, and the Apogee lifted cleanly, nose turning immediately to the sky. “NARC 501 to Athena Ops, I have the captains aboard. On our way up, Curt. Anything I should know?”

	And Gable, so clear over Jarrat’s comset, he could have been in the Apogee with them. “There’s one big shindig around Boom 5, spilling over into our space. Techs are starting to swarm on the Huntress like hornets on a picnic. Watch yourself, Tina — stand off and wait for instructions before you try to get in. It’s a bloody mess out there and it’ll get worse before it gets better.”

	“Copy that, Athena. Be with you soon. 501 out.”

	She had already logged her flightpath with Venice ATC. Clearance to head out flashed through the headup display as Jarrat watched. He and Stone settled back for the ride. Venice fell away below, the sky above darkened through indigo to black and the stars began to blaze. As the Apogee shucked off the bonds of gravity Chen threw open the throttles and headed fast for the ten kilometer spindle-and-disk assembly of the NARC docks.

	With proximity, the fracas Gable had described became obvious, and Stone swore softly. “They can’t wait to tear her to pieces.”

	“She can use it.” Jarrat ducked down for a better view over Stone’s shoulder. “Buggy as an ant farm, wasn’t it? Right down to the AI and the drive … and that is where it gets damned dangerous.”

	“Cost cutting,” Chen said in disgusted tones. “So says the Starfleet scuttlebutt. Their new cruiser, the George L. Carson — God, what a name for a ship — is the same. Last I heard, the homeworlds governments were swinging deals to maximize profits for investors in military construction contracts. Option the cheapest tender, supply components at fire-sale prices, hire cut-rate labor. Result? You’re looking at it. Great news for mega-rich investors, crud for the crews who have to fix these buckets on the run, keep ’em flying. The Carson was docked over Elysium when I left, same story as the Huntress … buggy as the whole ant heap.”

	“More political corruption,” Stone observed cynically. “The homeworlds are going to hell.”

	“I noticed,” Jarrat said with grim humor as Chen negotiated with NARC Flight and tagged onto the traffic lanes, waiting for a safe plot through the muddle.

	Space was a chaos of ships, most of them AI piloted, already shuttling aboard equipment Cantrell’s tech specialists had requisitioned. Ahead, the two carriers loomed side by side at Booms 4 and 5 like a pair of blue whales. The Athena’s sterntubes were still dark, the Huntress’s glowed a dull cherry, slowly cooling after she had maneuvered into the dock.

	“She has enough power and reliability to shunt herself short distances,” Stone mused, “but they don’t trust the main drive — nor the sublight drive, at high power. Curt said tugs brought her insystem. That bodes ill.”

	“And there they are.” Jarrat pointed out and up at the distant shapes of four squat, troll-ugly ships, standing off in formation high above the docks. Each was little more than a massive engine module with the porcupine quills of tractor projectors canted in every direction.

	The traffic lanes around the carriers had grown longer, thicker than Jarrat had ever seen, and at length Chen said impatiently to NARC Flight, “I’m just wasting my captains’ time here. Why don’t I pull up and drop them at The Riviera’s ’lock? They can hike to the ship faster than this!”

	“501, you are clear to proceed,” the ATC said glibly.

	“Thank you, Flight,” Chen breathed. She glanced into the rear. “Sorry about the delay — I’ve never seen it like this.”

	“We have,” Stone told her, sharp with an edge of irony. “We came in on the Cygnus-Stardust just in time to run into a civvy protest picket. Couldn’t get in at all.”

	That time, they were almost blown out of space, Jarrat thought, but he said nothing as the Apogee bobbed a thousand meters up over the docked carriers and slid neatly in beside the animated signage belonging to The Riviera.

	The restaurant-bar served NARC crews, techs, freight handlers, visitors. From there, a half-kilometer walk around the disk and a kilometer elevator drop through the spindle would take them direct to Boom 4.

	The hangar cycled quickly. Chen spun the Apogee inside its own length, just inside the inner armordoors, not bothering to park. NARC Flight knew she was on a touch-and-go. The canopies cracked, admitting a draft of cold, aromatic air, and the cargo hatch opened. Stone jogged around the nose, away from the engine heat, as Jarrat hauled out their bags. Chen waited till they were clear before she nudged back into the airlock, and the warning sirens and spinners kicked on.

	“What do you think of her?” Stone whistled for a robotrolley to take their bags.

	“She’ll make it,” Jarrat guessed, “at least as far as XO. The rest?”

	“You mean, where maniacs like us live?” Stone waited for the trolley, dumped his baggage and stood aside to make space for Jarrat. “Too soon to know.”

	“Depends how bad she wants it,” Jarrat allowed. “How wide her insane streak is … what she has to lose, if the job goes sour. Which it usually does.”

	“Always,” Stone corrected as they ambled toward the armordoors flanking the restaurant on one side and a servicemen’s club on the other.

	Concourse 3 curved away to left and right, softly lit, oppressively warm after the chill of the hangar. The Riviera opened like a cavern, dim, inviting. Jarrat had turned away, about to head clockwise toward the elevators, when Stone called him back. A moment later he heard Gene Cantrell’s voice.

	They were in the front bar area, where one long wall shimmered with looping, panning, dissolving images of white-walled towns perched on low cliffs above a blue-green ocean, and the muzak suggested something vaguely exotic. Jarrat knew too little of Earth to identify any of it, but The Riviera had always been a convenient place to kill time. Mischa Petrov leaned on the bar, negotiating with a baffled young barman for something the kid had clearly never heard of, while Cantrell nursed the last few centimeters an old fashioned dark ale.

	“Gene.” Stone offered his hand. “You look —”

	“Ten years older,” Cantrell said caustically as he took it.

	“Engine ignition high-jinx or Captain Petrov?” Jarrat wondered as he took Cantrell’s hand for a moment in greeting.

	“Both.” Cantrell rolled his eyes. “He’s desperate to sink his teeth into an assignment, any assignment. Christ knows, he’d take Tartarus, if they offered it.”

	“They might,” Stone warned.

	Cantrell sobered. “What do you hear?

	“Montserrat Tactical’s colonel is in discussions with Dupre, trading data,” Jarrat told him quietly. “Nothing official yet, but the channel’s open, pending the end of this court case in the homeworlds.”

	“Damn.” Cantrell drained his beer in one long gulp. “Please God, any god with or without whatever capitalization, they find in favor of Montserrat. Deem that hellhole freespace, beyond the frontier, out of our jurisdiction.”

	“Meaning, you wouldn’t take it on.” Stone shared a speculative look with Jarrat.

	“Then again,” Cantrell admitted thoughtfully, “I’d have argued against the wisdom of putting a carrier into the Zeus system, and I’d have been dead wrong. You guys pulled it off.”

	“Only because you assumed command, took the Athena to Zeus, put her into the atmosphere,” Jarrat said quietly. “Otherwise Stoney and me — we were toast. Literally.” A shudder assaulted his bone marrow, his own reaction or Stone’s, he could not tell.

	“Point.” Cantrell shrugged and drained his glass. “I can see the value of running dark at Montserrat, gathering data. Bring out enough to model the whole thing in VR. Let the descant troops run it, play it backwards and sideways — see if the job even can be done. I’ll say this much to Bill. Mischa? He’d jump in with both feet.”

	“You never could talk sense to him.” Stone frowned at the Russian, who seemed to have got what he wanted from the barkeeper and was making his way back. “You got the proverbial bad feeling, Gene?”

	“Or is it just that I’m old enough to see the risks more clearly?” Cantrell’s brows rose in introspection. “When I think about the crap I used to pull when I was your age … still,” he added, dropping his voice as Petrov approached, “I’d wanted Scott Auel for the other half of this partnership. When they assigned Petrov, I actually appealed to General Gaunt’s office, though Mischa doesn’t know it. I was overruled, naturally.”

	Jarrat was unsurprised. “How did Scott feel about it?”

	“Ask him yourself.” Cantrell gestured with the empty glass, in the direction of the tables along the wall beyond the two-meter fake cocos palms. “He and Cruz came along for this little joyride. They assigned Scott to partner Lindsay Karoda, filling in on the Avenger while Stride and Franklin come in for bio-repairs. They’ll be docking here right after they close their files and sign off with Shinjuku Tactical. Stride and Franklin got themselves bust up badly in the fight on Brennan.”

	“Not White Lightning again?” Stone demanded. “We buried that one so deep, there wasn’t enough left to be sure it ever existed!” 

	But Cantrell made negative noises. “Some upstart cartel, name of Cobra, way on the other side of the world from Calleran, with branch offices on two or three of the moons. Purely gangland, exceptionally bloody even by White Lightning’s nasty standards. Shinjuku Tac wanted it nipped in the bud fast — which Stride and Franklin did, but they’re both comprehensively banged up. Nothing that won’t fix, but Auel and Karoda will be covering for them for at least a month. Troy Franklin,” he added, “is looking at imminent retirement, like myself. He’ll probably take it after this latest furlough to the Infirmary. The older we get, the longer the body takes to recover and the clearer it tells you it’s ready to quit.” He paused, frowning deeply at Auel, who was talking quietly with Janine Cruz. “You know the brass offered Scott the Avenger, when Troy stands down?”

	“He told us — at the gala in Kure, when the Huntress launched.” Jarrat nodded in greeting as Petrov joined them. “He turned it down because he can’t work with Maggie Stride. Too much friction between them.” He glanced sidelong at Stone as Petrov fell in beside Cantrell.

	“Stride’s a major pain in the ass,” Petrov said bluntly.

	“And it takes one to know one, Mischa,” Cantrell informed him amiably.

	Petrov accorded him a glare. “Leave it out, Gene. I’ve had about all I can take before I hit something. Jarrat, Stone, you look … rested.”

	The remark was deliberately loaded, designed to provoke, but Jarrat refused to rise to the bait. “Not anymore. We’re on assignment, we ship out tomorrow.”

	Envy narrowed Petrov’s eyes as he ran a hand over his close-cropped blond hair. “They gave you Montserrat?”

	As if he craved it for himself. Someone, somewhere, had long ago said, ‘If you want to prosper, do the difficult.’ Jarrat might once have subscribed to the theory, but Cantrell smothered a curse and today Jarrat was inclined to echo it. “Nope. Rethan — again. Colonel Stacy just invoked NARC. In fact, he asked for Stoney and me specifically.”

	“Death’s Head, rising from its own ashes?” Petrov sounded disbelieving as Cantrell steered the group toward the tables.

	“Its bastard daughter,” Stone allowed. “Calls herself Scimitar. And I do mean herself.”

	“Classified?” Cantrell wondered.

	“Sure.” Stone lifted a hand in greeting to Scott Auel, who sat at right of the oblong table. “But it’s just six old NARC captains in earshot, so I doubt security’s an issue. Scott, how are you, man? You’re looking good.”

	He looked very fit, lean, sharp, which was more than could be said for Janine Cruz, Jarrat decided as he took their hands briefly and pulled out a chair. In fact, Cruz looked like hell, and she knew it. Fresh makeup, a tumble of fiery copper-red hair about her shoulders, a blue-green skinthin fluorescing in the shifting light from the display wall, did little to disguise the early-stage ravages of Angel addiction. She had lost skin and muscle tone, her eyes were glassy, her hands uncoordinated. Jarrat pasted on a smile while he and Stone politely pretended not to notice.

	Hazy, pink-whited eyes followed them enviously as they rendered a shorthand version of what they knew of Scimitar. Auel and Cantrell were interested, Petrov less so, since it had become someone else’s assignment. Cruz might have been fascinated, but the hangover of her last Angel ride left her face flaccid, her mouth loose. She was probably absorbing every word, Jarrat knew, but her chaotic brain would need time to process the information.

	Even Auel, still officially her partner, had taken to ignoring her while he focused almost lasciviously on Jarrat and Stone. As if, Jarrat thought, he was desperate for a change of pace, perhaps a fresh flavor. At last Stone took pity on the woman, though neither he nor Jarrat knew her socially. “What brings you here, Captain Cruz?”

	Her voice slurred. “To see Doctor Reardon. He’s worked so long with Del … and you.” The glassy eyes flickered to Jarrat. “He’s gotta know a few things they don’t know back there.” She nodded over her shoulder, in the vague direction of the homeworlds.

	She was handling the addiction poorly, Jarrat realized. Raw pity flared from Stone, and Kevin shared the feeling. They both knew far too much about this, while Auel seemed to have admitted to being way out of his depth, at a loss to know how to support her any further. Since he would be partnering Karoda on the Avenger within the week, he was effectively off the hook.

	“Then, you got lucky, Captain,” Stone was saying.

	“Call me Jan,” she invited. “Lucky, how?”

	“If you’re consulting with Kip Reardon, you’re aboard the Athena.” Stone spoke slowly, clearly, giving her every chance to follow him. “We shove off in thirty-four hours — to Rethan. It’s Harry Del you need to be talking to. We’ll get you there.”

	Her raddled brain took several interminable seconds to register what he had said, before her eyes widened. “That’s the first good news I’ve heard in a month. I’ve been thinking about quitting. Out of the service. They keep stringing me along. You know they put agents on Rethan?”

	“Looking for a T/87 with Harry’s skills and no recognizable scruples,” Auel added in resigned tones. “The idea is, if you offer enough bucks, you’ll get one.”

	“Might still score a captaincy,” Cruz slurred.

	“Jan, you know bloody well, it’s impossible,” Auel remonstrated softly, but with perceptible undercurrents of impatience. “You need a partnership like them —” with a nod at Jarrat and Stone “— before Doctor Del can do one damn’ thing for you. It’s all about the training we take, the deep subconscious conditioning, remember? Del’s work hits one of us like an interrogation probe. We go ballistic, we fight him tooth and claw. You could injure him, if he didn’t back off. Or you could hurt yourself during the procedure if he forced it. You need the buffer, like Kevin buffered Stoney. And you know how that ends, so … I can’t do it for you.”

	“Won’t,” she argued.

	“Can’t.” Auel sighed. “You’re a beautiful woman, you had a whole lot of potential before you did this to yourself. But you and I were never in love. Bed mates, sure, but —”

	“But there’s a world of difference between fuck buddies and life partners,” Petrov said with coarse, unrelenting accuracy. He gestured at Jarrat and Stone. “Find that, you’re halfway home. We should all be so lucky.”

	She blinked owlishly at them. How many times, Jarrat wondered, had the situation been explained to her? Angel had a way of skewing thoughts, making fantasy seem plausible and reality unimportant. She might remember everything perfectly well and consider the argument drivel. He gave Stone a dark, sober look.

	“What R&D is doing to her is disgusting,” Auel said bitterly. “They can’t or won’t understand one syllable Doctor Del told them. But what can you do?”

	“You can move on,” Cantrell mused. “And you have, Scott. You could do well with Karoda, on the Avenger.”

	But Auel’s dark head shook. “It’s only a fill-in job, till Stride comes back. Troy Franklin’s almost certainly standing down … his spine’s been patched up so often, it’s more plastex and nano than vertebrae and nerves. But, me and Maggie Stride?” He gave an animated shudder. “We’d shoot each other dead inside a week. I’ve been hoping,” he added with an apologetic smile at Jarrat and Stone, “to get the Athena. Sorry, guys. I know you haven’t been promoted to a lab job in Venice yet, but word gets around. We’ve heard it’s on the cards.”

	“We know,” Stone said easily. “You and Karoda on the Athena. Interesting.” He lifted a brow at Auel. “Would you go into Montserrat? Would Karoda?”

	Petrov issued a snort of derision. “As if the brass’ll give you a choice. I never saw any command asked if they’d take an assignment. You go where you’re sent.”

	“Tartarus is different,” Jarrat began.

	“Bullshit.” Petrov drained his glass.

	Cantrell groaned. “Mischa, did anyone ever mention to you, you’re a certifiable lunatic?”

	“So is everyone around this table,” Auel chuckled, taking the remark as a joke, which Jarrat doubted it was. “If we weren’t nuts, we wouldn’t be doing this job. We get results … good enough for me.” He looked from Stone to Jarrat and back. “Speaking of which, we bring hard news from home, Stoney. Aphelion is gone. Tactical made upwards of four hundred arrests between Earth and the Jupiter system, by way of Mars and Ceres. They swept up all the syndicate trash they could find. Now the big issue is the Sorenson Bill. Shovel that steaming pile into the nearest dumpster and we can get back to business.”

	“Easier said than done,” Cantrell warned. He gave Jarrat and Stone a piercing look. “You know Sorenson’s movement is gathering momentum in the homeworlds. He and his pal, the other imbecile, Charles Steinberg, are doing a pretty good job of selling it to the crowd. Jack and Jill Citizen are actually buying it, in significant numbers.”

	It was Jarrat’s turn to groan. “We watch GlobalNet, like everyone else.”

	“GlobalNet doesn’t have access to the whole picture.” Auel dropped his voice and leaned closer. “The city’s a war zone in several colonies. The descant troops on the Diana got orders to hit the street, hammer the public. They declined, to the last man. One hundred formal resignations landed on the captains’ desk. The jury’s out on the small question of where the line blurs between mutiny and resignation. Moreno and Cobb bumped the whole thing through to Dupre. He’ll be looking at the file — oh, about now, I should think.”

	“It’s started,” Stone said quietly.

	“You knew it had to.” Cantrell sighed. “I talked to Billy not an hour ago. He hates everything to do with this. I suspect he’ll back the Diana’s Dragon units to the hilt, and our own Hawks, if it came down to it. Not that I’d get myself involved in any such brawl.” He cast an odd look, sidelong at Petrov. “Kevin, Stoney, have you talked with your Ravens?”

	“Of course we have.” Jarrat sat back, unaccountably tired. Or was it some weariness from Stone, leaden in the empathic bond? “Gil’s people are angry, wary. Trusting Stoney and me not to organize some bloody stupid mission they can’t or won’t fly. It’s hard to believe Moreno and Cobb went there.”

	But Cantrell’s head shook slowly. “They probably thought they were bailing Tactical, maybe saving a city. Calleran took some serious battle damage. We saw the vids. When the smoke cleared it looked like a major corporate war was fought, street to street.”

	“So you deploy the riot troops, shut it down.” Petrov sounded surly, as if he and Cantrell had thrashed through this more than once.

	“Crush the innocent along with the guilty,” Auel said doubtfully. “In the thick of a fight, Mischa, on the run, it’s impossible to tell who’s a legit political protester just trying to escape from the shooting gallery, and who snuck in with rent-a-riot, lobbed the grenade that started the battle. The moment you start shooting anybody that’s running or looks like they might be armed — no, Mischa. Let Colonel Dupre convince everybody to calm down and talk.”

	“Talk,” Petrov snorted, as if it were a waste of time and breath.

	Abruptly, on an impulse, Jarrat shoved back his chair. “Got to go, Gene.” He heard the brittleness in his own voice. “We need to get aboard, get a handle on the situation. You guys —?”

	“The reverse.” Cantrell’s mouth compressed in blatant disgust. “We’ve been wrestling with that bitch of a ship for so long, if I didn’t turn my back on it and walk away, even for an hour, I’d blow the bloody thing to hell myself and requisition a new one.” He shook himself visibly. “Still, the engineers insist she’s fixable, so long as we score a fresh drive module. I refuse to authorize half-assed repairs to the Auriga-10 or the AI, especially if Montserrat, Tartarus, is on the table. Go in there with a drive on the fritz? Jesus, there’s easier ways to suicide!”

	Stone pushed up to his feet and cast about for the robotrolley, which had parked itself unobtrusively in a corner behind the palms. “We’ll catch you again before we leave. Take it easy. And Captain Cruz … Jan, we’ll expect you aboard.”

	The lax face drew into an exhausted, grateful smile. “Later, Stone. Thanks.”

	With an effort Jarrat hunted down a smile, gave the odd assortment of captains a nod and followed his partner into the brighter, harsher lights of the concourse.

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	A volley of grenades burst in the middle of Rasmussen Boulevard, launched from a private garage or balcony high above. Window glass shattered into a hailstorm, human bodies flung themselves away like scarlet rag dolls, cars erupted in gouts of chemical fire. Stone knew the effects of Demolex when he saw them, and muttered language that would have earned him a cuff across the ear in his father’s hearing. Military weapons in civilian hands. Calleran took a pounding as surely as if the city had suffered a corporate war. Tactical must have been screaming, caught in the crossfire between the pro-Sorenson crowd and the pro-Angel faction. Moreno and Cobb responded, tried to deploy their riot squads.

	Mutiny? Stone balked at the word, but the Tactical officer deep down inside him had to wonder how a lawyer might interpret the sudden, reflexive resignation of one hundred professional descant troops. The NARC-Diana Dragons quit so fast, it could not have been any spur of the moment reaction. They were ready for it. Meaning they had met in private, likely in one of their own gunship hangars, battered their way to consensus, drafted the resignation notices and put them on hold, ready to transmit when push came to shove —

	They had known Rick Moreno and Jason Cobb would try to deploy them. Stone acknowledged a chill in his marrow. Given time and experience, a crew got to know its commanders, trusted them — or not. The Ravens trusted 7.1 and 9.4 to the last degree, confident such deployment orders would never be issued. 

	Yet Tactical’s screams for assistance haunted Stone’s imagination as he watched the GlobalNet feed from green-skied, lightning-lit Calleran. It could have been himself on Rasmussen Boulevard: bulky in kevlex flak armor, helmet saving his eardrums and eyeballs as he threw himself to the ground, rolling desperately to douse his own flames, like the hapless, luckless kid framed in the display. Damon Vaughan haunted him them, and he reached for tequila and ice.

	He knew the Calleran skyline too well, had learned it intimately and visited it too recently, albeit in VR. He could pick the Sullivan Chung Building out of the landscape at a glance. Memories of Starlight Park, which crowned it, preoccupied him for blind moments while the name of Patrice Josef Dalmau taunted —

	“Turn it off.” Jarrat’s voice sliced through the acid memories just as Stone’s mind conjured images of the Companion who never actually existed, a phantom who wore Jarrat’s face, spoke with his voice, performed with every trick Jesse Lawrence had been able to teach him. “We know exactly what’s going on in Calleran. Don’t torture yourself with it. Or me,” he added sharply.

	He was right. Stone returned the screen to routine carrier data and blinked away both the nightmare visions of war and the bitter personal memories. Kevin was still unpacking. Stone’s own bags stood in the closet, untouched, and he had skimmed the ship’s mundane business out of idle curiosity before the feed from Calleran came up. Cantrell had tagged it for his attention or Jarrat’s, as if he thought they might be unaware of the Sword of Damocles hanging over the head of every NARC commander.

	Flurries of reports from flight deck, hangars, ready rooms, engine deck, scrolled through the display unnoticed until at length Stone clicked over to citynet, looking for anything to distance himself from the military, paramilitary and the warring factions on the street. Was Bram Sorenson smugly congratulating himself for whipping up an all-out colonial war? What did he stand to gain from it, if not safety for himself and others, like Charles Steinberg? They had surely found the method to dismantle NARC and place themselves beyond any threat of investigation. Stone had no proof Sorenson and Steinberg were connected with Aphelion, but his gut knew.

	“Stoney, let it be,” Jarrat said quietly from the AutoChef, where he had just punched for coffee. “I wouldn’t even ask Gil’s boys to go through the motions, much less issue some bloody culpable order. You know what the answer would be. Moreno and Cobb must have contracted temporary insanity.”

	“You know they’re both ex-Tactical.” Stone took a mug from him.

	“Like you.” Jarrat leaned on the workspace, breathing coffee vapors but not yet drinking. “You can’t go there, Stoney. Tactical needs to know when to bug out, save themselves. You saw the grenade strike. That was bloody Demolex! Military grade weapons. You want to stop the two mobs cutting each other down? Put a Starfleet carrier in orbit, put a wall of Peacecorpsmen between them. Christ, it’s like Earth wants a colonial war, and it could start so easily. This? It’s just Bram Sorenson and his cronies covering their collective ass. We both know the truth, though we’ll never prove it.”

	“Oh, I know.” Stone chugged half the coffee in two swigs. “I can smell Aphelion all over the bastard, like cheap cologne. He’ll take NARC to pieces to save his own hide. I didn’t think he could do it, but if Gene’s right the legislation will pass.”

	No more licensed supply for Angel users meant a swift death, cushioned by prescription sedatives and analgesics, unless the victim ran back to the illegal supply … but NARC had the syndicates on the run, while Tactical wizards like Vic Duggan had effectively shut down the smuggling routes. Illegally traded Angel could be impossible to find. One after another, the cartels toppled: Black Unicorn, Tiger’s Eye, White Lightning, Death’s Head, Equinox, Dragonfire, Harlequin, Scorpio … Aphelion. Upstarts like Cobra and Scimitar were small fry. The only shark left in the ocean was Basilisk, and it seemed almost a handful of smoke, more than likely beyond the jurisdiction of NARC, Starfleet or Army.

	New syndicates were always rising out of the ashes of the old. Given five years or ten they swiftly came to power, but in the vacuum left by the destruction of an Angel empire the city’s users could only run to their medics. Blood analysis, Stone knew; formal authorization to visit a registered clinic when they must. Inhale the next hit in the sterile environment of the treatment room, ride out the best and worst of it in safety, clean, with some remnant of dignity.

	If the licensed supply were curtailed, in a month at longest the last Angelhead would be a plaque on a memory wall. The death toll would be counted in the tens of millions, but Sorenson and his supporters dismissed the victims as useless lives. Leo Michiko would have stood and applauded, since NARC soon became redundant, an expensive, superfluous luxury. The scenario made a hideous kind of sense, leaving Stone with a hollow, desolate sensation he could not shake.

	“Hey.” Jarrat set down his mug and offered an embrace. Stone took it gladly, set his head on Jarrat’s shoulder, closed his eyes. For some moments Jarrat watched the display over his bowed head, then gave him a light shake. “You want something to put the zest back into you? Take a look at this.” He turned Stone physically, pointed him at the citynet feed.

	Every public channel was carrying the story today. Stone had already caught fragments of it. The new colony ship was a leviathan, by far the biggest hull ever constructed — designed on Mars, built in the Jupiter system, powered by Arago’s new Weimann Drive. Viddrones cruised the length of her five-kilometer interior, swooping past wall after wall of slim, svelte little cryotanks, each less than half the size of Harry’s contraption and thrice as reliable.

	“She’s the first of a new generation of sleeper ships,” Jarrat remarked, deliberately diverting Stone. “Think about it: the sleepers are coming back.”

	Stone knew what he was doing, and let himself be steered. “She has to be a sleeper, if she’s going to transport a half million people in one cruise, ten or twelve weeks beyond Aurora at Weimann Drive speeds.” He rubbed his eyes, as if to dispel the last phantom images of Calleran, Sorenson’s war, in which he was convinced NARC was the real target. “If they shipped the settlers awake, the food, water, air, waste cycling, recreation, education, escape modules — every requirement cuts so far into the human cargo, you’d haul about a tenth as many out to this bright new world of theirs. The project ticks over into red ink and the corporate accountants cancel the whole project on the drawing board. So they run home to cryogen technology … suddenly the numbers add up.”

	“Ten weeks in the tank.” Jarrat whistled. “Makes you think about Marcus Brand. After so long on ice, do you wake up with your mind intact?”

	“They’ll have tested it.” Stone finished the coffee and dropped the mug into the chute. “It must work, or they wouldn’t be doing it. There’s a big difference between ten weeks in the deep freeze for a mind anticipating a fresh start on a new world, and twenty-five years in the dark for a technically dead victim who just wants to quit.”

	“Point.” Jarrat frowned at the screen, where images of a planet very like Darwin’s seduced the eye. “Virgin territory. You can see what interests Petrov. You know the survey team discovered ruins there? Some extinct alien civilization.”

	“Alien.” Stone tried the word on his tongue. In a hundred colonized worlds, humans had never yet encountered intelligent life. Indigenous flora and fauna were commonplace, but the search for alien intelligence had been so long, so fruitless, only fictionists troubled with it anymore. Alien races made for a fine story, but the reality of genuine artifacts being discovered was difficult to believe, even if the civilization that made them was long gone.

	But Jarrat seemed fascinated, intent on pictures of broken walls, undergrounds where drones had meticulously swept away the dirt of ages to reveal chambers, murals, unspeakably ancient technology. “The survey crew found devices,” he mused. “Their specialists took one or two apart, which gave rise to a whole new science: cryptocybernetics. Seems they managed to extract viable data.”

	“I heard — enough to generate a rudimentary grasp of the language.” Stone was less interested. “It’ll keep the science community happy for decades.”

	“Chakredt,” Jarrat said succinctly.

	“Bless you,” Stone intoned.

	“Idiot. That’s what the archaeologists are calling the world. It’s their best-guess pronunciation of something out of a text they extracted from a device. They’re still working out the fine points, but it seems to be Chakredth, or Jagret.” He gave Stone a reproachful look. “It doesn’t interest you?”

	Stone only shrugged. “I can’t work up a sweat about a bunch of abandoned ruins orbiting a star you can’t even see from Aurora, much less worry about how to pronounce the name of the hero of a kids’ story they winkled out of some busted technology.”

	“That’s not the point,” Jarrat argued. “It’s alien. Not human. For real. The new world’s being named Chakredth, maybe Jagret. Nice. Beats hell out of naming it for some bloody mining consortium.”

	“The Montserrat Lode, Incorporated,” Stone said darkly.

	“Petrov should be liking this.” Jarrat reached over and switched the display back to carrier data as the citynet feed went to an inane society show. “He might have been on that colony ship, if he hadn’t scored the Huntress.”

	“So he’ll ship out there with another load of live cargo when he retires,” Stone said wryly, “if he lives that long. Gene,” he added, “didn’t look too sure about that. Ops room?”

	“Ops room,” Jarrat agreed, and headed out before him.

	With the carrier taking on crew, the engineers preflighting the drive and the Starfleet pilots loading the navigation tank for the Rethan region, Carrier Operations was at half-throttle — powered up, half staffed, many displays alive with data, a handful of humans working in conjunction with the AI at the heart of the mainframe. Curt Gable sat at the comm workstation, conferencing with Helen Archer on the big screen. The pilot saw Jarrat and Stone walk in and waved a greeting over Gable’s shoulder before the XO knew they were there. His quick smile and good humor made a pleasant change from Petrov’s grimacing short temper.

	Along the ops room, beyond the dormant plot table, the six monitors assigned to the ship’s scan platforms were bright, busy, when they would normally be dark when the carrier stood at her dock. Every imaging device the Athena possessed appeared to be under test. The civilian specialist from IntelScan seemed to have her hands full.

	So this was the ‘pretty little thing’ Gil Cronin had described. Perhaps only Cronin would have used those terms. Callie Dalton was not half a hand’s span under Jarrat’s height, as blonde as Evelyn Lang, as wide shouldered as Tanya Reynolds. It was easy to see what Joe Ramos had liked at once, Stone decided. Dalton wore blue denims, a baggy Marsport Redsands teeshirt, earrings that might have been genuine porcupine quill. She wore her hair in a thick tail, and did not bother to paint out the freckles across her nose and cheekbones.

	Cornflower-blue eyes turned toward Jarrat and Stone and she set down multiple handypads. “Captains … I’m sorry, I don’t know which is which. I’ll try to keep out of your way — Sergeant Ramos already explained about the security side of the work. There’ll be things I’m not allowed to see, times I have to make myself scarce.” She offered her hand. “Callie Dalton.”

	“Jarrat.” He took the hand briefly. “Welcome aboard.”

	“Which means you have to be Stone.” Dalton offered her hand again.

	She was older than Stone had first guessed, perhaps forty, which put her five years ahead of Blue Raven’s demolition specialist. She was also smarter than Ramos by the proverbial country mile, Stone thought with a smile. But according to Helen Archer, smart women soon grew accustomed to being the brains of whatever relationship; loyalty, congenial company and rich sensuality rapidly came to mean more than a constant struggle to prove who was more intelligent. Ramos supplied those in abundance.

	Blue Raven 7 was framed in one of Dalton’s screens. She nodded in his direction. “Joe’s working with me, I hope you don’t mind. He volunteered, so I assume …?”

	“You’re fine,” Jarrat told her, though he leaned closer to the screen. “What are you doing, Joe?”

	Stone had thought he knew every cranny of the ship, down to the interhull spaces, but the compartment behind Ramos was unfamiliar. “Where are you?”

	“Up top,” Ramos told him. “Dorsal Section 84, aligning Lidar 22.”

	“By hand?” Jarrat was surprised.

	“The only way to do it, till Engineer Budweisser replaces a burned out servo,” Dalton sighed. “Lidar 22 wouldn’t rotate through more than thirty degrees of azimuth. Plenty of elevation, but not much joy if we want azimuth. And we do.”

	“Give it another go, Cal,” Ramos suggested from the screen. “Felt like it dropped right back into alignment, but you can never tell.”

	She was driving the lidar platform via a joystick, with delicate movements, sensitive hands. “Yeah, that’s a whole lot better, Joe. She’ll do. Tell Bud he can back-burner this one, if he’s still in a stew about the Green Raven launch hatch.”

	“The what, now?” Jarrat gave Stone an amused glance.

	“Just weird noises grindin’ out the hatch motors,” Ramos said unconcernedly. “They’ll tear her to pieces tonight, sweeten her up before we shove off.”

	“We’d better stay out of your way,” Stone told Dalton. “You need anything, let Bud know.”

	She flashed him a smile which creased her eyes pleasantly, and plunged back into the work. Stone followed Jarrat back to the comm station. “She’ll be easier to get along with than McKinnen. Got to wonder what she wants from Ramos.”

	“Aside from the obvious,” Jarrat said, amused. “Animal attraction, isn’t it?”

	Ramos was the sociable type, equable, laid back, which would have been a distinct advantage when he was a kid in Arizona. Stone knew he had signed an Army enlistment contract when was just eighteen to escape a clan so enormous, it smothered the individual. NARC recruitment officers always delved deeper into an applicant’s background than the Army or Starfleet. Ramos’s file quoted his background as half San Carlos Apache, one quarter Mexican and the rest Dublin Irish. Stone knew little more; only that Joseph Louis Ramos had lost a cousin to Angel, a young girl called Becka. Three months later NARC approved his transfer from the Army carrier Sherman.

	“Welcome back.” Gable stood, stretched his shoulders and gestured at the personnel monitor. “We’re only waiting for a handful of late arrivals, then we’re up to full complement. Budweisser’s happy with the details. Archer just approved her new crew transfers. A couple of Green Ravens got into a brawl, groundside … black eye, broken nose, but you should see the other guys, right? Venice Tac didn’t bother to write them up. Speaking of which, fresh data came in from Chell Tactical — Colonel Stacy looks smug. The Red Raven gunship is on the ramps with repulsion problems; their tech gang wants to ‘fix it with a new one,’ if one of you’ll countersign the requisition while there’s time to shuttle up the hardware. Uh … Captain Cruz came aboard about thirty minutes ago — news to me, but she said you’re expecting her. Any problem, you’ll find her in the officers’ lounge. Damnit — is she sick? She looks like the walking dead. Doc Reardon got in overnight, so I took the liberty of giving him a buzz. If Captain Cruz is bringing a virus aboard with her, we could all be standing in line for shots in a couple of days. Kip seemed to be aware of what’s going on with her, so — sorted. Nothing else you need to know about. We’re mostly good to go. So endeth the first status report.” Gable took a theatrical bow. “How d’you find the new standby pilot?”

	“Chen should do well.” Jarrat leaned over and appended a signature to Budweisser’s documentation. “The Starfleet newbie reminds me of another young hopeful, a while ago.”

	“A while? Gable demanded. “It’s been over a year, Cap.”

	“That’s bloody fast to make it from standby pilot to Ops Director,” Stone informed him. “I ran shuttle patrol for over eighteen months.”

	“Luck of the draw, isn’t it? Coffee?” Gable offered.

	“Dinner,” Jarrat corrected. He slapped his flat belly. “We’re still on Venice time.”

	And down in the city every restaurant would be gearing up for a busy evening while Venice steamed after its customary late afternoon rain. One wide display framed the planet, and Stone regarded it with a certain regret. They were leaving again — always gypsies, always moving.

	He watched Jarrat investigate the AutoChef menu, took the offer of the chicken and three-rice salad and pulled a chair up to the nearest workstation. Already his mind had clicked back into gear. In a day, it would be as if he and Jarrat had never left. They ate while Stacy’s latest information ran, and Gable watched with interest. The promotion gave him higher security clearance; he had access now to anything Petrov would have seen, heard. The novelty had yet to wear off.

	Most of the fresh data detailed the movements of key individuals, most notably Valda Hawass herself. She had vacated the old family property in the hills above Chell, which masqueraded as a down-at-heel plantation house. Eldorado Tactical tracked her into the jungled mountains south of the city. She might never know it, but her vehicle was bugged at the spaceport. Stacy’s operatives could pinpoint her to the last ten meters.

	“Well, now,” Jarrat said with deep satisfaction. “The venerable Madame Hawass has gone to the new clan castle in the Burnaby region.”

	“Means something?” Gable wondered.

	“It means,” Stone said, sharing the same pleasure, “we can park this bird, running silent and dark, at geostationary over a point not far south of Eldorado. And maybe, if we’re very lucky, we’ll keep our operation the hell out of Stacy’s home field altogether.”

	Also, Harry Del’s property lay just a few hundred kilometers from Hawass’s location, southwest across the storm-battered mountains Evelyn Lang knew so well. He said nothing of this to Gable, but he and Jarrat shared a sidelong glance, and Kevin gave a minute nod.

	When Gable drifted away to attend to some trifle of the carrier’s routine business, Kevin dropped his voice under the pickup range of the ops room’s audio recorders, which ran every moment, every day. He tapped his temple. “I’ll be glad to unload some baggage, first chance we get.”

	Stone closed his eyes for a moment. “Amen to that.”

	Thirty hours later, without fanfare or incident, the Athena retracted aerobridges, sealed hatches, cast off umbilici. The sublight drive pulsed at minimum thrust to take her out, under the sensor-spined keel of the Huntress and across the blue-white face of Darwin’s World. Venice ATC logged her scheduled departure, cross-referenced with the NARC AIs at Central and at the dock.

	Eighty minutes later she drove far beyond the inner worlds with their orderly confusion of civilian traffic, and main drive ignition slipped her smoothly, silently, into the hyperflight envelope. She would not drop out before Carmen Bartoli, the last node in the deep space tracking network on the edge of a system Jarrat and Stone knew far too well: the stable yellow G2 charted as Herzog’s Star, with its family of eight major planets, the jewel of which was named for Lal Prasad Rethan, the leader of the survey team which discovered it.

	 

	 


Chapter Seven

	ECM drew a cloak around the carrier so impenetrable, not even Rethan Global Air Tracking knew she had entered orbit. The Athena parked silently at geostationary, just less than 36,000 kilometers above the upland, sparsely populated region of Burnaby, south across the mountains below Eldorado and two alpine ranges north of the industrial wasteland.

	By night the continent of South Atlantis became a fantasy drawn in the light picking out every coastline, river and super-highway. The Del household would be asleep, Jarrat thought, while Ballyntyre drowsed under a tropical overcast. From geostationary a heavy weather front rendered the mountains invisible, but the storm should pass through fast. By morning the jungled hills would be drenched while the sky cleared.

	Encrypted comm traffic crackled between Eldorado and Chell. Jarrat had tapped into it over an hour before the carrier nudged into her parking orbit, eavesdropping on Pete Stacy’s official bands while Stone resolved a handful of minor issues, hangar deck concerns. Eight petabytes of data had streamed through the CRTs in their cabins during the days in transit, and this world was as fresh in Jarrat’s mind as if he had never left — good memories and bad.

	This morning, Chell time, found Stacy’s people busy with the aftermath of a monstrous riot. They had suffered nine casualties, one dead, one trooper still fighting for his life; but the fires were quelled, the crowd dispersed. GlobalNet would beat up the story for days, but as far as Tactical was concerned, thirty arrestees were charged before dawn — it was over. The business of jurisprudence belonged to civilian courts.

	Increasingly curious, Jarrat dug five layers deep into Stacy’s data channels, but of Scimitar he could find no mention. Familiar warning flags ran up at once. Stone registered Jarrat’s misgivings, bounced them back with a sharp edge of curiosity. Ongoing covert surveillance should have been second on Tactical’s agenda, right after the night’s street action. Something was not right.

	Chell weighed on his mind as Stone signed off on Kip Reardon’s medical report. Janine Cruz had brought aboard her own supply of Angel. Possession and transportation of the prohibited substance technically constituted a felony, but she also carried an authorization from the NARC Surgeon General. A security sealed case sat in the Infirmary’s cold store: fourteen ‘pops,’ enough to hold Cruz for several weeks. She would take it off Reardon’s hands when she transferred to the Del estate. From Kip’s appended remarks, he would be grateful to be rid of it. He had never liked handling the lethal golden dust, as if even touching the bubble-like capsules tainted him.

	“It’ll be five in the morning, in Chell.” Stone dropped into the chair by Jarrat’s, at a workstation tucked in by the ops room’s AutoChef. Ops was idling, quarter-staffed, most of its screens dark. The wide space remained companionably dim, the doors closed on the adjoining briefing room. “Stacy ought to be in the office in an hour … and you’re worried. You want to call him, or go down?”

	“Go down,” Jarrat said without hesitation. “I just spent over an hour searching his encrypted traffic. He’s not broadcasting a syllable about Scimitar. You know what that means.”

	“Damn. Means he doubts his comm security, doesn’t want Scimitar monitors knowing he’s aware of them.” Stone’s lips compressed. “He has reason to suspect he’s been hacked — only since he contacted Dupre, I assume.”

	“It’s a safe bet. Well, we’ve no reason to waste time, since the man’s expecting us — and he’s done all the leg work for us.” Jarrat frowned at him as Stone’s belly turned over uncomfortably. “You going to be okay with this? Chell and … all.”

	“Are you?” Stone’s brows rose. “We hammered them, Kevin. If it was vengeance we wanted, needed, before we left this place, drove on — I’d say we got it.”

	“I’m all right.” And Jarrat surprised himself. It was true. “There’s as many good memories tied up in this world as lousy ones.” He gave Stone a faint smile. “It started here, for us.”

	“It?” But Stone knew what he meant; a frisson of warm humor shimmered through the empathic link.

	“In a room on the quiet side of Harry’s house, with a view of the hills.” Jarrat’s eyes roamed over the flight status of the Athena’s aircraft. The two VM 104 Corsairs — warplanes — were officially grounded for the duration, as were the gunships. Knowing this, at the Venice docks they had taken aboard two extra Yamazake Apogees and two Marshall Kitakaze, a pair of skyhaulers with enough lift to carry a fully armed squad apiece, if not their riot armor. The Ravens might be less than happy about deploying in kevlex flak armor rather than the signature NARC hardsuits, but Gil Cronin’s crew would handle it.

	Jarrat intensely disliked the idea of putting himself or Stone into the field without the option of gunship backup, but Pete Stacy was adamant. The media would crucify both him and Tactical for invoking NARC a second time so soon. He was in the worst possible bind. If he delayed, Scimitar would only strengthen with frightening rapidity. Within a year the inevitable bust would become as challenging as Death’s Head, with casualty numbers and collateral damage to match. Or Hawass and her people could slip away, take the fresh fortune they had bled out this planet’s citybottom and vanish, show up again in another system and wreak mayhem. NARC would face them somewhere, sometime, but Stacy knew responsibility for the carnage and property destruction would ultimately be laid at his own door.

	Jarrat felt the twist of Stone’s belly as Stoney leaned over and touched the comm. “Flight deck, this is 7.1. Prep one of the Apogees. We’ll be there in ten.” He glanced down the ops room and beckoned Watch Officer Tony Mitchelmore, a dark, taciturn young man with thee years’ NARC experience and a solid Tactical career behind him. “Mitch, give the XO a buzz, crank up Operations for full surveillance. Put Blue Raven on standby — and one of the Kitakaze … just in case. Kevin?”

	“Let’s just get it done,” Jarrat rasped, and shoved out the chair.

	Their sidearms lay on the foot of Stone’s wide bunk, where they had last slept. The Colt AP-60 had seen a great deal of mileage; its body was scratched, scuffed, but it was an old friend which fit Jarrat’s hand with reassuring familiarity. For Stone, the Steyr .44, five assorted magazines with a variety of ammunition. On a whim, Jarrat had signed out two Chiyoda assault rifles and four palm guns, the tiny ‘sneak weapons’ he despised but which had their uses — plastex bodied, firing carbon fiber darts tipped in drug or toxin, propelled by compressed air. The weapon was invisible to any normal scan system. He could have walked through spaceport security with pockets full of them. Syndicate shooters often did.

	Without comment they shrugged into the shoulder harnesses, settled the sidearms. Jarrat took the weight of the Colt against his left side with a sense of such intimacy, it might have been a caress. Stone mocked with a faint chuckle as he pulled on a light jacket to cover the weapon, swiped up one of the Chiyodas and pocketed his reloads.

	“Don’t get jealous.” Jarrat gave him a wink. “This thing has its uses, but —”

	“It doesn’t fix you coffee in the morning,” Stone finished. He dropped a biting kiss on Jarrat’s nape as Kevin reached for the lightest silk jacket in his closet.

	“Or warm your sheets at night,” he added.

	Situated astride the equator like every early colonial spaceport, Chell was too hot, too sultry to wear a jacket without sweating heavily, but any show of sidearms on the street must attract Tactical like wasps to a honey pot. In the awkward minutes while troopers verified the NARC ID, someone was bound to notice the disturbance. GlobalNet would delight in making sundry shrewd guesses and blowing their security before Stacy could issue a media suppression order.

	“One more time.” Jarrat caught Stone’s head with a comprehensive kiss. “For luck.”

	“Luck?” Stone echoed.

	“You always said I was born lucky.” Jarrat shouldered the Chiyoda and stepped out, a pace ahead of him.

	Parked in a harsh glare of floodlights in the far corner of the ‘small hull’ hangar, one of the silver-blue Apogees shimmered with heat. The others remained cold, dark, overshadowed by the blunt-nosed, hulking shapes of the matte black, unmarked Marshall skyhaulers.

	The deck rang with footfalls as the duty Armory sergeant fell into step with them. Jarrat glanced through the ordnance load as Stone authorized it with his palm slapped on the sergeant’s handypad. As if they were terminally mistrustful anything to do with this colony, the techs had loaded everything the lighter would carry. Jarrat was sure this crew’s perceived failure still rankled: Chell was the place both captains had come within a whisker of death, and the measure of a NARC crew’s integrity was that every individual felt the burden of responsibility.

	He settled a combug in his right ear and called quietly, “9.4 to Ops, we’re headed into Chell, on departure procedures at this time.”

	Gable had already taken control of the ops room — still yawning over the loop. Shiptime was just past midnight. “You’re getting an early start. Something about early birds and worms … surveillance, comm and carrier close defense are online. Blue Raven reports standing by — you want the full squad, or partial? Bearing in mind the lift capacity of the Kitakaze. And the big boys are not happy about the gunships being grounded, by the way.”

	They had slid in, run up harness. The canopy whined down as Stone lifted a brow at Jarrat. “It’s just a milk run, Curt. Partial squad. Give us six Ravens, full weapons load — best armor they can wrangle within Stacy’s ground rules … remember, the second we show a NARC hardsuit on the street, we’re blown.”

	“And any hope of maintaining a covert op flies apart like a swarm of bugs,” Jarrat added. “Give us a field medic and comm specialist. Which pilot’s on the special ops duty roster?”

	“Uh … at this hour it’ll be Eve Lang. Bobby Gianelli just hit the sack. Tina Chen comes on at 04:00, Jake Gibbs at 08:00. Good enough?”  

	“We should be back inside Eve’s shift,” Stone judged as his eyes skimmed the instruments with the habits of a lifetime. In the shotgun seat, Jarrat was busy with weapons systems and scan platforms. “Athena Flight, this is Raven Leaders.” The switch in callsign was absolutely deliberate. “Ready to launch.”

	And Athena Flight, crisp despite the hour: “Raven Leaders, depart any time.”

	A clamor of spinners and sirens cleared the hangar in moments. Jarrat watched the external pressure values, and with a few millibars left the belly hatch rumbled open just far enough to let the Apogee drop out. Stone put the nose down, cruising on momentum while he picked up Chell ATC and the hellish white noise of the spaceport radars. Jarrat took a moment to gaze up at the blue-gray mass of the carrier, which seemed to rise away above.

	The four gunship hangars remained sealed, even their signage dark. Not so much as a running light showed along the Athena’s kilometer length, and when he glanced at the Apogee’s scan display he saw nothing. ECM cloaking was so dense, instruments contradicted the evidence of his eyes. Knowing to the meter where she lay parked, they could home on her microburst, encrypted highband, ranged far above anything perceptible even to Tactical and Air Traffic Control. To the rest of this system, the carrier might not have been here at all.

	Stone put a thousand eastward kilometers between them before he identified. “Chell ATC, this is inbound Apogee, registration Kilo-48753, headed into Chell. We do not require landing advice. Not headed for your spaceport.”

	An androgynous AI responded with polite bonhomie, logged them into the system, and Jarrat’s screen blipped red. “Civil tracking’s got us.”

	“As you’d expect.” Stone dropped the nose again and headed fast into the rising sun. The canopy darkened in compensation as he opened the throttles and slid into Rethan’s upper atmosphere. “We’re just a couple of good old boys coming in for a day on the town and a night on the tiles.” He gave Jarrat a crooked smile. “That’s all ATC needs to know.”

	They passed over the ocean as the Apogee lost altitude, riding a silk-smooth repulsion cushion through reentry. Stone spiraled around over the big continent, where the spaceport generated a howling cacophony in every radio band. Two heavy lifters headed up to space as he described a wide curve around the port’s outbound air lanes, one of them a rimrunner, big, ugly, dirty. Rethan morphed from a sphere below to a cloud-veiled plane.

	As Stone dropped through cloud base they saw the city. Nothing had changed. Skycranes still dominated Chell’s horizon in the sectors where NARC had fought, and where rebuilding was well along. The colony’s capital city sprawled over every horizon, vast, drab, gray in the morning light.

	“Christ, I learned to hate this place,” Jarrat said quietly.

	“Makes two of us,” Stone admitted. “The days when you were missing … you have no idea.”

	“I can imagine,” Jarrat said darkly. “You pulled the same stunt yourself, Stoney, in case you’ve forgotten.”

	A flare of complex emotion — dread, fear, revulsion, fury, sorrow — knifed through the careful empathic shields Jarrat had lifted as they went to work. Stone’s reaction scythed through, too powerful for Jarrat to hold it out. He took a quick breath, as if Stone had punched the air from his lungs.

	“Not likely to forget,” Stone rasped, “not as long as I bloody live. Where are we going?”

	“Public vidphone.” Jarrat caught his breath, waited for his pulse to slow. “Try the lot on the east side of Shivaji Park. I used the booths there a few times, and it’s close to uptown, so they shouldn’t be too vandalized.”

	Stone scrolled through the GPS index, tapped what he needed and let the autofly take it. The chrono read 6:19, meaning Stacy should be on-shift by now. Tactical routine never changed much, no matter the city.

	The sun crossed the line of the Schoenbrun Hills as the Apogee set down, casting long shadows beneath a purple overcast which, to Jarrat’s eyes, promised rain. It was difficult to be sure, since Chell’s noxious atmosphere turned the sky the color of clay. Somehow the trees of Shivaji Park hung on, but they did not thrive.

	He stepped out of the Apogee into heavy humidity, felt the residual heat of the asphalt even so early in the morning, and wrinkled his nose on the unmistakable stink of the place. He would have known it anywhere. The taint from the spaceport carried on the wind — but there was more.

	The fallout from Bram Sorenson’s campaign announced itself in the shelled-out remains of apartment houses opposite the park, the yellow ‘do not cross’ tapes of Tactical’s exclusion perimeter around a number of wrecked vehicles. Dozers had shoved them into an untidy pile, awaiting salvage in what had once been a children’s adventure playground on the corner at Jackson and Mukherjee.

	By some good fortune, two of the public comm booths remained functional. Jarrat leaned in under the hood, tapped a cashcard on the corner of the cracked, murky screen and keyed the code for Chell Tactical. The AI answered with a six-point menu which he ignored and said tersely,

	“Computer, recognize security override Sierra-Delta-7-3-5-Whiskey-Tango.”

	Then he and Stone waited. A small local bird, one of a handful of indigenous creatures that had survived the terraforming process, flapped across the park. Stone would have called it extremely odd, since no bird Earthers knew possessed a lizard tail and sharp little teeth, but a kid from Sheckley who had never seen any kind of bird until he was nineteen would hardly have known what to call odd. Jarrat simply accepted the creature, admiring the purple-green, oily sheen of its plumage as it perched in the low branches by the comm booths and preened.

	A crackle, the steady tick-over of the fee charged by the second to the cashcard — then Colonel Pete Stacy’s face appeared under the rime of graffiti and dust. Haggard, Jarrat thought. Thinner, tired, anxious; perhaps even frightened. He had never seen fear in Stacy’s face before. Some of the belligerence seemed to have been knocked out of him recently. Jarrat held back as Stone said,

	“Morning, Colonel. We’re on time … where and when?”

	“The trace puts you at comm node 2246, near Jackson,” Stacy said in a hoarse voice, as if he had scrambled through the night on smokes, bourbon and peps. “Go up to the junction, Stone. There’s a diner, serves the breakfast crowd — you’ll see it. Poco Loco. Gimme fifteen, I’ll be there.”

	The screen darkened and Jarrat pocketed his wallet. “Something’s eating him alive.”

	“You ever seen Stacy running scared?” Stone wondered.

	But Jarrat shook his head. “You actually had more dealings with him than I did. I spent so long buried to the eyeballs inside Death’s Head, I didn’t have so much to do with him, but … no. I saw him furious, disgusted, aggravated — mad as a charging bull. Never freaked.”

	“Scared of what?” Stone wondered. He slid the green aviator’s glasses onto his nose as the overcast parted grudgingly and the morning sun brightened. “You hungry? Poco Loco.”

	At this hour road traffic was light, but a steady stream of Medevac lifters threaded into top-level ambulance bays in the upper floors of the Flagstaff Memorial Hospital, which reared over the nearer apartment houses. Jarrat’s nostrils flared as they walked. “You smell that?”

	“The whole place always smells toxic,” Stone turned north and deliberately tested the breeze. “Smoke.”

	“There was a major shindig last night. I eavesdropped on Stacy’s encrypted comm,” Jarrat mused, “long enough to get the general picture at street level.”

	“Angel trouble again, so soon?” Stone could scarcely believe it. “Scimitar isn’t big enough to stir up something so big. Not yet, not here. Maybe in Eldorado.”

	“Bram-bloody-Sorenson trouble,” Jarrat guessed. “This?” He glared at the shelled-out buildings. “When we busted Death’s Head and Stacy shut down the smuggling from out of system, we left a big, big population of licensed users.” No more illegal supply meant Angelheads registering at the clinics to get their next pop when they need it, neat, clean, tidy, legal. “They depend on their licensed crap, it’s all they’ve got,” Jarrat added darkly.

	After a comprehensive syndicate bust, during two years at maximum the whole Angel situation should slowly defuse, evaporate to nothing as the victims expired gently in their own time, with the best medical care the community could provide.

	“Riki Mitchell,” Stone said quietly. “That was the kid’s future, and he knew it.”

	“Yeah.” Jarrat sighed. “Then along comes Sorenson. No more legal, medical pipeline. You go to the clinic, they just trank you out, leave you numb, comatose. How long do they last, if they can’t fix?”

	“They … we,” Stone corrected in an odd tone, “can hold out as long as a month. Average is two weeks. Life expectancy depends on how long we’ve been using the garbage.”

	Jarrat felt the marrow-deep shudder from him and stopped a few meters before the junction. He had seen the Poco Loco signage, a day-glo green saguaro cactus with a six-shooter in each ‘hand’ and a bright yellow sombrero perched rakishly on its ‘head.’ “You don’t count yourself among them, Stoney?”

	“It’s difficult not to.” Stone looked away, trying to keep up the empathic shield and failing just enough for an acid draft of pain to escape. “You think I haven’t noticed how you’ve avoided Janine Cruz since she came aboard.”

	“I’ve been busy,” Jarrat said defensively.

	“Not that busy.” Stone thrust his hands into his jacket pockets, perhaps to conceal the clench of his fists. “I’ve had coffee with her a couple of times. I don’t blame you for avoiding her, Kevin. She reminds me, too. I’d started to forget — and it’s a mistake to. I’m Angel-immune through some T/87 hocus-pocus. Harry Del is the only reason I’m not dragging myself into a clinic nearly every damn’ day to get what I need before my body tears itself apart.”

	“No.” Jarrat took a long deep breath. “You want the truth, Stoney, as ugly and hard as it gets?” Stone waited, face set, blue eyes shuttered. “You didn’t have so long to live. You’d have been gone four or five months by now — that was Harry’s best guess. I asked him to keep you at his place, get you the supply, make it as easy for you as he could. He doesn’t support euthanasia, but he did offer us cryogen as a time-getter. The same deal should be on the table for Jan Cruz, and she’s bloody lucky. She’s only getting the gold-plated treatment because she’s a NARC.”

	“To quote Gil Cronin, shitshitshit,” Stone whispered, suppressing a shiver. “And you wonder why cities like Chell are up and fighting?”

	“Me? I don’t wonder at all.” Jarrat took his arm to get him moving. “If I were a partner, parent, sibling, trying to buy time for somebody, I’d be out on the picket lines, mate, pushing as hard as I knew how.” His voice hardened. “Now, stow it, Stoney. Take your own advice and let it be. You’re Angel-immune — T/87 tricks? Good enough for me. Don’t you bloody dare count yourself with the users like Cruz, not after what Harry and I went through to drag you out!”

	Quicksilver anger spent itself rapidly, leaving him hungry, restless, painfully aware of the turbulent millrace of Stone’s feelings. He had not realized having Cruz aboard would impact them both, but he should have. And this was neither the time nor place to wrestle those demons. Jarrat stopped again in the dim, cluttered doorway to the diner. He gave Stone an apologetic look, offered his hand.

	“Sorry. I didn’t mean to slap you.”

	Stone’s smile was crooked, wry. “Yes, you did. And I deserved it. Cruz … bothers me. She’s exactly what I was. And you’re right, by now I’d have been dead. They’d have assigned you Scott Auel.”

	“Or Petrov,” Jarrat said tartly. “Like Gene, I’d have appealed, asked for Scott.”

	“He fancies you,” Stone said with rueful humor.

	At last Jarrat found a ribald chuckle. “He fancies you as well — and Janine, before she destroyed herself. God knows, Scott’s probably lost count of the hours he’s spent humping her, trying to buy her time before the next dose. He’s a good guy.”

	“You could have worked with him. You’d have made a strong partnership,” Stone guessed with a twist of acid-burn pain.

	“Stoney, quit.” Jarrat’s hands clenched into his arms, bruising. “Walk away from this, for chrissakes. Don’t let Cruz get to you — or this goddamned city either. We’re just passing through. Finish the assignment and git. Now, put some food in your belly and drag your mind back on the job before Stacy gets in!”

	Stone sketched an Army style salute. “Yessir.”

	“Don’t ‘yessir’ me, either,” Jarrat snapped, and turned away to the menu boards by the counter. The flood of Stone’s feelings lapped redly over his mind. He forced himself to read through the odd assortment of Mexican, Chinese, Italian, Japanese, Indian, a mélange of cuisines from every corner of Earth. “What do you want?”

	“Anything.” Stone said curtly and pushed on, to a tall-backed booth in the dim rear corner. Poco Loco was only sparsely populated. He sat, intent on the view of the street through grimy windows overcrowded with signs.

	“Nachos, fried noodles, pakoras and samosa, dimsum, jalebi.” Jarrat slapped down a wad of the garish local dollars. “And a jug of cold green tea.”

	He joined Stone, waited for him to speak, acutely aware of the pitch and yaw of his feelings as they settled from rebellion, resentment, into resignation and at last a surreal kind of calm. He was silent for some minutes until the food arrived, and when he spoke he surprised Jarrat.

	“Kick me in the butt more often, Kevin. You always seem to know when I need it.”

	“But … not often,” Jarrat said with unexpected humor and a compassion Stone appreciated. “Eat. Or did you want the ravioli and pork buns?”

	“This is fine.” Stone attacked the food as if he were starving.

	Stress always left Jarrat ravenous and Stone was far from wrong: he had been avoiding Cruz. And the whole city of Chell rubbed him the wrong way. He ate steadily, filling the void within and watching the time until Stone sat back and wiped his fingers.

	“Stacy’s late.”

	“Somebody waylaid him before he could get out of the office. Always happens.” As Jarrat poured a second glass of tea shadows from the door caught his attention. “Speak of the devil.”

	Stone looked up. For a moment the blue eyes widened. “Well, now. This’ll be interesting.” He reached discreetly into his breast pocket and tripped the audio recorder.

	Stacy was anonymous in civvies, nothing about him suggesting an officer from Tactical, much less the colonel in command; and he was not alone. Stumping along a pace ahead of him, awkward and ungainly on his biocyber legs, tight lipped with discomfort, was Damon Vaughan. Jarrat’s eyes narrowed as he saw the sunken cheeks, even more haggard than Stacy. And the left side of Vaughan’s face did not quite match the right. The left cheek, jaw and ear were reconstructions, Jarrat realized, mending burns that must have been horrific. The work was adequate and well healed, but something would always be different. The aeroball player physique on which Vaughan once traded had wasted away, leaving his torso whipcord thin inside baggy slacks and shirt. He buzzed his hair so short, his scalp shone through.

	A murderous expression settled on the mismatched features as he recognized Jarrat and Stone. “Well, if it ain’t Maxie Tyler. And his good ol’ bud Johnny Crenna, is it? I need my brains examined. I bought you jokers, hook line and sinker.”

	“Because we’re good,” Stone said darkly. “You know who we are?”

	The man sat down with a grunt of relief, grateful to get his weight off the prosthetic legs. He laid both hands flat on the table. Jarrat frowned once at them and looked away. They were functional, efficient, good enough to pass inspection, so long as one did not look too closely. They were identical, not a pore or freckle, line or hair, which gave them a plastex look, as if Vaughan wore too-tight surgical gloves.

	“I know who you are.” He glared at Stacy as the colonel took the last seat and helped himself to tea. “I know what you are.”

	“Can the bullshit, Vaughan,” Stacy snarled. “You got the deal you traded for. Be glad you’re not in a fucking cell — I can still make that happen.” The informant lapsed into a surly quiet and Stacy licked his lips. “Thanks for being here, Jarrat, Stone. I wasn’t sure Dupre would authorize it. Or that you’d take the job.”

	“How could we resist?” Stone said dryly. “What’s going on with your highband comm, Stacy? Hacked?”

	“Smart boy.” Stacy made a sour face. “They picked up our surveillance in Eldorado, thirty, forty hours ago. I switched out my highband encryption codes fast enough, but — who knows?”

	“Bugger.” Jarrat sat back, glaring at the ceiling. “How badly are you busted? You still got any tracking on them?”

	“Limited tracking, sure. They’re tagged,” Stacy assured him, “but since they know we ID’d them, they’re probably hunting down the bugs right now, if they haven’t already found ’em. We throttled back to minimum, just enough coverage to keep tabs on ’em, and we transmit zilch. You listened to my highbands, you said —?”

	“On the way in.” Stone took a swig of tea. “No whisper of Scimitar on the air. How long ago d’you reckon your own comm here in Chell was hacked?”

	“Not sure,” Stacy said awkwardly. “Can’t be certain they’re not into us right now. So till we are — nothing on the air, Stone. You’re an old Tactical man yourself, you know how it works. They’ve also gone to ground.”

	“Meaning?” Stone prompted.

	Stacy gestured at Vaughan. “You’re on, sport. You and that motor-mouth clown, Carnaby, know more about Hawass and her people than I ever will.”

	The biocyber hands clenched. Jarrat wondered how strong they were, how tough, how they would land a blow and absorb the punishment of impact into their own synthetic bones — how much sensation Vaughan felt as feedback from the fingertips, if he registered heat or cold.  

	“Look, I told you a hundred times, Stacy,” Vaughan groaned, “I don’t know everything. I’m not intimate with the bastards. Carney’s the one who knows ’em that well, not me. But yeah, he told me everything he remembered.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “You recall Carney. Spencer Carnaby.”

	“I remember a powerful desire to gag him and toss him through the nearest airlock,” Stone admitted. “We pulled him out, gave him to Tactical. I assume he sang like a bird.”

	“Like a nightingale,” Stacy affirmed. “I’ve got him locked up. Can’t trust the bugger as far as you could throw him. I put him in a safehouse and the little shit went out a window, same night. We picked him up in the next town, trying to bum a ride to God knows where.” He slapped his own shoulder. “He’s chipped, though he doesn’t know it. Right now, he’s locked up three basement levels under the Tactical building where the sun don’t shine, with only himself to blame. You want info — talk to Vaughan. Him, I can trust, because he can’t scoot fast enough to get away from me before I put a bullet in him somewhere it’ll cause a satisfying shower of sparks and dump him right back into the hoverchair where he started.”

	“You’re an A-grade asshole, Stacy,” Vaughan said absolute candor. “You just deliver my half of the deal, then get the fuck out of my face.”

	“Gladly,” Stacy spat. “Get on with it.”

	With commendable restraint Damon Vaughan leaned over the cluttered table and dropped his voice till Jarrat strained to hear. “Like he said, Hawass’s people have gone to ground. They got two, three safehouses Spencer knows about, places that’re more plate armor than house, no matter how ordinary they look from the outside, with secure satellite comm and bunkers down below that’d take a nuke. Stacy’s obbo squad in Eldorado screwed themselves, let Hawass’s goons see them. How smart is that? Chickenshit amateurs. Scimitar … they’re not fools. They gotta believe Tactical’s due to hit them again, like they been hit four times before. What they don’t know is, you guys are here.” He glanced at the ceiling. “I assume you didn’t get in on the clipper.”

	“Locations,” Jarrat said sharply.

	“He has them.” Vaughan nodded at Stacy. “Thing is, Spencer isn’t exactly clan, family, blood. He only knows so much. It’s impossible to know everything without being clan. Hawass might have safehouses we never heard of, and if she does, it ain’t my fault, Stacy. I told you, time and again, there’s only so much we know. What we can tell you is more about people than places and hardware.” He gave the NARC men a hard look.

	“Understood,” Stone allowed. “Guesses and rumors are no good to us. So, who fronts for Hawass, does the business for her? We saw her in Bundaberg. She’s so old, so frail, I’d be impressed if she can stand up without help. No way could she wrangle a syndicate on her own.”

	“She’s one helluva lot tougher than she looks,” Vaughan said shrewdly. “Half her organs are artificial, for a start; they won’t fail. And she’s got plans, you didn’t know?” He tapped his chest. “There’s biosensors embedded inside, monitoring heart and brain and stuff. Comes the day when it all starts to turn off, she’s got the best cryotank money can buy, and a team of medics standing by to slide her into it.”

	“Pending what?” Stone wondered.

	“Tech,” Jarrat guessed. “Maybe she could sleep through ten years on ice, till some new gene therapy comes along. But she’ll be at the mercy of her staff, which tells you she’s surrounded herself with people she trusts implicitly.”

	“Family,” Vaughan corrected. “Everybody who works for her is blood kin. People say she’s the last of the Hawasses, but they’re wrong. She’s the last carrying the old original name, but there’s plenty of others, grand-nieces and nephews going right back to her brothers and cousins. They’re Mavviks and Sondheims and Targs and Groffes. There’s four you gotta nail. Get them, the rest’ll run like cockroaches with their heads lopped off. They don’t think for themselves. But if you can get Valda Hawass, Sanjay Targ, Azure Mavvik and Tomas Sondheim, you’ll watch Scimitar deflate like a balloon. Scimitar,” he muttered. “Jesus, the old woman’s got steel cables where ordinary people have nerves.” His eyes glittered at Jarrat and Stone. “You know what she wants?”

	“Apart from living another century?” Stone drained his glass and upturned it on the table. “Vengeance, for the way we took down Death’s Head.”

	“For Hal Mavvik,” Vaughan added in a harsh murmur. “Hal was always her favorite. The smart one, the smooth talker with the impeccable taste in wine and antiques and Companions … and he had the balls to give you bastards, NARC, a real run for your money.” His brows rose. “They told me he crammed some captain so full of pure Angel, it dribbled out of his ears, borderline overdose. The word at the time was, it was Stone they took down. But I guess some idiot got the name wrong … because here you are, Captain, in the flesh and looking healthy. So some other NARC went home in a bodybag. Not good enough to pay for Hal —”

	“I told you to put a lid on it, Vaughan,” Stacy said too loudly. “You can still talk your way right into a cell — I’ve got so much trouble on my plate that’s got fuck all to do with Scimitar, I don’t have time or patience to screw around with you as well. Easier to dump you in maximum security and let your fellow fucking inmates do to you what Rethan colonial law won’t!”

	The naked threat visibly chastened Vaughan, while Jarrat clamped down tight on the tide of Stone’s anger. “All right, Stacy, I hear you. My best guess is, they’ll have gone to ground at Jardín de los Dioses.”

	“What’s that?” Jarrat’s eyes flickered to Stacy. “I didn’t see the name in the material you sent to Dupre.”

	“You saw the property, but I didn’t know what to call it at the time,” Stacy rumbled. “This bastard has been holding back details.”

	“Making freakin’ sure I get my half of the bargain,” Vaughan retorted. “If you were me, Stacy, would you trust you?”

	Jarrat hunted for patience and nailed Vaughan with a glare. “If you hold back one detail that compromises our assignment, I’ll make damn’ sure you land in maximum security, Damon. And I’ll personally tell every syndicate slime serving life in there who you are and what you did. That’s the deal you’ll get from us. You want to live, you give us the lot. Understand?”

	A visible shiver raced through Vaughan. He turned his eyes down to the table. “Shoot for Sanjay Targ and Azure Mavvik first. They’re the ones who make it all go. Hawass was always the brains, but these days she’s more interested in her medics and her cryogen tank. Tommy Sondheim — yeah, he’s got the smarts to steer Scimitar anywhere they wanted it to go, and he’s old enough, still young enough, to be a key player. But he’s too interested in VR games, fantasy-land Companions, speedballing chimera and vodka.

	“Me? I’d put money on it. The bastards’ll be at Jardín de los Dioses. It’s where I’d be: a mansion on the side of Los Tres Dragones. That’s a high, dragon-back ridge with three peaks. Stacy knows it, or at least he can find it on a map.” Vaughan shook his head slowly. “You won’t get in there. Not with twenty gunships and five hundred riot troops. The mansion’s barely the tip of a bloody big iceberg. Everything important is buried down deep, right inside the mountain. And you can’t fight a mountain. You’d have to level it to reach them, get the picture?”

	“All … right.” Jarrat and Stone sat back, sharing a taut, dark glance. “You got fresh data, Stacy? Everything you didn’t want to transmit, after your people in Eldorado were busted?”

	A pair of datacubes rattled across the table like dice. “That’s the lot — that, plus what you winkled out of Vaughan. He might know more, or he might know jack-shit. I can’t be sure. I don’t have the stuff to take his brain apart.”

	“If he knows more, and we need it, we’ll get it out of him soon enough,” Stone said with deceptive blandness.

	“I’ll give you everything I can,” Stacy promised gruffly. “Every resource at Tactical’s disposal. Just do as I’m asking: this doesn’t spill over into another war. I told Dupre where I stand. I’ve tried to reach Scimitar, set up that sweet old fantasy: a clean arrest, a day in court … Christ, you ever walk into a wall of gundrones?”

	“Yeah,” Jarrat said quietly. “But I was wearing full marines armor at the time.”

	“Try it in a Tactical flak jacket,” Stacy said sourly. His eyes glittered with rage. “Finish this with NARC’s resources and authority. Everything, anything, but the gunships. Yes?”

	“Yes.” Jarrat studied the man shrewdly. Stacy had lost a lot of flesh and looked unhealthy. His jaw sagged, his skin was papery. “We saw part of your trouble on the way in. Your people fought last night.”

	“And died,” Stacy said sourly. “Call this Bram Sorenson’s war, if you like. If I could get my hands around that bastard’s throat, he’d turn a pale shade of blue. Chell and Eldorado are fighting, like Calleran, Elysium, everyplace else. What can you do? This legislation passes, there’ll be hell to pay like we’ve never seen here before and not one fucking thing Tactical can do to slow it down, much less stop it. The only thing comparable is a full-on corporate war, like Sheal and Kelso. I shove my people into the middle of that — shit, Jarrat, they’d go down on the first day.” He hesitated, as if weighing the wisdom of saying more. “Last night was a battle. We got rocketed. Military hardware — you guys have seen this crapola before. The city took a beating, but there’s worse. A message came in, 02:02, source unknown. Somebody bounced it off so many comm relays, we got zero idea where it came from.”

	“The message?” Stone’s pulse sped; Jarrat felt it clearly in his own temples.

	“‘The Sorenson Act may be passed in the homeworlds,’ says this synthetic voice, ‘but its enforcement in the colonies will be the evil of colonial governments.’ Quoting here, verbatim. It’s engraved on my brain. ‘Tactical and the Colonial Government of Rethan are being warned. Enforce the Sorenson Act, and the city of Chell will cease to exist. If victims of Angel must die in agony, all will forfeit their lives in payment for the evil they have permitted.’ Un-fucking-quote.”

	“Jesus,” Stone whispered.

	“Tactical nuke?” Jarrat wondered if the sudden chill were his own or Stone’s. “Nerve agent?”

	“Or just crash an old junk rimrunner into the heart of uptown and rig its reactors to melt down.” Stacy’s head shook slowly. “This is a spaceport city … and I got nothing I can throw against this, Jarrat.”

	“Neither,” Jarrat said softly, “does NARC.” He rubbed his eyes, which were suddenly gritty, sore. “Look, Stacy, one thing at a time. There’s nothing we can do about the Sorenson Bill, unless you’re the praying type. But we can take Scimitar for you. Give us time to process your data and run our own surveillance. We have resources you don’t and a lot less red tape to shear through. I guarantee we’ll do it long range, no infiltration. Hawass and her people will suspect nothing. Be patient. You won’t get overnight results without barnstorming — and this is no time for a circus.”

	“You got that right,” Stacy said tiredly. He dropped a hand on Vaughan’s shoulder. “All right, sport. We’re done.”

	“We’ll be in touch,” Stone said quietly.

	“Carefully,” Stacy rasped. “One mistake and it’s over … and what worries me is that message — if victims of Angel must die in agony, all will forfeit their lives in payment for the evil they have permitted — it’s got the same nasty ring as Scimitar, ‘the righteous sword of vengeance.’ You gotta wonder if Scimitar’s behind the threat to this city. And if they take one city, why not a dozen others, poison the atmosphere, kick up a nuclear winter? Sorenson,” he growled as he steered Damon Vaughan away, “could kill this whole colony. And why stop here? Old Valda Hawass might be batshit mad enough to do it. She wants vengeance? Christ, she could take us all.” He turned away without another word.

	Vaughan limped off, mobile but lumbering, head low, and Stacy was never more than a pace from him, right hand close by the sidearm concealed in the curve of his back. In their wake they left a terrible silence. Jarrat felt merely numb, cold, as if the heat and life had been siphoned from his body leaving behind a husk.

	Outside, the morning commuter rush had begun. People hurried through the four-way between Jackson Avenue and Mukherjee Boulevard, not one of them suspecting the threat suspended overhead like the Sword of Damocles. Stacy could say nothing of it, nor do anything about it. And Jarrat could not begin to imagine what NARC itself might do to avert the hazard, even if Earth Central considered it within their mandate. The Sorenson Bill would almost certainly become an Act in the homeworlds. Politicians like Sorenson and Steinberg were unlikely to believe such a threat could be genuine — or to care overmuch if a distant colony paid a terrible price.

	“We’re the target,” Stone said hoarsely. “NARC. The whole thing is about the survivors of Aphelion ending NARC to safeguard themselves. You know that.”

	“We know it.” Jarrat stood. “But we couldn’t get close enough to prove it in a million years. Best we can do is shut down Scimitar … because I’ve a feeling Stacy might be right. This is all about vengeance, exacting their price. The key is right there in the wording, and in the name Hawass chose. The righteous sword of vengeance.” He looked down into Stone’s face, noticing its sudden pallor, which made the blue eyes seem very dark. “Home, mate. Fast. Suddenly we have a hell of a lot of work to do.”

	 

	 


Chapter Eight

	“Fire Control and Hazmat list it as … a house,” Curt Gable said slowly, reading off the specifications for Jardín de los Dioses, filed as per requirement with Eldorado’s emergency services. “A humongous house, but just a house. Twelve bedrooms, three master bathrooms, three shared bathrooms, everything else with en suite. Living room the size of a barn, dining room almost as big, plus two drawing rooms, whatever the hell a drawing room is — some kind of art studio? Two kitchens with a ten-meter deep freeze, three offices, music room, gym, indoor pool, indoor tennis and squash courts, solarium. Terraces on three sides, parking for twenty cars under the house adjacent to a wine cellar the size of a gunship hangar.” He shrugged. “That’s about it. The whole lot’s valued at twenty-odd million local dollars, or five million homeworlds credits. It all sits right back against a sculpted, terraced hillside that looks like a hanging garden. Ten hectares of landscaping, in the shadow of Los Tres Dragones.”

	“Jardín de los Dioses,” Stone said acerbically, “means Garden of the Gods. And it’s an apt description.”

	Five widescreens displayed the house plans and aerial images stored by Eldorado Fire Control. Jarrat whistled and gave Stone an amused look. “Makes your old family castle in Spain look like the weekend shack.”

	“Not my castle,” Stone retorted. “If I showed my smiling face at the door when the parents were home, they’d chuck a genuine Ming vase at me and count it worth the cost if they could brain me with it.”

	“That’s bloody rough,” Gable observed. “For godsakes, they’re not proud of the son and heir who commands a NARC carrier?”

	“It’s not the career they’d planned for me.” Stone dismissed his family without concern. “My life was supposed to be about science and politics, not mud and guts. They had a communal hernia when I enlisted in Tactical, never got over themselves.” He was intent on the screens and beckoned Jarrat closer. “Nothing I’m seeing here bears out anything Carnaby claims.”

	“Then again, it wouldn’t,” Jarrat reasoned. “Why would Hawass admit to having a fortress cut into the mountain?” He leaned on the back of a chair, mind racing, memories taking him back to Sheckley, the halfway station hewn out of a planetoid.

	“Now, there’s a thoughtful look.” Stone was acutely aware of the crawl of Jarrat’s belly, a sensation he recognized. Kevin was in no way claustrophobic, but undergrounds made his hackles rise. “You’re thinking about home.”

	“Not home. Just the place I came from.” Jarrat pointed out the garages and wine cellar, and the rear of the house’s lower floor, which was actually recessed into the hillside. “Hundred to one, there’s access tunnels, armordoors, straight into the body of the mountain. Curt, see if you can pull up some geosurvey work on the region. You’ll probably find it in the early colony records. It’ll date from before the founding of Eldorado. The terraformers would have been looking for the best place to locate a major city, say … ten or twenty years before the first sleeper ships arrived.”

	“Geosurvey,” Gable said slowly, “performed either by the initial survey team, or a robot probe in the same time frame. Give me a few minutes, Kevin, this is going to take some finding. Half of it’s Rethan social history, the rest is colonial archaeology. The files’ll be archived so deep I’ll have to dig the buggers out with a spade.”

	“Take your time,” Stone said easily. “Scimitar’s gone into full retreat. For the moment they’re not going anywhere.”

	This job, he reflected as he followed Jarrat out of Ops and into the officers’ lounge opposite, was vastly different from any other they had done. Normally they would spend weeks, even months hunting for evidence. Stacy already had it all. He had Scimitar on a silver platter, for all the good it did him. Stone was about to say so when he saw Janine Cruz, lounging on one end of the couch with a glorious view of the globe of Rethan and a mug of chai latte forgotten in one hand, apparently about to fall as she zoned out, eyes vacant, face lax. She wore a loose, filmy blue-green kaftan, and if Stone was any judge, was naked beneath. A waft of sweet perfume rose from her skin — she was hot, running the low-level fever common to chronic users whose metabolism never settled properly before the next dose became critical.

	He knew too well where her mind hung suspended at this moment: lost in terrible or wonderful recollections, either of the golden Angel dreams or the darkest nightmares her subconscious could conjure in the final hours before she could wait no longer for her next hit. He swallowed hard on his own memories and stopped short just inside the lounge.

	It was Jarrat who took the mug from Cruz’s hand before it could spill and spoke quietly. “Janine? Jan?” She did not rouse. He shook her shoulder. “Captain Cruz!” She stirred in exaggerated slow motion. Jarrat forced a smile. “You okay?” He spoke clearly, slowly. “Come on, love, gotta get moving. Let’s get you to the Infirmary.”

	“Not yet,” she whispered. “Please, not yet. I need …”

	Jarrat knew exactly what she needed. So did Stone. Riki Mitchell haunted him. Food, booze, sex, and plenty of all three. But Cruz was alone here. Scott Auel would have gone aboard the Avenger by now, partnering Lindsay Karoda while Maggie Stride and Troy Franklin caught a downshuttle to the NARC complex for major medical work. Auel, Stone imagined, might have breathed a sigh of relief. To be sure, much of Cruz’s astonishing beauty endured even now, which would have sweetened the task of supporting her through early-stage Angel addiction; but she was already raddled and Auel had only ever been a workmate, a lover out of convenience, even necessity. Cruz’s desperate needs must soon have become a duty, not quite irksome but often aggravating.

	“Try a little Buran,” Jarrat coaxed, “smoke a lot of kip grass and take a few shots of the Irish. Come on, Jan, we all know how this works.”

	She made some sound, half moan, half self-mocking laugh. “God, what a fool I was … still, that’s Rethan. Harry Del’s down there. I called. Curt said it was safe to call, if he bounced it off ten or twelve comm and weather sats. Keep our position here cloaked.”

	Jarrat looked up over her head, met Stone’s eyes. His own were stormy. “Harry took your call?” She had begun to drift again and he shook her arm. “Come on, love, get yourself moving or I’ll have to call the medics.”

	She shrugged him off and forced her way to her feet. “Doctor Del took my call. I’m invited. Soon as I can get a downshuttle.”

	Hungover, Stone thought. She was in the waterslide on the way down from an Angel flight — not yet in the painful zone, still possessed by whatever golden fantasies her own imagination had spun. The nightmares and agony began later. He took a breath, held it, let it out slowly and listened to the drum of his pulse as Jarrat told her,

	“You’re in luck. We’re going down ourselves, soon as we’ve marked our targets and set up surveillance. Data gathering takes time, and you know the old saying.”

	“Old saying?” Cruz stretched both arms over her head, visibly swaying.

	“Watched kettles never boil.” Jarrat gave Stone a dark glance. “Call Kip, get a medic. She’s out of it. The sooner we can get her to Harry, the better.”

	“And us,” Stone added, sotto voce, as he plucked a comset from his breast pocket. “Infirmary … Kip, send a medic to the officer’s lounge, asap.”

	Reardon responded at once. “Accident?”

	“No. It’s Cruz. She shouldn’t be out on her own.”

	“She’s not supposed to be,” Reardon said sharply. “Bloody hell, Stoney, she’s supposed to be in her quarters, sound asleep!”

	“Well, she’s in the lounge here, right outside Ops, waltzing with pixies,” Stone said acidly. “She needs something, Kip. It’ll be a while before we can take her groundside, hand her off to Harry — we’re still trying to set up proper surveillance on this job.”

	“I’ll take care of it,” Reardon promised. “The medic’s already on the way. I don’t want to sedate her yet, but we won’t leave her alone again. Give me a buzz when you’re heading down.”

	“Will do. Thanks.” Stone slipped off the comset and stood aside, listening for the medic. He watched Jarrat handle the woman with curious gentleness while a storm raged through him, churning emotions that lashed through the empathic bond and bruised Stone, exhausted him, though he wrestled up his own shields as best he could.

	She followed Reardon’s orderly without protest, as if she were only half aware of where she was, who she was with. Cruz would be more lucid tomorrow, Stone knew, at the cost of depression and fear as she came fully back into her mind and realized the truth. The terrible slowness of Angeldeath was one of its greatest cruelties.

	Jarrat stood at the armorglass, studying the planet blindly. Stone set a hand on his back, rubbing idly until Kevin forced himself back to the present and knuckled his eyes. “I need to take a dose of my own smart advice, don’t I?”

	“You mean, let it go, don’t let it get to you?” Stone guessed. “Smart trick, if you can do it. Did you want coffee?” He gestured at the ’Chef, which had been their objective before he saw Cruz. The ops room ’Chef delivered black sludge with the flavor and consistency of tar, the way Gable liked it. Ops was his territory now.

	“Cap —?” A crewboy looked in before Stone could reach the machine. “The XO dug up the data you wanted.”

	“Thanks.” Stone snatched a bottle of water from the ’Chef and followed Jarrat back across to Ops.

	With a quizzical expression, Gable ran what he had found. “What tipped you off?” he asked of Jarrat.

	“Sheckley,” Jarrat told him without elaborating, already intent on the survey data. “And … there it is, Stoney. Jackpot.”

	Caverns. The whole ridge, Los Tres Dragones, was a honeycomb revealed by geodynamic mapping when atmospheric, surface and oceanic terraforming was almost complete, two decades before the first city-builder machine would be tasked. Jardín de los Dioses was almost as old as Valda Hawass and positioned so perfectly, according to Gable’s swift research, barely forty meters of rock need be dug out to gain access to a cave structure with the volume of a cathedral, at a depth several times greater than the most secure bunker at Chell Spaceport.

	“Still, that means at least two hundred cubic meters of solid rock to remove,” Gable mused. “It’d be tough to get rid of, and not have it show up somewhere in commercial records. I ran every search permutation I could think of. Nada.”

	“Because they didn’t truck it out.” Stone scrolled back through rafts of aerial images and zoomed on the ‘beauty shot.’ “You’re looking at it. The terraces stepping the hillside like a cascade of hanging gardens. There’s your waste rock. Kevin?”

	“Yep.” Jarrat was busy with threedee models of the cavern system. “When the pioneers hollowed out Sheckley, they pulverized the waste rock, used it as bedding for the reactor core and tank farms. This would have been simple by comparison.” He stepped back from the workstation and thrust both hands into his hip pockets. “I reckon Damon Vaughan’s right on the money, Stoney. You can’t fight a mountain. You could rocket the bejesus out of the palace, raze it to the ground. You’d be wasting your time.”

	“How about cutting your way in,” Gable wondered, “like the engineers did when they installed all this?” Then he answered his own question. “Forget it. The whole place’ll be booby-trapped six ways to hell. Around the time you were collecting your halo and wings, Hawass’s whole tribe would be on the far side of Los Tres Dragones, at an exit we couldn’t pinpoint without duplicating the original geosurvey work — which would advertise our presence like staging a bloody grand national air race!”

	“They’d be offworld like that, without going through any spaceport.” Jarrat snapped his fingers.

	“So … hit the hillside,” Gable suggested, test-running every idea. “Non-nuclear tactical weapons, airborne assault. Shake it up, panic the buggers — flush them out, force them to take their escape hatch option.”

	“The thought occurred — briefly,” Stone admitted with a glance at Jarrat.

	But Kevin made slow, deliberate negative gestures: he had already crunched the numbers with that old Army nous. Heavy weapons, a comprehensive rocketing, was too often the Army’s first-choice solution, and rarely the best. He had seen it attempted, only to make a bad situation infinitely worse.

	“The underground’s way too deep.” Stone pointed out the textual details ghosted over the geosurvey charts. “This is more secure than any spaceport impact shelter — and Chell’s bunkers were designed to withstand a rimrunner crash. To flush Hawass’s people that way, you’d have to drop a major nuke right on top of Los Tres Dragones, or an equivalent tonnage of Demolex.”

	“You’d hear the bang in Eldorado,” Jarrat added. “The concussion wave would flatten buildings three or four kilometers from ground zero. Which means we’d need to have Tactical stage a wide-scale civilian evacuation ahead of the strike, get everybody and their thoroughbred breeding stock out to minimum safe distance … then compensate them for property destruction. Say, a half billion dollars’ worth of real estate. Any safe evacuation would take at least a day. Give Scimitar that much warning, we’d just be going through some extremely expensive motions.”

	“Jardín de los Dioses would empty out in ten directions,” Stone said shrewdly. “We could expect Hawass and company to blend into the pandemonium of civvy traffic scrambling to get away. We’d be lucky to net a quarter of them on the road or in the air. Worst case scenario: taking them turns into a firefight in the middle of a pack of panicking civvies.”

	“Which adds up to a heavy body count, mostly innocent bystanders,” Jarrat finished. “So we’d back off, let Scimitar run, hope to pick them up later — and we’d be right back on Rethan to do this job again in a year or two.”

	“By which time we’ll get a replay of Death’s Head. Bill Dupre,” Stone said with caustic humor, “would string us up by the gonads and Stacy would supply the rusty wire to do it with.”

	“Buggeration,” Gable said succinctly, and stepped back. “Okay, I guess this is why they pay you guys the big bucks.” 

	It would not be like Equinox or White Lightning, Stone thought, where getting inside Randolph Dorne’s and Patrice Dalmau’s uptown building space without demolishing half a city was the challenge. Nor like Death’s Head and Scorpio, where moguls like Hal Mavvik, Pete Denehy and Leo Michiko literally dared NARC to stand up and fight in vulnerable city streets, or in the fragile labyrinth of Inquanoc.

	For some minutes he and Jarrat studied the geosurvey scans from every angle and came up as blank as they had begun. “You can’t fight a mountain,” Stone repeated. “Give that bloody old woman her due.”

	“She’s got us by the short and curlies.” Gable saluted the inset portrait of Valda Hawass in warehouse coffee. “I did some more digging, incidentally. It’s surprising what you can turn up, once you stop looking at official records and wade through the society archives.”

	“Society?” Jarrat echoed. “As in, citynet?

	“What we’d call citynet today.” Gable commandeered one of the displays and ran his fresh material. “This stuff’s close to a hundred years old. Back then, they called it ‘etherweb.’ Basically, a free-for-all: upload anything anywhere, go ballistic on the air, say what you like, do what you like. Nobody cared, nobody edited a word or an image. There’s oceans of unspeakable garbage in the deep archives, but if you trawl, get back toward the beginning of anything we’d recognize as contemporary Rethan …”

	Another portrait appeared beside Valda Hawass’s ancient face. Jarrat and Stone leaned closer and Gable flipped pictures, back to the oldest file image Stacy had been able to identify, depicting the young Valda in the days when she worked as a Companion, gathering funding which would one day build an Angel empire.

	The two faces were so much alike, Stone murmured in surprise. “Sisters? This is the other Hawass sister, the one who died young?”

	“She died young, yes, but …” Gable pulled up the text accompanying the old image. “Stacy’s researchers missed the connection by a whisker. She wasn’t Valda Hawass’s kid sister. She was her daughter. This was Wanda Mavvik, born when Valda was fortyish, close to the end of her Companion days. When Wanda was born, Valda was already managing a stable of young beauties, every conceivable gender plus a few genetic experiments that were ass-backwards bizarre, but who am I to judge? Nothing was too good for her daughter. The family had gotten stinking rich on the skin trade, which was legal … plus gryphon, chimera, fizz, all of which were contraband listed at the time. The more illegal something is, the more people want it, right? Then suddenly Wanda’s all grown up, way too smart to do as Mama tells her. She’s out there, running with the citybottom brat pack. The rest is predictable.”

	It was Kip Reardon’s niece on Stone’s mind now — the wildchild, already getting herself arrested on the Marsport spacers’ rink, slumming with the roughest trade in town when she was only fourteen, still months underage. He made himself read the few lines of the text, an old story, forgotten, buried so deep in the etherweb archives, only a complex smart search could have turned it up at all.

	“She died of an overdose following force-addiction … old fashioned Buran,” Jarrat read. “In Chell citybottom, where else? Just over ninety years ago.”

	“And the Hawasses went howling mad, right alongside the Mavviks and Targs,” Stone went on. “They took on a crew of contraband runners, a smuggling consortium, name of Ten Tigers, and … ah.”

	The extended family of which Valda Hawass was the pivot ran face-first into Tactical and discovered a fight they had never anticipated. Ten Tigers already owned Tactical. Official corruption within the department was concealed by government, guilty officers were protected from prosecution and offered immunity, anonymity, in return for ‘undisclosed favors’. The result was a bloodbath as smugglers, Tactical and syndicate almost destroyed each other, while the colonial government of the day was powerless to stop it. Stone’s blood cooled by degrees as the ‘old Tactical man’ inside him felt the sting of the department’s shame.

	“Stacy knows nothing about this,” Jarrat guessed. “If he did, it wouldn’t do him any good. But this tells you the kind of fertile soil Death’s Head grew in. Why that clan never hesitated to hammer Tactical, or bleed the city white as soon as Angel showed up in Chell, maybe fifty years ago. Fight a full-on war in its streets? Property damage in the billions, casualty lists in the thousands? Sweet joy.”

	“Jardín de los Dioses,” Gable speculated, “was probably set up as a fortress six or seven decades ago. It’s no wonder Stacy’s surveillance goons were seen. If I were Hawass, I’d have my whole ridgetop property rigged with passive monitors, all the tech I could get my hands on, for five K’s in every direction.”

	“That’s a damn’ good guesstimate,” Stone agreed. “And … though I hate to say it, this job’s looking close to impossible. Kevin?”

	“This fortress would’ve been Hal Mavvik’s ultimate get-out,” Jarrat said quietly. “Safe bet, Stoney: the rest of the clan was in there, secure, cozy, watching drone vidfeeds when we fought in Chell that night. We never saw a hint of Valda Hawass or Azure Mavvik. Never even knew they existed.”

	“Our intel, and Tactical’s, was only good enough to bust Hal Mavvik and the Chell operation. Death’s Head itself,” Stone sighed.

	Gable finished his coffee and set aside the mug. “Stacy’s preliminary data quotes three other safehouses, possible strong points. Right at the get-go, this Spencer Carnaby character gave him the security codes, encryption keys, so Stacy’s been monitoring Hawass’s comm traffic for weeks … but I’d have to say, this is where I’d place my bet. Jardín de los Dioses.” Gable looked up with an odd expression, part satisfaction, part horror. “Whatever he said or did, Stacy frightened holy crap out of Damon Vaughan and Spencer Carnaby. They came up with the goods.”

	“For what it’s worth,” Jarrat said acidly. “We know exactly where they are, but we can’t touch them. Not without getting inside a mountain. You couldn’t fight your way in with an army.”

	“Seduce your way in?” Gable hazarded.

	“Christ,” Stone groaned, “now, there’s a deathtrap — even if we could do it, which we can’t. You’re talking about a deep cover job. A neat idea, with a problem the size of the planet Zeus.”

	With a rasp of something approximating bitter humor, Jarrat turned his back on the screens. “Either of us would be recognized on sight. Hawass knew me, way back in Bundaberg, and Stoney and I were thoroughly imaged at the hotel before we got out of there, just ahead of the fire. If we did put an operative into deep cover, it couldn’t be either of us. Whoever went in would have to infiltrate by seduction, as you said: be invited in. It’s got the makings of a kamikaze mission. I can’t see how the insurgent could make it out.”

	“He or she wouldn’t,” Stone said quietly as Jarrat’s feelings of deep unease wormed through his own belly. “We might get someone in as a Companion, maybe. Nothing too difficult there, though it comes down to who and what Tomas Sondheim or Sanjay Targ fancy. The talent might have to come in from Sector Command to make the plan fly. A few months ago I’d have recommended Janine Cruz, but she’s no use now. So … put somebody in: mark key targets, at least the four individuals Vaughan identified. Drop them — easy. Then comes the tough part. Make an end run through a maze of solid rock, dead ends, heavy security coverage and a squad of exceedingly pissed off company shooters.”

	For some time they were silent, chewing on the data, mulling over a predicament caused by Stacy’s own surveillance team, who allowed themselves to be seen. Not, Stone thought ruefully, that they could be blamed. Few people knew of the fortress, much less the networked security Hawass must have installed across Los Tres Dragones.

	“Of course,” Jarrat said slowly, “every coin has two sides and an edge.”

	“Huh?” Gable knew data wrangling as well as he knew flight systems, but he had yet to master the fine art of triple-think. Months or years of duty as the Ops Room Director, and he would learn by observation.

	“We can’t get in,” Stone said succinctly. “But they can’t get out unless they have a backdoor, probably on the other side of Los Tres Dragones. Locate it, stake it out —”

	“And if you could flush them, you’d have ’em,” Gable finished.

	“Or we can draw them out,” Jarrat mused, exploring all options. “Bait a trap, make them want to come out and play.”

	“What would make the bastards want to come out?” Gable demanded.

	“Vengeance,” Stone suggested darkly. “Hunting. The right bait would do it.” He gave Jarrat a hard look, shared the wrench of his gut.

	“Bait.” Jarrat’s brows arched in speculation. “Us.”

	The suggestion was outrageous. “Without gunship backup and full-on descant squad escort?” Gable demanded. “It smells like suicide.”

	“I’m not thrilled about it myself,” Stone agreed, “besides which, we’d only lure out the contract shooters, not the top people, much less Hawass, Targ, and this Azure Mavvik. We might thin the ranks, make the rest of it easier … no. If we want this job done right, we find an effective way. Surgical strike, one clean hit.”

	“Well, there’s the ugly final option.” Jarrat was thinking aloud. “Stacy might not like it, but it’d be bloody effective, quick and simple. Find this hypothetical backdoor and blow it. Seal it. Raze the house, also seal the palace end of the labyrinth. They’re safe inside their fortress — in fact, they’re no more than prisoners in it, as surely as if Stacy locked the cage on them. What’s the difference? Unless …”

	“Unless they have emergency escape exits,” Stone continued. “If Hawass is as smart as I’m guessing, she’d have thought this through to the bitter end decades ago. By now she and her people have to know their security smoke screen’s blown sky high. If we know about Jardín de los Dioses, do we also know about the underground?”

	“She can’t take the risk of assuming we don’t,” Jarrat agreed. “So?”

	“She should be expecting Tactical, if not us, to seal all known exits. She’d be content to let it happen. Then they sit tight for a month, six months, a year. In the end, Stacy gives them up as dead and sounds the all-clear. Inevitably, Tactical withdraws its surveillance or has to reduce it to a bare minimum. Remember, Tac operates on a tight budget in both bucks and manpower. Some things never change. In three months or six, an absolutely unproductive security exercise will be shut down by colonial government accountants.”

	“Voice of experience?” Gable guessed.

	“I saw it happen more than once — Mars. Don’t ask.” Stone frowned at the data, keenly aware of his own frustration and Jarrat’s. “NARC can’t park a carrier in orbit indefinitely either. Even running dark, our operation costs so much, Hawass knows for a fact we have to strike fairly fast or bug out, because we’re burning through funding that has limits. Three months, four, with no hint of a result, and Sector Command would recall us. Sure, we play with a lot more funding than Stacy does, but it’s not infinite.”

	“Well, shoot,” Gable said disgustedly. “All Scimitar has to do is wait us out, let our own budget constraints defeat us. Then they just sneak out via some escape hatch we never found, and vanish. Neat.”

	“Smart and nasty.” Stone emptied the water bottle and tossed it into the chute.

	“I’d rather try and flush them,” Jarrat mused.

	“Catch or kill,” Stone agreed. “I don’t care for leaving loose ends — they just ravel up into a job that needs to be redone in a year or two.”

	“First, find this hypothetical backdoor,” Jarrat went on, “without a surveillance team being seen, the way Stacy’s people were spotted. This’ll be the real trick. If Hawass has Los Tres Dragones peppered with passive monitoring —”

	“You know she will!” Stone zoomed the aerial view, the better to see surface detail at the two-meter resolution mark.

	“Yeah. Nothing smacking even vaguely of Tactical or NARC dares show itself inside a five-klick perimeter. They see anything that looks like heavy weapons, kevlex armor, imaging systems, uniforms — unfriendly faces — they’ll pull up the drawbridge and this whole operation is shot.” Jarrat stirred restlessly.

	“So … we must figure a way to flush them through their escape hatch,” Stone said thoughtfully. “They sure as hell won’t walk right out the front door. Since a bloody Army couldn’t fight its way in, they have to come out. The alternative is, we scrub the assignment right now. Stacy will be pissed as all hell, but the call’s ours to make.”

	Jarrat tilted his head at the two-meter aerial images Stone had called up. “Curt, get the IntelScan specialist in here.”

	“Cal Dalton’s a civilian.” Gable said doubtfully. “She doesn’t have enough security clearance.”

	“She does now, our authorization.” The same thought had hit Jarrat and Stone almost simultaneously. Stone zoomed to half-meter resolution, but the image pixelized beyond the point of offering useful information. He zoomed back out to a meter and swore softly. “Bloody hell, these visuals are no good. Stacy’s people couldn’t get any closer with any hardware they have — we max out at about quarter-meter rez, from orbit. So how small’s a passive surveillance bug?”

	“High-tech, with full-quality imaging, decent range, strong transmission potential, a powerful cell, probably self-charging?” Jarrat shrugged. “Maybe the size of your thumb. Hawass could have a thousand scattered across Los Tres Dragones. No way are we going to sneak up behind her.” He paused — Stone felt the kick of his pulse as he weighed the pros and cons of many ideas, discarding one after another. “Curt, call Dalton to Ops. She’s the specialist, we’re just reinventing the wheel.”

	Stone’s mind had begun to race. They needed exquisitely sensitive long-range imaging hardware, plus micro-viddrones, as many as it took to cover a wide area of Los Tres Dragones, perhaps eighty square kilometers. Stone had only a cursory idea of what was in the carrier’s special inventory, but Gable could put his finger on exact stores in moments. The IntelScan analyst should know immediately. Gable had already called her, and Stone took the opportunity to go for coffee and food.

	She hurried up from a lab several decks below, still in a lab whites over the familiar blue denims. Callie Dalton hesitated at the open armordoors, reluctant to step in when she knew she was not supposed to be there when the ops room was powered up for NARC business. Jarrat beckoned, and Stone listened while he outlined the whole problem in a few crisp sentences.

	Her brow creased as she digested the problem. He watched her pick up the gauntlet eagerly. When Jarrat fell silent she nodded. “It’s a mother of a challenge, but there’s usually a way to slither around any problem. Long-range scan from orbit will give you the wide view — we can’t get enough resolution from here at geostationary, of course. You don’t want to take the carrier down — it would make us easily visible to global tracking — so you’ll need to drop a drone scan platform into a low, driving orbit, keep it right where you want it, over ground zero, 24/7. I can set it up, with your authorization.”

	“Done,” Jarrat told her. “And …?”

	“Well, you don’t want these Scimitar bastards even suspecting they’re under the lens,” she mused, “so whatever we deploy, it better be so small, it’s invisible. Undetectable on instruments. You might be lucky. I think we can do this. We have a good stock of viddrones no bigger than dragonflies. Understand, you won’t get thermal or chemical data out of these little things, just vids. Each one can cruise for weeks, generating it own power, and cover maybe a half square kilometer in a day, depending on weather conditions. Strong winds and heavy rain ground them. They have the brains to dive for cover. And they deliver very good pictures.

	“Your real problem is, gadgets so tiny can’t transmit as far as the carrier. They can’t even reach a platform in low orbit. Even if they could, thousands of microburst transmissions must show up on local monitoring eventually, even if Scimitar’s techs weren’t specifically looking for them.”

	“Solution?” Stone pressed. He could guess.

	“Well, remember, the little buggers also have limited onboard memory, since they’re so tiny,” she added. “So we have them rendezvous with a base station, dump their cache, then swarm again. The base station’s about the size of a baseball, with an organic carapace that doesn’t register on normal hardware. Tends to look like a bat, maybe a flying fox, or those ‘titan beetles’ on Sheal that hit you so hard, they knock you down. Their base station can transmit as far as low orbit — but again, if your Scimitar people are listening, and they will be unless they’re dumber than mud, they’ll pick up every data squirt. They wouldn’t break military-grade signal encryption, but they’d have to be incredibly stupid not to guess what we’re up to.”

	“So …?” Jarrat passed her a mug of coffee as she liked it, sweet and creamy.

	“So,” Dalton said slowly, “we’ll need to make the base station itself mobile. Every day, twice a day — whatever you want, you guys set the routine — the drone base station skips out, rock-hopping, a few centimeters off the ground. It homes on the nearest comm relay tower. A standby drone replaces it on duty, on the back side of Los Tres Dragones, while the main drone jacks into the tower and calls home. Its data squirt would be lost in the petabytes sluicing through the tower every minute. Which gets us out of that particular wood. If we can deploy enough of these gadgets, you’ll get a datastream quite close to realtime. You’d be working on a datalag of maybe an hour or two. Would that do?”

	“Good enough to record their movements, get their routine, know where and who and when.” Stone lifted a brow at Jarrat.

	“If you can finagle the datalag down to an hour, that’d be fine,” Jarrat mused. “Question is, do we have enough hardware aboard?”

	She hesitated, running swift calculations through her head. “I think so, by a narrow margin. We’ll wind up without a backup left on the shelf, but we can do it.”

	“File a requisition list,” Stone invited. “A Starfleet courier can be out here in a few days — rendezvous with a gunship in the outer system, restock us.”

	“Will do.” Dalton gestured at the workstation. “You, uh, want me to get on it right now? It’ll take maybe an hour or two to hammer out the details, then I’ll drop a scan platform into low orbit for your wide coverage. Bounce its feed off twenty comsats to disguise it, keep your position here secure. But the meat and potatoes of this job puts me in the lab — I’ll need to convert a few hundred base station drones for mobility.”

	“Is it a problem?” Jarrat wondered.

	Her blonde head shook. “It’s easy enough, just takes time. We’ll also need a transport to take the swarm groundside, of course. You just release them like locusts hatching, in the right spot on the blind side of Los Tres Dragones … get them close enough to your hotzone and we ought to be in business. An hour or so later, your datafeed kicks in. It should transmit continuously till you send the recall signal. Retrieve the hardware at your leisure.”

	“The transport that delivers the swarm had better look like any old civvy bus,” Jarrat added. He leaned closer to the screen, one fingertip tracing a line following the hill contours on the opposite side of the ridge from Jardín de los Dioses. “What is this, an access track?”

	Stone flicked on the locator tags. “Uh … O’Dell Road. An unsealed back road serving the properties on the east side of the ridge. There’s a bunch of farms, livestock, the usual. Something like a civvy delivery truck could get in.” He gave Gable a shrewd look. “What do we have aboard?”

	A snort of humor surprised him. “How about Gil Cronin’s old beater? The red and white pickup truck, parked in the corner of the crew hangar — it used to stand right beside Doc McKinnen’s sportplane, she’d grumble about corrosion being contagious.”

	For the first time in an hour Stone chuckled. “Load it up, ship it down on one the Kitakaze transports. Land at the local airfield and have Gil and Joe drive out there. They get into the lee side of the mountain, just outside the five-klick perimeter, and pull up the corner of a tarp. The drones can make their own way from there, yes?”

	“So long as they’re properly configured, and you wait for the right weather conditions,” Dalton agreed. “Understand, Captain, these little bots are not smart. The whole swarm doesn’t have the brains between them to add up to an encrypted highband R/T. They just do as they told.” She nodded thoughtfully, relishing the challenge. “Leave this to me. Let me call Joe, get the deployment set up.”

	“Excellent,” Jarrat approved. “How long before we can expect a reliable datastream? Best guesstimate.”

	“Thirty-six hours, without looking at the meteorology.” She rummaged for an image of IntelScan’s baseball-sized base station drone. “I have to convert a lot of these for reliable mobility. It’s fiddly and I don’t dare rush it.”

	“You could use a hand with that, Miss Dalton?” Jarrat offered.

	“Call me Cal,” she invited. “If Bud lent me a couple of techs, it’d help.” She counted off on her fingers. “I’ll need to liaise with your XO — get the equipment together, launch the platform. Call Joe and Gil, organize the truck … load the Kitakaze. Assign a heavy pilot — please gods, we have someone who knows the area like the back of his hand.”

	“Her hand,” Stone corrected. He felt a lick of genuine humor from Jarrat. “We just got lucky again. Eve Lang lived and traded in and around Ballyntyre for how many years? Los Tres Dragones is only, what, two hundred K’s south?”

	“Less,” Jarrat judged. “This might just work. Anything else you need, Miss — Cal?”

	“You have a regular imaging crew?” Dalton asked shrewdly.

	“Of course.” Gable had been listening closely. “We normally work on long-range scan direct from the carrier or via popup orbital drones. This —” he gestured at the odd inventory list she had accessed from her own IntelScan files. “This is a new one on me.”

	“Basically, you are just dead lucky, as Captain Stone said,” she admitted. “A lot of this hardware is still a tad experimental. I should warn you, it hasn’t really been field tested. Call this the test! Six months ago, you wouldn’t have been loaded with this gear. What would NARC want with it? Your intel hoses in by the terabyte via Tactical, or from robust platforms that make these critters look like fleas.”

	“There’s been times we could’ve used this stuff,” Jarrat admitted.

	Dalton rolled a chair in at the workstation. “I think you can expect to in future. This is the direction surveillance is taking at IntelScan — super-micro everything. Our motto is, ‘If it’s big enough to see it, it’s too big.’”

	Jarrat dropped a hand on Gable’s shoulder. “Make sure the lady gets whatever she needs. Inform Pilot Lang she’s on standby, pending a milk run to the local port. Get Gil and Joe into the loop, keep them informed. One more thing, Curt. Dig. Get anything you can on Sanjay Targ, Tomas Sondheim and Azure Mavvik. Stacy’s information is way too routine. He just handed us a bundle of official documentation and GlobalNet vids. See what you can dredge out of citynet and local media — and keep us posted.”

	“Will do.” Gable slid a combug into his ear. “Where will you be?”

	“Groundside,” Stone told him. “We’re in no rush to make a move on Scimitar. We won’t be showing our hand before we have bulletproof intel, and one hell of a lot of it. We’re talking days, not hours. Take your time, let’s get this right.  Meanwhile … we need to go see a doctor. Kevin?”

	“Yeah.” Jarrat slid in his own combug. “Kip, you got a moment?”

	And Reardon, a little preoccupied, from the Infirmary: “Just about. Make it quick, Kevin — a tech just came in with a finger hanging on by a thread.”

	“Have a medic prep Cruz to leave,” Jarrat said quickly. “We’ll be there in twenty.”

	“She’s on her way to Harry’s place? Thank gods for small mercies.” Reardon was moving, already busy.

	“Give her something, get her lucid, make sure she has her stuff. Leave the rest to us.” Jarrat clicked out of the loop and gave Stone a self-mocking glance. “Time.”

	Stone tapped his temple with one index finger. “Long past time, I’d say.”

	 

	 


Chapter Nine

	“She’s sleeping. Probably the first decent rest Captain Cruz has enjoyed in weeks, or months.” Harry Del stepped out onto the veranda, where Jarrat and Stone sat on the bamboo couch in the afternoon shade.

	A light southerly wind blew, hot and moist off the rainforest, heavy with a hundred scents of flowers, herbs and wet earth. Early afternoon clouds boiled up over the mountains but Jarrat knew this place well enough to know rain would not fall before evening.

	“For what it’s worth,” Harry said philosophically, “Captain Cruz apologized for her own gullibility, and for being here. She offered to pay for the treatment, as if she expected me to deliver a bill! It ought to be NARC R&D picking up the tab, but it seems they’ve quit harassing me at last — for which I’m grateful. Having them off my back’s more than enough compensation to cover any account. Their only interest in my work now appears to fall in the area of biochemistry, the Angel blocker —

	“Speaking of which, you know they cut my funding by two thirds? True, since they’re no longer interested in me as the mutoid. Which tends to demonstrate how much faith they have in my ability to actually isolate the blocker! And,” Harry added cynically, “their sudden lack of interest in me as a T/87 gene carrier says things I’d rather not hear.”

	Jarrat knew exactly what he meant and shared a frown with Stone. R&D had been hunting for another T/87 for months now. If they had ceased to harass Harry, it could only mean they had found one. Janine Cruz might expect to be contacted soon enough, for at least an attempt to work on her Angel-chaotic brain, but Jarrat was far from sure she would agree to it — or should. Or even that the work could be done.

	“You have any idea who’s picked up the R&D contract?” Stone wondered.

	“Half an idea.” Harry made a disgusted expression. “It has to be Westridge. She just bought a property she could never have afforded and now she’s flying a Volvo raceplane, when six months ago she was flat broke, living on credit. She’s tight-lipped, giving nothing away, but what’s it look like to you? Stephanie Westridge … not a scruple anywhere in her bleached blonde head.”

	“But is she any good?” Jarrat leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

	Harry only shrugged. “She’s another with the T/87 gene, sure enough. There’s no shortage of us on this continent. But she has no formal medical training I know of, unless you count first aid and CPR, ten years ago. She can heal. She saved a thoroughbred racehorse with a shattered cannon bone last year, took the skin cancers off a man’s nose. I know she reached inside a dog and dismantled a nasty tumor. But would I trust Stephanie to rummage inside a human brain, much less one that’s had the psychotic bloody anti-interrogation training you NARCs get —?” He paused, chewing on the question, and at last could only add, “It ain’t my decision to make. And I’m damned glad it’s not.”

	“Keep your ears open,” Stone said quietly. “Let us know what you hear.”

	The new house looked almost identical to the old. A major contractor from Eldorado had duplicated it so closely, the biggest differences Jarrat saw lay in the smallest details. Fittings and fixtures, the specific shade of the paint, the exact dimensions of the windows, the hexagonal design of the mesh screens on the outside doors. Harry and Tansy were delighted. Tansy seemed even more grateful to be home than Harry himself. If she noticed differences, she chose to ignore them.

	Most of the kids had returned with her. Only two of the eldest had fallen under the spell of the city and chosen to remain. Malcolm — the boy who played the mandolin and had fallen in love with ‘John Citizen’ — had started premed at Nedwell-Davies Memorial, the best teaching hospital in Eldorado. His brother, Andrew, was soon to be married to a partner positioned so high in some marketing company, Drew could afford to play the house husband and raise his son, Harry’s first grandchild, due to enter the world in four months.

	Nine assorted horses, alpacas and goats grazed the long paddock at the side of the house. Five dogs and at least twice as many cats roamed the property at whim, only kept out of the east wing where the clinic, a little four-bed medbay, and Harry’s bio labs were as sterile and secure as any facility anywhere.

	And there, Jarrat thought, the magic was already happening: the Angel blocker that had been Harry’s ambition for so long. The work had come together many months ahead of the schedule he had originally set. Jarrat and Stone perceived Cassius Brand’s dollars at work in the banks of processors, a mainframe comparable to the carrier’s own, and its clone backup, buried in a shock-bunker under the lab. This time around Brand and Del were taking no risks, especially after NARC R&D had slashed Harry’s funding as if in punishment.

	After four weeks on the Cygnus-Stardust on the cruise out from Earth, and ten weeks in the bosom of his family, Harry Del looked like a man reborn. He might have been fifteen years younger; the spring was back in his skin, the light in his eyes. A large part of Jarrat thrummed with something very like envy as he and Stone received the tour of a new house which was so familiar, Harry dismissed the differences.

	The few weeks at the house in Fairview, where the Fraser River met the Neptune Gulf, had given Jarrat a taste for green earth, quiet nights, a predictable work schedule — though he mocked himself. He nursed a deep suspicion that in six months the gypsy at the core of him would be clamoring to move. Could a Sheckley kid ever put down roots? Jarrat did not know, but found himself eager to find out.

	With a deeply self-satisfied look, Harry sat in the cane planter’s chair opposite the couch. “It’s good to see you guys. I didn’t expect you so soon, much less Captain Cruz. I didn’t think the clipper got in for another week.”

	Security was not an issue here and Jarrat said easily, “It doesn’t. You don’t know it, but we’re parked at geostationary.”

	For a moment Harry was blank. Then, “The carrier? Damnit, you’re working. I knew this couldn’t be a social call.” He regarded them shrewdly. “Jesus, it’s got to be this Scimitar thing we’re hearing about.”

	So the citybottom whispers carried even this far. Stone leaned forward. “What do you know, Harry?”

	He shrugged evasively. “Not much more than everyone does. Some new demon lurking in the shadows. Angel abuse is back on the rise, but according to GlobalNet nobody knows where it’s coming from.”

	“We could make a few astute guesses,” Stone said. “If I were old Valda Hawass, I’d have a decade’s worth stockpiled in that fortress, or at least the raw materials for manufacture. Also a full-on biochemistry lab.”

	The healer blinked suspiciously at them. “You mean Jardín de los Dioses?”

	Surprise brought Jarrat up short. “You know it?”

	“Only fleetingly,” Harry admitted. “I did a house call there last year, long before you arrived for the Death’s Head job. I’m the local witchdoctor, or at least the best respected in the region because I’m also a proper, licensed medical doctor. They were desperate, old lady Hawass and Mister Targ. One of the children had crashed a sailplane, smashed it headfirst into the treeline, cut himself up badly. The repulsion sled ruptured, the whole thing shorted out, fried the poor kid alive. The local hospital treated the gashes and broken bones, but you know the aftermath of massive electrical trauma.”

	Internal burns, Jarrat knew, unspeakable short-term pain, possible long-term neural damage, perhaps brain damage which might never properly heal. “They’d heard of you, sent for you.”

	“Shanghaied me,” Harry corrected tartly. “A starlight-black limousine lands in the courtyard right there by the paddock, I’m told to grab my gear, I’m going to Jardín de los Dioses.” He shrugged. “You don’t argue with twelve billion bucks — as Starfleet will soon discover, when they take on Cass Brand!”

	“So you were inside the house?” Stone wondered.

	“Of course.” Harry seemed unconcerned. “Palace is a better word. They don’t call it the ‘Garden of the Gods’ for nothing. Local rumor always swore it’s also a fortress, but I try not to listen to gossip. Mind you, I did see a half dozen very nasty looking security drones, as well as the bodyguards you come to expect around folks so rich, they stink of money. Military drones in the house? You gotta wonder.”

	“Indulge yourself,” Jarrat said acerbically. “It’s a fortress.” He lifted a brow at Harry. “You knew the name of Hawass, soon as Stoney said it.”

	“Only because I treated her grand-nephew,” Harry warned, “and because I made the connection with the word fortress, on account of local gossip and the gundrones I saw for myself. It’s all true, then? You’re telling me the Hawass household is Scimitar?”

	Stone nodded slowly, deliberately. “We’re here at Colonel Stacy’s request, but it’s a pig of a job. May or may not even be doable. We’ll make the call in a few days, after we’ve gathered our own intel.”

	“And then there’s us.” Jarrat closed his eyes. “VR memories, Harry. Too much baggage to carry and hang onto sanity for long.”

	“I told you those simulations weren’t healthy,” Harry said quietly. “You’ve carried the memories way too long already — I imagine you want them erased, or at least blunted. Dulled.” He frowned at his palms, considering the task. “How much time do you have?”

	“Not too much,” Stone said carefully. “We’ve assigned a whale of a workload to our specialists, which buys us some, but … not long, Harry. Whether we can take Scimitar or not, we’ll be gone sooner than I’d like.”

	The healer stood. “Then you’ll get one shot at this. There’s no time like the present, Stoney. Fretting about it will only make it harder when you start. You already know it won’t be easy.”

	“We know.” Jarrat stood, aware of the prickle of Stone’s raw nerve endings. “You want to do it now? So soon?”

	“Give me a reason to wait.” Harry looked levelly from him to Stone and back. “I know more about NARC business than most people ever will. A situation will erupt so fast, you can crash from a standing start to pure chaos in a half hour.”  

	“Less,” Stone said with rueful humor. “Indulge us for a moment before you — do what you do. Tell us about Jardín de los Dioses.”

	But Harry’s head shook slowly. “There’s not much to tell. A palace, as I said, built back into a hillside. Opulence that, to me, went far beyond good taste. Everything was classic art and real books, old music, antique tables, fancy carpets, white gold, diamonds. Remember, I’m not a telepath. All I got were feelings. The family was so fixated on Targ’s kid, most of what I felt from them was just anguish. You can be rich as Croesus, but when you lose a child you hurt like the poorest sod camped out in the gutter.”

	“Sanjay Targ’s son?” Jarrat hazarded.

	“I believe that’s his name. I didn’t realize it mattered.” Harry regarded them with a deep frown. “So, who is this Sanjay Targ?”

	“Valda Hawass’s right hand, the one who makes it all happen,” Stone told him. “Scimitar. There’s also a young woman, a Mavvik, name of Azure.”

	Now Harry made negative gestures. “The only folks I saw at the palace were an incredibly old woman, so tortured about her nephew, she was making herself ill — staff addressed her as Madame, but locals know the name of Hawass. Servants always know; you can’t keep secrets — plus, there was Targ himself, who paid me with a great wad of cash, far more than my fee would’ve been. Then …

	“Two nurses and the family’s regular medic, a semi-retired general practitioner. I didn’t get the name, but he never took his eyes off me,” Harry said tersely, “as if he didn’t trust the witchdoctor. Plus three or four low-browed hulks, skulking just outside the door. I figured them for bodyguards — you got that much money, you keep a few gorillas on the payroll, so I thought nothing of it. They were in charge of the security drones — big, nasty machines, never far in the background.

	“Hawass must like bots,” he mused. Her domestic servants all seemed to be luxury drones. Nothing human, just machines pretending to be. Not my style, guys … drones that look too human give me the willies because I see people, but don’t feel anything from them. They’re like animated cadavers.” He shuddered visibly. “I used to be the same with those realistic baby-doll toys when I was a kid. To me they seemed to be corpses, dead babies abandoned willy nilly by careless brats who had no respect for the deceased.” He shrugged, as if he felt he should apologize. “Madame Hawass’s house staff gave me the same reaction. The walking dead, you know?”

	Jarrat could imagine. He frowned at Stone, counting on his fingers. “Hawass, Sanjay Targ, Azure Mavvik, Tomas Sondheim. A couple of tame medics tending Hawass, probably a cryo specialist on hand just in case. Four, maybe six bodyguards salted around the property. The rest are drones, some domestic, probably a great many security machines, if Harry spotted six.”

	“And children,” Stone said softly. “Bloody hell. It’s the one factor none of us considered. We don’t want to raze Jardín de los Dioses without warning, not with children in residence. The rest of them are legit collateral damage, but kids?”

	“How many kids, Harry?” Jarrat asked thoughtfully.

	“Two that I saw, a brother who was my patient, and a sister who looked so much like him. Both in their very early teens,” Harry said slowly as he plumbed his memory. “They belonged to Targ, so I was told. But there might be others. I just don’t know.”

	“Damn.” Stone pulled both hands over his face. “This could get complicated.”

	“It always does. Surveillance,” Jarrat decided. “We already opted to sit tight and collect out own intel, Harry. There’s plenty of time to figure a way around this — Hawass’s group went to ground the second they picked up Stacy’s squad. They don’t know we’re here — let’s keep it that way.”

	“Flush them into the open,” Stone said grimly. “All of them. Get them out, put down the shooters, pick off the key players. Catch the kids in the sweep along with Hawass’s medics and any out of luck visitors. Christ, we’ll have civvies rabbiting in every direction.”

	“So we better recognize them on sight, mark targets fast. And we don’t miss.” For the moment Jarrat set the job aside. “We can do zip without one hell of a lot more data. Patience, Stoney. It’ll happen when it happens.”

	Every assignment soon reached this juncture, a point where no more could be done without resources that often seemed impossible. Stone seethed with some mix of disquiet, frustration and suppressed anger, and Jarrat cupped a hand at his nape to catch him, hold him.

	“I’m okay,” Stone rasped. “It’s just too much like twenty other jobs. A dozen of the buggers went so haywire —”

	“Not in reality,” Harry said sharply. “If you’d blown assignments so often, your brass-hats would’ve stood you down years ago.”

	“VR crap designed to go haywire,” Jarrat said sourly.

	“Ah. So.” Harry stood aside and pointed them along the veranda, toward the clinic and labs. “I recognize my cue when I hear it. Tansy’s busy with dental design work, we won’t be disturbed. Let me do my old family doctor routine. I can’t say you’ll enjoy the procedure … but afterward you’ll be glad you did it.”

	Misgivings inspired an unpleasant prickle of perspiration as Jarrat followed them into a cool white treatment room. While Harry checked on Cruz, he took a moment to call the carrier — a signal bounced from the Apogee in the courtyard, off nine comm relays around Rethan, and at last to the carrier via an orbital array belonging to ChellCom itself.

	Ops was idling; Gable had handed off to his understudy while Dalton retired to the lab with two assistants from Budweisser’s team. Gil Cronin was tinkering with his truck, performing a long overdue service before Eve Lang loaded it onto the cargo deck of a Marshall Kitakaze. With any reliable datastream a minimum of a day away, Jarrat dropped his comset back into a pocket and gave his attention to Stone. 

	Shelves and cabinets flanked a vacant bed; vertical blinds muted the afternoon sun. Harry returned moments later with an extra chair and drew three up to the room’s small table. He palm-locked the door, deliberately shut off the comm and gestured for them to sit on opposite sides of the table.

	He put himself between them. “I’m going to ask you to relax and I know it won’t be easy,” he began. “You’re both strung out, further than you realize — if not about Scimitar then about this. I can give you something to help, just a herbal concoction of my own. Mulunga, kava, valerian, rhodiola, with a touch of the devil’s claw almost too small to measure. It won’t knock you too far out. There’s also an effective blocker, if you do need to come around in a hurry.”

	“All right. Stoney?” Jarrat frowned at his partner, and Stone nodded.

	Eight large capsules filled with coarse, pale brown powder landed on the table between them. Harry set out a glass and pitcher. “Take four apiece and just … wait. In ten minutes or so we should begin. You can relax, I’m not about to hurt you. I won’t take you places you haven’t taken yourselves a thousand times, but this will be the last time you need ever go there.”

	“All of them?” Stone asked huskily. “We have to dredge up every memory, to have it blurred, or masked, or whatever it is you do?”

	“No. You just need to give me a steer.” Harry pulled up his chair, clasped his hands lightly on the table before him. “Concentrate on whichever was the absolute worst of the experiences. You’ll have to focus with absolute precision, so it won’t be pleasant, but I’ll find my own way from there. I’ll also conjure some of my patented jiggery-pokery, place you into a light tranced state, which should make it easier for you to accept the intrusion into your private space.” He gave them a rueful look. “I am an intruder. Most patients would barely even notice my presence, much less react badly, but you’ve had the formal training, conditioning. You remember the last time.”

	“Hardly likely to forget.” Jarrat’s thoughts had begun to wander already. “That’s potent stuff.”

	“Harmless and mild, I assure you,” Harry promised, “but if you’re feeling the effects already, we can begin.” He palmed Stone’s left hand and Jarrat’s right. “Close your eyes. Relax! Let your minds drift. Zone out. You’ll have to drop your shields completely, of course. If you don’t share this, the procedure is just a pointless headache. I wish I could tell you to find your happy place, but I’m afraid we’re going in the opposite direction. Show me the darkness. And before you start to squirm — don’t. There’s nothing I haven’t seen. You can’t surprise me, much less shock me.”

	His voice had begun to blur around the edges, but Jarrat knew what he needed. For months he and Stone had known which memories cut the deepest. He focused on them all too easily. As the empathic shields dropped to nothing he felt the flare of Stone’s pain, doubling the load of his own.

	The simulation had been meticulously crafted. Yvette McKinnen designed all twelve on orders from NARC psyche evaluators, and Mac was notoriously thorough. The object was to test the emotional fallout of loss and suffering, measure an operative’s ability to carry the burden, which must affect his or her ability to finish an assignment under the load — and perhaps walk away sane at the end of it, amenable to repartnership, ready to be retasked. Jarrat had only to close his eyes and blunder back into the memories for the scene to be so real, he might have lived it no more than a week ago.

	Alone. If one word contained and expressed the whole experience, he would have said alone. He stood on a hillside under a low spring sun, hugging what warmth he could find. Birch trees remained winter-bare while black spruce darkened the landscape. Europe’s summer remained quite short, though locals swore the climate had been moderating for most of a century. He knew Spain a little, just enough to recognize these hills from the morning he and Stone had taken out Rachel’s ultralite, before an emergency returned them fast to the carrier.

	The glory days were over. The Athena was back on assignment but Jarrat could not know were; she flew with new captains. Rachel Rinaldi-Stone had recovered her aircraft from the garage at the family mansion where young Bradley still spent his semester breaks. The young man had Stoney’s looks, perpetuating something of him, carrying those genes into the future while the realty lay at Jarrat’s feet.

	The plaque was more ostentatious than Stoney would have wanted. He would have preferred a tile in the Honor Wall at NARC Central in Venice, but his will — still on file with the department and largely unchanged since he transferred from Tactical — was specific. His ashes should be scattered over the hills where he had loved to fly when he was still a student, even before be went to Tac.

	Honoring his wishes, Jarrat made the clipper journey in to the homeworlds; alone. Always alone. The Stone family was aloof, distant, disapproving, as if they blamed Jarrat for the loss of a son they had disowned much more than a decade before. Knowing he was unwelcome at the house, he did not linger. He fought the Stones only when the older generation tried to claim the ashes, deny him the right to scatter them with his own hands.

	To his surprise, Brad stood up and argued for him, citing the terms of the will. The kid was intelligent. Stone had never told his parents he and Jarrat had officially handfasted, perhaps suspecting the knowledge would only inspire fury. But Bradley guessed, and Jarrat still had the certificate, just a palm-sized scrap of synthetic vellum with two names, a date, a location. Venice, Darwin’s World.

	A simple urn, matte and steel blue, without ornamentation; no inscription, just a name. Captain R.J. Stone. Jarrat had carried it from Darwin’s, where he locked up the house for the last time, caught a cab to the spaceport with a clipper pass in his wallet and no sense of where he was going. The NARC building loomed on the skyline just south of the city, but he doubted he would return.

	Three weeks in transit — alone. He drank too much, till cognac and tequila tasted the same, smoked too much, till kip grass was acrid on his tongue. Stoney would not have approved. Then, four days of fighting with the parents who demanded to inter the ashes in the family crypt though ‘Jerry’ had been absolutely specific about what he wanted, and had hated the name by which they insisted on calling him. The war of wills left Jarrat as exhausted as if he had fought a physical battle.

	And at last it ended here: a hillside, chill in spring, the grass not yet green, trees still bare. The wind caught the ashes as he spilled them, took them up, spread them wide till nothing remained. Stoney’s second great love had always been flying. Jarrat credited himself with being the first. Fitting, that the wind should catch all that remained of him, bear him aloft and away, uniting him with the skies he had loved as a boy.

	Jarrat reached out the way he always had, tried to find him through an empathic bond that had dwindled to nothing. He touched only a vast emptiness, within and without. No more rush of warmth like balm on bare nerves, no prickle of humor or quicksilver annoyance, or the rich, lush tide of desire, seducing him yet again.

	The sense of emptiness might have been a punch. He caught his breath, blinked down at the plaque at his feet. Days before, he had placed a small tile, discreet, as blue as Stone’s eyes and as plain as Stoney would have wanted. When he walked up here today with the urn, he found it gone. In its place sat a huge pink marble thing with scrolled edges, flamboyant lettering, a florid inscription.

	Anger burned through him till he heard Stone’s voice — a bass groan, mocking, resigned to falling in with the family’s wishes at least this far. If Jarrat closed his eyes he could hear Stone so clearly, he might have been standing in the shadows by the gnarled old tree, just behind Kevin’s left shoulder. It often happened. The impulse was to turn, look for him, but he resisted. Stone was never there.

	Doesn’t matter, honey, who cares? Let it be.

	So Jarrat knelt, lifted the memorial on its bronze hinges and set the empty urn carefully into the marble reliquary beneath. Someone had left a dozen scarlet roses there. Rachel? The small plaque Jarrat had placed lay among them. He retrieved it, slipped it into a cargo pocket and turned his face to the wind.

	Time limped by like an old man, minutes blurring into an hour while he grew stiff and chill. So many old injuries ached, reminding him of days, places, triumphs and disasters they had shared. Those times lived on in Jarrat’s memory while Stoney became part of these hills.

	Kevin, get out of here, Stone’s voice whispered in his mind’s ear. Go live the rest of your life. It’s hardly even begun. You’re so young.

	“So were you,” Jarrat said soundlessly. So short a time, he thought, to share everything, to love enough to last lifelong. He could measure the time they had spent together in months. Emptiness consumed him with a terrible sense of being half alive, as if half of everything he had been was gone. Never again a thrill of excitement when Stoney made some discovery; no tingle of laughter, when something amused him; no sublime undercurrent of warmth as they settled to sleep, nor the tenuous sensations of his dreams.

	Alone. He zipped his jacket against the chill, stooped to set his palm on the memory plaque for a moment, and took a pebble from the hillside. It warmed in his hand, part of the place Stone had loved as a boy, and into which he would blend when the wind let his ashes fall.

	Empty, Jarrat walked down to the road, a few hundred meters east, where he had left the rental car. His mind lingered months in the past and light years distant. As he slid into the vehicle he realized he had no idea where he was going. This place, this day, had consumed him like a mission. When the wind caught Stone, carried him away, it was finished.

	It’s a big universe, kiddo, Stone’s voice said with a touch of gentle mockery.

	Jarrat started the car, listened to the growl of underpowered civilian engines. He swung a wide arc across the deserted road, back toward the north. The spaceport beckoned — the spacers’ rink where merchant astra ships headed out to no place and every place.

	He caught a glimpse of the gnarled tree marking the hillside with its memory plaque and, beyond, a condor riding a thermal into the morning sky.

	From Stone’s perspective it was Jarrat’s ashes carried aloft by a morning wind over the Neptune Gulf, where a man who had escaped Sheckley learned to love the feel of sand between his toes, the evening sun heavy on his back, the sea stretching blue-green to a cloud-hazed tropical horizon.

	Stone stood on the beach beyond the battered picket fence marking the end of the garden, utterly alone, empty, knowing only that if he went back into the house they had shared, he would be insane in a week. In accordance with Jarrat’s wishes, he smashed the simple urn that had held Kevin’s ashes and the tide took out the shards, save for one he kept back for himself. He clenched it in his right hand until his palm was full of blood, and with an effort dragged himself out of the well of memory. Again he found himself reaching for Jarrat, desperate to find him in the silent, barren empathic link which now only seemed to mock him.

	Neither of them had noticed Harry Del working quietly in the background, keying on neural pathways which flashed blood red with pain. Stone seemed to wander through a fog, lurching from memory to memory, hunting for a path to lead him out of the morass. He had lost the way and exhaustion broke over his head like a storm surge. Physically and emotionally too spent to fight, he let himself fall into an odd darkness punctuated by the flickers and flutters of half-formed dreams, snatches of thought, a voice, images dissolving before he could make them out.

	He slept while time rambled at a glacial pace, until —

	Light bled redly through his closed eyelids. His neck was stiff. His head rested on one forearm and his face was hot. Stone swore softly and sat up with an effort. His vision had blurred, his eyes were sore, his throat parched. Across the table, Jarrat had just begun to stir and reality filtered back as Stone watched him lift his head. Kevin dragged several breaths to the bottom of his lungs and blinked owlishly, as if trying to make sense of the room.

	Harry was gone. The door remained closed and the sun had passed off the window, testimony to the hours the healer had worked. Stone forced himself awake, listening to the crackle of neck and spine as he peered at his chrono. “Damn, it’s late.”

	“Gable knows where to find us, if they wanted us.” Jarrat was hoarse, his eyes slightly pink. Grief did that to a man.

	But when Stone tried to recall the reason, he could find nothing specific to account for sorrow. Forgetfulness was a blessing. For some moments he pursued memories that wriggled away like eels, evading him. He knew he had lost something, someone, somewhere, but the scene refused to resolve. “I could use a beer.” He heard the rasp of his own throat.

	“Two,” Jarrat corrected. “The first won’t even touch the sides.” He fumbled for the water glass, drained half the pitcher and passed the rest to Stone. “I … don’t quite remember.”

	“Remember what?” Stone emptied the pitcher and got his feet under him.

	“Can’t be sure. Something I shouldn’t have forgotten, but …” Jarrat shook his head. “I’m sure it was important, but it’s gone.”

	Stone knew exactly what he meant. “Business? You want to call the carrier?” He set pitcher and glass into the room’s small basin.

	“No. It was … personal. Something about family — which has to mean your folks, since clan is the one thing I never had to worry about.” Jarrat’s brow creased, and then he let it go with a soft curse. “If it was so vastly important, it’ll come back to me.” He stood, stretched. “Hungry.”

	The house’s AI knew their prints on the palmlock. Stone followed the sound of voices and the smell of food to the east veranda, unsurprised to find Harry, Tansy, four assorted kids, several neighbors, most of the property’s dogs. Dinner was set out buffet fashion and Tansy beckoned them to join the throng.

	Much of this food grew in the glasshouses beyond the clinic, and to Stone’s palate it tasted nothing at all like AutoChef fare. One could lose his appetite for the freeze-dried, flash-cooked stuff served up by the machines. He relished the offer of food that had been on the tree or in the ground a few hours before.

	Twilight was brief at these latitudes. The sky blazed briefly; crimson and gold faded into turquoise and the stars had begun to glitter before they were done eating. Kids and neighbors drifted away, leaving Harry and Tansy to linger over a Shiraz while Jarrat raided the refrigerator for a decent local beer.

	“A few months,” Harry announced, “at the longest.”

	“Before —?” Stone had begun to unwind as he had not in years.

	Tansy snorted. “The labs are chugging on a substance that’s maybe ten percent pure. Takes about a week to cycle through the whole thing, identify another round of toxins, impurities, rubbish, and rule them all out. The Angel blocker is in there, Stoney, and it’s running out of places to hide.”

	“And then,” Jarrat said, sliding the screen door closed behind him to keep out the purple moths which fluttered insanely around the lamps, “the Marcus Brand Foundation is all about distributing the magic. Getting it out there.” He set a green glass bottle into Stone’s hand. “How far has Brand thought this through? You ought to be negotiating with pharma labs, Harry. You’ll need to manufacture tonnes of the stuff and ship it — everywhere.”  

	But Harry’s head shook slowly, deliberately. “Not even going to bother. Cass and me, we hashed the whole thing out last month, when we realized how close we are now. I asked him, ‘How much money d’you want to make out of this thing?’ He looked at me like I’d gone mad. Cass doesn’t want money. Soon as I’m through the testing phase, we’re sending samples and documentation to the health and welfare departments in every colonial government. Cass already identified the individuals and offices, he’s got the names and contact codes —

	“They can run the data, check it out … manufacture the blocker themselves and bloody give the stuff away by the two-liter carafe. We’re only making one stipulation. Cass is demanding it: nobody, nowhere, nohow, makes one skinny dime out of the Angel blocker. This is the magic that’ll stop the war Bram Sorenson’s trying to whip up in the colonies. So no government, no company, no entrepreneur, takes my work and sells it for a hundred bucks a pop. They can cover their manufacture and shipping expenses — and they’re accountable. They’ll answer to auditors. Cass already knows the companies that’ll be watchdogging the government labs. They justify their price to the Foundation.” He lifted his glass in salute. “I give you Cassius Brand.” He drank on the toast. “So much for Angel — and so much,” he added with rich, unashamed self-satisfaction, “for Senator Sorenson and his dickhead bill.”

	“In fact,” Tansy added, “I give you Governor Cassius Brand.” She drank.

	Jarrat shot Stone a look. “Aurora voted?”

	“Two weeks ago.” Harry picked over a platter of nuts and candy. “Cass romped it, as you’d expect, given his campaign ticket.”

	“The anti-Sorenson crusade.” Stone examined the beer’s unfamiliar label and took an experimental swig.

	“What else?” Harry was mellow. “All this about my work is hush-hush, of course, so keep it to yourselves. Hardly a soul not sitting at this table knows what’s going on in that lab. Bill Dupre drilled this through my skull before he let me escape from NARC’s basement. ‘You keep it quiet as a tomb, Harry,’” he intoned in a fair approximation of a Barbadian accent, ‘or you’ll make yourself a target and I’ll surround you with so much security, you’ll need a pass to use the can.’”

	“Even so,” Tansy said resignedly, “this place is lousy with security. You don’t see it, but Brand installed every kind of intrusion detection I never even heard of, all of it constantly chattering to some local security company. We’ve got an AI in the bunker under the lab. A flea jumps on a dog’s butt, the AI doesn’t like what it sees, it raises the alarm. Suddenly six gundrones pop up out of nowhere, bristling with cannons, and ten minutes later a skytruck arrives from the company — eight armed goons in full flak armor.” She shook her head. “This whole thing is psychotic.”

	“Is it?” Stone was less certain. “Not with Scimitar based too close for comfort and pulling the strings of this colony’s new Angel trade.”

	She made a face. “Harry told me, while you were sleeping off the procedure. Damn. We’ve never had anything to do with those people … they wouldn’t deign to breathe the same air as ordinary mortals.”

	“Until they need us,” Harry said darkly. “They dragged me in there fast enough, when it suited them!”

	“And you fixed their child,” Tansy said pointedly. “The family has to figure they owe you a favor. They’ve no reason to suspect you of anything.”

	NARC had thrown an impenetrable security screen around all aspects of Harry’s association with Jarrat and Stone. No records remained, not a second of video, no hint of any business between them. Even Jarrat’s treatment at the Argyle Mercy Clinic was expunged from the archives. That particular John Citizen did not even exist. He persisted only in Medic Jeff Bolt’s memory — and Bolt had signed the official nondisclosure agreement. He knew Evelyn Lang had ‘gone over’ to NARC. For all Stone knew, Bolt might follow her. He was good; NARC would welcome him.

	Harry’s months in Venice were officially documented as a research project, which was true enough, work performed at two major hospitals in Venice and Montpelier, which was not, though computers in both institutions would swear he had been there. Tactical reported the destruction of this property as simple collateral damage: Death’s Head shooters fought here. They had fought in many places, blood and property damage were commonplace.

	No, Stone decided, there was no security threat to Harry Del. Hawass’s people were far more likely to make a connection back to Evelyn Lang’s property in Ballyntyre, but that link dead-ended with the death of Joel Assante. Hawass would certainly have known Assante hit the Lang property, and why; she would be aware of how the shooter died, also that Jarrat and Stone had departed alive. But she knew no more. The tenuous thread connecting the Lang household to NARC petered out there. Evelyn soon returned to Military Airlift and in weeks went offworld for retraining. Even if Hawass had been watching her — and it was highly probable, Stone allowed — she would lose track of Evelyn the moment Lang quit this system. Shortly after, Simon took the skybus up to Eldorado, to college. Art Pedley hired a few casual employees to keep the family business ticking over. The likes of Valda Hawass would have no further interest at this level of domestic drama.

	“Can you guys stay over?” Tansy was asking.

	Stone had been wondering the same thing. “Let me call home, see if anything’s cooking yet.”

	“It’s way too early.” Jarrat took a draft of the local pale ale. “They won’t even be loading Gil’s truck till morning, earliest.”

	“Still.” Stone hooked his comset over his left ear. “Give me a minute.” He strolled away, out of earshot, where lamplight swiftly dwindled and night became warm blue-black velvet, full of the buzz and chirp of insects. A night bird sang, far off across the paddock; a small animal rustled, closer at hand. He might have suspected a lizard but the big calico tomcat stalked out of the long grass by the fence moments later, wide eyes reflecting the veranda lights.

	The left gullwing rose on the Apogee and he dropped into the seat. The AI was idling, most systems dormant, comm online. Any word he said here would echo from satellite to satellite, incurring a two-second lag in response but maintaining both Harry’s security and the Athena’s.

	“7.1 to Ops. Routine check-in. Local time …” he glanced at his chrono. “21:43.”

	Gable answered eight seconds later. “Nice of you to call home once in a while.”

	“You’re on late, Curt. Anything we should know about?” Stone watched an outbound flight, a domestic shorthaul, arc among the stars.

	“Nothing’s moving, groundside,” Gable reported after the time lag. “Dalton’s grabbing a few hours of downtime, but Bud’s people took over the job. They’re crating hardware, fast as they can — new estimate is noon, tomorrow, before they let the little buggers swarm. Gil and Joe are on standby, ready to go anytime. Pilot Lang already flight-prepped a Kitakaze. Oh — she’s requesting a day groundside, a chance to visit home, if you’ll authorize it.”

	“Not a good idea right now,” Stone said regretfully. “We’re all too close to Scimitar — sitting not far enough from Hawass’s doorstep. We don’t want to draw attention … tell Eve she can have a few days when we’re done. Soon as Scimitar’s busted, Jarrat and I’ll be liaising with Eldorado and Chell Tactical till we talk ourselves hoarse. You know how it goes.”

	“I do,” Gable agreed. “You coming back up?”

	“Tomorrow,” Stone decided. “The Apogee’s fully armed. Since we’re already groundside, we can at least cover the area. One extra layer of security while Gil and Joe make the drop.”

	“They need,” Gable said sourly, “a gunship.”

	“They’ll get,” Stone retorted, “six fully armed riot troops on the Kitakaze and Raven Leaders in the air, in the Apogee.”

	“Stacy’s commandment.” Gable muttered something under pickup range, but it sounded profane. “Carrier business is routine and as boring as all get out,” he reported. “And I’m off-shift in about three minutes.”

	“Sleep while you can,” Stone advised. “7.1 out.”

	With the Apogee locked down he strolled back to the veranda. Tansy had gone inside, leaving Harry half-dozing in a wicker chair. “No such luck,” he was saying as Stone ambled back into earshot. “I’ve warned Cass time and again not to expect Marcus to wake anytime soon. The old man isn’t surprised, but it’s safe to say he’s damned disappointed.”

	“Marcus,” Jarrat informed Stone, “is still comatose.”

	“And anything he could have told NARC regarding Aphelion,” Stone mused, “is virtually worthless now. That bust is history — if you discount a bunch of political figures who’re so far beyond our reach, it wouldn’t matter what Marcus said, if he ever woke up.”

	“Which is why,” Harry said drowsily, “Cass is demanding the boy’s repatriation. He wants him shipped right back home to Aurora. NARC doesn’t need him now. The whole thing was a farce, if you want my opinion. Somebody in Chicago’s been stonewalling, so Cass got his lawyers on the job a few weeks ago. They’ll be negotiating with NARC’s legal arm soon enough, then …” He gestured vaguely. “Appropriate medical staff to accompany him, a first class clipper ticket for a comatose body that’ll sleep its way through the colonies. But if the boy’s going to cock his toes in the end without waking — which he probably will, God knows how many years from now — at least he’ll do it at home. That’s all Cass can ask for, really. Twenty-five years in cryogen?” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Christ, what a thought.”

	His words slurred, he was asleep in moments. Jarrat gestured for quiet, beckoned, and Stone followed him along the side of the house to the sliding door into the big, darkened living room. Beyond were several bedrooms set aside for the house’s frequent guests. Jarrat obviously knew where he was going.

	The door closed on a white-walled room with an economical en suite off one side. Two lamps shone, dim and amber. He gave Stone a rueful smile and gestured at the bed, which was just wide enough to sleep two if they cozied up. “Tansy said, make yourself at home. This was my … John Citizen’s room.”

	“In the days when Johnny was Malcolm’s sweetie. Except Johnny never actually existed — and now genuinely doesn’t, since Argyle Mercy’s records were erased.” Stone pulled his shirt over his head, dropped it unceremoniously. He watched Jarrat hang his own silk shirt over the back of the room’s only chair and stretch every joint until it crackled. “You ever think of those days?” He offered an embrace.

	Jarrat took it and Stone charted the planes, curves, hollows, of Kevin’s body. The long familiar territory never lost its allure. If he closed his eyes he could feel every caress through his own nerve endings; if he thumbed Jarrat’s nipples he felt his own ruck in response, and heard Kevin give a soft groan. With an effort he stilled his hands, waiting for an answer.

	“I try not to think back,” Jarrat admitted. “The truth is, I did half-remember Malcolm a while ago. I get flashes of memory, like snapshots. A smile, a voice. Laughing. Lying in the grass, learning to feel like a man again. He was … very gentle when I was busted up enough to need it.”

	“He did love you. For all I know, he still does.” Stone drew his lips across Jarrat’s cheek, aware of the prickle of fresh stubble and the swift twist of something like regret from Kevin.

	“Do I apologize — to him, to both of you?” Jarrat looked up the small difference in height between them. “I didn’t even know you at the time, Stoney. Couldn’t have picked you out of a Tactical ID parade. I needed —”

	“Exactly what Malcolm gave you,” Stone finished. “The bald truth is, I should be bloody grateful to the kid. I sometimes wonder what would’ve happened if I’d never found you, and you’d never remembered your own name and come looking for me. There was never any guarantee of your memory coming back, the damage was catastrophic. I read Medic Bolt’s report, right after that night in Chell. But there was somebody here for Johnny, who actually wanted him for his own sake.”

	Jarrat sat on the side of the bed, held out his hand. “When’s the last time I told you, I love you?”

	“I don’t know,” Stone said honestly. “Doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t think the words ever did.” He set both hands on Jarrat’s shoulders, let Kevin undress him in a few deft movements.

	“It does matter. Yesterday in Chell, I was snarling at you.”

	“Yesterday in Chell, I was being a moron. Blame that goddamn’ city. It still gets to me — I knew it would.” Stone silenced him first with his fingers, then with his tongue, taking the breath from his lungs. “I know what you feel, Kevin, everything you feel. That’s what matters.” He threaded his fingers through Jarrat’s hair. “Now, will you quit trying to keep the shields up on your empathy — shut up and fuck me, then get some sleep, in that order.”

	“The poetry of romance fairly steals one’s breath away.” Jarrat observed philosophically as he stood to drop his jeans and kick them aside. Now, he let the shields dwindle to nothing and the full weight of his feelings hit Stone broadside. Stone was still trying to catch his breath when Kevin hooked a foot behind one bare ankle and dumped him onto the bed. “What was it you wanted me to do, again?”

	“I believe I might have said ‘shut up and fuck me,’” Stone said lucidly.

	“Try the top drawer there, beside you,” Jarrat suggested.

	Stone reached over, rummaged until he produced a small blue plastex bottle, half full of something viscous and light. “Familiar?”

	“Very.” Jarrat handled the bottle with a wry expression.

	“Then why don’t you do something … stimulating with it,” Stone challenged. He caught Jarrat, shamelessly using his greater strength to manhandle him — then laughed as Kevin twisted, slithered, evading him so neatly, Stone landed on hands and knees without knowing how he got there. “You have to teach me how you do that.”

	“Not on your life. Strength or tricks, loverboy, not both.” Then Jarrat’s hands dove under, lube-slick and infinitely knowing. Suddenly Stone could find neither breath nor thoughts coherent enough to argue. Not that he would have wanted to, when Jarrat gave him what he had asked for, with interest.

	 

	 


Chapter Ten

	Jarrat never slept well in unfamiliar places, as if half his mind remained on alert. He woke before dawn when the comset in Stone’s abandoned shirt buzzed for attention, and slid out of a bed he half-remembered. With the Apogee’s AI handling signal routing it was safe to answer, though he was sure Harry could expect a call from his security provider, checking his awareness of the military-grade encryption shrouding various transmissions originating on the property.

	“Jarrat.” He cracked open the vertical blinds, admitting a wash of blue-gray predawn twilight.

	“Morning, 9.4,” Gable said with exaggerated cheer. “I woke you?”

	“Safe bet, at 05:35, local.” Jarrat yawned. “What you got, Curt?”

	“Hardware is loading now, well ahead of schedule. Full marks and a gold star to Budweisser’s tech gang. They pulled an all-nighter to finish up what Cal Dalton started. We got dead lucky with the weather: meteorology reports are right in the sweet spot for our purposes. Blue Ravens 6 and 7 will be in the ready room in thirty minutes and Pilot Lang is just about to warm up the transport. We can launch in an hour. Groundside destination is Patterson Levy Airfield, seventy klicks south of Los Tres Dragones. Turns out, Eve knows it well. The plan is, she’ll put the Kitakaze in the east parking pasture, then Gil and Joe head out and hang a right onto O’Dell Road. Staying under the speed limit to keep off traffic control’s radar, it’s less than an hour’s drive from there to ground zero. Lang waits for Cronin and Ramos to get back … job done, neat and tidy. You want to proceed?”

	“Do it. Gil and Joe know the terrain?” Jarrat sorted jeans from boots.

	“They ran the whole area in VR, backwards and sideways, till they could be local yokels,” Gable assured him. “This is the safest act: just a couple of farm lads, headed up the back road. O’Dell is the main access way to twenty-odd properties, people use it a hundred times a day. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

	“And Dalton picked their spot to let go the swarm,” Jarrat concluded.

	Gable was clearly satisfied. “A patch of woodland, canopy trees overhead, no chance of being imaged from the air, convenient access to two comm relay towers. Two guys pull over to take a leak. They lift a corner of the tarp on the truck bed, Dalton’s gadgets swarm — down around ground level, she says, rock-hopping, so far under the radar, if they were detected at all, they’ll show up as locusts or crickets.”

	“It’ll do,” Jarrat decided. “We’ll check in closer to showtime. We can hold the Apogee well to the southeast, fly forward observation way beyond any hardware on the ridge.” In the event of trouble, the Blue Ravens would have substantial support only seconds out. Still Jarrat hesitated, frowning at Stone, who sat on the side of the bed, coaxing his waking mind into gear. “Stoney, you want to put an armed squad on the Kitakaze? Can’t hurt to have some extra backup.”

	“Watertight plans are the ones that spring leaks the fastest.” Stone reached for the clothes he had dropped at random.

	“I heard that,” Gable said with arid humor. “I’ll have Gil assign a squad from Blue Raven. No hardsuits, right?”

	“Not yet,” Jarrat affirmed. “We’re still tying to figure out if this job’s doable. We’ll keep a low profile, Curt, as long as we can.”

	“Stacy,” Stone mused, “doesn’t want to see riot armor anywhere on this planet.”

	“Stacy,” Jarrat said sharply, “won’t be within three thousand K’s of us when push comes to shove. His whole concern is to guarantee no street war. We can do that. But if he thinks we’ll set our people up, naked, as targets in some shooting gallery —”

	“He can think again. We’re invisible while we work this out, Curt,” Stone said loudly in the direction of the comset. “When boots hit the dirt at ground zero … we’ll see how it plays out on the fly.”

	“Oh, joy,” Gable muttered. “Keep in touch, guys. Athena out.”

	Jarrat frowned at his chrono. “I’d guess, two hours before we need to be in the zone. Grab a shower, eat … we might be out of here before the household wakes.”

	But the Del house woke early. Both Harry and Tansy were yawning over coffee and croissants when Jarrat padded, barefoot, in search of food. And the empath already knew the NARC men were working. The shift in their emotional current spoke clearly to him, no matter how Jarrat tried to shield his feelings. Harry was far too sensitive.

	Without comment Kevin flashed eggs and sausage, and Harry knew better than to ask for details. He made deliberate small talk as they ate, carefully avoiding business, NARC, Scimitar. At last, uncomfortably aware of their restlessness and rising adrenalin levels as ‘showtime’ approached, he made sketchy farewells. With a slap for Stone’s back, a nod in Jarrat’s direction, he headed for the lab.

	He knew far more about NARC work than any civilian should, Jarrat thought — another critical reason Dupre had thrown a dense security screen around him and his project, though Harry himself might not realize it. He had worked inside NARC itself for long enough to know their methods and routines. What he knew made him invaluable to the criminal element. Utter secrecy was his best defense, just as complete secrecy presented the only firewall Jarrat could imagine for the appalling toxin he had developed in the process of isolating a viable Angel blocker. Harry was right: if the raw substance fell into the hands of government or military, his research could be filed among history’s atrocities. 

	As her husband took a tall glass of green tea and disappeared in the direction of the lab, Tansy gave Jarrat and Stone a curious look. But she also had enough experience of them to admit, the less she knew, the better she would sleep.

	One eye on the time, Stone finished the last croissant. “We have to go,” he told her. “Is Captain Cruz awake?”

	But Tansy shook her head. “She should sleep around the clock. She needs it. I set up an IV loaded with everything we can give her. Did you want to leave a message? Be kind. She’s scared herself to death — we’re talking about a woman not much older than you, who thought she had a high-power career ahead of her, or at least a long, productive life. You know she’s beating the bejesus out of herself.”

	“For being a fool,” Jarrat said bleakly.

	“For letting bastards in your research department try to ‘weaponize’ her,” Tansy retorted. “It’s evil. Wicked. Janine’s perfectly aware of what she’s done, but I think she’s going to be the first of the lucky ones. Third cab off the rank, behind you, Stoney, and the Kwei boy.” She dropped her voice as if she thought she must guard every word even in the middle of her own home. “Harry’s close enough to the blocker for Janine to have the time left. So long,” she added, “as she doesn’t let Stephanie bloody Westridge start rummaging around inside her head!”

	Jarrat and Stone shared a dark look. “Try to make Cruz understand,” Stone said quietly. “I’m not sure how much information she can process anymore — her brain’s a chaos. She doesn’t remember well, even when she does understand. I … know something of what she’s going through. You have no idea.”

	“Yes I do. I haven’t forgotten you.” Tansy sighed. “Working with Harry in these last few years, I’ve seen too much of this. We don’t officially work in Angel therapy, but sufferers — notice, we don’t say ‘users’ anymore — often ask a general practitioner for help in the early days. Tranks, downers and peps, psychoactives. They can help delay the rot by a few months and, now more than ever, time’s so precious. Specialists have begun to call the later stages ‘Angel dementia.’ They’re not far from the truth.” Again she breathed a long sigh, and set the mug in the sink. “We’ll do the best we can for Janine, but when NARC officers come calling, if she agrees to go with them, you realize there’s zero we can do, legally or ethically, to stop her. It’s her decision.”

	“We know.” From somewhere Jarrat produced a faint, crooked smile. “I waded through every argument before I decided to invite Harry into Stoney’s head. It came down to my decision in the end. My responsibility.”

	“I haven’t forgotten that either.” She leaned on the sink, consumed by memory. “Evelyn plodded knee-deep through the same muck on account of you, Kevin, all the way from some rural hospital in Paddington, over on the big continent. You were still battered to smithereens when she got you here, despite Doctor Bolt’s best efforts … but the man did save your life, so we won’t criticize.”

	Half-formed memories inspired a flinch, an ouch, which Stone felt clearly and answered with a deep frown. Jarrat held out his hand and Tansy took it, clasped it. “We’ll be back,” he promised, “before we pull the carrier out.”

	“The truth is,” Stone added, taking her hand for a moment, “we might be back to stay. I like this place. It’s so far out, you can forget the city exists. Get Scimitar off your back doorstep, and I could enjoy this peace and quiet for months.”

	“Years,” Jarrat corrected. He gave Tansy a nod of genuine gratitude. “Thanks, love. We owe you — again. Give Harry our best. Advise Jan Cruz, from us, to sit tight and tell R&D to bugger off. Ciao.”

	The mission clock was running as he and Stone jogged out to the Apogee. The morning sun had already gathered some serious heat and the sultry air felt heavy. A dense overcast darkened the west while the east remained clear and bright. Rainbow parrots squabbled in the trees by the house and shot like missiles overhead toward the woodland.

	Over the combug in his right ear, Carrier Operations chattered ceaselessly on a two-second delay incurred by multiple signal-bounces, all over Rethan’s civilian comm network. As the Yamazake lifted into the morning sky they knew precisely where Cronin, Ramos and Lang were. The Kitakaze transport had launched on time and landed at Patterson Levy without incident. Six Blue Ravens, including unit medic Jon Semler, were drinking coffee, watching GlobalNet while they tracked Gil Cronin’s pickup truck via images relayed from an IntelScan platform riding in low orbit, directly over Los Tres Dragones.

	From Ballyntyre in the north to the Bartusiak industrial fields in the south, all remained quiet. Tactical’s routine comm bands reported nothing more than minor traffic snarls, a sexshop brawl here, a stolen sportplane there; sundry robberies, a domestic scene which ended in gunshot wounds, nothing fatal. Fourteen Angel deaths overnight, young-old bodies lifted out of alleyways where anonymous rough trade accounted for some of the toll and the drug itself caused the rest.

	“Sounds like Tactical’s stock in trade, anywhere, anytime.” Stone took the Apogee on an intercept vector until at maximum camera range he could pick Cronin’s battered truck out of the background of post-and-wire fences, water tanks, sheds, hay bales, thickets of bamboo. “I’d say our profile is so low, we’re looking up at the ragweed.”

	“Let’s keep it that way.” Still, Jarrat rotated every weapon he possessed in test, primed them all, circuit-tested both missiles and launchers, checked the ammunition load on the chain guns. “Hey, Gil, you out there, man?”

	Transmitting ‘in clear’ seemed odd, but encrypted comm anywhere in the region of Los Tres Dragones would alert Scimitar eavesdroppers in an instant. Jarrat did not doubt that every accessible band would be monitored from Jardín de los Dioses.

	Cronin returned at once. “Yep, ol’ buddy, on our way and enjoyin’ the scenery.”

	“Kinda reminds me o’ home,” Ramos added. “Dang, I could retire here.”

	“Tell me about it,” Jarrat said, amused. “How’s that beater of yours riding?”

	“Rough as a duck’s guts, needs more work, but she’ll get us there,” Cronin told him. “Mind you, I gotta take a leak real soon, else there’s gonna be a problem!”

	“Told you, you shouldn’t do that third coffee and the beer,” Ramos snorted.

	“Don’t look now — trees,” Cronin said lucidly. “Now, how convenient is that? Talk to you later, dude.”

	As the comm shut down Stone indulged in a chuckle. “There’s times where open transmission’s actually an advantage … dude.”

	Framed in the small display, the pickup pulled off the road under a stand of acacias and eucalypts and effectively disappeared. Several thousand micro-drones would begin their swarm almost at once, and Jarrat began to monitor the higher band transmissions out of Jardín de los Dioses.

	“Now we find out how good we are,” he said softly. “Dalton swears these buggers are too small, too close to the ground, to even show up.”

	“And if she’s wrong?” Stone held the Apogee still.

	“Expect some reaction — retaliation.” Jarrat cleared his triggers. “Gil, Joe?”

	And Ramos, jokingly: “Hey, give a guy a chance.”  

	Still, he would have a heavy rifle across his lap, primed to fire. Not a rotary — nothing Scimitar sensors might detect and interpret as military hardware. But a master marksman would inflict far more damage with the kind of old service rifle that was common in the outdistricts than an amateur could hope to do with a gatling. Jarrat waited, listened, watched.

	With a moment’s forewarning Stone could throw the Apogee at Los Tres Dragones so fast, Cronin and Ramos were almost covered. Almost. The difference was the margin field agents lived with, and both Jarrat and Stone knew it too well. The comm gave a hiss of white noise before Evelyn Lang’s voice called, “Hey, guys, anyone fancy mochaccino? I got tiramisu, if anybody’s interested.”

	“Lady, I could be tempted,” Cronin responded. “Where are you, my lovely?”

	“Same place I always was,” she told him banteringly. “Come on back, now, I’ll show you a thing or two you won’t forget.”

	The Blue Raven answered with a bass laugh. “Now, that’s just way too good to refuse. Besides, I gotta get this ol’ truck back up on the lifts and pull her apart before she quits on me. Shit, how’d you like to need a towtruck out here?”

	Lang laughed out loud. “If you did, Gilly, I could recommend one. There’s a pretty girl workin’ outta Bally who’d come pick you up quick enough.”

	“Pick me up, eh?” Cronin echoed. “Sounds like another offer a guy’d find damn’ hard to refuse. Hey, you wanna turn this bucket o’ rust around, Joe, while she hangs together?”

	Jarrat’s screens remained quiet. “I … think we’re good,” he said slowly. “We can guess surveillance on the ridge is optimized around aircraft, cars, heavy weapons, encrypted comm, armor. They don’t see hardware the size of dragonflies, right on the deck. And if they’re listening in on local comm — which you know they are — this civvy chatter they’ve got going is pretty good. Here we go.”

	The truck turned around, described a tight arc through an open farm gateway before Cronin set a leisurely pace back the way they had come. Again Jarrat watched, waited, covering weapons systems till the vehicle had put twenty kilometers between its tail-mounted jets and Los Tres Dragones. Then he flicked the safeguards back on the triggers and returned guns and missiles to standby.

	“Job done,” Stone breathed. “Another hour, we’ll start getting useful data. You can see the nearest comm tower even from here.”

	He spun the Apogee, sent it fast toward Patterson Levy, just a short hop over a range of lower hills, the meander of a river, a tract of old-growth woodland. The civvy airfield was little more than a cracked-plascrete apron serving the local agricultural community. A single-floor, pebble-dash shed served as its ATC office, with a rank of assorted aerials sprouting among shoulder-high thistles off the side of the plascrete. The unmarked Marshall Kitakaze had the look of a delivery truck. It could have come in hauling tractor parts or a load of super-phosphate.

	Jarrat saw nothing to arouse suspicion, and relaxed as Stone dropped the Apogee in neatly behind it. “Somebody said something about mochaccino and tiramisu?”

	“I set up the machine myself,” Evelyn told him.

	The bass chuckle belonged to Jon Semler. “She’s got a sweet tooth that’d rot the molars out of a moose.”

	From the Apogee’s front canopy Jarrat had a clear view into the open rear of the transport. Six Blue Ravens lounged around the top of the cargo ramp — armed, idle, just waiting for Cronin’s truck. Semler waved. “You got a fix on Gil?” Jarrat asked of Stone.

	“They’re on O’Dell, twenty K’s out, making good speed now they’ve dropped the swarm and left Scimitar’s surveillance field.” Stone shut the Apogee’s engines back to idling and cracked the gullwing. It lifted over his head like a parasol, darkening in the sun as the overcast parted. “Why don’t we sit tight, just in case, head home together?”

	“Home.” Jarrat slid shades onto his nose. “Interesting word. How long have we been on the Athena?”

	“Me?” Stone’s brows rose. “Just short of seven years. Standby pilot, XO, Director of Carrier Operations, then I took command when Standish and Robson bought the ranch. It’s only forty-three months since they were killed, but it feels a lifetime longer. You walked aboard seven weeks after Bill Dupre validated my field promotion.”

	“We better not start calling that ship home,” Jarrat warned. “Three or four months from now, it’ll be Scott Auel and Lindsay Karoda taking her to Tartarus when Montserrat Tactical sends up the balloon.”

	Stone frowned sidelong at him. “You believe that?”

	“Yeah,” Jarrat said slowly, soberly. “Matter of fact, I do. Earthside lawyers won’t cut Montserrat loose into freespace — the lode’s far too valuable. If the High Court ruled that Tartarus lies in freespace, Earth would forfeit Montserrat’s tax buck. Not going to happen, Stoney. I’m guessing the Huntress will probably still be one big bag full of trouble when this Colonel LeFevre invokes NARC. The Avenger, the Diana, everything else is on assignment. The Athena’s riding the top of the duty roster. But, you and me?”

	“Grounded,” Stone finished.

	Jarrat’s chuckle sounded cynical to his own ears. “Had to happen. Promoted to a desk in Venice, designing live simulations if we’re lucky. Post-mission analysis, if we’re not. I could handle sim design — all the toys to play with, out there running the hard stuff to set the benchmarks. But as for mission analysis? There’s a major yawn — and it’d put us right back in the responsibility seat, pulling the trigger on guys like Auel and Karoda if they take liberties, much less make mistakes in the field.” He made negative noises. “Not for me, Stoney.”

	For some time Stone was quiet, watching a flock of long-necked waterfowl heading for the river, north of Patterson Levy. “So we look for something else.”

	“We’ve been talking about it since we buried Death’s Head.”

	“Full circle.” Stone gestured at the idling display. “Gil’s lead-footing it, coming back in fast.” He dropped the canopy and brought the Apogee’s flight systems alive.

	The lighter bobbed up to treetop level and held there as the battered pickup paused briefly at Patterson’s north boom gate. Ramos swiped a pass and moments later Cronin took the truck up the Kitakaze’s rear loading ramp. The skyhauler sealed hatches while Stone lifted the Apogee to just below cloud base, and he waited there for Lang to raise the heavier, slower aircraft.

	Halfway to space, the comm loop shifted up to level two encryption and Cronin reported, “No probs with the hardware, Caps. Too easy. Nice day to be groundside. Dalton’s bugs took care of themselves.”

	“She’s good,” Ramos said with a touch of smugness.

	“And you oughtta know,” Cronin observed dryly.

	“Jealous?” Ramos demanded.

	“Nah. For some totally weird-ass reason the lady’s quite partial to you,” Cronin said generously, “even if she is way out of our league. What is it — a property on the Hudson River, a stud stallion and a bunch o’ thoroughbred mares? The exact brand of shit you always wanted, if you’re not headin’ back to that clan o’ yours on Earth.”

	“Back where?” Ramos echoed. “You have got to be shittin’ me. You got a close-up look at the whole ant heap last time.”

	“I got to seventeen of ’em and lost count,” Cronin admitted.

	“Try twenty-six, with four still in freakin’ diapers an’ two more still cookin’,” Ramos informed him. “Go back —?”

	“Guys,” Evelyn interrupted loudly, “you know we’re on the air?”

	“So? Real life’s a soap opera, let the analysts at Central live a little,” Cronin quipped, before both aircraft passed into the brief atmospheric signal blackout, just short of orbit.

	Stone’s genuine amusement rippled through Jarrat, inspiring a smile. On-air comm chatter was hardly regulation, but nothing defused the stress of an assignment faster. Jarrat sat back for the ride, watched the sky darken and the stars begin to blaze before Stone threw the throttles wide open, homing on the carrier’s parking coordinates.

	Fifteen minutes later the belly hatch growled shut and vents flooded the hangar with furnace temperature air. Jarrat clasped Evelyn Lang’s hand as she appeared from the Kitakaze’s side ramp. “Good flight,” he told her.

	She answered with an expressive shrug. “It was nice to catch a glimpse of home from a distance. I actually saw Bally, The Barometer, the valley where Harry and Tan live — and yeah, I realize it’s too early to ask for a day or two groundside.”

	“Too risky,” Jarrat amended. “You know how close you and Harry are to Jardín de los Dioses? You and Valda Hawass are practically neighbors.”

	“Give or take five ridgebacks, a major clear-cut timber operation and the Machangara River gorge,” Evelyn said acidly. “Not quite next door. Art Pedley and me never popped over to borrow a cup of sugar.”

	“I’m glad to hear it.” Jarrat watched Stone fall in with Cronin and Ramos to discuss the sensor deployment. “It’s just a matter of time, Eve. Let us get enough hard data to know what’s possible … we’ll either scrub the job altogether or get it done. Trust me: when it happens, it’ll be fast.” He tipped back his head, glaring at the hangar lights. “How in hell do you fight a mountain?”

	“Valda Hawass must be asking herself the same question right about now,” Evelyn guessed. “I keep up with all the data a lowly pilot can access, and you’ve given me more clearance than usual on this one, since you can use me. Local knowledge.”

	“Money can’t buy that kind of intel,” Jarrat admitted. “We’ll keep you as deep in the loop as we can, Eve, and I’ll promise you a few days at home … after.”

	“After you shut down Scimitar,” she said darkly.

	“Or tell Stacy it can’t be done,” Jarrat added with a twist of bitterness.

	She cocked her head at him, shrewd, curious. “This would be a first for you, wouldn’t it? A job never beat you or Stoney before.”

	He gave her a wry smile. “It hasn’t beaten us yet. Go on, stand down, let the duty pilot take it. We’ll be data-gathering for as long as it takes.”

	He was aware of her eyes on him as he joined Stone on the way to the lifts. Gable was waiting for them as they stepped into the ops room, and the plot table had brightened with a tight angle on Los Tres Dragones showing the mansion on one side, O’Dell Road and the local agriculture on the other. Ops hummed, just above idling as the data began to stream. Jarrat watched the first marker tags appear on the plot table. He leaned closer, scrolled the display and zoomed it.

	At his shoulder, Stone murmured a soft oath and looked up over the plot at the comm relay terminal opposite, where the drones’ pictures played in an endless show. They imaged everything, impartially, brainlessly. Less than one in three hundred frames had any strategic value. But that final picture —

	“Well, take a look at that.” Stone froze the playback and zoomed.

	And there, embedded in a tree at around the one meter height, was what looked like a matte black worm: a flexible lens stalk, capable of panning left-right and tilting to fifty-degrees of ‘up angle’ as it wriggled around like a live thing, guided by an AI in or under the palace. It would deliver vids and simple, limited range sensor data, Jarrat thought. Probably movement, metals detection, possibly even thermo.

	“You’d have used this sort of gear in the Army?” Gable wondered.

	“Yeah. Tactical uses similar stuff to set up surveillance on stakeout ops,” Jarrat mused. “Unless I miss my guess, Dalton’s bugs won’t trigger it. They’re way too low, too small, too slow, ambient temperature.”

	“Eventually they’ll be spotted.” Callie Dalton’s voice surprised them and Jarrat turned toward the open armordoors. Joe Ramos strode a pace behind her, intent on the datastream as they approached. “The law of averages — sheer serendipity will let them see us,” she warned. “But unless we’re the unluckiest bastards this side of Tartarus, you’ll get enough data before we crap out.”

	“Enough to make the call — fight this one, or leave it.” Stone beckoned her to see the one frame in hundreds that yielded up useful information. “You recognize this?”

	She made sounds of acid humor. “Recognize it? We make the little buggers. And they’re not cheap … nor,” she added, “are they as powerful as you’re probably worrying about. When Scimitar picks my critters up at last — and they will, trust me — it’ll be movement that gives us away. Sooner or later one of my buzzbots will bob up high over a log right in front of one of these sensors, with the sun at just the right angle to allow a high-rez image. Someone back at base will know what they’re looking at. It’s inevitable. And then …?”

	“Then,” Stone said with spurious blandness, “Valda Hawass will know Los Tres Dragones has been mapped. That’s all she’ll know. Kevin?”

	“Knowing won’t do her any good,” Jarrat mused, “but our data-collect gives us the advantage. If there is an advantage,” he added ruefully.

	“No guarantees,” Stone warned.

	Gable gestured at the plot table. “We just located another one, twenty meters northwest of the first. Looks like the area’s well covered, Stoney. If these sensors are set twenty meters apart, right across the ridgeback, there’ll be no way to sneak between them.”

	“EMP to blanket the area?” Ramos suggested. “Blind everything.”

	“Sure — till they reset,” Dalton said regretfully. “These critters have full auto-reboot and self-recalibration function. Hit ’em hard with a massive EM pulse, they’ll go down for maybe a whole minute. Long enough for you to get in from the perimeter, do whatever job and get out?” From the look on her face, she knew better.

	The Blue Raven groaned. “IntelScan ain’t makin’ our job no easier.”

	She gave him an apologetic look. “NARC is one client. The other half million use these gadgets to safeguard anything from a family home to an armory to a medical quarantine facility. Sorry, guys. It’s not our job to make yours easy.”

	“It’s our job,” Stone said, half amused, a touch annoyed, “to think our way around your hardware.”

	“Or under, over or through,” Jarrat added. “And this is going to take time. Pete Stacy won’t be smiling.”

	The remark jogged Gable’s memory. “He called while you were groundside.”

	“You briefed him?” Jarrat wondered.

	“There wasn’t much to tell.” Gable thrust hands into pockets and watched the display where the micro-drones delivered score after score of frames, perfect images of moss, rocks, fungi, flowers, tree bark, insects — and then another sensor, implanted at meter height in a tree or wedged between boulders. “I just told the man we’re gathering our own intel, it’s early days and he should work with us instead of making impossible demands. Stacy’s wrapped too tight. I told him, take a pill, find a little patience.” Gable assumed a pained expression.

	“He cussed you out?” Stone guessed.

	“Apparently I’m … descended from a daisy-chain of illegitimate conceptions back through my matrilineal genetics for eight or ten generations, and my forefathers were lizards or arthropods, possibly both.” Gable rolled his eyes. “Petrov used to cuss Stacy up and down. I always blamed the Russian for overreacting. Note to self: draft apology to said Ruski, dispatch Stolichnaya, next available courier.”

	Jarrat shared Stone’s humor and clapped Gable’s shoulder in passing. “Thanks for catching that one in midfield.”

	“For fielding the Tactical bullshit —?” Gable permitted a lopsided grin. “From what Petrov often told me, keeping assorted bastards off the captains’ backs is at least half of this job.”

	And he would do well, Jarrat decided. “Any joy from the GlobalNet archives? You dig up the dirt on Sanjay Targ and the rest?”

	In answer Gable beckoned them to an idling workstation, called up a data package and set it to run. Stone dropped into a chair, Jarrat leaned on his shoulders as society page drivel began to play. The sort of inane material Pete Stacy’s researchers did not have the time or patience to trawl out of bottomless, poorly indexed archives. Gable had set his dragnet to scour the depths, going back five decades. Even with NARC’s resources the process was slow.

	But the results were thorough. Sanjay Targ first appeared as a bump in the belly of Melissa Ling Targ, who paraded on the arm of old Jardine Targ, a clan patriarch who was killed instantly in a midair collision when Sanjay was four years old. The child looked pale and shocked in vids captured outside the Eldorado funeral home hosting the memorial. Melissa Ling wore a black veil, concealing everything above her lush, scarlet-painted mouth. If she were grieving or celebrating was impossible to tell.

	For fourteen years Sanjay dropped off GlobalNet’s radar, only to reappear in the company of the most outrageous Companions in Eldorado. He liked his women ‘ethereal,’ pale, with so much eye makeup they looked as if they had been worked over, and his boys rail-thin, with so many tattoos and body piercings they were little more than walking art. GlobalNet followed the young Targ through college, caught him being busted for flying stoned, creating an affray — more or less typical frat boy nonsense. Then, when Sanjay was in his mid-twenties his business partner, Liam Bronowski, died suddenly and Targ found himself answering awkward questions. This much appeared in Stacy’s dossier, which had set out the bald facts.

	“Cause of death, massive Angel overdose,” Stone read off the coroner’s report. “Murder, certainly; but Tactical investigators could never dredge up enough evidence to haul a suspect into a courtroom.”

	“And Targ’s and Bronowski’s business enterprise … surprise. An uptown sexshop, Youtopia.” Jarrat flicked through images in the sidebar, brochure shots of improbable Companions of any imaginable gender; a building with all the taste and style of a carnival sideshow. “Here we go … Eldorado Tactical records. They hit this place comprehensively, five, six times every year over four years, before and after Bronowski’s murder. Eventually Targ sells out to disassociate himself from the bad publicity it’s drawing. People were connecting Youtopia with Angel dealing — especially as a lot of the cheaper Companions went down the same road as Bronowski. Tactical could never demonstrate that Targ was dealing, but he sure as hell let the dealers do business under his roof. Bronowski took the hit, the issue was buried with him. Targ wriggled off the hook.”

	With the closure of the sexshop, GlobalNet lost interest in Targ until he was seen in society circles with Elizabeth Montoya, the ‘Waterman heiress,’ a billionaire in anyone’s currency. Eighteen months later the twins were born, a boy and girl who by now would be close to fifteen years old.

	Stone sat back to watch, let the package run. “Those twins … the boy would be the kid Harry worked on before we showed up to take on Death’s Head. Crash damage, electrical trauma — bags of panic at home. Rich or not, Targ and Hawass were looking at losing their boy. They freak, call in the best healer anyone knows, pay him off with wads of cash.”

	Either the brush with Tactical at the time of Bronowski’s death or the condition of fatherhood seemed to sober Sanjay Targ. He dropped out of the social spotlight completely and for years was only imaged at gala events while his children grew to young adulthood. These were the years when Hal Mavvik stood at the helm of Death’s Head and billions of dollars flowed through the household. How much did Sanjay Targ have to do with syndicate business in Chell? The individuals who would have known, and might have traded information, were all long dead.

	Jarrat pulled up a chair as Gable’s data turned to Azure Mavvik. “Damn, she’s young. She’s — Hal Mavvik’s daughter. How in hell did we miss this one in the data probe, last time we were here? Stacy’s research team didn’t find her either!” Anger flashed through the empathic link like a shower of magnesium sparks.

	Stone made cynical noises. “At a guess, Hawass had some master hacker like Yvette McKinnen put a tapeworm into the database and erase her from existence. Mac could do it in ten minutes flat. We’re not the only ones who can hire the talent. Stacy was only keeping tabs on Death’s Head, not children or ghosts. Azure spent her entire life as a ghost — till GlobalNet got wind of her. Even then she only shows up in the society pages. Tactical doesn’t have time to monitor innocent people doing legal things. ‘Mavvik’ is just a name. Check the Eldorado phone index. There’ll be fifty with the same name, no relation, not a crimmo among them.”

	Then, suddenly Azure showed her face in Eldorado high society and GlobalNet had her while Tactical ignored her. GlobalNet itself, Jarrat saw at once, made no connection between a young woman in Eldorado and an Angel syndicate mogul on another continent. He looked closer, examining her feature by feature.

	The quick tide of Jarrat’s reaction made Stone catch his breath. “Sorry. It’s just that she looks a lot like her father, and I came to know Hal a little too well.”

	“She did inherit his looks.” Stone had his own bitter memories. Jarrat felt him smother them fast, before they could bite.

	By now Azure Mavvik had turned twenty-two. She was white-blonde, as tall as most men, not actually as beautiful as she was called: rich, very eligible bachelors of whatever gender were likely to be flattered. She never attended school or college, but took her education at home, at Jardín de los Dioses, and she seldom went anywhere without a small army of bodyguards.

	Yet Azure must have been resourceful as well as precocious, because she fell pregnant at fifteen and carried the child over seven months. The boy was delivered surgically at Eldorado Memorial, six weeks premature, before the final phase of pregnancy could begin to damage the too-young host. Kristophe was six years old now: Hal Mavvik’s grandson. And the boy inherited the name, since Azure never disclosed the father, much less acknowledged or married him. Every GlobalNet portrait of her suggested a shrewd, hard-eyed, cynical and formidable intelligence. 

	“That —” Jarrat froze the playback and stabbed a finger at the best available image “— is Valda Hawass’s intellect, coming through in a new generation. Remember, Hawass herself had a daughter, Wanda Mavvik, born over a hundred years ago when Valda was done working as a Companion and switched to managing them. Wanda died young — ninety years ago! — forced addiction, the usual story. But she wasn’t so young that she couldn’t leave a child behind to continue the line, the name. How much d’you want to bet those gene strands, the Hawasses, Mavviks, Targs, Sondheims, were raveled up like a knot back in the badlands, the shacks by the spaceport where they all started?”

	In a place and time where people handfasted and divorced as it suited them, cremated their own dead, never bothered to register any birth, much less track their own lineage. They lived and died well under any official radar. Tactical knew nothing of this.

	“They’ll be inbred as hillbillies,” Stone agreed. “Most of the time inbreeding weakens the genetics, but occasionally a strong trait breeds true by chance. So Hal Mavvik produced a child with — what, his second or third cousin? There’s actually no law against it that I know of, not even on Earth.”

	“Which puts us right here,” Jarrat mused, studying Azure Mavvik closely. “She looks a lot like the late Hal, but that’s Valda Hawass’s intellect staring right out of those eyes.” He paused. “I have a hunch —”

	“She’s the dangerous one,” Stone finished, nodding. “Sanjay Targ has the citybottom connections to make things go. Dealers, bagmen, moneymen, mules on the street, not one of them would be caught dead dancing to the tune of some scrawny little kid who looks like she isn’t out of her teens yet. So Sanjay cracks the whip, keeps the hard boys in line; but this one inherited the old woman’s brains.” He regarded Jarrat darkly. “We could bust Scimitar today — if Azure gets out, we’ll be busting another cartel in five or ten years, could be any city in the colonies. Damn.”

	“So she doesn’t get out,” Jarrat said quietly. “There’s only one more of the buggers Damon Vaughan named: Tomas Sondheim.” He let the datastream resume.

	GlobalNet followed Azure Mavvik from gala event to charity ball to society wedding, but the file was brief: she was too young to have amassed much history. One child, no visible romantic liaison … two Companions she apparently adored, a man, a woman, both of whom visited Jardín de los Dioses so often, they seemed to almost live there. The male could easily be Kristophe’s father, Jarrat speculated, but it was impossible to tell without DNA typing. He was listed as Marcel Lai, and was obviously so gene tweaked, his natural looks had been obliterated. Tactical had no file on Lai. He had never been arrested, so the official documentation petered out at an address, driver’s license, birth certificate, the phone code for his agency. No surgical records, no siblings; his parents died when he was nineteen, after he was home schooled with average grades. He kept an apartment in Eldorado like eleven million other citizens of Rethan, and seemed to service Azure Mavvik exclusively, in partnership with a woman called Sophia Reece. The Reece file was as thin as Lai’s. She was equally gene tweaked into a fantasy form, leaving behind no hint of her origins.

	“So young Azure swings both ways, inherited the brains, sticks with two Companions she trusts, lives at home with Madame while she raises a son and learns the family business,” Stone said sourly. “Meanwhile, Sanjay Targ does the actual leg-work, fronting for the syndicate and … ah, here’s Sondheim, Tomas.”

	Damon Vaughan had pegged the man right, Jarrat decided. This Sondheim looked spaced out even at his most lucid moment, as if he must be far more comfortable in some VR world, floating through drug-enhanced game scenarios when he was not playing ham-in-the-sandwich between Companions. He fancied them two at a time, tall, dark, stacked and ultra-female, with implausible superstructure clad in wisps of silk that must surely be glued in place.

	“Sondheim’s managed to father two kids, both daughters,” Jarrat saw. “Different mothers; no marriage or handfasting arrangement with either. He took both the girls home to Madame — probably on Hawass’s orders. We know she’d pinned her hopes on Hal — always her favorite, with the brains and the impeccable taste, if you remember. Then suddenly we subtract Hal and the matriarch’s right back to trying to build a robust clan from what’s left, while she has time. Barring a miracle, she doesn’t have much, and here’s the raw material … the heirs to the old bloodline.”

	“Five of them,” Stone said slowly. “Two girls of Sondheim’s, plus the twins Harry saw, belonging to Targ, plus the young Mavvik boy. Which makes getting into Jardín de los Dioses … complicated.”

	How, Jarrat thought bleakly, did one rationalize razing a mansion to the ground with five children, three of them very young indeed, inside? Cynics and mercenaries might have deemed them simply collateral damage, expendable. Jarrat looked down into Stone’s dark, troubled eyes. Given the structure of any normal syndicate bust, this was so unusual, they had never before had to make such a call. Hal Mavvik’s palace on the mountain above Chell was a haven for shooters, disreputable celebrities and the most expensive Companions in the city. Jarrat never saw anyone younger than Lee — never heard a whisper of the clan’s next generation. 

	“So,” he mused quietly. “I wouldn’t put it past Madame to use children as a shield.”

	“I wouldn’t put anything past her.” Stone stood and rolled the chair in under the workstation. “We gather data, think this out. It’s a puzzle — like Inquanoc. We beat Inquanoc.”

	Jarrat summoned a smile, permitted himself a moment’s smugness. “We did.” He glanced over the plot table, where three more sensors had been located, tagged, while they ran Gable’s data package. “This is going to take a while, Stoney. You want to hit the gym?”

	“Oh, yeah.” Stone flexed his shoulders. “Pump iron till my body screams quit, soak the aches out of me in the spa.”

	Jarrat stepped aside. “After you. Curt — if you need us, we’ll be in the gym.”

	“I’ll try not to need you,” Gable said dutifully.

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	“What is that?” Stone leaned closer and zoomed the image to maximum. The object appeared perfectly circular, some indeterminate shade of gray-green, crusted in dirt, apparently the head of a twenty-centimeter cylinder protruding from a flat stretch of earth. It measured exactly fifty centimeters in diameter, with four curved, angled segments embedded in the otherwise plain disk surface.

	“I wouldn’t know what to call it, but we’ve found five of them,” Gable told him, “set in a square pattern with the fifth dead-center. Nothing I recognize, boss. They’re too small to be tanks, the wrong shape to be hydrants or the fixtures for fueling hoses. Not enough of them to be part of some irrigation system, and even if they were water cannons, they’re too high on the ridge to serve any purpose. There’s nothing up there but secondary growth woodland, weeds and fungus.”

	The objects looked eons old, Stone thought. He glanced over his shoulder at Gable. “Get Kevin in here.” Old tech always reminded Stone of Sheckley. And then on a whim he added, “Call Eve Lang as well.” She was local, bred and born. Between them, they might make sense of these objects, which studded a modest square of Los Tres Dragones, fifty meters on a side, to no obvious purpose.

	“Cap Jarrat, come up to Ops, soon as you can,” Gable was calling as Stone went to the ’Chef for juice. “Pilot Lang, report to Ops.”

	At that moment Jarrat was on the firing range, directly above the Green Raven hangar. The skills of the ‘king shooter’ needed constant practice, and he spent at least two hours on the range in any week, often working with Gil Cronin, who revalidated his Master Gunner’s certification every year. If Stone concentrated, he felt the repeated kicks through hands, wrists, arms, shoulders, as a variety of weapons discharged. Jarrat should be almost done, and Stone expected his voice over the comm —

	“You got something, Stoney?”

	“Maybe. You better come take a look,” Stone mused.

	“Already on my way.”

	The service lifts rose fast. Jarrat arrived less than a minute ahead of Lang, still wearing the Colt’s shoulder harness. Stone smelled the just-fired tang of a well maintained weapon as he beckoned his partner to the workstation. “Got one for a veteran of Sheckley. Beats hell out of me, but … what d’you make of that? It’s got to be fifty years old —”

	“Closer to a century,” Jarrat corrected at a glance. “It’s the cap-end of a breather duct.”

	“A what, now?” Gable cleaned closer as Lang appeared.

	Jarrat called her to the screen. “Eve, you see a lot of old tech in these parts?”

	“Tonnes of the stuff. This is a rural area — local folk usually operate on a tight budget.” She barely glanced at the image. “It’s just an old vent cover.” She gave Jarrat and Stone a shrewd look. “In my grandpop’s day they used to cap off air intakes and outlets with these, before the new smart ducts came on the market. A lot of farm people still use them … if it ain’t broke, why fix it?”

	“If it ain’t broke,” Stone mused, “it’d be easy to forget all about it.”

	She stood back. “So, what’s so important about some old fashioned vent cap?”

	“Five breather ducts,” Stone corrected, “right on top of the underground behind Jardín de los Dioses.” He lifted a brow at Jarrat. “We speculated that Valda Hawass designed this as a fortress a long, long time ago. You’d build the house back into the hillside, tunnel into the bedrock till you hit the cavern located by the original geosurvey. Install armordoors, give yourself a choke-point that’d be so easy to defend from the inside, Tactical wouldn’t even consider assaulting it.”

	“And that long ago,” Jarrat said pointedly, “NARC wasn’t even an idea in anyone’s head. Designing her fortress, Hawass looked forward as far as the Tactical Special Ops squads. She knew she had ’em licked on day one.”

	Stone gestured at the screen. “Then time marches on, and here they remain: breather ducts for the underground. Obsolete air vents — old, forgotten.”

	“Still viable?” Gable wondered.

	“They should be — there’s no moving parts, nothing to go wrong.” Jarrat frowned at the image, then at Stone. “But Hawass’s people would have to be certifiable to rely on these vents for air. I’d have to guess, these days they have air filtering, carbon dioxide scrubbing, oxygen feeds, possibly even oxygen generation, the works, right there in the underground. If you’re hoping to force them out by stuffing up the breathers, we’re decades too late.”

	“Besides which,” Stone added, “you’d have to expect any such vents to shut off immediately the security network flagged a threat. They’re a nasty Achilles’s heel, in any conflict — Hawass would have recognized the danger. When they were installed, they’d be designed to self-seal. So we can expect them to be well armored, even today … just rendered obsolete by all the systems you just mentioned. No, I’m not thinking about blocking them in some blind hope Scimitar doesn’t have a viable air supply to last indefinitely. But I am making an educated guess: the vents are so old, so obsolete, they were utterly forgotten decades ago.”

	Jarrat’s brows rose. He was sharply aware of the rush of Stone’s inspiration, and bounced it back to him. “The only question is, how to get to them when there’s no way to wriggle in through the sensor network. Worry about that later. First, figure a way through the vents themselves —”

	“Uh, again, in any language I speak?” Evelyn wore a blank look.

	“Molecular acid.” Stone nodded at the breather duct. “Those vents will certainly be armored on the inside. Anything starts moving topside, they seal … but enough molecular acid will peel open starship armor in an hour. It’d go through the foil-thick seals on these old vents in seconds. Then —”

	“Morpheus,” Jarrat suggested. “Proper Armory inventory listing: Substance LG-57. Delivered as a two-part liquid, combined and aerosolized by a small charge. Pure airborne anesthetic, colorless, odorless.”

	“Saturate the whole underground,” Stone went on. “Morpheus is so fast acting, if you take a lungful, Eve, you go down before you have a chance to draw another. You stay out for hours. Inhale a lot, you don’t wake up without medical intervention.” He shot Lang a dark glance. “You probably carried LG-57 casualties when you were flying with Military Airlift on Sheal. Unless there’s a doctor on site, nobody in Hawass’s underground could possibly tell the difference between anesthetic gas and a full-on nerve agent. Even if there is a doctor in there, the overwhelming odds are, he or she would hit the deck before getting into a breathermask or helmet —”

	“Leaving the rest of them to panic,” Jarrat finished. “It’s a fairly safe bet anyone who does grab a mask or helmet will rabbit. If they figure the underground’s probably been flooded with a nerve agent, the only chance left is escape, even if it means shooting their way out. Remember, these are civvies using heisted military gear. We’re seeing IntelScan’s top-range sensor tech; Harry reported gundrones in the palace. We should assume they have the best military hardware shipped through some arms bazaar, probably Oromon itself … but neither we nor Tac ever made a connection between Hawass’s group and any mercenary corps. Stacy’s had Scimitar on obbo for months. If Hawass had a staff of ex-Army pros, he’d know about it.” He paused in silent conference with Stone, who gave a nod of agreement.

	“Still,” Stone added, “panic or not, mercenaries on payroll or not, I wouldn’t expect these characters to go down easily.” He gave Gable a shrewd look. “Have we seen any sign of their backdoor yet, on the other side of Los Tres Dragones?”

	Strategic awareness inspired a glitter in Gable’s eyes. “Two possibles, and I’d be delighted to narrow it to one. Both lie on private land on the east side of the ridge, and one of them should be no more than a garage. I see no plausible connection with the mega-rich from Jardín de los Dioses. We’ve imaged people coming and going from both openings in the hillside fourteen times since surveillance began.” He ran a short loop of stills and vid clips in which very ordinary vehicles and farm machinery passed in and out of one of the hillside openings.

	“So what makes the connection between your second site and Hawass’s mansion?” Stone prompted.

	“Oh, this would do it for me.” Gable ran another image loop, documenting the alternative site. “It’s only been used twice while we’ve been watching, but …”

	But who else along this particular ridge would be driving a blood-scarlet Rand Taipan with a double bank of jets in the tail, rated at four hundred horses each? Stone echoed Jarrat’s kick of adrenalin, and they both chuckled. “Follow the money,” Jarrat said with acerbic humor. “That’s got to be Tomas Sondheim. It’s just his style, goes right along with the la-la land Companions, the VR games and that nasty chimera habit of his. Did you get an ID on the vehicle, Curt?”

	Text flashed up alongside the vid loop. “The Taipan is registered to a company in Eldorado, something called Golden Gate Investments … just a shell company with a blizzard of out-of-system names on the board of directors — which reeks. But Eldorado Tactical imaged the car in several moving violation incidents.” A murky shot into the car interior popped up, the driver’s face only barely recognizable. “Golden Gate settled the fines, no individual was indicted, but …” Gable juxtaposed Stacy’s file image of Tomas Sondheim beside the murky traffic control shot.

	“I wouldn’t go into court with it, but I’m convinced,” Stone decided. “Did city hall respond, Curt — who owns the properties on the east side of the ridge?”

	The Athena’s XO went for coffee. “Right now I’m not allowed the leverage of identifying as NARC, so Eldorado city hall didn’t want to play nice. I went through Stacy instead, had him use a size-ten Tactical boot to kick some official butt. He got the info soon enough, bumped it through to us a few hours ago. The back side of the ridge is all just small potatoes. Two horse properties, a dog and cat boarding kennels, a market garden specializing in organic culinary herbs. Nothing that’d put a Taipan in the garage. Not unless some Farmer George down there won the state lottery recently … and just to be sure, I had Stacy pull the neighbors’ recent taxation and banking files. Nada.”

	“Damned good work, Curt … jackpot,” Jarrat said with rich satisfaction. He folded both arms on his blue-teeshirted chest and regarded Stone thoughtfully. “Gives us a few pieces of the puzzle, doesn’t it? Let’s create a ruckus at the front gate, enough to make them think they’re being seriously assaulted. They withdraw to the underground and slam the armordoors behind them.”

	“Rabbits down a burrow,” Stone agreed. “Fifty to one, Kevin, they’ll have mounted cannons to guard the inside of those armordoors that’d cut our hardsuits to confetti. They know NARC was never stupid or suicidal: we wouldn’t put it to the test, meaning their armordoors are safe. So … they might bolt right out the backdoor, if they were dumb enough.”

	Jarrat was doubtful. “They’d have to be pretty damn’ stupid to do a runner that way. What, Hawass doesn’t have enough brains to know we’ve imaged the whole ridge, pinpointed her backdoor? We might have a railgun parked right outside! Still, it’s an easy enough scenario to cover. Say, a bunch of Gold Ravens positioned along O’Dell in both directions — authorization to shoot to disable any vehicles that bust out of there: game over. But … no, Stoney, it’d be too easy. They’d never make it so simple.”

	“Yeah. So you can bet your pension,” Stone said with infinite cynicism, “they have an escape hatch.”

	“I’d have one,” Jarrat agreed. “So would you. It’ll be so camouflaged, we won’t find it … but the moment they use it, we’ve got the bastards. The real trick is how to flush them. Make ’em use it.” He nodded at the breather vents. “This is the system’s Achilles’s heel. Century-old air ducts, installed when the underground was opened up. Forgotten. If Hawass remembered them, she’d have had them removed years ago. The rest of her people are too young to even know they’re there — or recognize what they were looking at, if they cared to notice them. I only knew them from Sheckley garbage.”

	Fascination drew Eve Lang’s face taut. Since the battle at Inquanoc she had taken a keen interest in planning, strategy. If she remained long with NARC, Stone guessed, she would find herself at the Academy, back in class. She could, he thought, transfer out to some carrier as Director of Operations. “The LG-57 would certainly freak them into running,” she was saying, “but you’ve got to get it into the breather vents … and I don’t see a way, Kevin. You have zero chance of getting in unseen. Not even close. The ridge is peppered with sensors, they’d see you coming while you were three hundred meters out.”

	“And Joe’s suggestion of a massive EM pulse buys us a scant minute at most, according to Cal Dalton, before the sensor net reboots,” Stone mused. “Not long enough to get in, unseen, from the five-kilometer perimeter and cut through the armor seals before dropping in the Morpheus.” He shook his head. “If our people are seen on the ridge, I’ll give you short odds, Los Tres Dragones will turn into a flak barrage. It’s a suicide run for whoever hits the breather vents — and the poor bastard drawing the short straw would know it going in. I don’t much care for the idea of burying a couple of Ravens as the price of this. ” He frowned at Jarrat, and Kevin’s head shook deliberately: not a chance. “So,” Stone suggested, airing all options, “what have we got left? Drone delivery?”

	Again, Jarrat’s head shook in that slow, deliberate negative. “Drones big enough to carry the load — Demolex charges, acid canisters, LG-57 capsules, handling arms to do the job — are too easily recognizable. There’d be no element of surprise. We know there’ll be auto-guns on that hill, whether we can see them yet or not — that flak barrage you mentioned. Drones make juicy targets. They’d go down fast. We might anesthetize a few horses and alpacas up top, depending on the wind direction, and our covert mission status would be history.”

	“Yeah.” Stone rubbed his palms together, thinking. Gable wore a deep frown, as if waiting for the master magicians to pull a flock of white doves out of thin air. The combination of Jarrat and Stone had a reputation for doing it, Stone allowed, but at this specific moment he was blank. Judging by the caustic surge of frustration he felt from Jarrat, he knew Kevin was too. “Continue surveillance.” He stirred, glanced at his chrono and swore as he saw the time. “Widen the perimeter, Curt. Find out how far out the ridge is security rigged — that five-K radius was just a shrewd guess. And if you image anything that looks even remotely like an auto-gun emplacement, mark it with a big purple flag. We were on downtime twenty minutes ago. Kevin?”

	“But what about —” Gable began.

	Stone turned back for a moment, halfway to the wide open armordoors. He tapped his temple. “Gotta think. Shove everything you’ve got through computer analysis if you like, but I’ll tell you right now: machines come up short every time on one crucial component.”

	“Inspiration,” Jarrat told him before Gable could ask. “This job? She’s a queen bitch. There’s a mountain, the security net from hell … five children standing between us and a syndicate bust. If it was just Scimitar, a rat-pack of shooters, bagmen and mercenaries in there, I’d say seal the whole thing up tight, call it a prison, leave them to serve their life sentence right where they are.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “But those kids bother me. Noncombatant innocents. They won’t know what the old folks are up to, much less what the family business is.”

	“So we look for another way to do this,” Stone said quietly. “Stacy should be briefed, but we transmit nothing now. The law of averages says it can’t be long before one of Dalton’s ‘buzzbots’ is seen. It’ll report to Hawass’s people in realtime and the moment they get half an idea they’ve been sussed —”

	“They’ll hack Tactical’s highbands again,” Jarrat glared at the datastream, “if they haven’t already done it. Stacy’s barely one jump ahead of them.”

	“Lift our comm protocols to Level 5,” Stone said resignedly. He was tired, and realized it must be eighteen hours since he or Jarrat had slept. It would be midnight in Eldorado, with citybottom in fully cry while the suburbs settled to sleep. “We’re overdue downtime,” he said succinctly.

	“And we need to think,” Jarrat added. “Remember what we said back at Inquanoc? I don’t care if the solution to this bitch of an assignment comes from some out-of-warranty drone that scrubs the latrines! You get an idea, Curt, Eve, don’t keep it to yourselves. Brief Callie Dalton, keep Gil and Joe in the loop.”

	“Will do, boss.” Gable yawned. “I’m on downtime myself in a half hour.”

	The tireder Stone was, the more elusive sleep tended to become. Still, his spine was grateful for the rest as he spooned against Jarrat’s back, immersed in companionable darkness while the deep layers of his mind continued to work. He knew from the tides and hues of Jarrat’s feelings, he was not asleep, nor even feigning it. The body demanded rest, and they took it, but an hour had passed when Jarrat said against the pillow, “We’re not getting onto that hill without being seen, Stoney. There just isn’t a way. Can’t hit the ridge with heavy weapons. Can’t bust through the gates or backdoor. Can’t hit the vents without them seeing everything.”

	Which neatly packed the problem into a nutshell. “Whatever we do,” Stone reasoned, eyes closed, content to be still, warm, quiescent, while he let his mind go where it would, “we do it in plain view.”

	The sheet rustled with Jarrat’s slow breathing. “In plain sight, like the civvy traffic on the road. Gil and Joe got damn’ close in some old beater of a pickup truck.”

	Frustration flared hotly through the empathic link. Stone tightened his grip on Jarrat, lest he slide away. “But Gil and Joe never left the road.”

	Jarrat settled again. “Makes sense. Whatever sticks to the road raises no alarms, being normal for the area.”

	Normal, Stone thought. Routine, regular, normal, worthy only of being dismissed, like the skybuses arcing over at ten thousand meters’ altitude, or the neighbors’ cars dropping in on approach to nearby properties. “Anything normal, predictable, that drives by or flies over doesn’t run up any flags,” he mused.

	A rumble of agreement thrummed through Jarrat’s chest. “Mm, but the Hawasses know their neighbors. Those neighbors don’t trespass on Jardín de los Dioses.”

	The plot of the ridgeback had engraved itself into Stone’s memory by now. “True. But the airspace over Los Tres Dragones is a public right of way.”

	He felt Jarrat grasp the idea, run its permutations. “They might not mind neighbors encroaching around the edges. But those vents are dead center, Stoney. I’ve looked at it backwards and sideways: you cannot access them from O’Dell or any property that butts up against the Hawass estate, not without being imaged.”

	Stone laid his cheek on the cool skin of Jarrat’s shoulder. “Whatever we’re going to do, we’ll do it in plain sight … and the security system just won’t care.”

	In the same instant they froze as intuition, inspiration, hit like a punch. Jarrat sat up and Stone’s cabin lights automatically rose a little. “Shit, Stoney, that’s it.” He twisted, looking down at Stone, outlined against the soft lights, his eyes deeply shadowed. “They see but they don’t care. The only question is —”

	The sheet tangled as Stone kicked it off. “Which of us gets to do it?” He leaned over to touch the comm. “Ops, this is Stone. Call a briefing in ninety minutes. Bring in the XO, Blue Raven 6 and 7 — and get Jon Semler to come up. Also Pilot Reynolds and Colonel Archer.”

	“Call Gold Raven 5, Doctor Reardon … and you better get Budweisser and Pilot Lang on deck,” Jarrat added.

	The voice answering belonged to Tony Mitchelmore, the Watch Officer, Gable’s understudy. “Will do, Caps. Ninety minutes.”

	Stone gave Jarrat a wry look as he swung his legs off the bed. “Which gives us just about enough time to figure out the how part of this.”

	“Oh, the how is the simple part,” Jarrat retorted. “I’d toss you for it, but … I think it has to be me, kiddo. You can have the fun next time.”

	The hour and a half flew by. When Jarrat stepped into the briefing room, eager for coffee and breakfast food while the others streamed in, he and Stone had already molded the plan, ripped it apart and hammered it back together twice. It would work. They took the seats at the top of the table while the displays brightened with plots of the ridgetop overlaid with the ghost images of the underground.

	The expression on Gable’s face mirrored Lang’s. Cronin and Ramos were shrewd; Callie Dalton, who took the chair by Ramos and shared a tall coffee with him, appeared deeply skeptical. Gold Raven 5, the leader of that descant squad, was Luke Haynes — six years out from the island of Jamaica, the unit’s Master Armorer and anchor on their aeroball team. Kip Reardon yawned over tea, content to be a casual observer, but Helen Archer was taut. When she was called to a mission briefing it invariably meant the carrier would be required to maneuver. She and Budweisser arrived together, since flight and engine crews worked in concert. Blue Raven’s unit medic wore a hard, calculating face. Of them all, Jon Semler was the most likely to be up to his elbows in blood, and whose blood always weighed on his mind, since he knew every member of his squad and both captains personally.

	“You worked it out,” Evelyn Lang said by way of greeting. “Didn’t you?”

	“A while ago.” Jarrat was wide awake, every trace of sleep banished. His eyes flicked beyond her, to Gable. “Inspiration. Machines don’t have it.”

	The XO sat back, between Dalton and Archer. “This is going to be good.”

	Stone gave a rich chuckle. “It’s going to be bloody cheeky, which is all we’ve got to work with this time. But it will work.” He rotated the view framed in the display to show the ridge, north to south. “Before anyone asks, we already looked at hitting the area with heavy weapons, and threw the idea away. Look at the geosurvey data — the devil’s in the numbers. This one’s down to stealth, and here’s your problem: getting in unseen can’t be done. The only way to reach these … which are capped air vents, people —” calling up a series of images “— long forgotten but still providing access to the underground, is to go in with full visibility while AI and human monitors don’t twitch a whisker.”

	“The Hawass family doesn’t, and can’t, control the airspace over Los Tres Dragones,” Jarrat added. “Neighbors have to use it, flying in and out. Commercial carriers headed to Patterson Levy routinely scoot over the ridge.”

	“Yeah — at a minimum of three or four hundred meters,” Tanya Reynolds protested. “That kind of altitude puts you way too far off … sure, I get where you’re going with this. You’ll need hands-on access for — what, a nerve agent, is it?”

	But Stone’s head shook. “It can only be Morpheus. We have innocents in there. Let’s try not to put them down, especially since they’re children.”

	“Children?” Reardon echoed. “You’re kidding me.”

	“I could wish it were a joke,” Jarrat admitted, “but five kids live in the palace. Which brings us back to stealth, and LG-57. Stoney or I can get to the breathers.” He looked around the table, face to face. “Nobody else is even one tenth as qualified as either of us.” He glanced at Stone. “I flew recon ultralites over the city of Bangor on Sheal, for the Army. Sixteen missions. Stoney’s been flying these birds since he was fourteen years old.”

	Now Stone stood and pulled up an image of a blue and yellow Skyrider, the model he knew best. It was a twin in all but color to the craft belonging to Rachel Rinaldi-Stone, which he and Jarrat had borrowed in Spain just a few months before. “I can fly this thing and catch up on sleep at the same time. It’s a garish, flimsy, silly little civvy contraption. They’re a hell of a lot of fun, inexpensive, and common anywhere on any world where you get warm updrafts in the morning. Like the east side of Three Dragon Ridge. We already checked Civil Aviation records. Nine of these things are registered within a thirty kilometer radius of ground zero, which tells you these planes are crossing Los Tres Dragones every time the weather’s favorable.”

	“Ultralites?” Cronin looked appalled, as Jarrat would have expected from a career infantryman who spent most of his working life in riot armor with gunship top cover. “That’s just a kevlex kite. They’re toys, Stoney. Shit, you can’t be serious.”

	“Not just toys,” Jarrat argued. He tapped his own chest. “Sixteen missions over Bangor, remember, close to zero altitude, on the deck, because if you flew any higher you’d get yourself lidar-painted and knocked right out of the air.”

	“Well, shit,” Cronin said eloquently.

	“You want it in stronger language?” Ramos offered. Dark, liquid brown eyes shifted from Jarrat to Stone and back. “Which one of you certifiable crazies is gonna do this thing?”

	Restless, on his feet, hands in hip pockets, Jarrat tilted his head as Stone. “It ought to be me.”

	“I’ve logged more hours and flown these kites years longer than you,” Stone argued, pushing back the chair.

	“But all your flying was over friendly terrain, almost within sight of home.” Jarrat felt a hot waft of resentment from him, immediately tempered by a cooler wash of reason as Stone acknowledged the logic. “Bangor was a stinking open sewer infested by rodents, half of them armed with hardware looted from Army wrecks. They’d take a shot at anything that moved. Yes, I was picked up several times, winged once.”

	Kip Reardon followed Stone to his feet. “Whoa, before you slug it out for who’s going to play the target! Have you looked at the doability of this? I just bothered to read the mission notes. The plan is, one of you — and I don’t care which, since both of you have a bunch of bloody screws loose, if you want my professional opinion — will just go sailing nonchalantly along the ridgetop till you’re practically at ground zero, then —”

	“Then Pilot Eve Lang slams the whole area with a monster EM pulse from the Kitakaze, a thousand meters downrange,” Stone affirmed. “It’ll shut down every sensor Scimitar owns, and according to IntelScan’s Callie Dalton, our specialist, this gets us about a minute before their datastream resumes.”

	“One whole minute, huh?” Cronin demanded. “I’ll tell you what else that kind of EM pulse’ll do, Cap. It’ll knock the fuckin’ kite down, when your repulsion sled goes tits-up. And that, Stoney,” he added heatedly, “puts you flat on the ground with a toy airplane struck dead as mutton!”

	“Which is exactly where I’ll want to be,” Jarrat said smoothly. “These ultralites are rated to carry two, Gil. Stoney and I flew one together, back in Spain. With just one pilot aboard there’s plenty of spare lift potential. A minute is long enough for me to reach two of those vents … then hit the deck hard and stay put.”

	Both Cronin and Ramos turned to Stone for explanations, as if Jarrat had suffered spontaneous insanity. Stone called up a chart on which hand-drawn lines and appended notes set out the whole plan. “Molecular acid will eat through the seals in a matter of seconds. I’ll carry six canisters, which gives me four backups in the event of mishap. The canisters are only ten centimeters in diameter; the vents are fifty, an easy fit. Uncap a breather, drop in a nasty substance you Army bastards call ‘dragon puke,’ because you can spray it on a ship’s hull and leave it to wreak a full-on explosive decompression in a certain length of time, depending on the armor rating of your target ship.”

	“Sounds horribly familiar,” Ramos muttered, “right down to the crewdeck jargon.” He gave Jarrat a knowing glare, which Jarrat answered with a brash, entirely humorless grin.

	“I’ll count to ten to give the acid time,” Stone continued, “drop in three capsules of Morpheus — don’t wait. Run. Hit the vent on the opposite corner of their square layout … repeat process. Then, as Kevin said —”

	“I’ll hit the deck fast,” Jarrat finished, stressing the pronoun. “I’ll be kevlex from skullcap to pelvis, hands tucked under me. Pull everything in tight, visor down, face in the dirt. Scimitar should have auto-guns on the ridge —”

	“You bloody know they will,” Cronin growled. “This is batshit crazy — you can’t wear riot armor when two hundred vid lenses are watchin’ you comin’.”

	“True, but standard Tactical kevlex body armor is thin enough to wear under baggy tourist rags. Big shirt and pants,” Jarrat reasoned. “The armor’ll soak up a lot of rounds, even if the guns can find me, flat on the ground — which I doubt,” he added sharply. “You hold the Gunnery ticket, Gil. You know as well as we all do, these guns are configured to fire up, not down: hazard always strikes from above, not from dirt-level on a patch you already own.

	“The instant anything opens fire, Master Sergeant Cronin, you’ll see it. Evelyn is going to drop the transport in as close as feasible during our minute of sensor blackout.” He looked from face to face around the table. “Gil will be in the Kitakaze’s gunbay with a rotary cannon.” He fixed Cronin with a glare. “If you don’t shut off those damn’ auto-guns inside the second they open up, you’ll be explaining to me why not, Sergeant.”

	Blue Raven 6 sat back, clearly thinking it through move by move. “It actually might work,” he said at last, and grudgingly.

	“It will work,” Stone said tersely. “But this is where it all starts, people, not where it ends. The whole operation is intended to flush Scimitar out of their warren. I’ll already have the Skyrider in the air, maybe ten kilometers downrange of ground zero, when Blue Raven hits the front door at Jardín de los Dioses. And understand me, Gil, Joe: near misses. You’ll have morning sunlight, clear air. No casualties. Plow up the gardens … and let yourselves be seen.” He gave Ramos a crooked grin. “Pete Stacy might have kittens, but — yes, riot armor, Joe. Rotaries, stun projectors, snappers, floodlights, public address maxed out. Make the biggest noise and mess you can. But we don’t want casualties.”

	“Or,” Jarrat allowed with a sigh, “make bloody damned sure your guys know who and what they’re shooting at. Don’t shoot a noncombatant. There’s at least five kids in the palace, that we know about. If we’re really unlucky they might have friends over to stay when we do this. It’s one headache we didn’t have with Mavvik or Dorne or Dalmau.”

	“Oh, I got it,” Ramos said thoughtfully. “We been here before, Cap. Human shield. Kids, old folks … worst we ever saw was Inquanoc.”

	“All right.” Jarrat turned back to the display. “Blue Raven will be groundside, coming in from the west, by road. We’re about to commandeer a heavy truck out of Eldorado. She’ll look like a commercial carrier serving the local farms. By Kitakaze, we can ferry down six Ravens at a time with full armor and weapons systems, and still keep our profile so low, we’re … looking up at the ragweed.” He gave Stone an amused glance. “We want all of Blue except Gil groundside, on the road out front of the house. Four shuttle runs, Tanya. Problem?”

	Her fiery red head shook emphatically. “The Kitakaze’s a breeze to fly, Cap, compared with any gunship. Uh, no chance of launching the gunship?”

	“None.” Stone was adamant. “The single advantage we own is surprise. The only people on this planet who know NARC is here are Pete Stacy, Harry and Tansy Del, maybe Janine Cruz if she’s lucid enough, which I doubt. We’re going to jump out of nowhere.” He frowned at Ramos. “With Gil on the skyhauler, you’ll be leading Blue Raven. Get into the house — palace, mansion, call it what you like. Shoot up the furniture, herd them in front of you.”

	“Expect bodyguards,” Jarrat went on. “Could be six, eight, a dozen, all king shooters, maybe even mercenaries, armed with anything you can imagine. Could be humans or gundrones, most likely a combination of both. Our intel is, Hawass’s domestic staff are mostly drones, so it makes sense that the house’s security shooters will feature a lot of gundrones. Look first at what’s shooting at you. If it could be a kid, for chrissakes use minimum stun. In fact, blanket the whole house with a stun field before you head inside, and still be careful. Some stupid punk kid puts on a helmet and runs out to play soldier —”

	“Hey, trust us,” Ramos said quietly.

	Jarrat stretched his spine, which was so taut, Stone had been rubbing his own back as if it ached. “All right,” Stone allowed. “Stun everything you can, but I doubt you’ll get more than two or three that way, if you’re lucky.”

	Ramos’s eyes narrowed. “Because the rabbits’ll run for the burrow while we’re still in the grounds. The place is big.”

	Stone nodded. “They should lock up the underground before you get close enough to hurt them. Now, we can’t show you hard evidence to assume starship armor blastdoors closing the tunnel into the mountain, but it’s a safe bet.”

	“We won’t cut through, Cap,” Cronin warned. “That’s the exact kinda shit that beat us in the bunker under Inquanoc.”

	“We don’t want you to cut through.” Jarrat flicked a glance at Dalton, Lang, Gable, Budweisser, who were hanging on every syllable. “In fact, you’re going to fuse the motors that drive the armordoors. Melt them down. Make sure Scimitar couldn’t get back out that way if we just walked off and left them to do it.”

	A terrible fascination glittered in Eve Lang’s eyes. She had seen where this was going. “I’ll be listening for the word from Joe and Stoney. Joe tells me the rabbits just bolted down the hole; Stoney tells me he’s coming up on ground zero —”

	Jarrat chuckled. “It’ll be me flying the kite, and when you hear me say ‘go!’ — you hammer those Three Dragons with the kind of EM pulse that’ll scramble the whole works. Just buy me the one minute, it’s all I need.”

	“You’ll go down hard,” she warned.

	“Actually, not hard,” Jarrat argued. “Ultralites glide too well. The toughest part of my job will be getting her down fast enough to keep her near ground zero, close enough to the vents.” He gave Stone an almost apologetic look. “This is why it better be me doing this. I’ve done it before, under the gun. You’ve logged more hours in ultralites, over more years, but I’ve done this. And I did it with a chunk taken out of my right arm by a civilian sharpshooter I never even saw. He just got a lucky hit — I was blood from shoulder to hip. I still did the job and took my kite home.”

	“Well … bugger,” Stone said quietly. The briefing room fell so silent, the gurgle from the water cooler, the faint hiss of pressurized steam from the AutoChef, sounded loud. “One minute, Kevin,” he said in the same soft tone. “Long enough?”

	The screen displayed the square pattern of the breather vents. Intent on it, Jarrat’s mind took him through the operation step by step as if he were running it in realtime. “I only need to hit two vents, on opposite diagonals. They’re spaced fifty meters apart. Figure ten seconds for the ‘dragon puke’ to eat through, five to deploy the Morpheus capsules, then pick up and run. I can run fifty pretty damn’ fast … faster than you, Stoney. I’m built for it.” He glanced down at his lighter, more wiry physique. “Second breather, repeat process — hit the deck. Plenty of time.”

	“Plenty?” Cronin echoed cynically. “So long as you can drop the kite dead on target. And don’t trip over a log or a root. And don’t fumble the payload. And you can get them vent caps off fast enough — you notice they’re freakin’ filthy, corroded? And so long as nobody topside sees you doin’ all this with a pair o’ naked eyeballs and just pulls a gun on you.”

	The Blue Raven was very adept at playing the devil’s advocate. In fact Jarrat was grateful. He and Stone shared a grim look, and Stone said, “We thought of all that, Gil. We think we have it covered.”

	“You think?” Kip Reardon echoed disapprovingly.

	“Details,” Jarrat agreed. “If I can’t drop the plane dead on target, I hurry the pace. If I fall, I get up. If I fumble the payload, I catch it. If there’s a shooter up top, Gil picks him off, since he’ll be on the Kitakaze with a rotary primed … you can never micro-manage all the details, Kip. It’ll happen the way it happens. Always does.”

	“Get it wrong, you’re in a body bag,” Reardon warned, bluff with concern.

	“Same as every other op we ever took on,” Cronin said with professional pragmatism. “There’s always risks, Doc, every time. Fall on a tree root or walk right into a flak screen, in the end, it don’t make one damn’ shred of difference.” He was frowning at the vent caps. “It’s these buggers that worry me. They’re dinosaurs and they’re corroded in place. You ain’t likely to shift ’em, not without tools you can’t carry, not in the time you got.”

	“We know.” Stone stood back from the table. “Demolex, Gil. Micro-charges. Configure them yourself, if it’ll make you feel better. Rig a dozen, designed to peel the caps open like cans. The rest is straightforward. They could have sealed those breather vents with plascrete, the ‘dragon puke’ will go through it even faster.”

	Silence fell again as everyone around the table took the plan to pieces from his or her perspective, hunting for flaws. At last it was Helen Archer who spoke. “It’s good to be in the loop, but I don’t see a part for me in any of this.”

	Jarrat was on his way for coffee. “We’re thinking forward, after we drive the rabbits into the burrow and hit the vents. Purely security. We want you and Bud to have flight systems on standby. Call it … a hunch.”

	“What kind of hunch?” Budweisser wanted to know. He gestured at the display with one thick-fingered hand. “Seal their front door, hit ’em with Morpheus, flush the buggers. Understood. They run out this backdoor in the other side of the ridge?”

	“It’ll be covered,” Stone assured him. “Elements of Gold Raven will control O’Dell Road. Scimitar’s key players won’t get out that way.” He looked along the table at Luke Haynes, who had been wondering where his unit fit into the puzzle. Gold earrings caught the lights as the squad leader gave a sharp nod: no problem.

	“So, with the backdoor locked up …” The engineer weighed pros and cons, and muttered a curse. His brows rose sharply. “You’re betting on an escape hatch.”

	Stone made sounds of cynical humor. “The man wins a cigar. Now, we’ll have six Gold Ravens and all of Blue Raven with us, groundside, plus both the Kitakaze transports. I guess it looks like it’ll be me in the Apogee. When the whole barrow-load hits the fan, I’ll dive in fast and pick 9.4 up off the ridge. If Hawass’s people are stupid enough to bolt through the backdoor, we’ll be done and home in time for lunch.” He glanced down at Bud and Archer. “You think Valda Hawass got where she is today by being dumb as mud?”

	“No,” the Starfleet colonel said simply, “I don’t. All right, Stoney — carrier flight systems will be online, full crew. You want her in low orbit, ready to drive?”

	Jarrat and Stone shared a glance, and Jarrat nodded. “Yeah. After Stoney’s snatched me off the ridge it won’t matter if we show our hand. If Scimitar bolts, gives us a chase, GlobalNet can aim a camera right at us, it won’t affect the op.”

	“So,” Gable asked, framing the key question. “When do we go play?”

	The ‘when’ remained one of the toughest questions. Jarrat and Stone had chewed on it for most of an hour. Showtime depended on two key factors: weather conditions over Los Tres Dragones — which had to favor the ultralite — and the presence at Jardín de los Dioses of enough of the key Scimitar players for the bust to be significant. Catching all of them at home at one time might never be possible, but Stacy knew where most of them were, most of the time.

	“It’s a waiting game,” Stone finished. “Patience. We wait for Stacy, we wait for the weather … first thing is, we put an agent groundside to go buy a kite. Because you might not believe it, but there isn’t a single ultralite on the carrier. We checked.”

	With a throaty chuckle, Evelyn Lang stood. “I know the dealership in Eldorado. I used to stand outside their showroom window and drool.”

	“You’re in charge,” Jarrat said without hesitation. “I’ll let you know which model suits me best. As for the paint job — we need it loud, obnoxious, impossible to miss. I’m supposed to look like a tourist out for a joyride on a nice morning.”

	“And that,” Stone hazarded, “covers everything. Thanks, people … and I regret to tell you, we’ll be on standby from the moment we have the hardware configured. It could take a while, so I’ll apologize now and promise you double-furlough when we’re through.”

	The meeting broke up, the specialists drifting away until only Kip Reardon remained at the AutoChef. He leaned on the machine with a glass of juice, though he made no move to drink it. Jarrat waited for him to speak, guessing what he must say. “You two,” the surgeon said at last, “are nuts.”

	“Goes with the job,” Stone observed, a small attempt at levity.

	Rejecting the humor, Reardon drank a little. “Like pushing your luck till it breaks?”

	“We’re done anyway, Kip.” Jarrat helped himself to water. “The day we shipped out of Venice, Dupre was still waiting for some decision from Earth Central. They’re taking a long, long time about it. Too long. You know what that means.”

	“You’re grounded.” Reardon saluted them with the juice. “Well, hallelujah. You might live long enough to collect your retirement packages after all.”

	“Promoted to a desk,” Jarrat scoffed. “You can see us flying a desk?”

	“Onward and upward.” Reardon emptied and dumped the glass. “There’s more to life than putting your necks on the chopping block forty times in any year, till your luck’s worn threadbare.”

	He left them with that and Stone made bass sounds of agreement. “The man makes a good point.” He slung one big arm over Jarrat’s shoulder. “I can’t talk you into letting me fly this one, can I?”

	“Nope.” Jarrat snaked an arm loosely about his waist. “You know I’ve done this before, and it’s not as easy as it looks. You can overshoot, screw the whole thing at the git-go, Stoney. It can all fall apart right there.”

	“So could you,” Stone said quietly. A flare of emotion — annoyance, anxiety, impatience, frustration — burned through the empathic link before he could shut it down.

	“I could,” Jarrat admitted, riding the wave of Stone’s turbulent feelings. “But I won’t.”

	 

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Twice, the morning weather seemed designed for ultralites but Stacy’s long-range surveillance hinted that Sanjay Targ might have been seen in Chell while Azure Mavvik was clearly identified on Rethan Prime, the largest of the planet’s three moons and the only one massive enough to bear cities, raise tides or cast shadows. The other moons were mere planetoids, scarcely large enough to appear as sparks in the night sky. A third time, Hawass, Targ and Mavvik were certainly in residence at Jardín de los Dioses, but morning thunderstorms dumped so much rain on the east side of Los Tres Dragones, every creek became a torrent. Air temperatures remained too cool to generate the updrafts favoring ultralites, not to mention that craft like the Skyrider performed poorly in driving rain.

	High winds, equally unfriendly to ‘kites’ — as Cronin and Ramos scathingly referred to the red, white and blue Skyrider which Eve Lang ferried up from Eldorado — rode in on the coattails of the storm. Jarrat’s temper shortened as they waited, and waited again. Stone’s patience soon wore thin enough for him to bruise his hands on the heavy bag. Not even the release of sex relaxed him for long. Jarrat’s gray eyes followed him, dark, brooding, as he and Stone mulled over the job’s risk factors more with each passing day, until Jarrat was almost ready to recommend a complete abort.

	The hazard Cronin, Ramos and Reardon had recognized was very real. The longer Jarrat waited, poised like a runner under the gun, the more untenable the risk seemed. One factor kept him focused. The words were engraved into his memory as deeply as into Pete Stacy’s.

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

	Scimitar, the righteous sword of justice.

	Jarrat punished his body in the gym, soaked away the aches in water so hot, it almost stripped his skin — went to Reardon for nano to repair damaged muscles and tendons, and ignored the surgeon’s admonishment. While days blurred into a week, in bed he and Stone were increasingly inclined to wrestle for victor’s spoils, a rough game which left them nursing bruises until Stone — bigger, stronger, always less volatile — refused.

	“Enough, Kevin.” He threw a pillow at Jarrat, who fielded it and slammed it back. “You want a challenge? Get Gil Cronin to show you a bunch of moves you never saw before. When he’s done bouncing you like a soccer ball, crawl your way back to bed and make love, if you’ve got a muscle left anywhere that doesn’t hurt.”

	Jarrat subsided with an apologetic look. “Sorry, mate. I’m just wound up.”

	“I know. Something about empathy, remember?” Deliberately, Stone caught him roughly by a handful of his hair, held his head to a kiss that began like a bite and softened gradually into a very gentle expression of affection. He hauled Jarrat into the sanctuary of the wide bunk. “Lights — off.” The cabin lamps dimmed obediently. “Get some sleep. You need a pill? I still have the stuff Kip gave us. Middle drawer.”

	Without a word Jarrat swallowed two and settled. He was still awake a half hour later, but Stone slept, one leg thrown over him to hold him. Jarrat punched the pillow and courted rest. Soon. It had to be soon: random factors always flowed together, given enough time.

	Two days later the weather patterns turned around and at 03:00, Eldorado time, they checked in with Stacy. Targ, Mavvik and Hawass were definitely at Jardín de los Dioses: some kind of family anniversary, according to Spencer Carnaby’s oddly erratic memory. Decades of gryphon and chimera made anyone’s brain a little chaotic. Tomas Sondheim remained the unknown, unknowable factor.

	“He could be there — or not,” Stacy admitted, his voice distorted by signal encryption. “We’re never sure where the sonofabitch is because he’s freakin’ blitzed so much of the time, he rarely sticks his head up far enough to be recognized. We usually keep track of him through his Companions. There’s a couple of bimbos he uses, out of a big-time agency in El … now, one of ’em bounced her way into the palace late last night. I dunno, Jarrat. No promises. We might get lucky and score the whole lot of ’em. Shit, it’s about time we lucked out for a change.”

	“Today or never,” Stone breathed.

	“All right, Stacy — thanks,” Jarrat said to the comm. “Pull your people well out of the zone, keep them out till we’re done.”

	“Break a leg,” Stacy said charitably, and shut down.

	“This has to be it.” Jarrat scanned the meteorological charts for the tenth time. “Clear sky, wind and temperature are never going to get any more favorable — by nine the updrafts off the east side of the ridgeback will be strong enough to bring out the really big condors. It should be blue skies till afternoon, ahead of the rain.”

	Eight days before, Budweisser’s tech crew had assembled the Skyrider, tested it thoroughly and loaded onto a Kitakaze. Jarrat had sweated through more than twenty hours in VR simulation, flying every impossible mission he and Stone could devise to bring his skills up to a peak he had not enjoyed since his Army days. The Apogee carried every round and missile the armorers could load; flight crews kept it prepped around the clock. Tanya Reynolds and Evelyn Lang had lived on standby as long as Jarrat and Stone, and both Blue and Gold Raven.

	Any longer, Jarrat thought, and the whole company would go over the peak, grown stale with the increasing tedium of an endless standby. “Now or never,” he said to Stone.

	They were in Stone’s cabin. Stone was still rubbing his hair, a towel wrapped sketchily about his hips. Clad in battered denims, barefoot, Jarrat had touched base with Stacy at this hour of Eldorado’s early morning as he always did: set-up time for the op was five hours, give or take.

	“Go,” Stone said quietly. “Let’s just get this done, for chrissakes, and get out.”

	With an odd flutter in his chest, Jarrat touched the comm. “Ops, this is Jarrat. We have a go. Buzz all personnel, right now.”

	Watch Officer Mitchelmore responded with Starfleet crispness, career-long habits. “Copy that, Cap. Showtime. Carrier Operations is cranking up as we speak, I just called the XO … we’re on.”

	Committed. Only the direst emergency would scram the action now. Jarrat looked at his chrono. As he marked the time a mission clock began to count in the back of his mind. Every move had been planned, every contingency covered. He gave Stone his hand, clasped his wrist and hunted for a smile. “Have a little faith.”

	“Bugger faith — and luck,” Stone growled. “I’ll take skill and planning every time.”

	“And we have a surplus of both.” Jarrat worked his neck and shoulders to release the tight muscles there. “Just hit the marks on time, Stoney, we’ve got this.”

	A riptide of confused emotion scythed through the bond, but Stone forced a smile and stood back to watch Jarrat throw open the closet. He pulled out clothes that would not merely have been Harry Del’s style, but close to his size, big enough to cover the best kevlex body armor Tactical could supply. Clothes and armor gave Jarrat just a slightly bulky look, as if he should lose a few kilos, get back in shape, like so many civilians.

	He kept on the soft, battered old denims, teeshirt, and hunted for the most familiar running shoes that fit like gloves. On the crest of Los Tres Dragones at around 09:50, give or take according to the caprice of the wind, speed would be his second-best ally. Surprise was his first. Until the moment of the EM pulse, both Kitakaze skyhaulers and the Apogee must remain far enough downrange to leave Jarrat functionally alone for critical seconds, perhaps half a minute. A lot could happen in half a minute, and he took nothing for granted.

	A heavy freight truck, unmarked, empty, stood in a tree-lined field thirty kilometers northwest of the palace, where stock feed had recently been cut and the stubble was low. The field was easily large enough to also accommodate a Kitakaze skyhauler. Tanya Reynolds would nudge into it from the west, over virgin forest and plantations. The first of four shuttle flights had launched minutes before as Jarrat checked the ultralite and every piece of hardware in the munitions satchel clamped to the repulsion sled in the passenger space

	Stone watched over his shoulder, neither commenting nor offering to help. This was something Jarrat must do with his own hands. In the field, a man trusted no one but himself: if the job turned sour, he knew where to lay blame. Each Demolex charge had the dimensions of a twelve-gauge cartridge. Gil Cronin had picked up the challenge and prepared them himself. Only one would be necessary to peel open a vent cover, but he had provided eight for redundant backup.

	Directly below them in the open-fronted satchel were the canisters of molecular acid — so dangerous, they wore yellow-chevron hazmat stickers and the number ‘10’ in bold scarlet, the highest hazmat rating. And below these was the thick cushioning for twelve fragile capsules of LG-57.

	Each twin-sphere assembly sat in a delicate wire-frame with a tiny lift fan providing just enough power to hold it airborne for ten seconds, before its embedded Demolex charge ruptured the cells, mixed the two-part gas and aerosolized it. The capsules also carried yellow hazmat stickers, coded at level 2. Enough Morpheus at extremely close quarters would plunge a man into coma, or simply anesthetize him while a gunman cut him down — or his vehicle plowed nose-first into an obstruction.

	Satisfied with the equipment, Jarrat turned to the Colt AP-60, checked its action, power cell, compressed gas cartridge, magazine, reloads. He could not wear the harness over the body armor, but the weapon and its recharges rode clamped to the repulsion sled at his right hand. Lastly, he checked the thin kevlex flak armor, helmet, comset, R/T.

	Stone just let him work. Hands off, he monitored the loop as Reynolds flew shuttle duty and, six by six, the Blue Ravens settled to wait in the long box truck, out of sight. Aboard the second Marshall Kitakaze, Lang and her copilot — Will Hatcher, a ten-year Army veteran — undertook the most meticulous preflight preparation, while Gil Cronin triple-checked his gatlings and stun projectors in the gunbay four meters below the cockpit.

	At last Jarrat was satisfied. He fell into step with Stone to finish out the age-old ritual of the warrior before battle. Aboard Lang’s skyhauler were two hardsuits — Jarrat’s own and Stone’s, stored in a pair of equipment trunks just aft of the cockpit. With barely a word, sharing an acid-hot thread of connection through the bond, they checked each suit with minute attention to detail before Stone turned his attention to the Apogee.

	The mission was calculated almost to the second: minutes after Luke Haynes’s Gold Ravens jumped, twenty kilometers south on O’Dell, the rear cargo bay of the skyhauler would take the Apogee aboard, with a meter to spare off each wingtip. Eve Lang and Will Hatcher would be armored before launch, and as far as Jarrat was concerned, the instant Joe Ramos led his Blue Ravens through the tall, classical gates of the ‘Garden of the Gods’ the game of subterfuge and concealment was over. He and Stone intended to be armored as soon as the skyhauler took them aboard.

	“Sixty minutes,” Gable’s voice said into the busy loop. “Let’s call the roll, folks.”

	From groundside, on a three second lag and heavily distorted by signal encryption, Tanya Reynolds reported, “NARC 301. Blue Ravens are in place. I put the skyhauler across the next ridgetop west, well out of sight. We’ll up-ship when the Blue Ravens deploy — waiting on Blue Raven 7’s call.”

	Joe Ramos spoke quietly to his helmet mic. “The truck checks out fine. We’re good to go. No issues this end.”

	And Eve Lang: “NARC 201, set to launch in fifteen. Sergeant Cronin is in the gunbay. We’re just waiting for our Gold Ravens to board. Cap Jarrat?”

	“On time, checked out and good to go,” Jarrat said quietly. “Sergeant Haynes?”

	“Suiting now, Cap.” Haynes’s soft Jamaican accent seemed at odds with the harsh realities of the job. “Gold Ravens will board in five.”

	“NARC 101, Raven Leader?” Gable prompted.

	“Standing by,” Stone responded. “The Apogee is armed and prepped, ready to launch right along with 201. Carrier pilot?”

	In the dim, quiet cockpit from which the carrier itself was flown, Colonel Helen Archer would have assumed the pilot’s position personally, Jarrat knew. He loitered at the rear of the skyhauler, listening to the loop as she said calmly, “Fight systems are online. Set to maneuver on your command, Raven Leader.”

	“Engineer,” Gable prompted in a smooth, even tone.

	Karl Budweisser’s voice was equally level. “Three reactors and both drives are available, all systems in the green. No issues to report, XO. Good to go.”

	Time. Jarrat gave both hands to Stone, took his wrists in the old warrior’s clasp, a pre-battle ritual in many Army units. They did not speak, but Stone dropped his empathic shields for as long as he dared, let raw feeling convey so much that words never could. Language was pitifully inadequate. Jarrat caught his breath, and as the hangar brightened he knew his eyes had dilated. He gave himself a faint, mocking smile.

	“Hold that thought,” he told Stone, before he walked up the steep incline of the skyhauler’s back ramp and joined Evelyn Lang and Will Hatcher in the cockpit.

	If he concentrated on Stone he could follow him every step, every breath. He knew when Stone slid into the pilot’s seat, felt the clench of the harness, the thrum through the airframe as the Apogee’s engines fired.

	He resettled the combug in his ear and rested a hand on Lang’s shoulder. Behind him, the squad from Gold Raven formed up around the absurdly flimsy ultralite as the mission clock counted through one minute.

	The hangar blew down, opened to space, and Lang lifted the Marshall Kitakaze with a quiet word to Athena Flight. Jarrat looked up to watch the carrier seem to fall away overhead when in fact it was the skyhauler dropping fast. The Apogee was out a moment later and the belly hatch closed. Stone’s voice spoke calmly over the loop with words that would always inspire a shiver.

	“All Raven units, Raven Leader is in the air. NARC 201 — with me.”

	They plunged away together and Stone threw the throttles wide, headed for a steep, turbulent reentry. Lang held the Apogee’s bright sternflare in sight, and the moment they were away Archer would monitor Blue Raven’s loop every moment, waiting to hear the word, first from Ramos, minutes later from Jarrat. Timing was the key to this enterprise.

	The AI controllers of Chell and Eldorado ATC were expecting two marks coming in fast on a heading for the agricultural hinterland south of the mountains. Stacy had transmitted a classified Tactical briefing seven days before, as a blanket cover for the action, whenever it launched. Tracking systems ranged around the spaceports of both cities did not even flutter as the NARC aircraft dove into the upper atmosphere.

	Repulsion ran up to cushion the skyhauler, smooth the ride as Lang held close to Stone. Still, the deck buffeted under Jarrat’s feet, the Kitakaze bucked and heaved as he made his way carefully back to the ultralite. Six Gold Ravens turned anonymous, mirror-black helmets toward him.

	The skyhauler had smoothed out when Gil Cronin climbed up from the gunbay — big, in the hardsuit, but minus the helmet and wearing a thunderous expression. Cronin knew this could work, and would, but no law said he had to like it. Jarrat himself was not ecstatic, though he had personally designed more than half the moves.

	Without comment Cronin held the meager kevlex body armor segments for him, snapped them into place like the mottled gray-green carapace of some marine reptile. They fit over the soft old denims and teeshirt, weighing just a few kilos combined. Jarrat barely noticed the burden, but the segments left him bulky from elbows to knees. He pulled on the baggy cargo pants, shrugged into a loud, tropical-print shirt of which Harry Del would have approved — caught sight of himself reflected, distorted, in Luke Haynes’s visor.

	It would do. Even at second glance he looked like an uptown frat brat on vacation, he decided. Some post-grad dweeb out for a day’s flying to break up the monotony of second-semester astrophysics. The last thing on any world he looked like was a NARC, even as he settled the gaudy blue helmet with eagle decals, and dropped the kevlex hackle to shield the back of his neck above the shoulder guards.

	He left the visor up for the moment. As Eve Lang maintained a cool, quiet countdown he slid into the body of the ultralite. Cronin ran up the harness, took Jarrat’s left hand and slapped it on the quick-release, so he knew exactly where it was. The Skyrider was a fraction different from the ‘kites’ the Army had flown so long ago on Sheal, Kelso, Brennan, a dozen other troubled worlds. A moment’s uncertainty in the field could cost him dearly, and he was grateful for the hours he had spent in VR simulation.

	Transmitting on a band so high, even Tactical could not have received it, Lang said steadily, “Three minutes. 9.4, stand by to launch.”

	Only NARC and Starfleet hardware could eavesdrop on this band. Jarrat gave Scimitar one chance in a hundred of possessing the equipment. “Any time,” he reported. “Raven Leader?”

	He closed his eyes, opened the tiniest chink in the empathic shield. Stone was there, close enough to touch, taut as an acrobat on the tightrope as he and Eve Lang listened every second for comm traffic out of Jardín de los Dioses. And Stone was monitoring for the heat blooms of engines firing up, in the unlikely event Scimitar possessed the highest-tech military comm gear.

	“Am scanning the ridgetop every which-way,” Stone told him. “Nothing stirring. Not a squeak out of their comm, zip on thermal imaging. Their garages are cold and staying cold. The weather’s holding. Nothing moving on O’Dell as far as I can see. No reason not to do this. Blue Raven 6?”

	“In the gunbay,” Cronin reported. “Weapons hot, safeties off.”

	“Gold Raven 5?” Stone called.

	Not four meters from Jarrat’s position, Luke Haynes said softly, “On standby to jump, Raven Leader.”

	“201 pilot,” Stone prompted.

	And Lang: “Two minutes. Altitude one thousand, twenty kilometers downrange. 9.4, the wind is from your southeast at six knots, you have strong thermals rising up the face of the ridge. Clear air between Los Tres Dragones and Patterson Levy.”

	“All good.” Jarrat kicked on the Skyrider’s repulsion, felt the fragile craft waft up off the deck, held in place now by two tie-downs which would release under pressure as repulsion increased. “Any time.”

	He listened to his heart, the beat steady, still slow but beginning to quicken as the skyhauler dropped down low over O’Dell Road and the Gold Ravens gathered at the rear hatch. The combug in his right ear said with Stone’s voice, “One minute. We’ll be right with you, 9.4. You call it.”

	Jarrat’s eyes skimmed the plane’s simple, rudimentary instruments. As he saw two hundred meters he said quietly, “Drop the ramp. Gold Ravens, stand by.”

	The loading ramp growled down with infuriating slowness, but by the chrono they were on time, on target as he fed a trickle more power to the repulsion, which parted the tie-downs, and nudged the Skyrider out.

	Behind him, six Gold Ravens, each fully armed and armored, went down like bricks. They hit the ground hard before keying their apparent mass to twenty kilos, and he watched them take off like so many startled deer. They cleared the post-and-wire fence along the side of the paddock on the east of O’Dell and, in the cover of a straggling line of acacias and eucalypts, swiftly strung themselves out along the road, covering the north and south escape avenue — a redundant safety net, in case Valda Hawass’s people were stupid enough to bolt through a backdoor they knew would have been identified. Jarrat could not bring himself to believe it.

	Behind him, Lang’s skyhauler hugged the treetops now, never more than a hundred meters up, always maintaining line of sight on the gaudy ultralite as Jarrat caught an updraft and let the wind carry him north at a leisurely, dawdling pace.

	Now he risked transmitting nothing, since any whisper of unexpected comm, much less high-level encryption, inside a twenty kilometer radius of Jardín de los Dioses would be the quickest way to tip off Scimitar. One chance in a hundred, he thought, that Hawass’s security AI would possess hardware equal to the task of picking up NARC comm. But silence was safer.

	At twenty kilos apparent mass, the Gold Ravens sped far ahead of him, covering the distance to Jardín de los Dioses and beyond while he hung up on the wind, let himself spiral around, giving them time to hit their marks. From two hundred meters up he max-zoomed a visual on Haynes, framed in the palm-sized screen among his instruments. He saw the Jamaican’s hand sign: in position.

	Jarrat took a breath and dropped his visor. By touch, he located the quick release for his harness, the Colt at his right hand and the equipment satchel, both clamped to the repulsion sled half a meter from his right side. Then he focused on the chrono and spiraled around again — waiting now as he gave away altitude a fraction at a time and listened for one word, a single syllable from Joe Ramos.

	Behind him, on the very edge of visual range, he glimpsed both the Apogee and the Kitakaze, and ahead he recognized every contour, boulder and tree across the area of Los Tres Dragones that had been designated ground zero.

	Moments later he heard Blue Raven’s ruckus with his own physical ears, and fed in a lick of repulsion power to send the Skyrider up, just high enough to steal a glance over the ridgetop. The palace’s enormous roof was white shingled, at this hour still mauve-blue in the shadow of the ridge. Stretching out into the west, the long, park-like garden formed a lake of emerald green, studded with magnificent river gums and redwoods, bisected by the meander of an artificial brook crossed in four places by decorative bridges.

	The Blue Ravens were wreaking havoc — a mess that a major contractor would take three months and a five-figure sum to repair. Jarrat bobbed up just long enough to watch the squad storm in from the road, rotaries deliberately tearing up structures, shrubbery, topiary, statuary — safe targets, not a human in sight.

	And, he saw grimly, their assault was immediately challenged. The moment riot armor appeared in the palace’s surveillance monitors, the real game was on. Comm silence became pointless, and Ramos bawled at his squad:

	“Gundrones, counting six — coming out of bunkers along the wall there — watch yourselves!”

	Jarrat never saw the drones, but he knew the kind Scimitar would be operating. The Army’s newest, liberated from manufacturers like Vincent Morello and Black Mountain Engineers, smuggled through Oromon and distributed as far afield as Aurora. But every NARC riot squad trained against them in lieu of live opponents. Nothing a gundrone could do would surprise the Blue Ravens. They had their work cut out for them, but Jarrat was unconcerned.

	Like Stone, he merely monitored their loop while he let the Skyrider drift with the wind, slowly, steadily approaching the east side of the ridge while the Ravens provided every diversion he might have needed. If a company shooter — live or drone — had been stationed on the ridgetop, he, she or it would immediately have been retasked: out of nowhere, NARC was coming through the front door.

	With the wind gusting more strongly behind him, Jarrat was already so close to his own groundside mark, he had to let the Skyrider side-slip, drift out over the paddock where Haynes’s Gold Ravens had staked out the backdoor for five hundred meters north and south along O’Dell. He glanced at his aft-scan and located the Apogee and Kitakaze visually only because he knew where to look for them. Stone and Lang were holding treetop height, with direct line of sight. Like himself, just waiting.

	Inside the palace, hell itself would be breaking loose. Every nightmare Valda Hawass ever suffered was coming true at once. If she had an escape plan — and she would — she must slam it into action now. Let the household gundrones confront the riot troops barreling up to her front door. Let machines be destroyed as they bought time for clan and employees to make their run for safety.

	“We’re into the building!” Ramos’s voice barked over Jarrat’s combug. “We’re through the drones … shit!”

	The concussion of an explosion reached Jarrat moments after the Blue Ravens began to bellow, and Gil Cronin’s voice scythed over the top of them. “Joe! What?”

	Ramos was breathless, furious, but unhurt. “They got the place rigged. We just tripped a charge, brought down a bunch o’ roof, no casualties. The whole fuckin’ place could be a bomb, and they’ve armed it!”

	“Which means they’re not in it,” Stone said loudly. “We already got what we wanted, Joe. Rabbits are down the burrow. Scan the whole thing —”

	“We’re on it, goddamn it,” Ramos snarled. “Lemme find them freakin’ armordoors —”

	Find them and seal them, Jarrat thought hotly as he let the Skyrider drop back down close to treetop height and nudged the repulsion in short, tight bursts to approach his own target from almost due east. Fuse the motors which drove the blastdoors. With any escape from the underground via the palace shut off, his own assignment began. He side-slipped the ultralite, drifted slowly south down O’Dell against the wind, waiting, waiting.

	“Found ’em — big-ass armordoors,” Ramos growled. “The whole house is booby-trapped six ways to hell, but we found ’em all. Safest thing is to trip the snares, boss, on the way out, before some poor bastard blunders in and blows his legs off.”

	“Do it,” Stone agreed at once. “The armordoors —?”

	“You guys picked it dead right,” Ramos snorted. “I’m lookin’ at some hard-ass starship armor, Christ only knows how thick. Couldn’t cut through in a month. It’d take a whole tank of dragon’s puke to get through.”

	And molecular acid was so dangerous, NARC field units never carried it in battlefield situations. One armor-piercing round in the wrong place, Jarrat thought, half the squad could suffer terminal injuries and take a hapless bunch of civilian bystanders with them. Dry mouthed, he licked his lips and glanced to his right, at the gape-fronted munitions satchel clamped beside him.

	Stone felt his cotton mouth, the flick of his tongue, the small jump of his heart. “Kevin?” Just a whisper over the windmilling fracas of the comm loop.

	“No problem,” Jarrat murmured. “Joe! You fused those bloody doors yet?”

	A moment, then Ramos was back, terse, crisp. “Done an’ dusted, 9.4. Go!”

	It was the syllable Jarrat had been waiting for. He fed power to the fragile little aircraft. “NARC 201, stand by.”

	“EM pulse on your mark,” Eve Lang assured him, calm and steady. “I see you … damnit, you’re too high, Kevin. You gotta lose maybe fifty meters.”

	The same thought had occurred to Jarrat in the same moment. “I know what I’m doing,” he crooned as he cut power to the Arago unit under his chest and belly, let the Skyrider fall as heavily as a glider would while maintaining forward momentum. “Over the threshold … thee. Two. One. Do it!”

	The EM pulse was so massive, everything across Los Tres Dragones must black out immediately. Every Blue Raven was expecting it — they would hit the ground under the colossal mass of their own armor and weapons, and initiate emergency reboot at once. The palace’s electrical system, comms, AI, every domestic drone, even the circuits controlling the house’s booby-traps — everything would go down in an instant and take precious seconds to come back up.

	Beneath Jarrat’s belly, the gravity resist shut down so suddenly, the Skyrider dipped its nose without warning. He swore as he caught one wingtip on a tree branch and pivoted — his heart sped as he picked up an unpredictable gust. The wind lofted him, put enough altitude under the kite’s wings to cost him thirty meters. He dropped the nose quickly, threw his body weight forward to enter a gliding dive of no more than ten meters. Still, the impact was enough to rattle his teeth.

	In his head, his personal mission clock was counting down. He swore lividly and felt the blaze of Stone’s anxiety. With comm blacked out until systems could reboot, even the Ravens were cut off from one another. Jarrat alone had a connection back to the support craft. He had opened a channel to Stone, let him feel the racing pulse, the breath rasping in his dry throat as he hit the quick release to get out of the harness. He grabbed the Colt in one hand, the satchel in the other, and rolled sideways out of the confines of the ultralite. With thirty meters to make up, he took off like a rabbit. Stone had a visual on him and knew exactly where his trouble lay.

	Every meter of overshoot on the landing spelled time. In a perfect simulation sixty seconds would have been more than Jarrat needed, but live runs were never the same. He and Stone were masters in the art of designing the live sims rookies dreaded. His teeth bared behind the visor as he found himself running one in realtime, with the probability of auto-guns housed anywhere underfoot, firing live ammunition the moment their tiny brains rebooted.

	Sixty seconds? Jarrat sucked in a breath and hustled. He had memorized every feature of the target zone, hundreds of images stitched together into one continuous threedee model. The nearest vent cap lay two meters north of the fallen log with the shape of a lizard’s back, with three small white boulders at the west end. He was on it in eight seconds: Demolex — slap to place and activate, turn, crouch, head down, let the helmet smother the rifle-crack report. Both hands securely on the canister with the red Hazmat 10 stickers: twist off the seal, pull the ring to prime the impact detonator in the nose of the barrel — invert, drop it through the gaping rent in the breather cap, count to ten.

	Seconds seemed more like years, and he clearly felt Stone’s tension strumming like mandolin strings. While he counted down, he palmed three LG-57 capsules and brought the tiny fan blades alive. A sharp chemical reek wafted from the vent, smarting in his sinuses. Seven, eight, nine — drop the units one by one, listen as they fell, be sure they went through cleanly, no snick of contact as one snagged in the pipe or on the ragged edge of a grille eaten through by the acid.

	He heard nothing while his narrowed eyes raked the middle distance, fifty meters away, looking for the stump of a tree recently felled. The gnarled mass was gaudy with a swatch of bubble-gum pink paint, marking it out for some local forestry service which would soon feed it through the mulcher. The next breather cap lay three meters due west of the stump, nested in a bed of star-shaped white flowers.

	Already he had picked up the approaching thunder of heavy engines. The Kitakaze and Apogee were coming in as the clock in his head counted through thirty seconds. He was off the pace, far too slow, and he knew it. He could expect the sensor network to begin its reboot in twenty-five seconds. If gundrones should be bunkered up here in addition to the auto-guns he had come to expect, Blue Raven 6 was his best hope.

	Careful! Gil Cronin’s gruff warning was in his mind’s ear as he ran. Don’t fall, don’t fumble the hardware, don’t —

	“Stoney? Raven Leader!” Stone’s urgency blazed through Jarrat. His comset had not yet come back up and he was sure it should have. He took a vital moment to wrench off the helmet, give the earpiece a double-tap to reactivate it and heard a crackle of white noise. He fell to his knees by the second vent as he crammed the helmet back into place. “Raven Leader!”

	Stone’s voice exploded in his head with less than a second’s grace. “Drop! Kevin, drop flat and stay down!”

	His mind continued to count down, but he obeyed without question. As he sprawled into a bed of moss and humid earth he caught a bare glimpse of the skyhauler looming not thirty meters above O’Dell, away on his right. Then he squeezed shut his eyes, turned his head away, pressed the visor into the mass of dark green moss lest the muzzle flashes of the heavy rotary cannon in the gunbay sear his irises, set corneal after-images dancing in his vision, half blinding him. He dragged the munitions satchel under his body to protect Demolex charges and acid canisters alike, thrust both hands undercover, pressed his arms and legs in tight and kept his head down.

	An explosion ripped across him, he felt sudden searing heat, enough to char bare skin to cinders if it had not gone by like a whirlwind. Shrapnel peppered his kevlex carapace, ripped away the gaudy shirt and punched the air from his lungs, but the body armor held. Nothing cut through, though he knew he would carry the bruises for days.

	“Got the bugger,” Cronin growled. “Only one … gundrone, Cap — big bastard, Army shit, bobbed up out of a hatch. It rebooted damn’ fast — where in sweet fuck do they get this gear?”

	Jarrat could make astute guesses. Oromon was on his mind as he hauled himself up and dove for the second of the vents. He knew he was out of time as he slapped on the Demolex charge, began the ritual afresh. Who knew what was bunkered on this ridgeback? Heavy chain guns would cut the Apogee and Kitakaze to scrap, and if they rebooted as fast, under the control of Scimitar shooters in the caverns below —

	“Seven seconds,” Stone called urgently. “Kevin!”

	But Stone knew as well as Jarrat, there was no way to rush the process. He primed and delivered the canister, panting heavily while sweat poured off him inside the body armor. Counting through interminable seconds, he dove for three Morpheus capsules and activated them.

	He had poised over the vent to drop them when Cronin’s gatling opened up again, short bursts, tightly targeted. Stone roared at him to get down and stay down — numerous auto-guns had popped up like toadstools.

	Three — two — one —

	Jarrat dropped the LG-57 capsules and had stooped down close to the vent, trying to pick out sounds from within against the intermittent howl from the rotary cannon, when a dozen rounds slammed into the middle of his armored back, throwing him face down in the dirt. His left hand maintained a vise-grip on the Colt but he had lost the satchel with its surplus canisters and charges.

	His heart beat a furious rhythm in his throat as Cronin systematically eliminated the guns. One stray round in the satchel, and it would go up in a blast of Demolex — shrapnel and a shower of molecular acid which would leave little evidence that a human body had ever sprawled in this spot. Jarrat held his breath, pressed his visor into the earth and focused on Stone, who could see what was happening.

	“Done,” Cronin barked. “Got the last of the bastards, Stoney — no more guns up here. The whole ridge reads clear.”

	And Stone, rasping as if his mouth were dry as sandpaper: “201, stand off, make space. Kevin! Grab the gear and move your ass!”

	As if Jarrat needed to be told. He was on his feet even before Stone spoke, seized the satchel and flung himself at the Apogee while Stone barely feathered the ground. The right-side canopy lifted just enough for Jarrat to sling satchel and Colt inside and feed himself into the seat, bulky in the flak armor and cursing fluently. Stone threw the lighter up hard toward the skyhauler as Jarrat clasped his harness.

	He dumped the helmet and caught his breath in deep gulps, ice-cold from the air vents. As his head cleared he began to differentiate Stone’s feelings from his own, the green from the blue, as Harry Del had taught them so long ago. They wrestled with the empathic shields, shutting off the torrent of confused emotion and reaction. Jarrat dragged both palms across his sweated face as Stone called,

	“201, drop your ramp — we’re on our way in.”

	“Coming about, nose to the wind.” Lang’s voice remained calm and even. Jarrat recognized the utter professional, the veteran Military Airlift pilot. How many incoming Medevac personnel would have keyed on that voice, clung to it like a lifeline. “Any time, Cap … does 9.4 require medical?”

	“I’m fine,” Jarrat told her. “Just need to get out of this bloody kevlex crap and —”

	“Into a hardsuit,” Stone finished. “Blue Raven 7!”

	The cargo ramp lowered, exposing the cavernous inside of the skyhauler. Stone nudged the Apogee close before passing it to the autofly to make the critical insertion, with a scant meter off each wingtip. In moments they were in, down. As the canopies rose Jarrat tore off the tatters of the ridiculous shirt.

	He had begun to feel for the hasps and straps cinching the body armor around his torso when Cronin roared from the gunbay. The Kitakaze gave a violent lurch. Lang tossed it hard enough into the east to test its repulsion to maximum. Three big Arago modules in the belly howled into overboost, and as the skyhauler righted Jarrat braced himself.

	“What the Christ —?” Stone began.

	“Bastards are on the move,” Cronin bellowed. “You figured on an escape hatch? Shit, boss — you guys better be fuckin’ careful what you wish for. Here we go: pyro charges blowin’, big mothers, just one could rip a hardsuit in halves — Lang, watch your ass!”

	In one vault Stone was out of the Apogee. Encumbered by the body armor, Jarrat was slower, clumsy as he shed it piece by piece. The rotary cannons opened up in the gunbay as Cronin bawled for Blue Raven and Gold Raven, any units with a clear firing line on the ridgetop, but he himself was in the best position.

	Armor segments and the rags of the cargo pants strewed behind Jarrat as he plunged forward. Lang had backed the Kitakaze off, over the golden hay fields which ran down the ridge’s precipitous eastern slopes. The downwash of her engines thrashed the acacias while six Gold Ravens sped back along O’Dell.

	The loop flared into a chaos of callsigns. Tanya Reynolds cut across them like a chainsaw: “NARC 301, coming up from your due west. I can take Gold Raven aboard, but the Blue Ravens are on their own — can’t lift more than six in this scup bucket, and even that puts us on the edge of overload — Joe! You boys wanna stick together? You’ve gotta be better off covering each other.”

	And Ramos: “You got that right, Tan. Give us what top cover you can.”

	“You got it,” Reynolds assured him. “Raven Leader?”

	But Jarrat and Stone were too intent on the ridgetop to respond. Cronin had seen the first of many massive pyro charges blowing in sequence, outlining a rectangular area no less than sixty meters long and thirty wide. The first blew almost directly under the skyhauler’s keel, and Lang’s response — to throw the aircraft out of harm’s way — was instinctual. Jarrat’s pulse jumped as he watched scores of heavy charges continuing to detonate like a cannonade, raising a storm of dirt and splintered wood.

	He dropped a hand on Lang’s shoulder. “Back us well off, Eve — give ’em plenty of space. Reynolds — do not approach! Ramos, hold your people on the west side, stay the hell out till we know what’s down there. Acknowledge.”

	“I hear you, Cap,” Ramos assured him.

	“Copy that,” Reynolds called. “I don’t see nothing yet, but —”

	“You will,” Stone said grimly. “Gil, hold your fire, save your ammo.”

	With the last pyros blown, a monstrous charge threw off several hatches, spewing dirt and debris in a hundred meter plume and pelting the skyhauler with shrapnel. The biggest hatch spun westward, skittered like a quoit and scythed into the trees west of the ridgetop. Several Gold Ravens cursed furiously as they collected barrel-sized chunks of plascrete which bowled them over, dumped them into the storm ditch on the low side of O’Dell. They were back on their feet soon enough — Jarrat was unconcerned for them while he and Stone peered into the darkness within the bunker which had just opened.

	A shape hulked there, gray-green, unmarked, snub-nosed and goblin-ugly — infinitely familiar. Cronin recognized it at a glance. He swore bitterly as the bunker erupted in a geyser of incandescent gases and blue-gray smoke, as toxic as any rimrunner exhaust in the bays on Chell spaceport’s notorious Dock Row.

	Stone’s eyes were hard, storm dark as he looked sidelong at Jarrat. “We better extract the Ravens, fast … no gunship, says Stacy, and these skyhaulers won’t lift more than six in armor, even if we drop the Apogee out.”

	“You’re thinking what I’m thinking,” Jarrat said with a peculiar, chill calm. “Our covert status went up in smoke awhile ago, so — engineer’s tractor, lift them out all of a piece.” He touched his comset. “9.4, looking for Budweisser.”

	As they had expected, the Canadian had followed the action from his own territory on the carrier’s engine deck. He responded at once. “What you need, Cap?”

	“Launch the tractor, right now,” Jarrat said tersely as the Kitakaze’s canopies darkened in response to the sun-bright flare bursting out of the bunker. “Pull the Ravens out, Bud — all of them, fast as you know how.”

	“No gunship,” Budweisser grumbled. “Shit, what a lousy joke.”

	“Bellyache all you like, Bud,” Stone told him, “just do it on your own dime — get our people back, and do it fast. Gable! You getting pictures?”

	The Athena had dropped into an orbit so low, Callie Dalton’s priority was to recall the scan platform. Minutes ago, Gable would have brought the carrier’s own imaging systems online. “Am looking right at you, Raven Leader,” the XO responded. “What the sweet Christ is that?”

	The shockwave as heavy lift engines rammed up caught the Kitakaze and swept it away like litter tossed on the wind. Lang overran every repulsion generator again to stabilize it. Jarrat listened to the howls of protest, felt the heavy vibration through the deck as the gravity resist struggled to compensate. Even the best civilian-rated Arago sled was barely equal to this punishment. Seconds elongated while Lang demonstrated a fluency in cursing as profound as any of the descant troops. She fought the skyhauler — steadied it with a scant two hundred meters between keel and hillside, before it bobbed up to five hundred and the nose swung back to the west.

	The old Army troop transporter exploded out of its hangar: forty meters of dense plate armor and massive engines, riding a repulsion sled generations older than the Kitakaze’s, but many times more powerful. The skyhauler was a commercial freight mover, considered overpowered in civvy hands, while the Army transporter was designed to lift not only a full assault squad, but also a mass of hardsuits and ordnance, plus its own hull armor.

	A human pilot must be flying, Jarrat knew. No autofly system would fire the main drive engines so close to the ground, where catastrophic thrust tore trees up by the roots, tossed the Gold Ravens like broken toys, picked up the Kitakaze a second time and threw it away amid a hurricane of airborne topsoil.

	Again Lang caught it, but this time her instrument surfaces lit up, peppered with red warnings on every system. Stone swore, his voice hoarse. She had wrestled back a measure of stability when he asked, “Can you make orbit?”

	“Just about,” Lang guessed. “But I’d armor-up, if I were you. We’re carrying some serious damage here.”

	“Gold Raven 5,” Jarrat called. “Haynes!”

	For some moments, while the troop transporter blazed upward in a firestorm of its own making, Luke Haynes merely coughed and cursed. Then, “Okay, Cap. We took a beating, but — no casualties. Couple of mangled hardsuits, but we’ve seen worse. Where d’you want us?”

	“Get aboard,” Stone said without hesitation. He gave Jarrat a glance. “Suit up, Kevin. I’m going to send the Apogee home on auto. Eve — put us down in the road.”

	“Will do,” she muttered, preoccupied with so many intermittent systems. The Marshall felt heavy, sluggish, as if it wallowed in the air. “We won’t break any speed records, but I can get us home. Tan, you there?”

	Reynolds was close. “Holding up just over the ridge … watching Joe and the boys trip the booby-traps in the palace. Scimitar left us a bloody-damn’ deathtrap … dang, there won’t be one brick on top of another by the time our boys are done.”

	“Stand by to extract, Blue Raven,” Jarrat said loudly into the chaos of the loop. “The engineer’s tractor is on reentry. Finish up fast, Joe, then get your people out.”

	“Roger that, Cap,” Ramos responded. “This is just demolition work now, my job anyway. Hey, Gil.”

	“Yo.” Cronin was still in the gunbay, four meters below the deck where Jarrat had begun to suit up.

	“You recognize that hog of a thing?” Ramos demanded.

	“It belongs in a museum,” Cronin said disgustedly. “Type 4 squad lifter, gotta be forty, maybe fifty years old.”

	“Good enough to knock us flat on our asses,” Haynes said sourly from the road, where the Gold Ravens had gathered. Three of the six limped in crippled armor.

	Moments before the skyhauler set down, Stone dropped the cargo ramp. He leaned into the cab, swiftly configured the Apogee’s autofly, and stood back to watch it maneuver itself out and away. He was back in the recess behind the cockpit in time to hold the shoulder section, the powerpack, for Jarrat to shrug into it. He turned his attention to his own armor as the battered Gold Ravens straggled aboard.

	“Eve, you keeping a track on that — hog?” Jarrat slid hands into gauntlets and checked the helmet. Instruments flickered to life, but he set it aside for the moment.

	The ramp was still grinding up as she lifted the Kitakaze. Jarrat felt the odd, worrisome roughness in the deck, telltale of thoroughly abused repulsion generators, but the engines sounded sweet as she powered up. As the skyhauler accelerated sluggishly in the wake of the old troop transporter Lang told him,

	“Oh, I can see the bastard, but no way can I catch it. We’re too busted up — and this is a civvy crate, minimal armor and weapons. We couldn’t do one damn’ thing to that squad lifter even if we did catch it. I also see our tractor … she’s coming in like a missile, white hot. And as for the carrier, if Colonel Archer drops her any lower, Eldorado emergency services will be going on alert.”

	All of which was fine by Jarrat. He held the shoulder pack for Stone, watched him stoop for gauntlets and helmet before they crowded into the rear of the cockpit. Jarrat read Lang’s instruments without comment while Stone frowned over the tracking display.

	“Now, where in the hell is that thing going?” he mused.

	“Don’t know yet, but notice the vector.” Jarrat leaned over for a better view angle. “They’re heading away from the carrier with all the speed they can make.”

	“They know where she is … then again, you could see her from groundside with a decent pair of field glasses, she’s so low.” Stone glared at the tracking display, noting the squad transporter’s acceleration parameters and set course. “That pilot knows where he’s headed, Kevin.”

	“So they have a plan,” Jarrat observed. “We knew they would. Two minutes, they’ll make orbit.” He paused. “Five more minutes at this delta-v and they’ll exit Rethan airspace altogether.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “No gunships in the air over his cities, Stacy said.”

	A rueful smile touched one side of Stone’s mouth. “He didn’t mention a word about what happens outside his airspace, on the high side of the orbital docks.”

	“Gunship,” Jarrat said with rich satisfaction.

	“Gunship,” Stone agreed. “Raven Leader to Ops. XO … let’s standby Red Raven. Five minute launch alert.”

	Curt Gable actually chuckled. “Now I’m starting to like this.” And, to the ship’s internal comm loop: “Red Raven, prep to deploy — stand by to launch in five and await further instructions.”

	The sky had begun to darken through indigo to black. Jarrat still had a visual on the bright sternflares of the old Army transporter, but the pilot was driving it hard. It had made a lot of distance, headed in the opposite direction from the carrier. What was out there? Were Valda Hawass’s people, the core of Scimitar, running just for the sake of running? Jarrat frowned at tracking again. He saw the tractor, the Apogee, the carrier, Tanya Reynolds covering for Blue Raven. NARC was spread wide, thin, and Chell ATC had begun to demand information.

	“Our covert status is one hundred percent blown,” Stone said with a certain wry humor. “Unless they’re dense as well as blind, they’ll recognize a carrier when they see one.”

	“They were also briefed a week ago,” Jarrat added. He touched his comset to click down to the high civilian bands. “Chell ATC, my name is Jarrat, commanding NARC-Athena … you are advised to liaise with Tactical Colonel Stacy.”

	The Air Traffic Controller sounded righteously indignant. “Did you say NARC? I demand to know what authority you people —”

	Stone clicked down three channels and cut him off. “This is Captain R.J. Stone, also commanding NARC-Athena. Advise you call Stacy immediately … we’re a little busy. Be informed, this is a NARC action — and it’s still in progress.”

	“Inbound emergency aircraft should observe a twenty kilometer exclusion zone around the ridge charted as Los Tres Dragones, South Atlantis,” Jarrat added. “NARC transports are on approach at this time. We’ll exit your airspace in a matter of minutes. Acknowledge.”

	Surly, angry, the man grunted, “Copy that, Captain,” and shut down.

	“Bloody civilians,” Cronin muttered from the gunbay. “Hey, boss, where are we goin’? You sendin’ Red Raven after ’em? Catch or kill?”

	“Tailing them,” Jarrat said sharply. “There’s five kids on that ship, remember — and we need to know where the hell they’re headed. I got a nasty feeling most of Scimitar could be off the planet, Gil … remember Equinox.” Zeus, Hera. The names haunted Jarrat’s memory.

	“Rendezvous,” Stone warned. “It has to be. Hawass is out of options, she needs to get right out of this system now. They’re busted here, permanently, and they know it. A geriatric squad lifter won’t get them far. They need something hyper-enabled. What is it, where is it?”

	“Ops,” Jarrat called, “are you reading their comm?”

	“Yeah, a single compressed squirt, right after they blasted out of there,” Gable told him. “After that, dead silence, not a squeak in or out. And no, we didn’t catch the entire squirt — too fast, too brief. We grabbed a fraction at the tag-end. Looks like some weird-ass kind of encryption, it’ll take a week to break it. Raven Leaders, you coming back to the carrier?”

	Lang glanced grimly over her shoulder. “Got to, guys. We’re in bad shape here. You do not want to be taking this lame duck anywhere near a slugging match. And you might not have noticed, but we’re slow as a snail on tranks.”

	“We noticed,” Stone assured her. Athena, we’re coming in, best speed … which isn’t saying much. Have the techs prep one of the Corsairs — full ordnance load.” He looked sidelong at Jarrat. “I’ll feel one hell of a lot better with a VM-104 under me.”

	“You,” Jarrat said acerbically, “have an awe- inspiring gift for understatement.”

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Critical overheat warnings on two out three repulsion generators flashed red as the Marshall skyhauler approached the carrier’s belly hatches. Evelyn Lang shut them down fast and flooded them with cryogen. Jarrat, Stone and Cronin stood behind her and copilot Will Hatcher, fully armored, helmets off, watching the chaotic displays as she invoked emergency redocking procedures with such calmness, they knew she had done this before, more than once.

	“NARC 201, we’re comprehensively screwed … catch us in tractors, have a tech gang get to us asap. We’re coming in hot as hell, am shutting everything down.”

	Karl Budweisser had not shipped out on the engineer’s tractor, since it was a shuttle run, not a job. “I’m watching you, kiddo. Me and my boys are in armor, in your hangar — just hand off to us and sit back.”

	“Thanks, Bud. Glad to.” She powered-off everything short of life support. The bell chime of tractors taking hold rang through the airframe as she turned to look up at Jarrat, Stone and Cronin. “Hey, we’re home. Don’t knock it.”

	“Who’s knockin’ it?” The Blue Raven tapped his earpiece. “The tractor’s maybe ten minutes behind us … you want the whole squad out there?” The diamond studs in his lobes glittered in the instrument lights as he glanced between the captains.

	“Hustle,” Stone agreed. “Get after Red Raven —”

	“Run ’em down, then stand off,” Cronin said acidly. “Remember the sprogs.” He hesitated, on the point of heading aft to the side hatch. “Push comes to shove … you put a bunch of sprogs ahead of a syndicate bust?” He passed one gauntleted palm over his smooth-shaven skull. “I, uh, gotta tell you, I never actually read the fine print. We just go where you guys send us, and trust you not to fuck it up.”

	Old Tactical habits died hard. Stone had read the fine print, the day he was promoted to Executive Officer. “No, standing orders specify — and I quote — we nail the syndicate and ‘within all due reason deem minimal, unavoidable civilians casualties to be part of acceptable collateral damage.’ The only question being what the hell ‘within all due reason’ means.”

	“Gray zone,” Jarrat said sourly. “Legal bullshine, fuzzy logic. Meaning, they leave it to us to make the hard calls in the field, then publicly crucify us if we get it wrong, get the department dragged through the muck.”

	“Oh, nice.” Cronin cocked an ear to the sound of the ailing Marshall setting down. “So, we goin’ out there with a plan?”

	Jarrat watched the external pressure values rise as the hangar blew back up. “We do everything possible to avoid civilian casualties, minimize them if they can’t be avoided. Then run with standing orders.”

	“Take the syndicate, keep the numbers tidy, face the music,” Stone finished. “If Hawass, Targ and Mavvik push hard enough, they can self-destruct. This … is one of the weird ones, Gil. Pete Stacy moved so fast this time, you’ve got the whole core of a fledgling syndicate on one ship, and they’re family, and they’re crazy enough to take a delight in destroying Chell if the Sorenson Act were enforced in this colony.”

	The Blue Raven’s eyes narrowed. “If they’ve got any more surprises tucked away like the ones they already pulled today … I’d have to guess they could do it.”

	Similar thoughts bedeviled Jarrat. He stirred deliberately as the side hatch opened with a hiss of equalizing pressures, enough to make his ears protest. “They won’t get the chance — let’s take this for a spin, Gil. The only collateral damage we’ve racked up so far is a house. I imagine it was over-insured.”

	“Hustle.” Stone hefted his helmet. “Get Blue Raven in the air fast.”

	And chase down the old troop transporter before it could make its rendezvous, Jarrat thought, locking his helmet. He shouldered through Budweisser’s people as he and Stone headed out of the Kitakaze.

	They were strapping into the heat-shimmering VM-104 when Gable announced the engineer’s tractor had docked. Ramos took his unit to their gunship at a flat run. As the Corsair dropped out under the Athena’s belly Tanya Reynolds called sharply,

	“Blue Raven, ready to launch.”

	“Go,” Stone barked into the loop. “We’re right ahead of you. Ops, you got any idea where our runaway’s going?”  

	“Like you said,” Gable mused, “on its way to a rendezvous — has to be. But I don’t see one damn’ thing out there, Cap.”

	“Yet,” Jarrat added as Stone rotated the 104 and opened the throttles.

	The loop had settled down, with the divided elements of Gold Raven talking quietly, Red Raven’s pilot conferring with the carrier, the Blue Ravens rearming and reloading after the weight of ammunition they had burned off. Helen Archer spoke smoothly across the deeper, rougher voices.

	“I’m lifting the carrier out. Back to parking orbit, Captains, or where do you want us?”

	“Parking orbit is fine,” Stone mused. “Curt, you still got a firm fix on the runaway?”

	“Via our own popups,” Gable assured him.

	Since this was a covert operation, they had dropped their own surveillance satellites when the carrier arrived silently insystem. Normally, they would have tapped colonial resources, but Stacy’s requirements were absolutely specific: run dark. For once Jarrat was in complete agreement. Scimitar knew nothing about the NARC operation until Blue Raven arrived at their gate.

	“They’re just running,” Gable was saying. “Heading out in one ass-burner of a hurry, but I’ve got our deep-scan maxed out, Stoney. The only ships I’m seeing are the usual civvy buses, zipping back and forth between Chell spaceport and Rethan Prime, which is in the opposite direction. Beats hell out of me where the runaway’s going, but Red Raven’s almost within firing range — and you guys are going out so fast, you’ll know more than I do in two minutes.”

	The bolter was on Rethan’s sun-bright horizon, heading west and about to pass over into the night side. Jarrat frowned at the tracking CRT and deliberately pulled up the feed from the NARC satellite covering the next orbital quadrant. He was hunting for anything big, heavy, hiding over the horizon. Nothing.

	“Heads up, folks. They’re breaking orbit,” Reynolds called from Blue Raven. “Going out damn’ fast, still accelerating.”

	“I’m widening our scan field,” Gable said thoughtfully. “Seeing more civilian traffic, nothing much bigger than the Kitakaze. Just small stuff running between here and the big moon … the routine passenger flight, a downshuttle headed for Chell. Besides which, on this vector, our runner’s headed away from Rethan Prime.” 

	Wary, thorough, Jarrat configured the navdeck to plot the entire inner system, though he knew from personal experience, the nearer planets were well beyond the reach of an aged squad transporter. Army ‘squaddies’ were designed to drop troops, armor and weapons direct from a carrier into a hotzone. He had ridden them far too often, first as a terrified young enlistee, later, in the pilot’s seat before he accepted the invitation to try for officer selection.

	“Stoney, they don’t have the range to drive much further under power,” he mused. “Or the life support. They’re still pushing hard, like they’re chasing something.”

	“Damn,” Stone muttered. “Red Raven, Blue Raven, are you in tractor range?”

	“Sure,” Reynolds responded. “You want to try for a catch?”

	“Go ahead — carefully,” Stone allowed.

	The sheer age of the craft nagged at Jarrat as the two gunships flanked it. Shearing forces were immense when tractors grappled with an object determined to squirm away, and time could be cruel to neglected airframes. How long had this troop carrier been stashed in the bunker on Los Tres Dragones? Stacy knew nothing about it. His Scimitar dossier had seemed meticulous, complete to the last detail. He would have been shocked when the transporter blasted out of the hillside.

	“Tractors have engaged,” Reynolds reported. “You got her, Jacko?”

	In the Red Raven cockpit, pilot Jack Oguri spoke with a blend of the accents of Shanghai and Tokyo. “Too easy — got her … but she’s not liking it. Raven Leaders, how hard d’you want to pull on this little bird?”

	“Goddamn,” Jarrat said bitterly, “that’s what worried me … tell me what you see.”

	“She’s already starting to twist,” Reynolds reported.

	“She’ll corkscrew,” Oguri warned.

	“In which case she’ll spring every weld, peel open like a can — and the stupid bastards won’t quit.” Anger sharpened Stone’s voice. “Cut back power — let go, Red Raven. Reynolds, keep a delicate hold from dead astern, see if you can slow her up without twisting the chassis.” He switched to the civilian bands and called loudly, clearly, “Civilian outbound, be advised to cut engines and surrender your vessel.” He waited, watched. No response. “Unregistered Army troop transporter outbound from South Atlantis, cut your engines immediately and surrender your vessel. Be advised, you are under NARC guns.”

	Nothing.

	“Well, now,” Jarrat said slowly, “this is where it gets interesting. We catch it, we break it. We ask nicely, they don’t answer. They can’t leave the system without a hyper-enabled something and … damn, it has to be out there.”

	“Must be,” Stone agreed as the runaway raced on into the night side, heading away from Rethan at full throttle while tracking displays remained empty of anything useful. Blue Raven had shaved a fraction off its speed and acceleration, but the Scimitar pilot simply redlined his engines, pushed into overdrive.

	“These bastards are batshit insane,” Reynolds muttered.

	“Or just plain desperate.” Jarrat searched the void ahead again. As Rethan and its big moon dropped away, space began to empty. Not much light civilian traffic headed to the outer worlds; commercial passenger and freight services kept strict schedules and Tactical craft readily identified themselves. He saw no ships ahead, no possible rendezvous, nothing save —

	“Roshan.” Stone snapped as Jarrat took a breath to read off the same navigation data. “It’s dead ahead on this vector. That has to be it, Kevin — not a ship.”

	Roshan, the second of Rethan’s three moons, named for another member of the survey team which charted every part of this system almost two decades before terraforming began. It was deemed a moon only because it orbited Rethan: with the shape of a potato, far more like Mars’s Phobos or Deimos, from groundside it appeared only as a spark of light on the darkest nights. Jarrat would have called it an asteroid, since it lacked even Sheckley’s size and mass.

	But Roshan orbited much closer in than Rethan Prime, and in the very early years after the first sleeper ships arrived it was pressed into service as a convenient staging platform for cargo, including hundreds of thousands of cryotanks containing the new colony’s population.

	“Bloody hell,” Jarrat breathed as he pulled up schematics of Roshan and sent them to Stone’s comm relay terminal in the fore cockpit. “It’s hollow, like a hive, one cavern after another, hangars big enough to unload a colony ship. Bet your last buck, Scimitar’s garbage is stashed in there — you want a connection? Tactical reported Azure Mavvik on Rethan Prime, inside the last week. It’d be dead easy to get here unseen. Take any upshuttle to the moon, switch to a private craft and vanish.” He paused to triple-check the runaway’s vector. “No doubt about where they’re going … and if we let that squaddie get inside, Stoney, they’ll lead us one hell of a chase.”

	“This,” Stone growled, “could get dangerous.”

	Too dangerous, Jarrat thought. “Time to pull the plug?”

	“Oh, yeah,” Stone agreed. “They were offered every chance to stand down, and we got our locus in quo. Blue Raven, Red Raven — hit them with an EM pulse. Heaviest charge you can. Let’s see if we can’t disable the bastards, now we know where they’re headed.”

	“Stand by,” Oguri said sharply. “Tan — on my mark. Two. One —”

	The pulse was so massive, instruments aboard both gunships and the 104 fluttered momentarily, but the runaway’s engines did not even stutter. Reynolds made disgusted noises. “Bloody Army hardware, designed for ugly battlefields.”

	“They’re EM shielded, as good as we are.” Gil Cronin paused. “Raven Leaders, I got a clear shot, if you want me to take it. I might be able to disable ’em.”

	“Might?” Stone echoed. “How sure are you?”

	“One chance in three a shot in the engines will stop them assholes,” Cronin admitted resignedly. “Two chances, you’ll get an engine blowback, and a big bang where that hunk of junk used to be. And before you say it — I know. Sprogs.”

	“Sprogs or not,” Stone said softly, “we’ve let them run about as far as we dare. Kevin?”

	“Further,” Jarrat judged. “They’re probably surprised to have gotten this far in one piece. We’re not usually known for our patience.”

	Stone raised his voice. “Blue Raven, catch them.”

	Ultra-cautious, Reynolds called, “Please repeat, Raven Leader: catch the runaway and damn the corkscrew?”

	“You are authorized to seize the bolter in tractors,” Jarrat said succinctly. “Stop it short of the moon, Roshan. Repeat, do not let it reach Roshan.”

	“Roger that,” Reynolds said grimly. “Okay, Jacko — let’s do this. We got maybe a minute spare. The potato’s coming up fast.”

	In fact, they were not chasing Roshan, but rushing to meet it. Jarrat whistled as he saw the rate at which troop transporter and asteroid were closing. “This is going to be tight. Jesus, Stoney, we should’ve called it, soon as we sussed their destination. Too soft, that’s our trouble — I’d forgive Dupre’s for roasting us if this goes wrong.”

	“It hasn’t gone balls-up yet,” Stone mused as they watched the old squaddie stagger under the double-load of two powerful tractors. Reynolds bawled repeatedly on the open civilian bands, ordering the pilot to power down, let his craft wallow in the grasp of the tractors, which would reduce the shearing forces to tolerable levels.

	Every scan system the Corsair possessed probed the transporter. Jarrat groaned as data scrolled beside a threedee representation of the old craft, color-coded to indicate the escalating torsional stresses. “Shit, Stoney, she’s twisting. We won’t need to take a shot at her, she’ll to break up if —”

	The sterntubes darkened as the pilot killed power, and Reynolds and Oguri began to crow. Reynolds was almost certainly about to advise hauling the troop carrier up flush with the gunship’s belly, where Cronin’s techs could force a docking through the squaddie’s emergency airlocks.

	Before she could frame the suggestion, a huge, troll-like body shot out of the shadowed side of Roshan so fast, Jarrat caught his breath. He felt the sudden race of Stone’s heart as Stone kicked brake thrust to maximum. G-forces soared high enough for ‘shock diamonds’ to float brightly in their vision.

	Jarrat — the veteran of Sheckley — might never have recognized the object, but Stone had it in moments and swore lividly. Far bigger than a gunship, much more powerful, it was a relic from a bygone age, parked on or in Roshan and forgotten by all save one of Valda Hawass’s great age and cunning. It belonged in the pages of a history book. What earthbound child did not relish tales of mankind’s glory days?

	The machine carried no cab, no space for a human crew. Designed to operate independently, many light years from the nearest inhabited colony, the terraformer was semi-aware, semi-smart, completely reliant on its programming, which it would follow until or unless it was destroyed.

	And this one, Jarrat realized, had been retasked as a weapon. When Death’s Head toppled and Hawass discovered herself rebuilding almost from nothing, she fell back on resources that would had lain dormant since long before Hal Mavvik was born. A large part of Jarrat bore a grudging respect for the woman; another part was not too proud to admit a thrill of fear as the terraformer drove between troop transporter and gunships, breaking the tractor connection with its own bulk.

	Blue and Red Raven’s tractors reacquired automatically, seizing the terraformer instead, but the AI-piloted monster commanded the tremendous mass, the sheer power, to move them, like the tail wagging the dog.

	“Let go!” Reynolds roared over the loop. “Shut down!”

	The Red Raven pilot did not need to be told. Both gunships killed their tractors within a second of each other, and Reynolds flung Blue Raven away from the monster, which barreled toward the gunship like a battering ram. The terraformer might not be armed, but its bow armor was designed to smash nose-first into a rocky asteroid and pulverize it. Such machines were tasked to clear unwanted planetoids, or drive water asteroids in from the edge of the solar system, guide them into the atmosphere of a likely planet to set up a greenhouse effect or flood oceanic basins. Of necessity they were almost indestructible. And this behemoth had only one purpose.

	“Reynolds!” Jarrat shouted as Stone sent the 104 up in a backbreaking loop. “It’s trying to ram —”

	“I can bloody see what it’s doing, Cap,” she bawled. “Gil, can you get a shot at it?

	And Blue Raven 6, from the unit’s forward gunbay: “Sure I can, but hurtin’ the fucker’s somethin’ else. I can put a dozen warheads square in the nose of this freak, I won’t even slow it down.”

	Jarrat’s mind had kicked into overdrive and he felt the same intense rush of adrenalin blazing through Stone. “Engines,” he rasped. “A shot in the sterntubes is the only thing that’ll stop this. Stoney?”

	Without hesitation, Stone primed every Phoenix III missile they had. “Red Raven — stay on the runaway. Do not lose it. If it gets inside Roshan, go with it. Blue Raven!”

	“Yo,” Reynolds panted.

	“Decoy it, Tan,” Jarrat told her. “Draw it, make it come hunting.”

	“Oh, joy,” Reynolds groaned. “Lemme guess, you’re gonna try for a shot up its ass. Fair enough. Okay, Blue Ravens — all personnel lock helmets right now. We’re blowing down to zero pressure. Tether on and hang tight. This could get bloody rough.”

	She must keep the gunship close enough to the terraformer for it to hold its single-minded target-lock. The AI was simple, Jarrat knew. It did not think; it did not reason. It followed its command set, and its single directive was to mark a target and ram. They only reason it had not plowed through the Scimitar transporter was some reprogrammed recognition code, an old-fashioned IFF signal.

	So long as Reynolds stayed within striking range, the rudimentary AI would obsess, see no further than Blue Raven. The real trick was not to get hit. The gunship was among the toughest ships in space, but an impact amidships or in the engine deck from a monster the size of the terraformer would collapse it like a toy. If they lost an engine or a reactor, observers on the night side of Rethan would look up and wonder what the sudden bright flare in the sky might be. In the morning GlobalNet would broadcast the truth, perhaps with a posthumous tribute to NARC-Athena Blue Raven, the whole unit destroyed in a fruitless attempt to preserve civilian lives.

	“Let’s make this good,” Stone whispered. “We’ll get one shot.”

	“We only need one shot.” Jarrat was intent on instruments. The four Phoenix III missiles showed green on all indicators. Both he and Stone knew the specifications of the weapon down to the last decimal place. They knew how close they must be before firing to ensure an unbreakable target lock, and how generous their own minimum safe distance must be, before the terraformer entered its death throes.

	Reynolds was good. She was ex-Army, like Jarrat, Cronin, Ramos, and the zones where she had flown were as tough as any. She led the monster in a high-speed, colossal-tonnage ballet, twisting, slithering, always within a distance it perceived as its strike range, never letting it get quite close enough. Gunships were not intended for such work, but a master pilot could squeeze out the last erg of performance, leading the terraformer away from Roshan while Stone powered the VM-104 through a forty-kilometer arc and came up dead astern.

	“Stand by, Tan,” Jarrat warned. “Soon as we get a target-lock —”

	“We’re outta here, full-bore,” she barked. “Hold tight, all of you!”

	Gil Cronin roared from the gunbay: “Just take the fucker — do it!”

	A surreal calm settled over Jarrat’s mind, echoed through the empathic link from Stone as they watched the numbers. The death-dance was only numbers, variables and values. Stone had placed the Corsair on a perfect vector and nudged closer, closer, weaving, arcing and diving behind the terraformer as it hunted Blue Raven. Jarrat’s eyes never left the display. His right hand rested lightly on the triggers. Auto-targeting was engaged, but he had initialized the override, giving himself the option of firing on human instinct if the computer stumbled or delayed.

	And it did. Auto-targeting had a notorious reputation, since no machine had the ability to leap forward a split second through time, make predictions based on parameters no one yet understood — though some of the Rethan mutoids would have made shrewd guesses.

	“Wait,” Stone crooned, “wait …”

	The numbers came together in Jarrat’s mind a critical fraction of a second before the computer recognized its window. Four Phoenix IIIs were already off the racks and streaking away before the targeting computer blinked green. “Go!” Jarrat rasped. “Stoney — Tan — go!”

	Gunship and fighter-interceptor peeled off in opposite directions, engines throttled to overboost, afterburners blazing. G-forces crammed Jarrat into the couch, he felt the air rush from Stone’s lungs under the body blow. They watched the displays, where digits ticked over, counting down to impact.

	The terraformer dwindled with distance, and still the eruption of engines and reactors seized the 104 and hurled it. Red enunciators winked across the tech panels, but Jarrat had seen worse. For a moment every system scrammed in the overwhelming electromagnetic storm. Stone released the joystick, let the plane tumble until the blast had roared by. Jarrat’s armored fingers stroked the control surfaces, he held his breath until systems flickered back to life, and with power restored Stone gently, gently stabilized the aircraft.

	Vincent Morello built them tough. She leveled out and red telltales winked back into green. Stone breathed a sigh of relief over the loop. “Blue Raven? Blue Raven?”

	Jarrat already had them on tracking. The gunship was maneuvering. “They’re driving,” he reported, “but they’re either not transmitting or there’s too much interference off the wreckage. Get closer. They might have lost their aerials, but boosted suit broadcast will do, soon as we get through the junk.”

	The terraformer’s position had become a zone of sizzling radiation and car-sized debris flung out by the detonation at appalling speed. Stone had no time to talk as he ducked and wove between chunks of white-hot trash, but they were through in seconds. In seconds more, comm began to clear.

	Sure enough, the gunship was off the air. Stone whistled as he saw the damage to the dorsal surface. “Blue Raven, anyone receiving? Blue Raven … looks like you’ve got a tonne of shrapnel embedded where your transmitters used to be.”

	It was Gil Cronin who answered via suit highband, badly broken up but understandable. “We’re in one piece, boss, but I wouldn’t wanna do that again any time soon. The hull looks sound, but we’ll keep her depressurized till we get home. Bud’ll need to check her out before we blow back up to pressure. No casualties, ’less you count some fried transmitters.” He paused. “Nice work, guys.”

	“Thanks.” Jarrat had just completed a swift but thorough diagnostic. “We look good, Stoney, nothing’s too fried — she’ll do. Roshan.”

	“Roshan,” Stone echoed. “Reynolds, you hearing me? Blue Raven!”

	A blast of white nose, and Tanya Reynolds was back. “We took a few hits up on top, reckon we lost a bunch of aerials. The comm specialists just rigged up a super-boost on a basic hardsuit transmitter module. I can’t reach the carrier, but we’re on the air.”

	“We’re not reaching the carrier either,” Jarrat told her. “Too much interference off the explosion. Let it settle down … Gable’s going to be having kittens, but we can’t wait. If we don’t get after the runaway, we’ll lose it.”

	“We kept a track on Red Raven,” Reynolds mused, “and they were halfway up the squaddie’s tailpipes. We know where they went.”

	“After you, ma’am,” Stone invited. “Gil — standby the entire squad. Full arms load. We know these bastards have a preference for drones.”

	“Some real bad-ass hardware,” Joe Ramos said sourly. “You thinkin’ they came outta some smugglers’ warehouse on Oromon?”

	“Yeah,” Jarrat agreed. “In which case, expect the same kind of opposition you saw in the palace, and up on Los Tres Dragones. Incidentally, Gil, bloody nice shooting back there. I owe you a case of beer. Joe, you satisfied with the palace? No unsprung traps?”

	“What palace?” Ramos chuckled richly. “They rigged so many booby-traps, by the time we tripped ’em, all you got left’s a pile o’ rubble. Just call the dozers and start over.”

	“Which is Tactical’s problem,” Stone judged. “Coming up on Roshan … Tan, you said we know where Red Raven went?”

	And Reynolds: “Some pit or opening, maybe a hangar or tunnel. They ducked around the east side of that spud. I think they went right inside.”

	“Stand off, take a good look.” Jarrat brought every scanner online. “No sign of them — no wreckage either. No radiation hotspots, no signs of a firefight on the surface. Damn, Stoney, looks like they did head in.”

	Stone jinked the 104 down and around, flanking Blue Raven. “Hunting for heat blooms … hot engines, the squad carrier, the gunship — God knows, a hyper-enabled ship that’d get Hawass’s people out of this system. You know it has to be here.”

	Yet the surface scan showed only a mass of rock at the ambient temperature of space, while deep-scan indicated massive chambers within. Hangars? Jarrat cranked sensor gain to maximum as he felt the licks of Stone’s frustrated impatience. “Only one way to go, Stoney. You see it?”

	Like a crater on the rucked, pockmarked surface of Roshan, the pit opened up to a wide mouth, but as visual and instruments zoomed on it, they saw no floor to the crater. Stone cut speed and nosed toward the pit, which expanded to fill the canopy and took on the aspect of gaping hangar doors.

	They crossed the threshold at little more than walking pace, covered by Blue Raven’s guns and bathed in the harsh illumination of the big ship’s floodlights. Reynolds kicked on everything she had, lighting up the stygian cavern with weird blue-white illumination, harsh on the irises. Cronin and Ramos sat in both forward gunbays, hunting for anything moving. Jarrat saw nothing as Stone began to call Red Raven.

	Fifty meters inside, the raw rock walls smoothed out to the texture of dressed stone. In another fifty meters they became smooth plascrete while the cavern floor evened out to a machined surface, as serviceable as any hangar deck.

	“Welcome to history,” Stone said quietly. “This is colonial engineering, the last phase of terraforming. Every immigrant to Rethan, from the First through the Tenth Fleet, was processed through this chamber like so much freight.”

	“Live cargo.” Jarrat divided his attention between visuals of the cavernous space and complex instrument readings. “Damnit, looks like … hold up, Stoney. Blastdoors, ahead at your three o’clock. Could be hangar doors.”

	The biggest armordoors he had ever imagined, vast enough to swallow two gunships abreast and leave space for several Apogees between. Roshan had been converted to a staging base for the new colony — any grade school student might have known this, but Rethan’s early years held no interest for Jarrat. Stone had shown little more. Every colony celebrated its own history. Stone knew far more about the early years of Darwin’s World, which he had adopted as a surrogate home, and Jarrat had spent years trying to purge Sheckley from his memory.

	“Red Raven, respond,” Stone called. Nothing. “Safe bet, they followed the troop carrier right in there. Those blastdoors closed behind them, solid enough to block any transmission.”

	“Brilliant,” Jarrat breathed. “Give me a second, let me find the control node.” He had already located an ancient fiber-optic webwork inside the plascrete wall, and followed it as sensors mapped it. “Got it. Blue Raven, you reading?”

	“Eighty meters off your tail,” Cronin assured him, “with a full squad just itchin’ to go walkies. What you got there? Looks like … humongous bay doors.”

	“Time,” Stone said dryly, “to go up and knock. Red Raven’s got to be inside … nowhere else they could be. Biggest damn’ hangar structure I ever saw. Comm won’t punch through — I don’t see any signs of a brawl out here. Notice the walls. If twenty-five rotaries got busy, they’d chew the place up. Much less missiles from the gunship itself, or returning fire from Scimitar systems. I don’t see any damage. In there is a different story. Where d’you want to set down, Kevin?”

	“Come left, eight-zero degrees,” Jarrat mused. “Looks like — a parking bay?”

	A truck bay, surely, with sixty slots, each more than wide and long enough to accommodate a Kitakaze. The area lay a convenient distance from the immense bay doors, yet would put the Corsair out of the direct line of potential fire from within.

	“Good enough.” Stone nudged the VM-104 into a tiny corner of the truck park.

	Roshan’s gravity read at around 0.01G. Whatever gravity compensators had made this rock workable for humans during the decades when it functioned as a staging platform were long shut down. Even with their apparent mass keyed to maximum, Jarrat and Stone landed like feathers beside the aircraft.

	Careful with every movement lest he kick off and find himself adrift, Stone stooped to the belly lockers and lifted out the full weapons suite. Rotary cannons, stun projectors, snappers, all clamped into place. Jarrat’s Colt rode its customary mount on his right thigh plate, as it had since he suited up aboard the Kitakaze. 

	They were done when the gunship nudged its blunt nose into the parking lot and settled with a maximum of caution. The jump bay opened between the landing struts in the eerie silence of vacuum, spilling brilliant white light. The mirror-black locusts dropped out between the ship’s pylons, casting grotesque, twenty-meter shadows.

	Cronin and Ramos went ahead, adjusting to the almost nonexistent gravity with ease. How many simulations had they run in zero-G? Each stride was thirty meters long. Wrangling momentum offered the major challenge, until the squad’s techs could find the gravity generators — if the ancient machinery remained viable. 

	First, Jarrat thought grimly, the hangar doors. He had pinpointed the recessed, covered control panel and maintenance hatches. Power was adequate, and the immense motors driving the doors were obviously in good order when Red Raven went through. Jack Oguri might not have expected those doors to close behind him, but Jarrat would have.

	He gave Stone’s armored figure a glance as they joined the Blue Ravens by the recessed hatches, but Cronin said it for them: “Jacko screwed up, big time.”

	“Should’ve disabled these damn’ doors on his way through,” Ramos agreed. “Earns himself a swift kick up the ass for that.”

	Assuming, Jarrat thought grimly, Red Raven got out of there. He and Stone shared a frisson of acid concern as Jarrat physically pulled back the covers guarding the control and maintenance panels. If Red Raven was unable to handle their situation without backup, they might already be so much sizzling wreckage. 7.1 and 9.4 would carry the final burden of culpability. Not, Jarrat allowed, that Reynolds, Cronin and Ramos would have blundered into this predicament: they would face the inevitable NARC tribunal and say as much. Nor was this was the first time a unit had plowed into trouble. In the thirty-two months of Jarrat’s and Stone’s command tenure, swift action had always turned trouble into triumph.

	The obvious was always worth trying first. Stone’s armored fingers delicately hit the control keys, but Jarrat felt no surprise when they failed to respond. “Locked,” Stone said tersely.

	“Let me hotwire it.” Jarrat waved off the Blue Ravens. “Clear out of the firing line, all of you. We got zip idea what’s inside this door. If it was me, I’d have a railgun battery set up and primed.”

	“The man’s right,” Jon Semler growled. “Out, guys, before I’m wading up to my armpits in your guts!”

	“Hey, Cap,” Reynolds called from the gunship, “you wanna put some serious armor between you and whatever?”

	“A gunship,” Cronin said with wry humor, “can give you a very nice … edge.”

	“You’re invited, but don’t be too quick to get in the way.” Stone turned back toward the sun-bright glare of floodlights, and beckoned. “If it’s auto-railguns, let the buggers shoot up their own hangar first. See how much ammo they’re carrying, let ’em burn through it. Then come in and cover us.”

	“Roger that,” Reynolds responded.

	On one armored knee, Jarrat ripped the maintenance covers wider and took a moment to recognize the archaic wiring pattern. Little fundamental had changed in the years between the industrialization of Roshan and the construction of the behemoths he had driven — and disabled — for the Army. He pulled four cables and deliberately cross-wired them. No magnesium-bright sparks showered in the total vacuum, but his instruments registered a tiny heat bloom as the first cables cross-patched. Before connecting the second pair he turned to survey the Blue Ravens and issue a terse warning.

	The gunship remained out of the doors’ firing line, but Reynolds had brought it so close, the snub bow overhung the rearmost members of Cronin’s unit. Under the nose, six heavy guns rotated in test as her copilot, Marty Lam, took them on remote.

	“Go,” Cronin said without hesitation

	“Go,” Reynolds echoed.

	A pulse thudded in Jarrat’s throat — or was it Stone’s? — as he cross-patched the cables. Vacuum transmitted no sound, but they felt the deep vibration through the ground as colossal motors began to drive. They might have expected a hail of rounds from within, but — nothing. The hangar issued a muted red glow from above, blue from below: emergency lighting, standard for centuries in civilian facilities from Earth to the farthest vessel patrolling the frontier.

	“I’m seeing a lot of residual heat, engine signatures,” Stone read as he and Jarrat skimmed the helmet displays. “Joe, toss a grenade in there, nice and easy.”

	See if a dormant gun battery might be motion-triggered. Jarrat hung back to watch Ramos break out a modest Demolex charge in a case no bigger than his thumb. It arced into the red and blue dimness, still in mid-flight, in this insignificant gravity, when it detonated.

	And still, nothing. Jarrat and Stone shared a full-visor glance before Jarrat beckoned the gunship. “Come on in, Blue Raven, angle your floods — give us all a vid relay.”

	When Jack Oguri went through this door, he would have been close on the tail of the runaway squad transporter. The guns Jarrat had predicted would certainly have remained dormant while the craft their simple AI recognized passed though their firing arc, and then — 

	“Score one for Jacko,” Stone growled as harsh, burned-out video from the gunship fed directly to the helmet displays.

	Three heavy weapons had indeed commanded this door, but three heaps of fused refuse marked their places now. Walls and ceiling were pockmarked with overlapping craters, testimony to the ammunition load that had ‘cooked off’ when Oguri slammed a brace of short-range, air-to-air missiles into the cannons. The Red Raven gunship itself would have taken the full assault, its armor riding out the punishment while the bay doors closed swiftly, sealing in a storm of uncontrolled munitions.

	“If he’d only blocked them freakin’ doors,” Ramos said caustically, “the boy’d be battin’ a thou. Speakin’ of which — gimme one second here.”

	The Blue Raven demolition specialist made short work of the doors. Crouched by the internal maintenance hatch, he angled his helmet floods, reached in and pulled a fistful of cables.

	“She stays open till she’s wired back up,” Cronin said with grim satisfaction.

	Stone’s mind had already leaped ahead. Jarrat felt the prickle of his nerve endings, shared the flutter in the belly of heightened awareness. They panned both helmet floods across the body of the hangar, and Jarrat felt Stone’s astonishment at its vastness. Jarrat was less impressed, since images of Sheckley harassed the edges of his memory.

	“Red Raven,” Stone called on open transmission, the lowest level encryption possible, permitting optimum reception. “Oguri, where the hell are you?”

	A thick white nose of signal jamming filled their ears. “We’re not going to punch through,” Jarrat muttered. “Gotta get closer. See there, up ahead —? Five gets you ten, that glow’s the backwash off Red Raven’s floods.”

	A kilometer before them, the hangar reached a colossal junction, teeing left and right. The walls here — over a hundred meters high, all uniform gray plascrete — were busy with age-old signage, directions to freight loaders, pilots, drivers, drone wranglers, tech gangs, medical and quarantine officers. This was the boot-end business of colony establishment, the raw side of the process, far from the glamour of exploration or the beauty of a pristine new world. The reality of colonization began here, in the bowels of hangars and warehouses where the filth of decades collected while fleets of sleeper ships shuttled out from the homeworlds.

	From the right-side tee, a feeble spill of blue-white light brightened the plascrete corner into a hard edge. Engine wash had kicked up a dust storm which would take hours to settle in Roshan’s paltry gravity, so it seemed they peered through dense panes of smoked glass. The far wall of the hangar complex lay at least three kilometers ahead, imperceptible in the haze.

	“Visibility’s like chicken soup,” Stone warned. “Worse than Chell citybottom on a bad night — watch yourselves.”

	To a man, the Blue Ravens switched to instruments. Right behind them, the gunship crawled forward at a few meters per second, keeping pace with them as they covered the distance to the tee and stopped to sensor-probe the murk ahead.

	Signal jamming was so intense now, comm began to break up even between the Ravens, spaced no more than twenty meters apart. “Tan,” Stone called, “how about we pop a couple of drones out there before we show ourselves?”

	“Viddrone, and a gundrone to cover it,” Jarrat agreed. Very deliberately, he primed the rotary cannon on his right forearm, watched Stone do the same, and glanced back at the Ravens.

	Every man in the squad was itching for a brawl. Eight days on standby, waiting for suitable weather and the vagaries of Scimitar schedules to coincide, had left them impatient, restless, eager to be done. Jarrat shared their annoyance, but unease tempered the feeling as he watched the pair of drones scud overhead, out into the dense particulate haze. Now, he held his breath.

	The hail of fire exploded from above. He twisted to peer up at a rock ceiling five hundred meters away. In the murk he saw nothing, but instruments reported twenty hatches gaping to drop as many barrel-sized, spheroid and cylindrical drones, each bristling with guns. The NARC drones lasted no more than seconds, long enough for a little useful data to punch through the jamming, and for the gundrone to bring down three of the Scimitar units before both were gone in a blizzard of white-hot shrapnel.

	Blue Raven surged by Jarrat and Stone and dove at the plascrete. Every gatling marked a target while the gunship’s cannons opened up overhead. Reynolds and Lam crowed as they reduced the swarm to windmilling confetti which spun away wildly in Roshan’s feeble gravity.

	Nor were they the only gunners at work. Stone laid a gauntlet on Jarrat’s shoulder and pointed off to the right, around the junction. “Covering fire, coming from Red Raven — they’re in good enough shape to join the party.”

	“Oguri, you receiving?” Jarrat kicked all the power he had into the transmission. “Red Raven, are you receiving?”

	Cronin bounced to his feet with the ease of long practice, hundreds of hours in live sims in zero-G. “Gotta find where the jammin’s comin’ from, Cap. Tan, you got any direction on this crap?”

	The gunship crept closer, its repulsion almost shut down in Roshan’s gravity; only forward thrust and brake thrust pulsed delicately to maneuver it. Jarrat and Stone rose with the Blue Ravens. Jarrat looked up, saw the open jump bay pass by right above as Reynolds stuck her nose out into the larger hangar. Armored figures looked out of the halo of the jump bay lights — medics, techs, armorers, as eager as any of the descant troops. 

	Arrays of spines above the cockpit extended, rotated, as Reynolds hunted for the source of the jamming, no easy task in this sensor mess. Then, “Got it,” she reported. “Looks like a blanket transmission from the old colony comm gear — the hardware must date from the terraformer decades. It’s a genuine antique, Gil.”

	“I don’t give a shit what it is,” Cronin said tartly. “Shut the bugger down!”

	“If Rethan placed any value on it,” Stone reasoned, “it wouldn’t be abandoned under twenty layers of muck. Go ahead, Reynolds, shut off this goddamn’ jamming.”

	Fifty rounds hosed out of a chain gun under Blue Raven’s starboard nose. At once the air cleared. “Oguri,” Jarrat called again. “Jacko!”

	Still nothing, and Stone grunted in disgust. “They took some serious damage back there, when the cannons went up.”

	“Makes sense.” Jarrat gestured in the direction of the colony transmitter Reynolds had just destroyed. “Oguri would’ve located the hardware himself and taken it apart, if he could. Chances are, the guns covering the main doors got off enough rounds to hurt, even before he trashed them — then their ammo bunkers cooked off in the broadside from hell.”

	In the feeble gravity and vacuum, dust and wreckage made an impenetrable curtain through which sensors probed reluctantly. Helmet feeds offered a chaos little better than visual, and the Ravens were cursing as they made their way around the junction, into the greater hanger. Without prompting, Reynolds deployed a bevy of heavily armed and armored drones to take point as the gunship crept just behind and just above the squad.

	With lidar hopelessly scrambled, Jarrat switched to old fashioned radar pulse. He waited while the computer cleaned up the signal return enough to offer useful data. “There she is — Red Raven, in one piece … holding position.”

	“On the far side of three kilometers of this stew,” Stone read off disgustedly. “Christ, this place is big.”

	“Like Sheckley,” Jarrat said unconcernedly, monitoring the feed from the gundrones on point. “Nothing nasty up ahead … I think they shot their bolt, Stoney. They had enough stashed in here to fight a small war, but we could be through it.”

	“Besides which,” Stone added, “this whole setup was installed maybe four decades ago, about the time Angel became the red-hot property out here and Tactical started to get antsy. All this was designed to take on Tactical, back in the day. NARC,” he added, “wouldn’t even exist for another fifteen or twenty years.”

	“And this setup would’ve taken Tactical,” Jarrat said darkly, “even today. Stacy’s kids — a service rifle and flak jacket, up against railguns and military drones? Hawass always had the winning hand. Till we showed up.”

	They were covering the three thousand meters in ever-lengthening strides, close to gliding, as the point drones reported no further hazard ahead. “Hawass was also way too smart to even try to use this place when we hit Death’s Head.” Stone kicked off again, a meter ahead of Jarrat and to his left. “She knew we’d take Roshan apart, if she let us see it. She also knew Scimitar would rise right out of the ashes of Death’s Head, and if — when — Tactical made a move against them after we pulled out, here was the ultimate hammer to hit Stacy’s people.”

	Her only miscalculation, or underestimation, Jarrat allowed as he kicked off hard after Stone, was that she could not predict Pete Stacy invoking NARC so soon — or that NARC Sector Command would agree to run a completely covert assignment which blindsided Scimitar utterly. When the moment came, flight was the last option, with Roshan merely a means to hold off NARC, give the core of Scimitar a fighting chance to get out.

	Score one, Jarrat decided with reluctant appreciation, for Stacy.

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	Five hundred meters out Stone called through the ‘stew’ of drifting debris and dust, “Red Raven, Red Raven, respond.”

	At last Jack Oguri’s voice answered, thready over suit broadcast, perforated by interference. “Right here — Cap Stone, is it? We’re not too bad, just a little fried, lost our comm arrays. Ran into some nasty, ugly shit down here, but we rode it out, stuck with the buggers all the way. Till this, goddamn it.”

	Not before they approached within a hundred meters of the gunship did Stone catch a visual glimpse of Red Raven, and at once he saw both the damage to the gunship’s nose and forward section, and the smooth metal surface of an internal hangar door, recently refurbished and picked out in the harsh white of Oguri’s floodlights.

	This door was much smaller — a private hangar, Stone guessed, but quite large enough to accommodate the hyper-enabled ship that was Hawass’s escape route … save that the hangar had become a trap. “So the foxes have gone to ground again,” he mused as Blue Raven braked to a dead stop in the drifting particulate haze beside Oguri’s gunship.

	“Yup. They took the squaddie inside and slammed the armordoor before we could stop ’em,” Oguri growled. “Sorry about that, Cap. Like I said, we’d taken quite a beating, we were trying to lock it down, figure out what was busted, what might come back up, what we could work around. Imaging systems didn’t get any real chance to scan the hangar interior, but we did get one readable sensor ping. There is a ship in there. Looks like some kinda yacht, big, expensive, pure luxury with a lot of speed and range. Can’t give you make and model, but — if they get out, boss, they could go anywhere.”

	“Except, there is no way out,” Jarrat mused. “They have to know it.”

	“Oh, they know it.” Stone drifted to the hangar door and hunted for control and maintenance hatches. They peeled open under his armored fingers, revealing much newer electronics which would be no more difficult to hotwire than those on the main doors. He was about to do it when Jarrat registered a kick of adrenalin through every nerve — Stone deliberately took his hands away. “Damn. If I were Hawass, I’d have this rigged. A device wired to the control panel. Touch it, try to cross-patch it, she goes up. Enough of a blast to at least take a Tactical squad with it.”

	“So would I.” Jarrat leaned closer, took the hatch covers in one armored fist and tore them open. “Blue Raven 7, get in here. Got one for you.”

	“For me?” Ramos chortled. “Now, there’s thoughtful.”

	They backed off to let him work. Stone’s memory returned to the city of Sequoia, one of the jewels of the Jupiter system — a hangar open to space, a device rigged to damage the whole pressurized habitat, set on a miserly timer. To the last, Aphelion was as meticulous as it was brutal. Scimitar was cast from the same mold.

	This one was no lash-up, and Ramos worked with extreme caution. The device was also not on any timer, but Ramos’s preoccupied, sotto voce commentary informed them, the detonator was sensitive, complex. After five minutes he straightened and beckoned one of Blue Raven’s field techs. “Ed, hustle — get up to the gunship, haul some gear out here.” Ed Koch leaned closer, evaluating the job for himself, though demolition was not actually his expertise. All the descant troops were cross-trained, though they might not be formally certified.

	Content to stand back and let the specialists do their job, Jarrat and Stone merely listened while Ramos sent for a high-pressure cryogen lance. He was not even going to attempt to dismantle the detonator. With time on his side — and the gunship not a hundred meters away through the morass of whirling debris — he had a degree of luxury he might have wished for at Sequoia.

	He would freeze it out, Stone knew, surgically, to leave the lock mechanism viable after the device itself fell into dormancy, almost two hundred degrees below zero. At a word from Cronin the Blue Ravens established a perimeter. The Red Ravens had begun to drop out of their jump bay, and on a whim Stone called,

	“Raven Leader to Athena. Ops, do you read?”

	They expected no response, and received none. “Safe bet,” Jarrat said quietly, “Gable’s got Gold and Green in the air. They’ll be on long-range recce right now. You want to send a squad back to the crater, invite them in? We don’t actually need the backup.”

	“It’s crowded in here already,” Stone judged. “I’d send a drone, just brief them — we’re all over this, just keep out of the way, give us space and stand by.”

	“I heard that,” Cronin said into the quiet, pensive local comm loop. “Gimme a minute, I’ll task one of these gundrones.”

	And Gold or Green could brief the carrier on relay, Stone mused, frowning at the armordoor. “Oguri, you say they have a hyper-enabled ship in there?”

	“Sure looks like it,” Oguri affirmed. “From the one sensor ping we could get solid data out of, it looks pretty. Expensive.”

	“They won’t risk a firefight anywhere near it,” Stone judged. “It’s their only way out.”

	“Their way out,” Jarrat argued, “is through us … I got the proverbial bad feeling, Stoney. They won’t quit without a brawl. Oguri, did you get enough of a look at this spaceplane to know if it’s armed?”

	“Not really. I’d say it doesn’t look armed,” the pilot said cautiously. “It ain’t easy to tack serious cannons on a hyperyacht. There’s no space on the inside, the hull’s too skinny. When you start adding pods on the outside you change the configuration. She could wallow like a warthog, be a bitch to fly, maybe even dangerous. Still … these bastards are full of surprises. Carefully does it, boss.”

	“Now, why didn’t we think of that?” Jarrat muttered as he backed off further and visually measured the dimensions of the hangar doors. The interior was certainly wide enough to accommodate a spaceplane plus the Army troop transporter. He drifted sideways along the plascrete and by Stone, who was keenly aware of his unease, his restless curiosity.

	“You’re thinking something,” Stone drifted with him, a few meters from the Blue Ravens.

	“I’m just being the Sheckley kid,” Jarrat mused. He splayed one gauntlet on the off-gray wall, three meters to the right of the armordoor. “If this was the rink, back on that ‘gas can with lights,’ this wall would be maybe twenty centimeters of plascrete, then a ten centimeter empty gap for cable trunking, then another twenty centimeters of plascrete on the inside for blastproofing, maybe with a thin foil on the inside for a lick of rad insulation.”

	“Sounds about right,” Stone agreed. “So?”

	“So get behind me, brace me,” Jarrat suggested.

	He waited till Stone wedged himself firmly, armor segments locked to counter the effects of Newton’s third law, fists pressed to Jarrat’s back. Then Kevin drove one kevlex-titanium gauntlet into the age-old, time-rotten plascrete, worked it around, burrowing, throwing out dust and fragments until he was through the outer layer. He withdrew the gauntlet, stooped and angled in his helmet floods.

	“Now, this looks familiar. The cable conduits are up above, can’t even see them … no rad insulation, Stoney.”

	“The installation’s too old,” Stone guessed. “When Scimitar came in recently, probably after we busted Death’s Head, they refurbished the door mechanism. Who even thinks about the walls?”

	“Brace me again.” Jarrat fed his right gauntlet through into the trunking space. “I’m going through, get us a look at the inside before we open that door. Hey, Joe — how long?”

	Ramos had just begun to work with the cryogen lance, and the job was delicate. “We in a rush? Ten minutes, if you want the velvet gloves treatment … five, if you don’t mind riskin’ a hellacious bang.”

	“Take all the time you need,” Stone told him. “Gil, get over here, you better see this.”

	“I been watchin’.” Cronin slithered to a zero-G stop, overshot and nudged back. “You goin’ through the wall?”

	“Peephole,” Jarrat muttered as he worked his armored fingers into the plascrete. “This whole thing could get butt-ugly, so … here we go. I’m through. Kill your floods, switch to night vision. The inside shouldn’t be so murky. Key into my video.”

	His feed shifted into a world of weird green without shadows or highlights, everything picked out in a sickly monochrome in which small details were lost. But no haze thickened the vacuum within, and they saw why at once. The fragments Jarrat had worked loose when he pushed through the plascrete had already fallen.

	“They’ve got gravity on inside,” he said quietly.

	“And we,” Cronin added, “might be about to get lucky. About freakin’ time.”

	A slender, elegant hyperyacht sat nose-on to the doors, ready to leave, engines already bright in the infrared, which told them clearly, those engines had been test-fired. Hawass and her people were aboard. The troop transporter sat hard against the left-side hangar wall, stern-on to the doors, leaving just enough space for the yacht to maneuver through and out. Jarrat used every instrument he had, hunting for weapons systems mounted into or onto the yacht, but they saw nothing.

	At last he stood back from the aperture, blocking it with his own armor to hold out the glare of Red Raven’s floods, which would spill through like a searchlight. “They’ve got one shot left,” he said levelly to Stone and Cronin. “You notice where they parked the troop transporter?”

	“Soon as that door opens, we’re lookin’ it right in the ass,” Cronin growled. “Me? I’d rig them engines to light up. Barbecue time. Now, we can walk into that, in riot armor … but I wouldn’t care to, if you gave me a choice.”

	“We do have a choice,” Stone said grimly. He knew from the kick of Jarrat’s pulse, the prickle of his skin, Kevin had seen the same possibilities. Their thinking had been honed in the same simulations; their shared experiences had been mirrored for more than thirty months at command rank. “It’ll be tight,” Stone said tersely, “but it’s doable.” His visored head turned toward Jarrat.

	“Gil, grab some of this debris, block the hole — keep our lights out of it. There’s no need to tell them what we know.” Jarrat lifted his helmet toward the Red Raven gunship, which sat four hundred meters from the hangar, its wide, blunt nose barely visible through the murk. “Time, Joe?”

	Ramos did not look away from his work. “Four, maybe five more minutes to do this right, okay?”

	“Fine.” Stone watched Cronin block the hole in the wall. “Blue Ravens, Red Ravens,” he said into the open loop, “return to your jump bays, close up and go to standby — purely safety protocols.”

	“What about you guys?” Cronin hazarded.

	“We’ll be safe enough,” Jarrat assured him. “Get your guys out. Reynolds?”

	“Here, Cap.” She could see nothing on visual, but had followed every word.

	“Take the squad aboard, move the gunship back half a klick and set her down. Repeat, set her down.” Stone panned his helmet about, scanning the whole area with every instrument he possessed. “There could be a shockwave, and in this gravity we don’t want to take liberties.”

	“Red Raven,” Jarrat added, “Jacko, you’re going to bring the gunship up here.”

	“How close you want us?” Oguri wondered.

	Jarrat and Stone shared a moment’s silent conference. “Say, twenty meters off the hangar doors?” Jarrat hazarded.

	“Ten,” Stone guesstimated. “Gunship armor’ll take it.

	“That’s damnably close.” Oguri’s voice cut like a razor.

	“It’ll need to be. Give a jackrabbit space to run, and he’ll grab the opportunity.” Stone felt the thrum under his feet, a vibration through the rock as Red Raven began to drive with infinite care, no more than a few meters per second. “Now, listen, Jacko … we have to get this right first time.”

	In minutes all units were in place. Five hundred meters left of the hangar door, Stone flattened against the wall and glanced sidelong at Jarrat. Kevin’s helmet nodded once. The Blue Raven gunship stood right before them, grounded-out and immobile, two hundred meters away through the murk. Red Raven sat on her landing struts, retaining tractors locking her in place, nose-on to that locked armordoor, just ten meters off the metal. High above the nose, kevlex-titanium shields sealed over the cockpit canopy; even the jump bay had locked hatches.

	Red Raven’s transmission arrays were gone, but the single projector not linked to the comm network remained perfectly viable, since it was housed in a nacelle amidships, just ahead of the jump bay. The EM pulse cannon had powered up now, extruding its two-meter waveguide. Red Raven’s chain guns were also online, and the unit’s own Master Gunner, Kit Colvino, had taken them on remote. Moments before, three barrels tracked right with loose targeting calculated from Jarrat’s surveillance video through the peephole. Colvino was locked onto the yacht. And drifting gently between Red Raven’s nose and the door’s control panel, a retasked gundrone awaited Stone’s command.

	He gave it with an eye blink on the visual menu in the lower left of his visor display. The drone jetted forward, extended a finger-fine barrel and depressed the green ‘open hangar’ bar. With the detonator frozen out, Ramos had bypassed the code-lock keypad. The hangar door opened readily.

	It seemed to gape onto the pit of hell. The troop transporter’s engines ignited the instant it began to slide. A tongue of blazing exhaust licked out, engulfing Red Raven’s nose before Jack Oguri triggered an EM pulse almost as powerful as the one with which Evelyn Lang blanketed the shoulder of Los Tres Dragones.

	The engines shut off instantly and power went out completely on the riot armor. Blind, deaf, Stone opened an empathic channel to his partner and waited. In Roshan’s insignificant gravity, the mass of the hardsuits was no imposition. He and Jarrat stood easily under their own strength, counting seconds until systems rebooted.

	The helmet displays remained dark for an infuriating eternity while they felt the temperature rise dramatically. Cooling systems had shut down, but the helmets gave them two minutes of emergency oxygen, and in fact the suits rebooted in under twelve seconds. It might have been twelve years.

	Instruments flickered on and a waft of cool air caressed Stone’s face. Skin temperature sensors reported rapid cooling, since he and Jarrat were far from the blast direction. Gunship armor would shrug off such temperatures, and Roshan’s super-cold environment rapidly bled away the furnace heat. For a blind moment Stone felt for Jarrat through the empathic bond, registered the adrenalin rush, the undeniable thrill. Then comm crackled back online.

	“Go,” Jarrat’s voice whispered over helmet audio.

	They kicked off hard, covered the distance to the charred, blackened hangar in ten enormous strides — angled in at the last moment and fell heavily to the plascrete as they passed back into a full gravity field. Stone grunted in reaction, keyed his apparent mass to thirty kilos and rolled to his feet.

	Around them was a scene of such devastation, even Jarrat was appalled. In the blaze of the troop transporter’s overboosted drive engines, the hangar had become a crematorium. Every surface was blackened; many fixtures had evaporated, or deformed into grotesque shapes. Stone felt his rush of revulsion as they approached a Yamazake Gavilan from which every fleck of paint had been stripped, leaving a silver-gray skin that, even now, radiated high temperatures.

	“The pilot’s trying to restart,” Jarrat said quietly. “Reading fluttering energy signatures … the hardware’s giving them a fight. I’m not seeing anything that looks vaguely suspicious … she’s not rigged, no traps, no power spikes or internal heat blooms. Just life support, running on cells. They can’t even get the generators to come back up, and the AI didn’t reboot. We might have fried it. She’s safe as a dead duck, Stoney.”

	“Civvy plane — almost as fast as a Starfleet courier, but not exactly armor-plated or shielded,” Stone observed. “It’ll take a crew of Yamazake specialists to get her back online.” He primed the stun projector on his left forearm as he and Jarrat paced toward the side hatch. His comm clicked down to the civilian bands. “All right, people — enough. The game’s over. You want to walk away? Open up and play nice.”

	How long must the fugitives have anticipated this moment? If they had surveillance in the outer hangars, they would have watched Red Raven nudge into place, effectively blocking their bay. With their own eyes, now, they would see the chain guns targeting the Yamazake.

	Still, seconds dragged as they hesitated and Jarrat called on the same bands. “Come on, you’re done. You’ve got kids in there — make this easy, for their sake. You’re not going to fight your way out, but the kids can walk away.”

	“They have their whole lives,” Stone added. “Christ, isn’t that worth something to you?” It was the right thing to say. He watched the side hatch open, revealing a generous airlock. The boarding ramp extended and he and Jarrat stepped toward it. “Fair warning,” Stone offered. “Look out a window. NARC riot armor and battlefield stun projectors … don’t make us use them, not where you’ve got kids.”

	Adults suffered for days after a major stun discharge, and the smaller the body mass, the worse the effects became. As Stone strode up into the airlock, eight Blue Ravens dove into the charred mess of the hangar, hit the ground and bounced up on repulsion. Jarrat turned sideways to fit a second fully-armed hardsuit into the airlock, and his gloved hand hit the ‘cycle’ control.

	The ’lock pressurized in moments, and then they were inside, every direction covered by the projectors. Cabin lighting was muted, since the only operable systems had fallen back on power cells. The yacht was plush, outfitted in burgundy and dull chrome, faultlessly elegant, severely disabled. Stone’s eyes skimmed sensor data, and he swore softly. “Kevin —”

	“Yeah.” Jarrat had seen the same data.

	Only two people were aboard the Gavilan. Two live people. They knew Sanjay Targ and Azure Mavvik from numerous file images; they recognized Valda Hawass from a tavern in Bundaberg, far to the south of Eldorado. The ancient lay at Targ’s and Mavvik’s feet, and Stone judged she had been dead for some time. Long enough for her heirs and successors to lay the tiny, frail body straight, fold her arms on her chest, close her eyes, arrange the scarlet kaftan decently about her legs, set the big gold and emerald necklace decorously on her throat.

	Azure Mavvik — the youngest, the most brilliant of this generation — glared at the NARC intruders, both anonymous in the full-face visors. She knew them only by the names on their breastplates. “No, we didn’t kill her. Nor did you. Valda died before we could break orbit. She died,” the woman rasped venomously, “believing Roshan was our fortress, we were sure to defeat you here and escape to begin again elsewhere.”

	“Then she died content,” Jarrat said quietly over the suit’s public address, the volume keyed to no more than a normal speaking pitch. “So, Miss Mavvik … according to our information, five of you appear to be missing.”

	“I’m seeing three domestic drones back there,” Stone added. “They look human enough, but they read as machine. The only reason we didn’t blow you out of the sky, Mavvik, was five young children. What the hell have you done with them?” A lick of dread wormed through him as he imagined the worst — some clan pact, a blood oath, not to be taken alive. The Mavviks, Targs and Sondheims were likely to be insane enough.

	But Hal Mavvik’s daughter actually laughed, and Sanjay Targ said in a light, oddly pleasant tenor voice, “My gods, this is the reason you didn’t fire on us? We expected you to, you had a hundred chances.”

	“The only reason,” Jarrat affirmed. “We’re not quite the fiends some of you like to believe. So —?”

	“They were never aboard,” Mavvik told him as if it were a great joke. “And no, Captain, I will not tell you where they were, or where they are. You won’t have them. Those children are Valda Hawass’s legacy, my own son among them. And yes, I don’t expect to see him again for many years, if ever … but I’ll know my son is free, and I’ll know you don’t have him.”

	For a long moment Stone searched her angular, striking face, looking for the telltale signs of deception, empty bravado. Aside from very real hate, he saw only truth in her eyes. At last he asked, “And Tomas Sondheim?”

	“Extremely deceased,” Targ said with no visible regret, “in the house. The fool was too far out of his mind on some ridiculous self-indulgence to pick up and run when the moment arrived. I will confess that we … didn’t expect you. Every drone was tasked elsewhere and our three human house guards — king shooters all, positioned high on Colonel Stacy’s personal shitlist — went down fast, courtesy of your bastard riot squad. You may be assured, I wasn’t about to jeopardize my own life by picking up my fool of a cousin and carrying him.” He smiled, thin and snakelike “One less for Colonel Stacy to worry about. He’ll find the body when his forensics crew searches the ruins. Tomas, you managed to kill. Not a very high body count for you, Captains … alas, I fear you’ll go home disappointed.” He gave the NARC men a look of contempt. “And now?”

	“Now,” Stone said levelly, refusing to rise to the bait, “you’re Tactical’s problem. Scimitar is history. We’re done. Kevin?”

	“Stun the bastards, lock them in the aft cargo compartment, disable both drives,” Jarrat said without hesitation. “They’re going nowhere, but they’re safe enough. Stacy can send a pickup squad.” He leveled the stun projector. “Any last words?”

	“Just the predictable remark about fucking yourselves.” Azure Mavvik’s mouth twisted into what might have been smile or grimace, or both. “But I’m sure you’ll have heard it all so often before, you hardly need to hear it again. If you don’t mind, I’ll take a seat before you shoot me. Wouldn’t want to fall down and get any ugly bruises, you understand.”

	“Oh, for the love of —” Jarrat loosed the mildest stun discharge the projector would issue. He turned his back on Mavvik and Targ as one slumped in her seat and the other folded at the knees. Targ went down in an untidy sprawl beside his venerable ancestor. “Four key targets, according to Damon Vaughan.”

	“Four accounted for,” Stone said with grim finality. “Two dead, two heading for life sentences in this colony … five kids out there somewhere. There must have been a separate bunker under the house, or attached to the garage, something quarantined off, with its own power and air supply. Damn, that old woman was smart. We took off like the proverbial bats out of hell when the squad lifter shot out of there —”

	“Twenty minutes later, some obedient little domestic drone packed the kids and their lunches into an innocent, second-hand bus, left quietly by the backdoor and took O’Dell north, headed for the city at speeds that wouldn’t attract attention.” Jarrat spared the three bodies a glance and turned his back on them. He touched his com. “Blue Raven 6, bring Jon Semler and a couple of the lads inside. Tidy up the details, then we’re out of here.”

	Cronin was at the foot of the ramp, right outside. “Tactical’s callin’. There’s hell to pay, groundside, but the XO just told Stacy we scored a nice, clean bust. The colonel sounds like he’s in hog heaven.”

	“Stacy’s anywhere close?” Stone wondered as the airlock began to cycle.

	“Coming up on Roshan right now,” Cronin told him. “We dropped a comm relay chain back through the caverns. He’s on Channel 22.”

	“Well, now.” Stone clicked down into the Tactical bands and gave Jarrat’s armored shape a glance. He could not see Kevin’s face, but felt the rich satisfaction settling into him, deep as his bone barrow. “Raven Leader, looking for Stacy,” he called.

	The Tactical commander might have been waiting to hear his voice. “You got the bastards? Stone, tell me you took them!”

	“Two prisoners — Mavvik and Targ,” Stone informed him. “One dead body here … Valda Hawass didn’t handle the excitement. She died before the old squad lifter broke orbit. And Targ swears you’ll find a body in the ruins: Tomas Sondheim, full of some kind of crap, high as a kite when we hit the place.”

	“Already found him,” Stacy said in smug tones. “The body was battered but quite recognizable. I ID’d him myself, on sight. Shit, you bastards made one hell of a mess at Jardín de los Dioses. The house is gone.”

	“Not us,” Jarrat snapped. “They left the whole place rigged. All we did was trip the booby-traps before some brainless civvy wandered in and got hurt. It’s the safest way — the rest is just plascrete and glass. Build something new.” He paused. “The house isn’t the only thing that’s gone.”

	“The kids,” Stone added, “were never on the squad transporter. Any chance you might pick them up in Eldorado?”

	Stacy skipped a beat. “We can try, but those brats could be anywhere by now. I’m not so fussed. I ran your data, Stone. They’re children. They won’t come back to haunt me for ten or twenty years — or never, if they’ve got the sense they were born with. Their parents are dead or doing life in the cage. Maybe the next generation on inherited enough brains to wise up.”

	Wise up, Stone thought, and not try to play NARC at its own game. He looked down on Valda Hawass’s still, waxen face as the inner airlock opened, admitting Semler and Ramos. Stone cut Stacy out of the loop and said to the Blue Ravens, “Jon, take a quick look at these three … one dead of sheer old age and excitement, two stunned to shut their smart mouths before they said something that’d only benefit their dentists. Joe, get up front — pull the plug on the flight computer, both drives.”

	It was the fastest, simplest way to disable any craft, from an ultralite to the Athena herself. Stacy could decide what to do with the billion-credit spaceplane. Stone had no interest in it.

	“Tactical’s comin’ in,” Cronin called. “The pilot says he wants to dock on, make it easy to transfer prisoners, it being bloody cold and a tad hard to breathe out here.”

	“Tell him, go for it,” Jarrat said indifferently. “You got anything from home?”

	“Comm’s scrambled all to hell,” the Blue Raven reported. “Gold Raven’s been runnin’ relay service — Gable’s not a happy camper. Ten more minutes, he was about to pull the carrier out, come lookin’ for us.”

	“Not quite the XO’s usual call, but — nice thought. Full marks for initiative.” Stone cracked his helmet, lifted it off, took a breath of the ship’s dry ‘canned’ air. He watched Jarrat lift off his helmet, unmount his weapons and stack them by the airlock. Space was at a premium in the narrow-bodied Gavilan, and it was about to become a crush: the Tactical squad locked on with a deep, resonant chime as he unmounted his own weapons. The emergency docking port slid open on the dorsal surface and he looked up, waiting to see Stacy’s face at the hatch.

	The man appeared as satisfied as Stone could ever remember. He leaned down through the circular hatch, peered around while his face suffused red and growled, “Jesus freakin’ Christ, will somebody shut the goddamn’ gravity back to twenty-five before my skull explodes!”

	Stone half expected Ramos to suffer a mishap and double it for a moment, but Blue Raven 7 merely snorted with derision and adjusted the grav compensation. Stacy’s boots replaced his beet-red face. He dropped through the hatch with a grunt.

	“I got a medic aboard,” he announced. “You can hand off to me, if you want to bug out.” He gave the NARC men a glare. “You got all four gunships deployed.”

	“On Roshan,” Jarrat retorted. “Never a shadow of one, groundside.”

	For a moment it seemed Stacy would argue, then he conceded with a shrug and turned his attention to Targ and Mavvik, and the waxen-pale figure on the deck. “So this is Madame Valda Hawass. I never caught a glimpse of her, alive. Never even knew she existed till Vaughan and Carnaby let the family skeletons come rattling out of the closet.” He lifted a brow at Stone. “I’ll see what I can do about tracing the kids, but don’t hold your breath. This clan has resources I’m still guessing at.”

	“Understatement.” Jarrat stepped aside as Jon Semler returned to the airlock. “Done, Jon?”

	“Done,” the medic affirmed. “The prisoners are fine, only mildly stunned. The old lady suffered a massive cerebral aneurysm, simple as that. Excessive stress on a body that was way too far past its warranty. She could just as easily have gone out in a fury over an umpire’s decision at an aeroball game. Unless you need me here, I’m going to go get out of the hardsuit, take a shower.”

	“Sounds,” Stone said succinctly, “like a plan.”

	Ramos was on his way back from the cockpit, helmet under his arm, gauntlets in the equipment clamps on his left thigh plate. He slapped a rainbow octopus of thick cabling and a black-box control node into Stacy’s hand. “The plane’s disabled, Colonel. She ain’t goin’ nowhere without these, but she’s in good shape … ’less you’re worried about the paintwork.”

	“Not my problem.” Stacy lowered his bulk into a seat to watch his people lift the ancient into a gray plastex body bag and zip it closed. “All their shit goes to probate. Takes a year or three, then the colonial government probably seizes the whole pile because the kids have vanished, there’s no legal heirs. Five years on hold — the entire estate gets dissolved. Me? I’m as through with Scimitar as you are. And good riddance.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone and back. “You bastards did good. If you’re wondering, I don’t give the proverbial flying fuck about a heap of rubble at Jardín de los Dioses. They can turn it into a paddock, graze goats on it for all I care. File closed.”

	The airlock had begun to cycle as Ramos and Semler left, and Stone lifted his helmet. “In that case, we’ll assemble our own report. We’ll sit in high orbit, continue surveillance for a few days, in case something jumps up and bites you.”

	Without comment Stacy watched them lock down the helmets, retrieve their weapons and step into the airlock. The last Stone saw of the man, he was shouting up through the hatch at his own people, wanting to transfer Mavvik and Targ before they began to wake. Stone could have told him, he had a half hour at least.

	Five minutes later they were in Blue Raven’s suiting room and Stone discovered his clothes sweat-sodden under the armor. He helped himself to a spare dark blue jumpsuit from the crew’s communal locker, stripped to the skin and stepped under the hot water in the wide, open shower. Semler was finished, rubbing his hair while the armorers loaded the segments of his suit, Jarrat’s and Stone’s, onto a heavy cargo sled.

	Jarrat dumped denims and teeshirt, heeled off the old running shoes and let the water pummel his back. “File closed,” he said with rueful humor Stone appreciated. “You know, it’s the first thing Stacy ever said I like the sound of.”

	“I want to get the report done —” Stone turned to face the water. “We’re due some downtime. You want to go back to Harry’s place? We’re invited.”

	“Yeah. We also promised Eve a few days’ furlough, since we’re in the area.” Jarrat drenched his hair before he stepped out and grabbed a towel from the hot rail. “Dupre should have heard something from Earth by the time we get into Venice.” He sketched at his chest and belly, absently admiring Stone’s broad physique — abstract, muted feelings which fluttered through Stone’s own nerve endings, inspiring a smile. “If this was our last field assignment,” Jarrat said slowly, “like Stacy said, we did good. Dupre’s got nothing to complain about. General Gaunt himself couldn’t fault the action, or the result.”

	“And us?” Stone wondered as he stepped out and caught the towel Jarrat lobbed in his general direction.

	“You and me?” Jarrat sat on the bench to sort his clothes. Nothing in the Ravens’ communal locker would fit. He counted off deliberately on his fingers. “Food, file the report, a couple of beers, a lot of sex, and all the sleep I can get, in that order.” He gave Stone a solicitous look.

	“The original offer too good to refuse,” Stone decided, and zipped the jumpsuit to half-chest. He slipped the comset on among his wet hair and called, “Reynolds, Oguri, we’re headed back to the carrier. Tanya, get me a patch to Ops, soon as you can. Tell Gable we just handed off to Tactical: stand down to routine surveillance and liaise with Stacy’s office.”

	He glanced at Jarrat, one brow raised in question, but Kevin shook his head. He had no more to add. Stone watched him dress for the simple pleasure of watching. Food, the report, tequila on ice, then — cool sheets, warm Jarrat, he thought, for as long as they could wrangle their downtime.

	Soon enough they would be back in Venice. The house in Fairview … the verdict from Earth Central. Just then, Stone was too self-satisfied, subsiding into pleasant tiredness, to care much for any opinion General Sebastian Gaunt might hold.

	 

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	Morning sunlight streamed under the half-drawn blind on the east side of the house, but Jarrat had been awake for some time. A familiar engine woke him in the gray predawn twilight, when a Marshall Skyvan dropped into the courtyard. Stone heard it too, but only turned over, pulled up the sheet and plunged back into sleep. Jarrat drifted out of a chaotic, half-remembered dream — rain forest had colonized Sheckley, Bill Dupre lived on an impossible hillside where deer grazed and parrots chattered in the trees — and lay still, content to listen to voices on the veranda. Harry and Tansy were up early, as always, and with a few hours left at home, Eve Lang seemed determined to take every minute she could get.

	They were eating breakfast on the south side, talking over old times. Jarrat heard laughter, soft music, the rattle of crockery, but felt no impulse to move. The moment the sun showed over the hills, humidity began to rise. By afternoon those same forested hills would be rain-misted. The usual swift, heavy downpour would leave the air cool, clean. A Del family friend was expected in the evening, with the makings of a feast on a grill; the three from NARC were invited, but their time had expired.

	With a sigh Jarrat glanced at his chrono, already aware of counting down, relishing their last hours of freedom. He could think of no better way to spend them than sprawled on cool white linen, listening to a songbird up on the roof, while Stone wreaked an irresistible mayhem among his nerve endings. They had made love in the early hours, when white moonlight outlined Stone’s body and the night wind from the open window raised a prickle along Jarrat’s sweated limbs.

	Memory coiled through his belly, a gathering warmth, sure to insinuate through the empathic bond, which was wide open while they slept, and invade Stone’s dreams. “I know you’re awake.” Jarrat drew one palm from shoulder to hip, teasing a little, hoping to arouse and not disappointed. He felt Stone’s body take an interest, phantom sensations coursing in his own flesh, long familiar, infinitely welcome. 

	Stone’s eyes were very dark, very blue as he rolled onto his back, yawned, stretched. He kicked off the sheet and pointed at his half-risen shaft. “You’ve given his lordship a few ideas.”

	“Inspiration,” Jarrat allowed.

	“So inspire him some more.” Stone’s large hand traced Jarrat’s face, throat, shoulder, breast. “What happened to the old NARC training? First semester rookies get it drilled into them: always finish what you start.” He gave Jarrat’s nipple a tweak in emphasis.

	“You want it — drilled into you?” Jarrat indulged in a laugh.

	“Or you,” Stone said easily. “What is it you say in the Army? Jump to it, soldier.”

	“Or get jumped,” Jarrat finished. The old crewdeck witticism, only half a joke. He shuffled over, matched him hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, and took Stone in his right hand. Stone growled, letting him do it all until Jarrat leaned over and left a sharp bite on his flank. “You got any bizarre plan to help, a little team work here?”

	“No actual plans,” Stone drawled, “but since you’re —” he regarded Jarrat’s belly, sultry, approving “— looking a tad desperate now ….” His right hand closed around Jarrat’s cock, gave it a languid, companionable tug. “Team work, you said?”

	The empathic feedback began to overwhelm. Jarrat dove into it, wanting Stone’s feelings as well as his own. Not for the first time, he wondered how ordinary people lived without this. He had begun to forget there had been a time before, when Kevin Jarrat was a separate entity, isolated even from Stone, taking refuge behind the rampart of that isolation, even needing it. Now it was the tidal wave of sensation he needed, the dual perception, two bodies so close, he could no longer tell where one ended and the other began.

	A long time later they crowded into the modest shower stall to share a cascade of cool water as the morning’s heat began to gather, and finished the pitcher of juice Stone had left at the bedside in the early hours, when they were spent, hungry, thirsty. He had brought in a tray from the kitchen. Only crumbs remained of the pumpkin bread and the juice was warm by now.

	They traded off Jarrat’s buzz-box razor and, smooth as boys, indulged in kisses tasting of mango and pineapple. “This is the life,” Stone said lazily as he pulled fresh jeans and shirt from the closet, the last items there. All else was repacked; his bag stood at the foot of the bed, ready to go. “We’re always leaving.”

	“Fifteen years ago, I couldn’t wait to git,” Jarrat confessed, “never cared to stay in one place long enough for anyone or anything to get too familiar. I thought I’d be a gypsy till the end. And most of the time, I was pretty sure ‘the end’ wouldn’t be too far in the future. Damn, Stoney, some of the crazy stuff I’ve done across the years —”

	“Makes two of us.” Stone took a long breath, not quite a sigh, but Jarrat felt the deep coil of some emotion Stone himself could not quite identify. “I never cared to belong anywhere,” he said at last. “The truth is, the only thing I ever had to lose was the relationship I walked away from on Mars, years before you and I met. It blew away like a handful of dust when I applied for carrier service, and after that …” He shrugged eloquently.

	“And now?” Jarrat asked the question of himself as much as Stone. They had been asking it more often in these last months.

	The blue eyes gave him a reproachful look. “I’ll assume that was entirely rhetorical.”

	“I love it when you use the big words.” Jarrat lifted his bag onto the bed, packed his razor, discarded underwear, a few cubes filled with vids haphazardly documenting this furlough, sunglasses, a crushed tube of lube, sunblock, his wallet. He snapped the bag shut and dumped it by the door before offering Stone both hands. Stone took them. “We have a few hours yet.”

	“Breakfast,” Stone decided. “Sex gives me an appetite.”

	“Everything gives you an appetite,” Jarrat retorted, easy banter into which they slipped like a refuge.

	Long before the mountains buttressing the Del property passed into Rethan’s night side, the Athena would be gone. Stacy was more than satisfied: the paperwork was spotless. Azure Mavvik and Sanjay Targ were currently in close custody with a team of expensive lawyers bargaining for the best treatment they could get, since the sentence here was life. In any other colony, Mavvik and Targ would have found themselves installed on death row with no plausible defense strategy. On Rethan they could expect to live long. Jarrat wondered how long he himself would care to live as a prisoner.

	Darwin’s World beckoned — NARC work, the remote possibility of reassignment. More than likely, he thought as he led Stone out onto the veranda, following the sound of voices, when they walked off the Athena this time they would not return.

	A large part of him mourned. Stone knew, and angled a frown at him, but Jarrat shook his head and summoned a smile as they joined the breakfast party. The others had finished but half a pot of coffee, a basket of croissants, several dishes of tropical preserves, fruit and nuts remained. Jarrat pulled out a chair with a view of the paddocks and hills.

	“You look rested,” Harry approved.

	“You’re sure you can’t stay?” Tansy knew already, but local etiquette compelled her to ask.

	“Kevin and I might,” Stone admitted, “but the carrier’s on a schedule.”

	“And the only way for you to stay on,” Harry said thoughtfully, “would be the transmission of your resignation.” He reached over to pour coffee. “Feel free to do it. You need work? The Marcus Brand Foundation is hiring, and I can offer you twice any salary NARC is paying, for zero risk.”

	The suggestion caught Jarrat so completely unawares, he blinked first at Harry, then at Stone. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

	The healer sat back. “Absolutely. We’re opening Foundation offices in the major cities of every colony, and we can’t find enough of the right people to fill the vacancies. We’re taking on bureaucrats, accountants, retired Tactical officers who seem to have spent most of their careers ticketing drivers and busting petty thieves. I’d far rather take on ex-NARC personnel. So would Cassius. In fact, it was his suggestion to see if we could — shall we say, lure the two of you. The gentle art of financial seduction.”

	“Damn,” Stone breathed. “That’s … damned interesting. Kevin?”

	For an awkwardly long moment Jarrat felt himself vacillate, torn in two directions by forces so powerful, he felt the first threads of pain. The same acute discomfort thrummed through Stone, and he met the remarkable blue eyes soberly. “Harry, is there time — can we get back to you?”

	“Of course.” Harry paused. “I’d hoped you’d accept the offer now, today. You told me yourself, Kevin, the Scimitar bust was ‘clean as a whistle.’ Every shred of documentation is already filed. No part of it was questionable, so there’ll be no comebacks. The carrier will take herself back to Darwin’s World.”

	Evelyn Lang leaned forward over the table. “Think about it. I can’t see one damn thing to take you back there.”

	“Except some unfinished business.” Stone broke a croissant into pieces and dunked it in his coffee. “I’m just curious.”

	“About …?” Tansy wondered.

	A cynical chuckle escaped Jarrat. “There’s a nasty character called Sebastian Gaunt in an office in Chicago, way back on Earth. General Gaunt. I actually want to know what the old bugger decided about Stoney and me.”

	“After Aphelion.” Evelyn shrugged. “You mean, has Gaunt busted you right back to the ranks, or ‘promoted you to civilian’ for having the nerve to deploy in the homeworlds? What’s it matter? You busted them, right there on Mars and Jupiter.”

	“Which is the very thing the old fogies can’t forgive,” Stone added. “And you know this crusade of Bram Sorenson’s is about dismantling NARC. It has zero to do with the Angel trade. It’s all about finishing NARC before Sorenson and Charles Steinberg — and God knows who else in the morass of Terran politics — can come under our lens.”

	Harry’s dark head nodded slowly. “The tradition was, NARC didn’t deploy on Earth, Mars, the Jovian cities. Now they know you can. You did. They know they’re not safe. Thirty year old sins can come home to roost like pigeons and —”

	“Poop all over them,” Tansy finished acidly. She set down her mug and gave Jarrat and Stone a frustrated look. “Oh, for heaven’s sake! You’ve played your part. You could walk away now, today, without regret or remorse. And without owing NARC so much as a word of explanation.” She lifted both hands in apology. “All right, I’m sorry. I just keep remembering the pair of you as patients here. So much human wreckage, scraped off the ground.”

	“And pasted back together,” Jarrat admitted, “by the grace of the three people sitting around this table.” He reached over, took Stone’s hand. “We know. We’re grateful. I’ll give you nine chances in ten, Harry, General Gaunt pulled the plug on us weeks ago. The truth is, we shouldn’t even be here. Scimitar was just one more assignment on Bill Dupre’s authority in the absence of anything vaguely coherent from Earth Central.”

	“So I expect you’ll be back.” Tansy smiled widely.

	“It’s … highly likely.” Stone looked out across the jungled mountains. “If we’re going to be flying a couple of desks, we might as well work for the Foundation.” He gave Harry a shrewd look. “If you’re hiring staff, opening offices, it means you’re getting close to a viable blocker.”

	“Closer than close.” Harry rubbed his palms together, an expression almost of glee. “I already destroyed every particle of the original toxin I started with. It’s gone, vaporized, along with all the data. The only thing left is longhand notes, nothing in any computer. The prep-work exists in a few old-fashioned notebooks, but only I know where they are. And I could feed the whole lot to the fire basket in five minutes. I will, if I’m given any hint of a reason to.”

	Leaving nothing to be recreated at a later date, Jarrat thought, so that the name of Harry Del might be recorded by historians alongside those of history’s most heinous. “Since Brand isn’t looking to turn the Angel blocker into a cash cow,” he said thoughtfully, “all you need to concentrate on is the VR modeling, to test it for human application.”

	“Then we hand the recipe to every colonial government,” Tansy said with deep satisfaction, “with a single proviso. It’s made available at no profit. Nobody earns a buck out of this.”

	“Damn. It’s perfect.” Stone finished his croissant and went back for another. “Speaking of Brand and his kid, have you had any news?”

	Harry gestured vaguely, perhaps even in the direction of Aurora. “Governor Brand is still demanding the repatriation of his son, and I don’t see how NARC can legally refuse, since Aphelion is history. Cass’s lawyers should be on Earth by now, and they’ll use Earth’s own legalities to fight for the rights of the individual. Comatose or not, Marcus remains a citizen of Aurora. Earth’s authorities have no right to hold him against his wishes, or the wishes of his family. He’s not a prisoner, he’s committed no crime. If NARC Legal argues that he was shipped to Earth for medical treatment — well, that’s now null and void. None of their therapies aimed at bringing him out of coma was any more successful than mine.”

	“Ah.” Jarrat took a little coffee, found it too strong and added sugar. “I was going to ask about that.”

	“I could have told them, they were wasting their time,” Harry said philosophically. “In fact, I did tell them. The boy will wake on his own, if he ever wakes at all. There’s no way to make it happen until or unless Marcus himself is ready. If he never wakes, Cass will have to accept this. He’s slowly coming to accept the idea. For years, his life pivoted around the boy. Marc was the only reason he hung on in the teeth of his illness. Now he has his health back, he’s strong — and he has a nasty fight on his hands. He’s champing to get the bit between his teeth and run.” He looked from Jarrat to Stone with a cynical smile. “Governor Brand versus Starfleet.”

	“The Mostov incident,” Stone said darkly. “We’ll be subpoenaed to appear, Kevin and myself and a lot of Blue Ravens, Gene Cantrell, Petrov, even Kip Reardon, who picked up the pieces that time.” He shook his head slowly. “We told you, Harry — unfinished business.”

	Tansy began to stack plates. “So you’re leaving. Soon?”

	“A couple of hours. Sorry, love,” Jarrat told her. “And, Lieutenant Lang, Gold Raven’s expecting you back.”

	Evelyn gazed around at the Del property and the mountains, beyond which lay Ballyntyre and her own home. “It’s been nice spending a few days here, but I have friends aboard now. The Athena’s as much home to me as Bally. I’ll see out my tour with NARC. Then … well, if Harry’s right —”

	“And he is,” Tansy said sharply.

	“— everything’s changing,” Lang said easily. “We’ll all be glad to see it change. I’d say Steven Allen Lang has been well avenged. Death’s Head, Scimitar … and I had a hand in taking down both. Good enough for me.” She pushed back her chair. “If you’ll forgive me, Tansy, I still have to pack. If you want a hand with dishes, just pile them in the kitchen.”

	But Tansy waved her off and followed her inside with the crockery. Harry watched them go, but his mind was far away. Jarrat waited, and at last the healer said, “When Cass is through with the Mostov issue, he’s going after Bram Sorenson. Not head to head, on the field of homeworlds politics — now, there’s a battle he couldn’t possibly hope to win! — but at colonial government level. Sure, Earth and Mars can pass the Sorenson Act, but the enforcement of it comes down to colonial governance. The name of Cassius Brand,” he added thoughtfully, “carries a lot of weight. He can influence governors from Darwin’s World to the frontier. Create an argument, a furor, get them talking, delay the inevitable. A matter of months is all we need. Cass’s funding made the difference. I just did three years’ work in twelve weeks. The colonies will come up owing Cassius and his kid more than they’ll ever know.”

	“If Brand can play delaying tactics long enough,” Stone observed, “you’ll have finished the VR modeling. The Angel blocker will be out there.”

	“NARC,” Jarrat added, “will be restructured — it’s inevitable, but it’ll be a natural process. Render Angel as harmless as chimera and NARC has no more reason to do what we do. No more Angel empires. No more Hal Mavviks and Randolph Dornes and Pete Denehys.”

	“I’ll drink to that.” Stone saluted the sentiment in coffee.

	A waft of sky blue from the south corner of the veranda caught Jarrat’s eye. He was not surprised to see Janine Cruz there but she hesitated, reluctant to join them. Suffering pangs of shame, Jarrat thought, for the gullibility that had dumped her into a situation he would have wished on very few enemies. The shame was unnecessary. No one knew better than himself, Stone and Harry Del, how persuasive and persistent NARC’s weapons research and development department could be. R&D was the province of technology specialists without a shred of compassion, and with precious few scruples. They saw no further than an individual’s potential to be weaponized. Janine Cruz had presented an irresistible resource.

	Enough of her striking looks endured even now for him to remember the woman she had been when he and Stone met her at the Mars training facility. The flesh was falling from her bones now, leaving her face long and angular, with hollow cheeks. Lines about her eyes and mouth betrayed suffering. She had spent much of the time they had visited here far from consciousness, deliberately avoiding company when she woke — needing the chance to recover her wits and composure, Jarrat knew.

	But she was sober at the moment, trembling slightly, a little unsteady on her feet as she stood apart from the group, hugging the corner of the house until Jarrat beckoned. Through the bond, he felt a rush of pity from Stone, shot through with the quicksilver darts of remembered fear, even panic, that had seized Stone himself in the days before the healer worked his odd brand of magic. Still, Stone said nothing and when Jarrat glanced into his face he saw a smile. Only Kevin would have known it for a mask — and Harry, who was far too sensitive to not know everything they, and Janine Cruz, felt.

	She joined them with a murmur of apology. “If I’m intruding —”

	“You’re not.” Jarrat offered her coffee. “How’re you doing?”

	She shrugged one shoulder in the loose blue silk robe which helped to disguise the loss of muscle and flesh. “Taking life a day at a time. Losing a lot of physical strength. While you’re in the middle of the business, you don’t realize the sheer amount of time you spend torturing yourself in the gym to get, and hold onto, the strength this job … your job … takes.”

	“The job,” Stone corrected gently. “Matter of fact, we were just talking about this. Kevin and I figure we’re grounded. I’d be shocked if we fly again at command rank. But there’s other work, even if we stay with NARC — and we might, Harry. Not sure yet.”

	“Take your time, you’ve got plenty of it,” Del assured him. “For the two of you, Cass and I would make opportunities with the Foundation, even if we’d put bums on all our vacant seats.” He was frowning deeply at Cruz. “You, Janine, have the same bitter experience. We’ve all advised you to tell R&D to vanish. If you need work, there’s plenty of it with the Foundation. As I told Kevin and Stoney a few minutes ago, I’d far rather have NARC veterans working with us than a staff of accountants, retired Tactical traffic officers and middle management chair-polishers.”

	She drank a little coffee, holding the cup deliberately between both hands. “If you can … fix me.” Her voice was a hoarse whisper.

	“The blocker,” Jarrat began. “It’s very close. Just — dream your way there.”

	“I’ve offered to be the first.” She lifted her head with a touch of pride. “Be the guinea pig, lab rat, whatever. Somebody has to be the first human to test it. I put my hand up.”

	“And I agreed,” Harry said gravely. “By that point, we’ll have run every test in VR modeling a hundred times. It’ll be safe.”

	“If I have the time left.” She held out her right hand to demonstrate its trembling. Hard to believe, Jarrat thought, that hand once belonged to a Class-1 Marksman with the same certification as himself. Her face glistened with fever heat; her eyes were glassy.

	“Worst comes to worst, I have a tank.” Harry gestured at the labs, beyond the clinic. “It’s old but completely serviceable. Ask Kevin. It saved his life.”

	Storms of unease battered through the empathic link until Jarrat slammed up the shields to protect himself from the fracas of Stone’s feelings, all of which were contained behind a mask so calm, Cruz knew nothing of them. He reached over for Stone’s left hand, clasped it tightly. Though he looked at Cruz he spoke to Harry. “The addiction’s racing?”

	The healer’s dark head nodded deeply, though for some time Harry was silent. At last he sighed. “Everyone responds differently to Angel. Individuals who’re exceptionally frail, or suffer an existing medical condition which remained undiagnosed prior to Angel exposure, can decline very fast. Stoney was enormously strong — with every reason to live.” He gestured at Jarrat. “Janine agreed to the full range of lab work. She has a genetic predisposition, a susceptibility to the drug. Like the so-called ‘alcoholic gene’ which translates to a certain tendency in a modest percentage of human brains to go haywire when they’re exposed to old fashioned C 2H 5OH … ethanol. Janine is having a harder time than many Angel sufferers, but she’s in the right place.” He gave her a smile, grim but determined. “We’ll get you there, kiddo.”

	At last Cruz permitted herself to visibly relax. “I’m trying to convince myself, Doctor … Harry.”

	“Try to forgive yourself,” he suggested. “None of this was your fault. Ask them. R&D have harassed the three of us for eight or nine months, and they put Kevin and Stoney through hell as the price of keeping their command rank.”

	“Not anymore.” Stone stood and slid the chair back in. “We’ll take the carrier back to Venice, then … we don’t know, Harry. We have a contract with NARC which we can work out, or we can resign and walk. We don’t know how it’ll play out.”

	“Keep me informed,” Harry said thoughtfully.

	“We will,” Jarrat promised, looking across the property to the hills, the ridges in the general direction of the mound of rubble once known as Garden of the Gods. “If I tell you the truth, I’m envious of all this.”

	“What, ready to settle down — you?” Cruz scoffed. “I don’t believe it. You know the reputation you and Stone have, within the department?”

	Jarrat discovered a chuckle. “I can imagine. But eventually —”

	“It dawns on you,” Stone said lucidly, “that you’d rather like to stay alive. See what the future brings. Or maybe what’s over the next horizon. With the Angel blocker so close, there’s ‘reasonable cause for caution,’ as they say in Tactical.” He dropped a hand on Jarrat’s shoulder. “You know we’re out of time here.”

	“I know.” Jarrat leaned over the table and gave Harry his hand. “We’ll be in touch. However it plays out, it won’t take long. Not now.”

	They lingered far longer than they should, reluctant to load the Apogee, which stood in the paddock behind the plantation house. As clouds gathered on the hills, fetching the afternoon’s rain, Curt Gable called, ostensibly with carrier business though Jarrat heard an edge in his voice: Where the hell are you? Eve Lang’s bags were already in the cargo compartment while she stood with Tansy at the long white timber fence, hand-feeding the tall chestnut mare, the most sociable of the horses. Heavy, fat raindrops began to fall, sending them back into the shelter of the veranda.

	The Apogee lifted ten minutes later. As she lofted through the heavy overcast Jarrat identified with Eldorado ACT and cut a vector for the carrier’s position at geostationary. Sebastian Gaunt preoccupied him as Stone and Lang made desultory conversation. NARC’s thirty-year history cast a shadow across the colonies almost as long as Angel itself. All Jarrat’s life, he had been aware of the department. Even now he could scarcely imagine a future in which the Angel war, Narcotics and Riot Control, would be the province of documentary historians — and veterans like Stone and himself mere curiosities.

	As they left the ‘small hull’ hangar they found the Athena already busy with preparations to break orbit. The status boards listed only fourteen personnel still groundside, and all were booked on the upshuttle, due to dock in fifty minutes. Jarrat and Stone dumped their bags and headed for Ops, where Gable gave them a curious look, as if he had actually begun to wonder if they were returning at all.

	The plot table and half the screens were dark but a few displayed routine carrier data. At an isolated workstation the IntelScan specialist, Callie Dalton, was intent on the task of closing her own files, tying off loose ends. Joe Ramos sat in the nearby comm officer’s seat, taking what time he could get — Jarrat did not deliberately eavesdrop, but could hardly fail to overhear as she said,

	“Last chance, Joe. You know what I want! You’re welcome to be part of it, but you also know I can’t spend years waiting for you.” Her voice was quiet, tinged with genuine regret.

	“Yeah, I know,” Ramos said slowly. “A property south of the Hudson, breedin’ horses. Damn, don’t think I ain’t tempted, Cal, but …” He sighed. “I belong right where I am. I told you about a kid called Becka. My cousin, still only fifteen when Angel took her — and the shit got into her at a school party, all a big joke, nobody ever found out who put the crap in the fizz the kids were playin’ with. Tykes that age are dumb — they’re just young. Leave ’em be, they grow out of it. Becka didn’t even know what was wrong till the local medic took blood, ran tests. Think about it. She was the best of all the kids. I watched her grow up, taught her how to stay on a pony when she was six.” He shook his head sadly. “I can’t change who I am.”

	“Or what,” Dalton added. “Blue Raven is what you are.” She closed the last file and shut off the screen. Hands in pockets, she regarded him curiously, head tilted. “You’re still riding that vocation of yours.”

	“Still.” He stood, towering over her. “Like a lot of us. Like them.” He nodded at Jarrat and Stone. “They get shit beat out of ’em every time, but they keep on comin’ back.”

	“And I,” she said resignedly, “gotta go. I just got reassigned. They’re sending me to Calleran. I’m out of here, Joe, on the last downshuttle. Chell to Calleran direct, on the Cygnus-Stardust, then …” She shrugged. “Don’t know. I go where they send me — like you, I guess.” She forced a smile. “Hey, you be sure and call me. It’s been grand.”

	As Ramos set his hands on her shoulders, Jarrat deliberately gave them a little privacy and joined Stone at the AutoChef, where Gable was delivering the routine briefing on carrier business. Jarrat took a beaker of water, listened to the predictable roundup of minor issues, problems solved, others pending. He looked at the time.

	The XO saw his glance. “Long story short, Bud got the drive ignition issues squared away. Unless you know a reason to break schedule, we’re gone in thirty minutes, soon as the downshuttle shoves off.” He paused, frowned. “You guys got any idea where we’re headed after Darwin’s? Your clearance level usually gets the scuttlebutt months ahead of mine.”

	“Basilisk is the only major syndicate on Dupre’s agenda,” Stone said carefully. “But I wouldn’t be wishing for that one, Curt. It’s a nightmare assignment.”

	“Don’t know if we’d take it, even if it was offered,” Jarrat added. “You know anything about a system they call Tartarus?”

	“Only what you see on GlobalNet,” Gable admitted. “The Montserrat Lode, Incorporated, isn’t it?”

	Stone made cynical noises. “That’d be the polite name.” He clapped Gable’s shoulder. “Besides, even if this ship is assigned to Montserrat, I doubt you’ll be flying with us.”

	“You’re waiting for the ax to fall,” Gable observed. 

	“Interesting choice of words.” Jarrat finished the water. “I can’t find an excuse to break schedule … Stoney?”

	But Stone’s dark head shook. “Inform Colonel Archer: Darwin’s, best speed. And update Chell Tactical — we’re shipping out.”

	“Done.” Gable studied Jarrat and Stone with an almost brooding speculation. “I never worked under a complete change of command. You?”

	“A couple of times.” Jarrat was watching the carrier’s internal datastream, which never paused. Budweisser had just requisitioned comm arrays for Blue and Red Raven; Kip Reardon was in the OR for emergency surgery following a machine shop accident; the upshuttle had docked and was on immediate turnaround. Callie Dalton would be aboard when it left, bound for her next job in the city of Calleran, on green-skied Brennan. Jarrat mirrored Gable’s almost brooding expression. “You get used to new commanders soon enough. Some are better than others. Some last awhile, a few blow through so fast, you’ll wonder if they were ever there at all. You’ve gotten spoiled with Stoney and me. We’ve lasted a lot longer than most.”

	“We have the scars to prove it,” Stone said with rueful humor. “Anything else, Curt? We want to unpack and settle in.”

	“Just one priority message tagged for your attention — Colonel Stacy,” he pointed them to a workstation opposite the dormant plot table, “tying off his own loose ends.”

	Interested, Jarrat ran it while Stone fetched green tea. Stacy looked profoundly smug. “We just finished the full sweep of the Hawass property, from the palace rubble to the underground. It’s wide open now, you can walk right in through the hangar they blew open on their way out. You’ll be fascinated to know, Stone, Jarrat, we found enough Angel down there to rot this colony twice over, plus a full-on lab and the raw materials to manufacture a shitload more.

	“Your riot squad took down a good chunk of the military hardware they’d bunkered, but forty-odd more gundrones are still crated. They didn’t have the time to break them out. Hazmat and Forensics turned over the rubble, looking for bodies … just five. Three company shooters, all with arrest warrants posted from here back to Earth. One very expensive Companion from an uptown Eldorado agency, and Mister Tomas Sondheim himself — the autopsy reported enough booze and chimera in his bloodstream to drop a charging rhino. I doubt he knew anything about it when your goons hit the palace. The bimbo was just as blitzed, according to pathology.

	“No joy with the kids. They’re well away, probably not even in this system by now … which is fine by me. In a few years they’ll grow up into somebody else’s problem. I got plenty of my own — but Scimitar’s not one of them. We did find a smaller, shock-proofed bunker concealed under the floor of the executive garage. Best guess is, domestic drones hustled the kids down there, then got them away while the rest of us were busy. We tracked one vehicle leaving the east side of the Three Dragon Ridge, from a position matching Hawass’s backdoor. Eldorado Tactical lost it in the heavy traffic crush, forty K’s south of the city. Big surprise.

	“Madame Valda Hawass was cremated yesterday. Azure Mavvik may be sitting on her ass in a cell — with a million-dollar attorney bargaining her way to medium security accommodations with VR entertainment and gourmet food, goddamn her — but she’s still the legal next of kin. She wants the old woman’s ashes scattered someplace out west. We can do that. Hawass ain’t going to get any deader.

	“Which looks like the bottom line to me, so I’m calling it case closed, and good riddance.” Stacy’s face assumed an approximation of a smile, perhaps the first Jarrat had ever seen on his craggy features. “Now, if we can unload this Sorenson bullshit before it rips us a new one big enough to drive a bus through, we can all live happily ever after. Don’t take it personally, Jarrat, Stone: I hope I don’t see you bastards ever again. But,” he added almost as an afterthought, “on behalf of Rethan Colonial Tactical, thanks for Scimitar.”

	The screen darkened and Jarrat raised his tea glass to it. “You’re welcome.”

	“That’s all you had for us, Curt?” Stone prompted.

	The XO waved them away. “I’m standing down Ops. We’re done and I —” he yawned animatedly “— was offshift ten minutes ago. I’ll buzz you when we ship out.”

	In fact, Jarrat and Stone would know the moment the carrier drove out of Rethan high orbit. The subtle shift in the faint vibration through the deck spoke clearly. Jarrat paused at the wide, open armordoors of Carrier Operations, watching the final displays darken as the assignment officially closed down.

	A surge of odd emotion caught him unawares and he struggled to tell if it were his own or Stone’s, or both. Stone was watching him, dark eyed, a little wary, and Jarrat answered the unspoken question with a shrug.

	“Last time blues,” he guessed.

	“Who says it’s the last time?” Stone demanded. “That’s a question for a bunch of geriatrics on a world so far away, most people on Darwin’s never even visited there.” He set one hand on the warmth of Jarrat’s back and followed out as the ops room fell dim and eerily silent.
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