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He swiveled around to face the closest Yk.64 and squeezed his trigger. The PBW fire tore off one of the enemy’s airfoils, but the bastard didn’t need them—there was no air inside the wormhole, so he could afford to lose a wing. Valk started to line up another shot when his view swung around and suddenly he couldn’t see the enemies at all. Lanoe must have pulled some fancy maneuver without warning him.


“Give me something to shoot at, at least,” Valk called.


“Don’t worry,” Lanoe replied. “You’ll get another chance.”
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CIRCUMBINARY




Chapter One


Behind the wall of space lay the network of wormholes that connected the stars. A desolate and eerie maze of tunnels no more than a few hundred meters wide in most places. The walls there emitted a constant and ghostly light, the luminescent smoke of particle-antiparticle annihilations. This ghostlight provided little illumination and less warmth.


For more than a century humanity had used that web of hidden passages to move people and cargo from one system to another, yet the maze was so complex and so convoluted it was rare for one ship to pass another in that silent space.


It was even rarer, Aleister Lanoe thought, to find four cataphract-class aerospace fighters blocking your way. Rare enough that it couldn’t be a coincidence.


“Those aren’t Navy ships,” Valk said. His copilot, currently riding in the observation blister slung under the ship’s belly. “Look at the hexagons on their fairings. They’re Centrocor militia.”


Lanoe recognized their configuration. Yk.64s, cheap copies of Navy fighters with big spherical canopies. He’d faced down plenty of ships like that in his time, and he knew that while they couldn’t match the performance of the Navy’s best fighters, they still wouldn’t be pushovers.


“Huh,” he said.


Lanoe and Valk were still hours out from their destination, a long way from anyone who could come to their aid. They could try to punch through this formation and make a run for it, but their Z.VII recon scout was slow compared to the Yk.64s they were facing. It would be a long and nasty chase and it wouldn’t end well. Fighting wasn’t a great option, either. The Z.VII carried a pair of PBW cannon, as good as anything the Centrocor ships could bring to bear, but their vector field wasn’t as strong. The Yk.64s could shrug off most of their firepower, while they would get chewed to pieces in a dogfight.


Lanoe tried opening a channel. “Centrocor vehicles, we need a little room here. Mind letting us squeeze by?” As if this were just a chance encounter on a well-traveled shipping corridor. “Repeat. Centrocor vehicles—”


“Lanoe,” Valk cut in, “their guns are warming up.”


About what Lanoe had expected.


Outnumbered four to one. Outpaced, outgunned, and no way to call for help. Well, if they had to fight, at least they had one advantage. The pilots of the Yk.64s were militia, hired guns working for the Centrocor poly. They’d been trained by a corporation. Lanoe was one of the best pilots the Navy ever had.


“Hold on,” he told Valk. Then he threw his stick over to the side and goosed his lateral thrusters, throwing them into a wild corkscrewing dive right toward the wall of the wormhole.
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The recon scout’s inertial sink pulled Valk backward in his seat. It felt like someone was sitting on his chest, pinning him down. He was used to the feeling—without a sink, any pilot who tried a maneuver like that would have been crushed into pink jelly by the g forces.


It made it tricky, though, to reach the gun controls. Valk grunted and stabbed a virtual menu, bringing his cannon online. The ship’s computer automatically swung him around to give him the best firing solution possible on the Yk.64 Centrocor ships. That meant he was flying backward, which in turn meant he couldn’t see the wall of the wormhole looming up toward them. He was just fine with that. If they so much as brushed the wall—a curled-up tube of spacetime—the recon scout would be instantaneously disintegrated, its atoms torn apart down to the quark level.


Valk trusted Lanoe to not let that happen.


“Coming in, seven o’clock high,” Valk called, and tapped another key to bring up a virtual Aldis gunsight, a collimated reticule that moved around his canopy to show him where his shots were likely to hit. It jumped back and forth as the computer tried to compensate for Lanoe’s spinning dive and the movement of the four targets. Valk cursed the damned thing and switched it off. He was going to have to do this manually. “I think they’re angry,” Valk said.


Streamers of PBW fire like tiny burning comets flashed across the recon scout’s thrusters as the enemy opened fire. Lanoe twisted them around on their positioning jets and most of the shots went wide, only a few sparking off their vector field.


“That was a warning shot,” Lanoe said. “You think they want to take us alive?”


“Why don’t you pull over and ask them?” Valk replied.


Lanoe actually chuckled at that one.


The recon scout shook and groaned as Lanoe threw them to one side, narrowly avoiding the looming collision with the wormhole’s wall. Valk realized why Lanoe had cut it so close—hugging the wall kept the enemy from getting around them. The recon scout’s top side was vulnerable to attack, and Lanoe wanted to make sure they couldn’t get a bead on it. This did mean that Valk, in his observer’s blister, was right in the line of fire.


Wouldn’t be the first time. He swiveled around to face the closest Yk.64 and squeezed his trigger. The PBW fire tore off one of the enemy’s airfoils, but the bastard didn’t need them—there was no air inside the wormhole, so he could afford to lose a wing. Valk started to line up another shot when his view swung around and suddenly he couldn’t see the enemies at all. Lanoe must have pulled some fancy maneuver without warning him.


“Give me something to shoot at, at least,” Valk called.


“Don’t worry,” Lanoe replied. “You’ll get another chance.”
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In the pilot’s cockpit at the front of the recon scout, Lanoe worked his boards with one hand while the other stayed tightly wrapped around his control yoke. On a secondary display he saw a three-dimensional view of the four militia fighters with their projected courses streaming out before them like ribbons of glass. The four of them were cruising along well behind and above him, lined up in a textbook formation. They had him boxed in, at a distance where they never came close enough to get a good, clear shot at him. It was a solid play—they were keeping their distance because they knew time was on their side. They could afford to pepper him with long-distance shots, knowing they only needed one lucky hit to disable his engine.


He couldn’t outrun them. If he tried to fall back, to let them get ahead of him, they could just close the distance and then they could carve him up or just shove him into the wall of the wormhole, and that would be that.


Militia pilots weren’t, as a rule, all that talented. The Navy aggressively recruited promising young talent—by law, they got the first pick of recruits—and the polys had to make do with whatever was left. Some were cadets who washed out of the Navy and found the only job they could get was flying for a poly. Others were recruited from the civilian population, given ten hours in a flight simulator, and sent out to do their best. This batch, though, were clearly a cut above—smart, adaptable. Patient.


He very much wished he knew who had sent them. And why they wanted to capture him.


If he was getting out of this trap, he was going to have to get reckless. “Valk,” he called, “don’t worry about wasting ammunition. When I pull this next trick, you hold down your trigger and don’t stop until your gun overheats, okay?”


“Wait,” Valk said. “What are you about to do?”


Lanoe didn’t waste time answering. He punched in a sequence of burns on his thruster board, then yanked his stick straight back and simultaneously kicked open the throttle.


The Z.VII had been built for long-distance patrols. It carried an impressive package of sensors and a very energy-efficient fusion engine. All that extra equipment made it bulky and slow to respond to commands, though. It had never been designed for close-in fighting, and definitely not for stunt flying. The complicated maneuver Lanoe executed just then ran the risk of tying its frame in knots. He could hear its spars groan as the ship twisted around nearly 180 degrees on its long axis. It took more strain when the dozens of jets and miniature thrusters built into its nose and sides all fired in a complex rhythm. If Lanoe was unlucky, they might have torn themselves right out of their mountings.


Luck was on his side. Everything held together. It only appeared that he’d lost all control and sent his ship into a wild, uncontrolled vertical spin.


The Z.VII tumbled up and backward, right into the path of the pursuing militia fighters. They reacted quickly, breaking formation to make room and avoid a full-on collision. Quickly, but not flawlessly. One of them sideswiped a second in a great shower of sparks as their vector fields fought to shove each other away. A third pilot started to bank, to try to get a shot in as Lanoe’s ship went cartwheeling past. It would have been an easy hit, and it would have ended the battle as quickly as it had started.


If Valk hadn’t already started shooting anyway. He’d done as asked, releasing a wild spray of PBW fire that lit up the canopy of the Yk.64. The militia pilot inside probably didn’t have time to scream. The shot tore the Yk.64 fighter to pieces, and the three remaining militia pilots had to scatter farther to avoid the superheated debris.


Lanoe pulled the recon scout out of its tumble and leveled out, skating along just a few dozen meters from the wall of the tunnel. They weren’t out of the woods yet. He opened his throttle as far as it would go and burned for speed, headed in exactly the wrong direction.




Chapter Two


Valk rotated his observer’s blister around 180 degrees. Behind them, through the haze around their thrusters, he could see the remaining Yk.64s banking hard, regrouping to chase after them.


“You know the Admiralty’s the other way, right?” he asked.


“They’re not going to let us get to the Admiralty. Not today,” Lanoe answered.


Valk switched off the intercom so Lanoe wouldn’t hear him cursing. He tried focusing on the pursuit, tried lining up a long, impossible shot on one of the fighters, but there was no point. He switched the intercom back on. “Lanoe, you promised me. You said we would go to the Admiralty and download all this stuff in my head. And then you would let me—”


“I didn’t forget,” Lanoe replied.


There was no point in arguing. Valk could see perfectly well how things were stacked up against them. “Ignore that last comment,” he said. “What’s the new plan?”


“Get out of this in one piece, if we can. Listen, we’ve bought ourselves about fifteen seconds’ worth of a head start. There’s still no way we can outrun them. So I need you to keep them off balance—lay down suppressing fire as soon as they get close, keep them from forming up again. Got it?”


“Yep,” Valk said. He brought up his weapons board. There was still plenty of ammo in his cannon. He checked his other displays and nodded to himself. “Mind if I get a little creative? I might have a few surprises for them.”


“Whatever you can do, do it,” Lanoe told him.


Valk tapped a few virtual keys. This might be interesting, he thought. If they could stay alive long enough to see it.
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The wormhole stretched out before Lanoe, its walls snaking back and forth, spitting out ghostly fire. He brought a display up into his main view, showing a camera feed from directly behind them. The Yk.64 Centrocor pilots hadn’t expected his crazy maneuver and it was taking them a little time to get themselves turned around.


Not as much time as he might have liked. One of them pulled a perfect half loop, a maneuver that was a lot harder to do in vacuum than inside an atmosphere. The other two banked and rolled, slower but safer. Behind them light flashed again and again, sudden and bright as lightning, as debris from the downed ship touched the walls. Those little annihilations would give off a lot of gamma rays, but it was too much to hope that any of the remaining pilots would be fried.


The ship that pulled the half loop burned hard in pursuit, enough so that Lanoe could see the ion trail of its wake as if the Yk.64 were standing on a pillar of fire. Valk put a couple of pointless PBW shots across its nose and its airfoils but it didn’t even bother rolling to evade.


The Yk.64’s powerful engines ate up the distance. Any second now the militia pilot would be close enough to get a perfect bead on Lanoe’s main thruster and then it would all be over. Lanoe considered a couple of different tricky maneuvers, just to make it harder for the pilot to get that shot, but any deviation from their course right now would slow the Z.VII down, and he would still have the other two pursuers to worry about. They weren’t far behind.


“Valk,” he called, “if you’ve got something—”


“Close your eyes,” Valk said.


“I’m a little busy flying this crate,” Lanoe pointed out.


Valk reached for his sensor board. His finger hovered over a virtual key.


“Damn it, Lanoe—close your damned eyes.”


He stabbed the key.


The Z.VII came with a whole suite of advanced sensors and communication gear. Included in that package were several hundred microdrones—basically satellites no bigger than Valk’s thumb. Each of them contained a camera, an antenna, and a tiny thruster. There wasn’t room for anything else. In normal conditions these would be released one at a time as the recon scout made a long patrol across a battlefield, stringing them out like a trail of breadcrumbs. They were designed to work together to create a distributed communications and imaging network, providing a comprehensive picture of a massive volume of space.


Valk released all of them at once. They burst out of panels recessed into the Z.VII’s hull, flaring away on their tiny thrusters, headed in every possible direction, a whole cloud of them zipping away and behind like chaff. They would ruin the Yk.64’s ability to get a clear lock on the Z.VII’s thrusters, but it would only take a fraction of a second for the pursuer’s computers to compensate. That wasn’t what Valk was after.


Nor did he hope they would hit the Yk.64 enemy ship. They would make lousy projectiles—too slow and too small to do any damage, and anyway the Yk.64’s vector field would just shunt them away.


No, Valk had fired off all his microdrones for another reason. He had disengaged their standard programming, specifically the collision avoidance algorithms. One by one, then in great numbers, they shot away from the Z.VII on perfectly flat trajectories that had them smash right into the walls of the wormhole.


They were annihilated instantly, torn apart and converted into pure energy. Hundreds of impacts all in the space of a half second, each one giving off as much light and radiation as a nuclear blast.


“Hellfire!” Lanoe shouted, which was apt whether he’d meant it to be or not. “Valk—I can see that right through my eyelids! What did you just do?”


The pilot of the Yk.64 hadn’t been warned ahead of time to close his eyes.


The Yk.64 was a smart machine. A microsecond after the flare-up, its canopy polarized until it was completely opaque, blocking out every bit of that horrible light.


It was an open question whether the pilot was permanently blinded before that happened. An academic question—with the canopy opaqued, there was no way he could see anyway. For about nine-tenths of a second, he was flying blind.


Plenty of time for Valk to line up a good, solid shot, even at a distance. Of course Valk had been facing the light-blast, but unlike Lanoe or the pilot of the Yk.64, he didn’t need his eyes for what came next. He reached out into the raw code of the Z.VII’s sensors, synthesized the ones and zeroes into a perfect firing solution. He didn’t need to be able to see his hand to pull the trigger.


PBW fire hit the Yk.64 enemy machine dead-on, cutting right through its vector field. The fighter broke into pieces, airfoils and weapons and thrusters all tumbling away from each other as the particle beam cut them apart like a scalpel.


“Got another one,” Valk said.


“As soon as I can see through all the spots in my eyes,” Lanoe told him, “I’d love to know what just happened. That was a great trick.”


“Yeah,” Valk said. “Too bad I can only do it once.”
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Lanoe blinked and squinted and shook his head to clear the tears out of his eyes. The tunnel ahead of them was as crooked as a dog’s leg and he was taking it at top speed. If he wasn’t careful he’d brush the walls and finish the enemy’s work for them.


Not that they needed much help. The remaining two fighters were catching up with them, fast. Lanoe had been lucky so far—well, he’d been lucky enough to have Valk crewing the guns for him—but the law of averages was running after them just as fast as their enemies. The two Yk.64s were firing indiscriminately now, wasting ammo on long-range shots that had very little chance of hitting the Z.VII as it wove through the corridors of the maze.


“There was a side passage, back this way,” Lanoe said. “Remember?”


“No,” Valk said.


Lanoe laughed. “Yeah, well, it’s there. No idea where it leads but if we can get out into open space we can at least maneuver a little more. I’m going to make a hard turn in a second here. It might hurt a little.”


“I’ll survive,” Valk told him.


Lanoe nodded. Well, the big guy was probably right about that. He could take a lot more g forces than Lanoe could, after all.


Still, this was not going to be fun.


Most people thought of the wormhole network as a kind of superhighway system, a grid of streets that connected all the stars in human space. Pilots knew better. The system was a chaotic mess at best, a tangled and endlessly branching collection of tunnels with no clear semblance of order. Wormholes crossed each other at junctions, split off into dead ends and long loops that doubled back on themselves. Making it worse, there was no real map of the entire system, because it changed over time—only the widest and most heavily traveled routes stayed constant for long, and even those twisted and knotted themselves up when nobody was looking.


You passed junctions and new tunnels all the time. Pilots had learned not to go exploring, in case they found themselves in a wormhole that went nowhere, or, worse, one that narrowed down until it was too tight a squeeze for even small ships like the Z.VII.


Of course, sometimes you just had to take a chance.


The two Yk.64s were almost on them. Valk laid down salvo after salvo of suppressing fire, but the fighters had velocity to spare—they swung and jinked back and forth as they came on, refusing to let themselves be decent targets. Lanoe studied the tunnel ahead, looking for the side passage he vaguely remembered. If it was farther down the tunnel than he thought—


No. There it was. The ghostly vapor that steamed from the walls grew thicker up ahead. The sign of a junction. Lanoe pulled up his engine board and scrolled through a menu to the gyroscopic control settings. He had to confirm twice that he was really sure he wanted to disengage the rotary compensator.


He was sure.


“Hang on!” he said, and stabbed the virtual key.


The recon scout twisted ninety degrees to the right in the space of a few milliseconds. The fuselage groaned under the stress as the engine tried to rip its way off its own mountings. There was a good reason you had to confirm twice to pull this stunt—there was a very real chance it would tear your ship in half.


The effect on a soft human body could have been much worse. Lanoe’s inertial sink slammed him down as if he were being hammered into his seat. He couldn’t breathe. The blood in his body stopped moving and for a split second he went into cardiac arrest. Even his vision blurred to nothing as his eyeballs were flattened inside his head.


Then the compensators snapped back on as alarm chime blared in Lanoe’s ears and his heart thudded in his chest as it started beating again. He made a horrible choking, gasping noise as his lungs reinflated.


Up ahead of him, through his canopy, he could see the side passage. It wasn’t very long. He goosed his main thruster and sent the Z.VII rocketing down the tunnel, barely worrying about twists and turns.


“Valk, you okay back there?” he called.


There was no answer.


Right behind him the two Yk.64s copied his turn perfectly. They didn’t so much as skid as they twisted around to follow him.


Bastards.


He would have to worry about Valk later. For the moment, all he could do was fly fast. Something he was very good at.


Up ahead the tunnel ended in a lens of pure, unadulterated spacetime that looked like a glass globe, through which he could see only darkness. A wormhole throat—one of the exits from the maze. Lanoe had no idea what lay beyond. It could be a star with nice planets to hide behind, or it could be some forgotten corner of deep space, light-years from anything. It could open out into the event horizon of a black hole.


Lanoe would have to take his chances. He punched through the lens—it offered no resistance—and into bluish-white light. His eyes adjusted and he saw stars, stars everywhere—speckles of white on a black background.


Real, normal space. The kind that made up most of the universe. The void.


For a fighter pilot like Lanoe, flying free through open space was the closest he ever felt to being home.


He wasn’t safe, though. Right behind him, the two Yk.64s shot out of the throat side by side, their weapons still glowing in the infrared. They converged on him, a classic pincer maneuver, and then—


They stopped. For a second they just hung there behind his shoulders, ready to blast him to smithereens. Then they twisted around and shot back through the throat. Back into wormspace.


A second later Lanoe realized why. A green pearl appeared in the corner of his vision, his suit telling him he had an incoming call.


“Reconnaissance scout, please identify. This is a Naval installation and off-limits to unauthorized personnel. Repeat, reconnaissance scout, please identify. This is …”


Some of those twinkling lights all around him weren’t stars after all. His displays showed him magnified, light-enhanced views of dozens of spacecraft, all of them military. Patrol ships, command vessels, destroyers, and cruisers. Plenty of cataphract-class fighters, all of them painted with the three-headed eagle of the Navy of Earth. Clearly, Centrocor’s pilots had no interest in tangling with that much firepower.


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so happy to see his own people.




Chapter Three


There wasn’t enough air.


The planet wasn’t habitable, not by civilized standards. Little water, very little infrastructure. The air was so thin Ashlay Bullam needed to sip at an oxygen pipe just to keep her head from swimming.


A dusty little world orbiting a dim little star. A hundred thousand people lived on Niraya, but she was damned if she could figure out why.


Bullam had been forced to bring all her creature comforts with her. A table in her cabin had been laden with a variety of foodstuffs for her to choose from. “These,” she said. She jabbed one gold-encased finger at a tray of canapés. Locally sourced meat wrapped in lettuce that had to be shipped in from another planet, because of course Niraya couldn’t support real agriculture. Well, the dainties she’d picked weren’t completely inedible. The drone zipped away and Bullam walked out onto the open deck of the yacht where her guest was waiting.


Niraya didn’t have a functional government. No bureaucracy to work with, no local warlord to flatter or threaten. Religious officials were the closest thing to actual leaders on the backwater world. So Bullam was forced to deal with a woman named Elder McRae, who represented the Transcendentalist faith. It wasn’t going to be easy doing business with that sort, but Bullam was very good at her job.


The Elder stood at the wooden railing, looking down. At the moment the yacht was just drifting along, twenty meters above the only real city on the planet, a place called Walden Crater. Just like the Nirayans to name their capital after a hole in the ground.


“Elder McRae,” Bullam said, putting on the smile she used for people she wished to show official deference. “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me. I apologize—do you embrace on Niraya, or shake hands? So many different planets, you know, each with its own customs. I do like to get them right.”


The old woman turned from the railing and looked at Bullam without any sign of emotion. She wore a simple tunic and skirt and she could have been a thousand years old or only sixty. A religious functionary, from an order that rejected any kind of cosmetic therapy. On another world that lined and craggy face might have frightened children, but here it was apparently a sign of wisdom and restraint.


Bullam wondered how the Elder must see her, in her fractal lace dress and her gold finger stalls. She had sculpted her features until she looked just like she had at twenty-five, and had her hair streaked with white and blue. Most likely the Elder would see a decadent plutocrat. Well, if the woman underestimated her, that could be turned to Bullam’s advantage.


“I would think,” the Elder said, “that you would have been briefed before you came here. We shake hands.”


Bullam laughed and held out her right hand. The Elder grasped it for a moment, then released it. “Of course, but there’s so little time in the day. I just had so many things to do I couldn’t get through the whole file on Niraya. There were other parts of it I found much more interesting. It’s not every planet I visit that’s been attacked by aliens.”


The Elder shook her head. “Alien drones. There’s a difference.”


“Certainly. Will you sit and have some refreshment?” Bullam led the Elder to a low table at the prow of the yacht. Together they sat down on cushions and took flavored water and little nibbles. The Elder ate sparingly. “You’ll be wondering why I asked for this meeting, I’m sure.”


“I imagine I have a good idea. You’re a Centrocor executive. Customer relations?”


Bullam demurred by lowering her chin. “My position is a little more fluid than that. You could say I’m the poly’s head troubleshooter. I do odds and ends, but if you like, today I’m speaking to you as a customer support representative. Centrocor has a deep interest in keeping you happy.”


“Centrocor has the monopoly on Niraya’s resources and products. For many years your poly ignored us as an unprofitable investment of little value or interest.”


“Come now,” Bullam said. “We’ve provided you with everything you needed for terraforming your world. We’ve shipped you food when you couldn’t grow enough on your own, provided you with construction equipment to improve your infrastructure—”


“Because we are legally required to purchase such things only from you. Enough,” the Elder said, and raised a hand for peace. “I have no interest in the economics of interstellar trade. That’s your job. The point is that Centrocor is suddenly very interested in Niraya because a few months ago a fleet of alien drones arrived here. For the first time in human history, contact was made with another intelligent species. You’ve come to determine how your poly can make a profit out of that.”


Bullam shrugged. The woman had it mostly right, after all. “Naturally,” she said, “the financial implications matter to us. I won’t pretend otherwise. Yet we also want to express our deep concern for the people of Niraya, and make sure you’re recovering well from this dreadful invasion. We value our clients.”


“Do you?” The Elder set down her cup. “When the aliens first attacked this planet, we begged Centrocor for help in keeping us safe. We were utterly ignored.”


“A terrible oversight, and one we regret—”


The Elder wasn’t even looking at her. “We weren’t valuable enough, then. You would have let us all die.” There was no tone of reproach in her voice. It sounded more like a dry statement of fact. “If it weren’t for Commander Lanoe and his squadron, we wouldn’t be here now.”


“I think you’re being modest there, by failing to mention your own part in the defense of Niraya,” Bullam said. “From what I’ve been told, you acted quite heroically.”


“I did my part, that’s all.” The Elder put a hand on the yacht’s railing and looked over the side, at the city below. “On this planet, we respect plain speech, M. Bullam. Perhaps you’ll simply tell me what you want with us.”


“To help! Really, that’s why I’m here. Centrocor knows what you’ve been through. We can provide all kinds of services, from emergency aid to grief counseling to—”


“We need a new power plant.”


Bullam smiled. Finally, the negotiations could begin.


“One of our plants was destroyed in the fighting. We’ve been struggling with energy shortages ever since. We don’t have the ability to build a new one on our own.”


“Of course. I can have a construction team here tomorrow.”


“Good. What will it cost us?”


Bullam drew in a deep breath. “A signature. Just one,” she said.


That got the Elder’s attention. The old woman’s lips pursed as if she’d tasted something sour. “Explain,” she said.


“You’re the closest thing to a civilian authority on this planet. I need you to sign a form—a standard waiver, nothing complex—that frees Centrocor from any liability stemming from the invasion.”


The Elder watched her with those emotionless eyes.


Bullam lifted one hand and let it flutter in the air dismissively. “We can’t stop you from taking legal action against us, of course. The charter that let you settle this planet preserved that right. You could file any number of official charges against the poly, either individually or in a class action. Of course, you would never win anything. You would spend what little money you have simply to file all the necessary forms and you would never get close to scratching the wall of legal protections Centrocor has woven around itself. We have a standing army of lawyers just for cases like this, and—”


“Stop,” the Elder said.


Bullam chose to keep going. “The point is, you wouldn’t get anything out of legal action except to bankrupt an already suffering planet. But Centrocor is willing to be generous here, and save both parties a great deal of time and expense. If we can all come out of this friends, well—so much the better. So I’m authorized to give you what you want, in exchange for a simple promise.”


“You want me to prevent my people from filing lawsuits against your poly.” The Elder nodded, slowly. “For a new power plant? I can do that.”
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Lanoe put up his helmet and punched the key that opened his canopy to the void of space. The flowglas parted over him with a rush of escaping air, then melted back into the fuselage until he could climb out of his seat and onto the hull of the recon scout. He swung himself around and then, using handholds welded to the fuselage, made his way back to the observation blister. Within, he could see Valk sitting in the gunner’s seat. At least, he could see Valk’s suit. The helmet was down, and the empty suit had crumpled forward, one arm drifting in the lack of gravity.


That wasn’t good.


Lanoe opened the blister. He braced himself against the fuselage and reached inside with one arm. Valk’s suit flopped away from him as he touched it. Only the crash restraints kept it from floating out of the open blister. Cursing and stretching, Lanoe eventually managed to grab on to the suit’s collar ring. He found the recessed key that manually controlled the helmet and jabbed it with his index finger.


The helmet expanded like a black soap bubble. The polarized helmet was the closest thing Valk had to a face, and when it was up he looked a lot more lifelike. Knowing what to expect, Lanoe pulled his arm back. After a second, the suit jerked and went rigid, and over his suit radio Lanoe could hear Valk gasp and sputter as he came back to life.


“Hellfire,” the big guy whispered. “Lanoe—how long was I out?”


“Just a few minutes. I considered letting you stay down for a while, but I’m afraid we still have work to do.”


“Yeah. Yeah, okay.” Valk sounded like a man who’d been woken from a sound sleep. As if the g forces of their escape from the wormhole maze had knocked him unconscious, and he was just now coming to.


It was more like he was coming back from the dead.


Technically there was no Tannis Valk. There had been a man by that name once, a pilot who had fought for the Establishment, the last great enemies of Lanoe’s Navy. That man had died seventeen years ago, when an antipersonnel round had lit up his fighter’s canopy and burned him alive inside his suit. Somehow he had managed to shoot down two enemy ships and return to base while still on fire. Pilots on both sides of the conflict had whispered stories of the man who refused to die. They’d called him the Blue Devil, a name that had stuck with him ever since. His superiors had recognized a propaganda coup when they saw one, and had made him a hero, a legend. A shining example of the will of the Establishment.


Of course, the truth wasn’t as glamorous. Valk had died instantly when the AP round hit him. Before that he’d programmed his ship for a number of maneuvers and the flight home, and it carried out his instructions posthumously. That story wasn’t likely to inspire the troops, so it was suppressed.


Meanwhile, in an Establishment lab, technicians had worked to recover Tannis Valk’s memories and personality from his roasted skull. They’d fed everything they found into a computer and created an artificial intelligence that could think and talk just like the dead hero.


What they’d done was incredibly illegal. AI was banned across human space—too many lives had been lost to machines that could think clearer and faster than any human. The Establishment had tried to get around this problem by never letting Valk know that he was just a machine. For seventeen years, he’d been an empty suit that thought it was a man. The whole time he’d been in incredible pain, suffering from phantom limb syndrome over his entire body.


It wasn’t until the battle of Niraya that he’d learned the truth. It took an alien machine to show him what he really was.


Since then, Valk had wanted nothing but to die. He was tired of the pain. Tired of being a reflection of a man who’d never asked to be a folktale. Unfortunately, by then he had a head full of information that was too valuable to be lost. Valk knew more about the aliens than anyone living. The same machine that told him what he was had also told him all about the Blue-Blue-White, the only other intelligent species humanity had ever met. That information was far too valuable to lose.


Lanoe had made Valk a deal. If they could just get to the Admiralty—Navy headquarters—and allow his information to be downloaded into the right hands, then he could let go. He could be allowed to die—to be deleted. Freed from the excruciating pain he always felt. Freed from the confusion of learning he wasn’t even a human being.


But only then.


Valk had agreed. The man had agreed anyway. Sometimes the computer, the artificial intelligence, decided to renege on the deal. It would just—cut out. Switch itself off, sometimes at very inopportune moments. Then Lanoe would have to reboot the system and bring Valk back from the peace of death.


He hated himself a little more every time he did it. He knew he would keep doing it, until Valk’s work was done.


“Where are we?” Valk asked, twisting around to look at the void around them. “I don’t recognize any of these stars.”


“Rishi,” Lanoe told him. “It’s not a place an Establishment pilot would ever have seen.” He stretched out his arm and pointed at a shadow rotating in the distance. A cylindrical mass, big enough to block out some of the stars. “It’s a Navy facility, a flight school. They almost blew us out of the sky before I told them who I was. Now we’re just waiting for clearance to land.”


“Navy—”


Lanoe shook his head. He knew what Valk was asking. “Sorry. Yeah, we’re in friendly territory. They don’t have the facilities here, though, to read your memories. At least, I don’t trust them to do it and then keep that information safe. Centrocor’s after us. They might have spies here. I can’t let anybody have your data except the Admirals themselves, and even then there are a couple of them I’m not sure about.”


“So we’re back to square one,” Valk said.


“Not exactly. I know somebody who works here. Somebody who can help us.”


Lanoe had been in the Navy a very long time. He knew a lot of people.
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The meeting with Elder McRae dragged on, as the old woman insisted on reading the entire waiver before she signed. By the time the negotiation was finished, Bullam needed a nap. It was the lack of oxygen, she told herself. Only that. She saw the Elder off the yacht—there weren’t many aircraft on Niraya, so the old woman had to be ferried back to the ground in a sedan chair supported by drones—then retired to her cabin, which she could pressurize. As cool air washed over her face, a drone came forward to mop her brow with a damp cloth while another slipped off her shoes.


She turned on some music and closed her eyes, intending to just get a little sleep before she moved on to the next thing on her agenda. There was so much more to do before she could leave Niraya and go somewhere pleasant. Yet before she’d truly fallen asleep, just as her mind began to quiet down, a warbling chirp came from the cabin’s ceiling.


She opened her eyes. That particular tone meant a call she couldn’t ignore. Not when things were still so delicate.


“Accept,” she said. The light in the cabin dimmed as its windows grew opaque—you never knew who might be watching. Maybe someone who could read lips. When you worked for a poly, spies were everywhere. Bullam should know—since one of her many jobs was to act as Centrocor’s head of counterintelligence.


The voice was modulated and flattened by encryption and distance. Words from a dozen light-years away, passed on through relay stations at the throats of half a dozen wormholes. “I have information on activity three-oh-nine-six.” The voice belonged to one of her underlings—it didn’t matter which. “Two employees have returned and filed reports.”


Two? They’d sent four. Well, casualties had always been a possibility, but—


“The activity is reported as unsuccessful. The object of the activity was last sighted exiting a wormhole at Rishi.”


Bullam did not sit up. She did not curse. There was no point. The message had come from so far away that she could not respond to it in real time—nor could she ask questions. She waited in case the message contained any more information, but it stopped there.


She knew what the cryptic message meant. Aleister Lanoe had escaped them. And now he knew that Centrocor wanted him.


He knew more about the aliens that attacked Niraya than anyone. Far more than Elder McRae, more than the Navy scientists currently studying the wreckage of the alien drones. That knowledge could be extraordinarily valuable.


The discovery of alien life could change everything—it could mean potential new markets, or it could lead to a shakeup of the political equilibrium between Earth and the transplanetary polys, an equilibrium that had never been stable.


The polys controlled every human world outside of Earth’s solar system. The six biggest of the transplanetary corporations fought endless wars among themselves, vying to expand their economic empires. The Navy of Earth stepped in on those wars, fighting with one side against the others, to make sure no one poly ever gained a real advantage over any of the others. By playing the polys against each other, the Navy preserved Earth’s self-determination—but in turn, the Navy could never quite break the polys’ economic stranglehold on the galaxy. It was a stalemate that had lasted for more than a century, with every side plotting constantly to try to get the upper hand.


Now a new player had entered the game.


If the aliens were a serious threat, if they planned on attacking more human worlds, the people living on those planets might well turn to Earth for protection—and away from the polys. Away from Bullam’s employers.


Whatever happened, things were about to change, in major and dramatic ways. Centrocor needed information if it was going to come out on top, or at the very least survive that transition. The best source of that information was Aleister Lanoe.


Bullam had been given an unlimited budget to find him and take him captive. She’d worked very hard putting her plan together, arranging for Lanoe to be ambushed deep in the wormhole network.


According to the message she’d just received, that ambush had failed.


In the quiet she contemplated what that meant. Disaster, potentially. Her job could be in jeopardy. She could lose everything.


Ashlay Bullam had a very good reason why she needed to hold on to her job.


The situation wasn’t apocalyptic quite yet, though. Her people had kept him from reaching the Admiralty. Once he was safely under the protection of the Navy’s top brass, she would never get to him. For now, at least, he was still in play. She could set up a new plan to catch him. But he would be more cautious the second time.


She needed to handle this right away.


“Reply to message,” she said. A drone moved forward through the air, a green light pulsing slowly on the front of its casing. “What assets do we have at Rishi? It’s a Navy system, so probably not much. Give me options. Copy everything we do to Oversight. Make sure every action we’ve taken is logged, and be ready to document the chain of approval. Let Oversight know we have nothing to hide.”


When planning a kidnapping, it was always important to cover one’s ass.
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At the center of the system lay not one star but two, a blue giant and a white dwarf that danced as they orbited one another. Gravity around such a pair was a complicated equation, and as a result no planets had ever formed in the system—instead, a thick band of gas and dust surrounded them, glowing with constant tiny impacts and tidal stresses. Far out, at the very edge of the system, lay Rishi, orbiting it all like a marble rolling along the edge of a plate.


Rishi had originally been built by the DaoLink Gathered Economic Concern, one of the big polys. The orbital had been intended as a monument to DaoLink’s success—when construction began it would have been the largest artificial object in human space. In shape it was a hollow tube a hundred kilometers long and fifty in diameter, built of foamed concrete a kilometer thick. It was open to space at both ends, so spacecraft could—and regularly did—fly through it without stopping. The whole thing spun on its axis, so rapidly that its inner surface possessed half of Earth’s gravity. There was a breathable atmosphere inside, held down by centrifugal force and kept from escaping by a rimwall around either opening half a kilometer tall.


It was a triumph of engineering. Utterly simple in design, yet grandiose in scope, a Bach fugue in stone. It was also, at least for DaoLink, a complete debacle. It had taken nearly a hundred years to finish building Rishi, twice as long as expected. As the years went by and new planets were terraformed and inhabited, few had been discovered near enough to Rishi to make it a hub for travel, as had been originally intended. Instead of being the jewel at the center of DaoLink space, it had been shunted off to a mere backwater.


And then the unimaginable happened. Before construction on Rishi was complete, another poly, ThiessGruppe Limited, built an even larger habitat—a ring nearly a thousand kilometers in circumference. Overnight Rishi’s propaganda value had dropped to nil.


DaoLink never even bothered to move in. For fifty years Rishi lay unoccupied, unused, uninhabitable. In the end, for certain unnamed concessions, the poly turned Rishi over to the Navy for use as a flight school. Millions of people could have lived and worked inside Rishi. Instead it was home to a few hundred cadets and their instructors. As Lanoe worked his jets, matching velocity and rotation with the big cylinder, he could see how empty and shabby its docking berths were, how much of the interior was overrun with lush vegetation. It had the air of a magnificent ruin, a place forgotten by the rest of the universe.


It suited him just fine. If Centrocor was after him, Rishi made a great place to lie low for a while. The habitat was off-limits to the polys and while he knew better than to trust everyone in the Navy, he knew he at least still had some friends there. People he could count on for help.


Lanoe let Valk land the recon scout while he worked the comms board. He needed to talk to Marjoram Candless, who had been a squaddie of his in the very old days, back during the Brushfire that followed the Century War. He’d known her since before he’d got his first command—which made her a very old friend indeed. The last time he’d heard from her she’d taken a position as an instructor at Rishi. If she was still around she would be a useful ally.


Getting hold of her took some work, though. She didn’t answer when he pinged her personal minder, and when he contacted the flight school’s offices he was simply told she was out and unavailable. They would be happy to take a message, but Lanoe didn’t want to leave his name. In the end he had to leave a public message with the local server, which he assumed would be about as effective as posting a written note on a billboard in the school’s cafeteria. He couldn’t put any personal details in that message either, so he simply signed it as “an old friend from the 305th Fighter Wing,” a unit that hadn’t existed for a hundred years.


Surprisingly, it worked. Not ten minutes after he posted the message, a green pearl appeared in the corner of his vision, telling him he had an incoming call. Candless’s face appeared on his main display. Sharp features, sculpted by elastomer treatments. She still had the long, severe nose he remembered, the lips permanently compressed to a prim line. Her hair was pulled back in a severe coil that accentuated her already high forehead. Her hazel eyes were the only part of her face that truly showed her age. Sharp, bright eyes that looked right into you and saw everything you tried to hide. The eyes of someone who’d seen everything life had to offer, and found it vaguely distasteful. She was an old woman now, pushing two hundred. Well, he was even older, himself. Modern medicine meant age didn’t slow people down anymore, and she looked just as vital as ever. She would have changed as much as he had, he supposed, but just seeing her face brought back so many memories he couldn’t help but think she was exactly the same person as she’d been when they’d fought together.


“So it is you,” she said. “Your timing, I’m afraid, is terrible.”


“You look surprised to see me,” he told her.


“As far as I know, you and I are the only people left from the 305th. When I saw that message I thought maybe an old ghost was finally catching up with me.”


Lanoe smiled. “I took a wrong turn somewhere. Thought I’d pop in and catch up on old times, maybe over a drink. You have a minute?”


Candless took a deep breath. “Barely. There’s a guesthouse near the habitat’s meridian line. Let’s meet there. I’ll send you the address. It’s been … what? Five years since we spoke? Ten?” She frowned. “You had to wait until just now.”


“Sorry,” Lanoe said. “You know me. Always zigging when I’m supposed to zag.” He tried to give her a warm smile. Her face didn’t change.


“Can you get there within the hour?” Candless asked.


“If I hurry,” he told her. “Why the rush?”


“Well, I might be getting murdered this afternoon. So our best bet is to do lunch.”
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Bullam looked over a dossier prepared for her by her assistants, scrolling through page after page of text on her personal minder. There was really only one option available. She didn’t like it at all—she preferred more subtle methods—but if she was going to catch Aleister Lanoe then it had to be done soon, and that meant a brute-force approach.


When she’d seen enough she deleted the file, then rolled the minder up and stuck it inside her desk. “New message,” she said. A drone came forward and she looked down into the three lights and the speaker grille it had in lieu of a face.


“Proceed,” she said. That was all she needed to say. Her people would take care of the rest. “Copy to Oversight,” she told the drone. “I’ll head back to headquarters immediately but I won’t be available for … thirty-seven hours.” She shook her head. That was a long time to go without hearing how her plans worked out. Not for the first time she wished there was a faster way to move from star to star. “By the time I arrive I want to hear that we were successful. If not, heads are going to roll.”


Including, most likely, her own.


She bit her lip for a moment. Wondered if she should say anything more. If only there were a better way—but there wasn’t. There were no official Centrocor employees on Rishi, not even a proper spy. There were always ways to get to people, of course, but some were more morally repugnant than others. This one was pretty bad.


One of the drone’s lights pulsed slowly. A gentle reminder that it was still recording.


“Send,” she said. The drone’s light went solid again and it drifted away from her like a footman dismissed by his master.


She stepped through into the yacht’s bridge, a cramped space full of controls and displays that she had never bothered to learn to use. The yacht’s computer was perfectly capable of steering the ship on its own. Time to head home. The planet of her birth—and Centrocor’s central offices. “Take me to Irkalla,” she said.


Behind her, flowglas seeped from the wooden railing of the exposed deck, spreading upward to form an airtight dome. The yacht took on the appearance of an iridescent beetle with its wing cases tightly shut. The engines warmed up with a subdued roar, and then the ship lifted up through Niraya’s atmosphere on a pillar of invisible ions.


Bullam headed back to the cabin. Time for another nap, she thought. She tried to convince herself she was tired only because morally questionable decisions always took the wind out of her sails. This time, she wasn’t as successful. She knew exactly why she felt so exhausted.


Her disease was back. Already she could feel her joints swelling. She could feel the pressure building up in her neck and the base of her skull. She dimmed the lights in the cabin, curled up on her bed in a fetal ball, her inertial sink gently holding her down against the mattress. It looked like she was in for a bad spell, maybe the worst one yet.




Chapter Four


Most of the interior of Rishi had been overrun by a jungle of thick trees and shrubs. The Navy used so little of the interior space it just wasn’t worth clearing out. Along the meridian line, however, the region equidistant from the two open ends of the cylinder, there ran a length of parkland where the otherwise overwhelming vegetation had been cut down to a manicured lawn. It was necessary to have access to this region because that was where the habitat kept its weather control turbines, and without constant maintenance those machines would break down and leave the place uninhabitable.


The turbines were noisy, though, and dangerous, so this park was rarely used. Because of this seclusion—and perhaps because said turbines made an excellent method of disposing of unwanted bodies—the sward had become popular with Naval officers fighting duels.


In the century since Rishi graduated its first class of cadets, the Navy’s strict orders against dueling had been relaxed. They weren’t the clandestine affairs of prior generations, back when the Navy needed pilots so badly that anyone who even witnessed a duel could face public flogging. These days audiences—family members, well-wishers, enthusiasts—frequently gathered when a duel was to be fought, and so a small guesthouse and a pleasant café had been opened on the meridian park. The turbine noise had not abated in the meantime, but the possibility of free entertainment drew a modest commerce.


The guesthouse provided pistols and sabers for rental, as well as a variety of more exotic weaponry, including whips and nets (for nonfatal duels, fought when the Navy considered both parties non-expendable). Videos of famous duels played on loops in the common room, and a variety of souvenirs—the pistol that took the life of Admiral Hu, the white handkerchief that was never dropped during the Duel of the Famous Lovers—were mounted on the walls. A doctor was always on call, and a quartet of drones were kept on standby to carry a wounded person quickly to the nearest hospital, seven kilometers away.


That day the guesthouse was doing a brisk business, judging at least by the throng crowding its front rooms. Lanoe and Valk shouldered their way through a variety of people, most in dress uniforms or fancy civilian clothes. They were supposed to meet Candless in the little café attached to the guesthouse, but were having trouble finding it. “Go ask the girl at the desk,” Lanoe told Valk. Being two and a half meters tall meant people tended to get out of your way. But as Valk started pushing his way through the crowd, Lanoe was shoved backward, nearly out the door.


“Excuse me,” someone said, ducking under his arm. He twisted around to see a flash of red hair atop a skinny woman in a thinsuit. He smiled and wanted to laugh. She must not have recognized him.


“Zhang,” he said. It was Zhang, just as he’d last seen her. Red hair and—


No. Wait.


The woman turned and gave him a questioning look. She had a broad, amiable-looking face covered in freckles, and bright blue eyes. She was maybe twenty years old, if that. It wasn’t Zhang. Of course it wasn’t. He’d seen the red hair and something in him, something subconscious, had reacted.


He forced himself to smile in apology. Even if he wanted to smack himself in the leg for such a dumb mistake. “Sorry,” he said. “Thought you were somebody else.”


The last time he’d seen Zhang, her hair had been that color. She hadn’t been born with it. She’d swapped bodies with somebody who … she …


Zhang. Zhang was—


Zhang was dead. Some part of him must be refusing to accept that. He knew grief could hit people in funny ways, but this was—it wasn’t good.


“I hope you find her,” the young woman said, then disappeared into the crowd.


“Lanoe?” Valk said. “This way.”


“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah.”


“You okay?” Valk asked, touching his arm. “You look a little pale.”


Lanoe let out a little laugh, more a release of tension than anything else. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “I’m fine.”


Valk nodded, but for a second he just stood there, like he expected something more.


Lanoe hardened his mouth. Stared straight ahead. Eventually Valk got the point.


He followed the big pilot out a back door and into the open air café. Candless was there waiting for them. She’d already ordered tea and a series of small plates. She rose and shook his hand, then nodded at Valk when he introduced himself.


“Honestly,” Lanoe said, once they’d all sat down, “I’m surprised you were willing to meet up at all. Aren’t you a little busy right now?”


“You mean with my duel? Really,” Candless said, “all the preparations are complete. I suppose I could be putting my affairs in order. I always find that so trying, though.”


Valk laughed. “You didn’t tell me she was funny, Lanoe,” he said. “This is a cute place, huh?”


“It’s disgusting,” Lanoe said.


“Is it, now?” Candless asked. “Are you referring to the food, or the concept of dueling in the abstract?”


“People making money off ritualized murder,” Lanoe said, glaring at the guesthouse’s proprietor, who stood at the entrance to the café trying to find tables for the influx of guests.


“People like us are always trying to kill each other over something or other,” Valk said, sipping at a glass of perfumed tea. “Might as well dress it up with a lot of pompous traditions. Dueling’s practically a sport,” Valk said.


“Young man,” Candless said, “don’t be flippant. Lives are at risk here. Mine, to be specific. The least you could do would be to show some respect.”


The big pilot set his teacup down very carefully. “Uh. Sorry,” he said.


She continued to stare at him until he sat up straighter in his chair.


“What’s this duel even about?” Lanoe asked. “How did you get yourself into this mess?”


“Oh, it’s really very simple,” Candless told him. “The other fellow—Cadet Bury—is one of my students. The other day I happened to tell him he flew like a duck with one broken wing.”


Lanoe felt his weathered face cracking in a genuine smile. “My flight instructor—this was a long time ago, but I remember it pretty well—told me I should try shooting my squadmates rather than the enemy, since I could never seem to hit what I aimed at. I wanted to slug him in the jaw. I never actually did it, though.”


“The job of a teacher—and I’ve been doing it quite a while now, so I ought to know—is to encourage one’s students to perform to their best. Sometimes that means praising them, or making helpful suggestions. Sometimes, as in this case, it means kicking them in the pants. I’ve used the same technique with hundreds of students. There were a few tense moments but this is the first time one of them offered to butcher me.”


“And this cadet, Bury—does he actually fly like a duck with a broken wing?”


“Oh, no, he’s very talented,” Candless said. “He could be brilliant, if he ever learns to control his temper.”


“You know, if you just explained to him why you insulted him—perhaps asked his forgiveness—he’d probably back down. Almost everyone does,” Lanoe told her. “Of all the duels I’ve seen, the only ones that actually went as far as the shooting part were because neither party had the brains to stop and think it through for five seconds.”


“No doubt,” Candless said.


Lanoe leaned forward across the table. “You’ve got the brains. But you insist on going through with this.”


“Yes,” Candless said. “Another part of being a teacher, of course, is projecting confidence. Students won’t pay attention to a teacher who appears not to know her subject. And if I’m going to teach my cadets to be honorable, I need to project honor myself, at all times.”


Lanoe watched her carefully, as if he expected her to say something more. She did not.


“I wonder,” she said instead, “if one of you would do me a favor. I find myself without a second.”


Lanoe raised an eyebrow.


“I’m in a rather unfortunate position, you see. The duel can’t go forward unless I have a second, yet none of my fellow teachers will do it. They seem to think that condoning this sort of behavior might lead to cadets challenging them whenever they give out poor marks. Especially if young Bury actually kills me.”


Lanoe shook his head and looked away.


“I know it’s an odd request. But we don’t often get visitors passing through Rishi. Your being here is a stroke of luck. It’s not a tough job. You check the weapons—”


“I’ve been to my share of duels,” Lanoe said. “When you get to my age there are very few things you haven’t done before. But I have to say no.” He glanced over at Valk for a moment, trying to decide how much he should tell her. “I’m trying to keep a low profile here, actually, and—”


“Someone attacked us on the way here,” Valk said, leaning back in his chair. “We think they might try again.”


Lanoe glared at the big pilot.


“What?” Valk asked. He turned toward Candless. “You’re an old friend of his, right? And anyway, it’s why we wanted to talk to you. We were hoping you could help us. You see—”


Lanoe jumped in before Valk could say anything more. “Obviously, all that is going to have to wait. You need a second, and I can’t do it. But maybe Valk can.”


Valk set down his teacup, very carefully.


“Me?” Valk said. “But—”


“He’ll be great,” Lanoe said.


“But—low profile—”


Lanoe slapped Valk on the back. “Centrocor was after me. Not you. Officially, you’re still dead.”


Candless pursed her lips. “I expect you to perform your duties in a manner that brings honor on us both,” she said.


“I—but.” Valk lifted his hands and then let them drop again. “Yes, ma’am,” he said.
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“Give me a caff,” Bury said.


Ginger opened her little enameled tin and took out a white tab. “This is kind of against the rules,” she said. The look on his face must have conveyed his feelings on that, because she handed it over. “Are you sure that—”


He could feel his cheeks burning. He knew what she was going to say. She’d said it three times already. Was he sure he wanted to go through with this?


What choice did he have?


The two of them were in a quiet room at the guesthouse, upstairs away from the vultures who had gathered downstairs. People always flocked to the smell of blood. Bury knew that all too well.


He’d spent far too much of his life proving to people that he shouldn’t be trifled with. From birth, he thought. From his earliest memories, at least, people had treated him like a joke. Like a fool. Well, he was nineteen now. Old enough to start making a name for himself. To prove to everyone that he was something. Someone.


There were two chairs in the room, one for the duelist, one for the second. There was a clock on the wall. Nothing else. No displays, no distractions.


He put the tab on his tongue and felt it fizz its way into his bloodstream. The skin of his head felt like it was shrinking, tightening. He felt focused. He felt ready. He checked the clock.


Five minutes.


“There’s a chance …” Ginger said. Nothing more. Half a thought.


Bury had always hated it when people wouldn’t just say things. “There’s a chance she’ll kill me. I know. I’ve seen her fight. In the simulator, out in the practice space.” He shook his head. “She’s really good. Really, really good at shooting.”


Ginger nodded.


“I know that! But I have to go through with this. If you don’t stand up for yourself, if you don’t call out the cowards in this world—”


“Candless isn’t a coward,” Ginger said.


He whirled around to stare at her. “I didn’t—I didn’t say that. Or if I did, I didn’t mean it. Just—just stop asking me questions. Okay? I have to be here. I have to do this.” Even if it meant killing a woman he respected. Sometimes life wasn’t fair.


“Is it time?” he asked. “Can we go down now?”


“I don’t see why not,” Ginger told him. She stood up and gathered the weapons in their velvet-lined boxes. Checked them one last time. “They’re good.”




Chapter Five


Lanoe touched the recessed stud underneath his collar ring and his helmet flowed up over his head. He blinked at a display that hovered near his chin and the flowglas polarized, turning the same shiny black as Valk’s helmet. They must look like twins, he thought—except that Valk was half a meter taller.


“Is this all right?” he asked Candless. “Both of us like this?”


“It’s fine,” she replied. “Everyone will assume that you’re staff officers from the school and you’re hiding your faces because you can’t be publicly associated with the duel.” She turned to Valk. “Are you ready?”


“If I were you,” Valk told her, “I’d be more worried about myself. I mean, if you were me, you’d be wondering why—ah, hell.” The big pilot was visibly shaking. “I’m fine,” he insisted. “But you—you’re way too calm right now. Your pulse isn’t even elevated. Aren’t you afraid he might shoot you?”


If she wondered how Valk was able to measure her heartbeat, she didn’t say so. “I am a pilot in the Naval Expeditionary Force. It is my job to fly into danger on a moment’s notice, and, if necessary, to lay down my life. If I was afraid every time I faced death I’d spend my whole life sobbing and asking for my mother.”


“That’s some impressive bravado,” Lanoe told her.


“From you, Commander, I’ll choose to take that as a compliment.” Candless nodded. “Very good. Let’s go.” The three of them got up from their seats in the café and headed across the stretch of grass. The dueling ground wasn’t far, just on the other side of one of the weather control turbines. As they passed by the giant fan its subsonic hum made Lanoe’s teeth vibrate. The noise kept them from speaking again until they’d reached the appointed spot. There was no mark on the ground, no special facilities for the spectators who gathered in a loose circle around the strip of grass. There were no markers to indicate where famous duelists had fallen.


Candless’s opponent was waiting for them. He wore a cadet’s dress suit, so only his head was visible. At first Lanoe thought he had shaved off all his hair. Then he saw the telltale way the light reflected off his smooth skin.


“Oh,” Valk said, so quietly only Lanoe and Candless could hear him over the noise of the turbine. “He’s a Hellion. Suddenly this makes more sense.”


There was almost no water at all on the planet Hel—definitely not enough to support human life. The population had adapted to conditions by having their skin polymerized, their pores and sweat glands and some of their mucous membranes filled in with a bio-inert plastic. It kept them from losing their body moisture to the dry air. It also meant they never grew any hair and they shone under any kind of bright light. Humans being what humans were, Hellions faced a certain stigma for this when they left their homeworld.


“I’ve never met a Hellion that didn’t have a chip on his shoulder,” Valk said.


“Drawing conclusions based on ethnic stereotypes is a wonderful way to underestimate one’s opponent,” Candless said. “You would be wise to remember that.”


Valk ducked his head—or rather his helmet. Lanoe fought back the urge to grin. As long as Valk took the brunt of Candless’s sharp tongue, he could avoid it himself.


“Hellions are born survivors,” Candless went on, perhaps a bit less harshly now. “Bury is one of the tougher fellows I’ve ever met. If a tad stupid.”


The boy’s second was a young woman with red hair and a spray of freckles covering most of her face. She looked familiar—and then with a shock Lanoe realized she was the girl he’d approached in the guesthouse. The one he thought was Zhang.


Getting a better look at her now, he couldn’t see much of a resemblance. Zhang, in the body she’d inhabited when she died, had a small, foxlike face. More important, her eyes had been replaced with metal sensors—her body having been born without optic nerves.


This girl—a cadet, like Bury—had an open, round face with soft features and very clear, very bright eyes that would have looked sympathetic if, at that moment, they didn’t look so terrified. “Another of yours?” Lanoe asked, pointing her out.


“Ginger. She has a real name but nobody ever uses it. She’s already washed out of the pilot program, though it hasn’t been made official,” Candless said.


“Some people were never meant to fly,” Lanoe said.


“Oh, she’s a fair hand at actual flying. It’s the shooting she can’t handle. She has the worst quality a fighter pilot can have—she wants everyone to like her. No good in a confrontation—or a fight. I imagine, given the chance, she’ll make a decent staff officer.”


Lanoe frowned. He couldn’t tell if she meant that to sound insulting or not. Fighter pilots had very little respect, typically, for the staff officers who oversaw the vast bureaucracy of the Navy. Everyone knew the Navy couldn’t exist without the staff officers pushing files around on their minders, but the fact they never actually put themselves in harm’s way meant that pilots would never accept them as their own.


Candless’s face pinched together in a pursed frown, as if she’d just smelled something repugnant. “Ginger’s a terrible choice for a second. If someone dies here today, she’ll be traumatized for life.”


“I’d rather that than be the one who gets to bleed out on the grass,” Lanoe pointed out.


“Maybe,” Candless said. “Lanoe, you can’t come any closer with us—I’m only allowed one second on the actual field of honor. Perhaps you’d like to go watch. With the spectators.”


“Sure,” Lanoe said. He shook her hand for luck and trotted over to where the onlookers waited. There were a lot of them, but there was plenty of room and they shifted aside to let him in.


“Should be a good one today,” a woman in a thinsuit said, leaning in from his left to whisper to him. “It’s always interesting when they’re so mismatched.”


On his right was a civilian in a silk jacket. “I hope it isn’t the boy. You hate to see children die.”


Lanoe kept his mouth shut. Low profile, he told himself.
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The weapons were checked. Ginger made a big show of working the action on Bury’s pistol, taking out the single cylindrical round and holding it up to the light before putting it back. Then she handed the two carved boxes over to the giant with the polarized helmet.


The big second gave the guns a quick examination. “They look fine,” he said.


Bury kept his eyes on Instructor Candless’s face. She looked back at him with that infuriating expression she always wore, the bland but stern countenance that never seemed impressed with anything.


The rules of the combat forbade the duelists from speaking to each other at this point. That was fine. If Candless had said one word he probably would have grabbed one of the pistols and shot her where she stood. Anger had always been Bury’s best friend. This was one of those rare occasions when he needed to keep it in check.


“The rules are simple,” Ginger announced. “You will stand back to back on the field. You will take ten paces and then—”


“I think everybody knows what happens then,” the giant said. “Shall we?”


Ginger’s face flushed as red as her hair. She ran off to one side, the giant going to stand next to her.


Bury gave Candless one last glare, putting all the hate into it that he could muster. Then he turned his back on her.


“One,” Ginger called. He took a step.


“Two.” He felt the muscles in his back squirm.


“Three.” He could feel it, almost. The way the bullet would tear through his flesh.


“Four.”


“Five.” He dry-swallowed.


“Six.”


“Seven.”


“Eight.” He was almost there.


“Nine.” In his head he saw himself turning, raising his weapon.


“Ten!” Ginger called. Bury felt like his heart had stopped beating.


“You may turn and fire when ready,” the giant said.


Bury swung around, the pistol in his hand already moving, lifting—he wouldn’t get a lot of time to aim, so he jerked his hand upward, he had to fire high to counter the effects of Rishi’s spin, and—


Candless’s arm stood out from her body just a little. Her weapon pointed at the ground.


She pulled her trigger. There was a roar and a puff of smoke. The bullet tore a little crater in the soil by her foot, blackening a few blades of grass.


Then she just stood there. Watching him. With one arched eyebrow.
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The crowd of spectators didn’t know what to make of it. They were supposed to remain quiet until the shooting was done, but they couldn’t help themselves. “What’s going on?” someone demanded. “Why did she do that?”


“What does it mean?”


Out on the field, Bury lifted his pistol and aimed it. Lanoe could see the boy’s hand shake, see his face contort with anger, with frustration. With confusion. Bury let out a kind of gasping shriek, then extended his arm and pointed his weapon right at Candless’s face. His eyes stood out from his head as a paroxysm of rage swept through his body.


His knuckles turned white as he squeezed the pistol’s grip.


And then—it was over. The blood drained from Bury’s face and his arm fell slack at his side. His weapon remained unfired. It dropped from his hand and fell into the grass. “I vacate my challenge!” he shouted.


“What does it mean?” someone asked. “What do the rules say about this?” Everyone seemed to be asking the same question. “She gave him every opportunity. Why didn’t he fire?”


Lanoe had the answer.


“Because she already won,” he said.




Chapter Six


Explain this to me one more time,” Valk said. He was deeply confused.


Lanoe smiled. The three of them had retired to a room at the guesthouse where they could get away from the disappointed crowd. Perhaps in spite of the lackluster ending of the duel, perhaps because they needed some kind of resolution, the spectators had swarmed Candless as she walked away from the field. Some of them wanted her autograph. Others wanted to ask her why she’d fired into the ground. More than one of them had demanded a rematch.


It seemed they’d all missed the point. So at least Valk wasn’t alone.


Lanoe glanced over at Candless, but she shook her head. It seemed she was perfectly willing to let him explain.


“The duel was a matter of honor, right?”


Valk shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what they’re all about.”


“Sure. But here’s the thing. There are all kinds of rules about honor, and some of them contradict each other. Honor required Candless to accept Bury’s challenge, but if she actually shot one of her students, that would be a dishonorable act. She has a responsibility for his safety. So she couldn’t shoot him, and she couldn’t not shoot.”


“Okay,” Valk said.


“But if she fired at him and missed, she would have looked like a fool—and even worse, a bad shot. So her only option was to fire into the ground.”


“That sounds like losing to me,” Valk said.


Lanoe laughed. “No. It just shifted the burden on to Bury. Forced him to make the choice. If he shot her he would be less honorable than she had just proved herself to be. Shooting someone who has just disarmed herself is kind of the definition of dishonor. It would have been even worse if he missed—it would mean he had no honor, and he was incompetent, as well. So he had no options left, either.”


“He could have just shot into the ground, too,” Valk pointed out.


Lanoe leaned forward in his chair. “Ah, but there, you see—if he did that he would just be copying her. He would be a student repeating the actions of his teacher. Which would be admitting she was right all along, and she had every right to insult him. By forfeiting the duel, he acknowledged that he was wrong to issue the challenge in the first place, but that’s all. So he saved some face, though not very much. She put him in a situation where that was the best outcome he could possibly achieve. Not a complete loss, but nowhere near winning.”


Valk put one massive hand against his helmet, the closest thing he could do to rubbing his forehead. “It sounds more like a game of chess than a gunfight.”


“That, of course, was the whole point,” Candless said.


Both of them turned to look at her. She hadn’t spoken since leaving the field of honor. She’d barely glanced at either of them.


“The point young Bury needed to learn,” she said. “He’s studying to become a fighter pilot. He needed to understand that war isn’t about how much you hate the enemy, or how righteous your cause is. It’s about applying the exactly correct force against the obstacle in front of you.”


Lanoe nodded happily. “If more admirals understood that—”


“If they all understood that,” Candless said, “we wouldn’t have to have wars at all. And then we would all have to find something else to do with ourselves, wouldn’t we?”


Lanoe got up and went over and shook her hand. “I’m glad it worked out. I’m damned glad you didn’t just get yourself killed.”


“I’m actually quite proud of young Bury. He saw the problem—and the solution—right away,” Candless said. “I knew he had promise.”


“Wait,” Valk said. Because he’d just seen the checkmate—and why they played the game at all.


“Wait,” he said again.


Candless and Lanoe turned to look at him.


“That’s why you went through with this whole thing?” Valk asked. “To bring out his potential? You risked your life to teach somebody a lesson?”


Candless blinked, but her expression didn’t change. “I’m a flight instructor. That’s my job description.”


She rose from the table and took a deep breath. For a moment she just stood there, looking a bit pale. Then she began to sway.


“Are you okay?” Lanoe asked.


“If you two will excuse me for a moment,” she said, “I think I might have to go be sick. I’ll be back shortly.”


She left the room as if she were in no hurry at all.


Valk shook his head when the door closed behind her. “She’s one of your old squadmates,” he said. “A—a friend of yours, you said.”


“One of the better pilots I ever flew with,” Lanoe agreed.


“Is that why you put up with her? With the way she looks at you? You know, like you forgot to check your armpits this morning, and she forgives you, but she still wants you to know she noticed?”


Lanoe shrugged. “She wasn’t as … well, she wasn’t as intense back then. But she was always this smart. Let me ask you a question. A woman like that—would you prefer to have her on your side, or to be fighting against her?”
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Candless returned, patting at her lips with a napkin. “So, now that my squalid little drama is over,” she said, sitting down on the guest-room’s bed, “we have time to talk about your troubles.”


Lanoe glanced over at Valk, half-expecting the big pilot to blurt everything out. Then he considered it, and decided he might as well do the blurting himself. Candless was an old friend—he was pretty sure he could trust her. “It’s about a planet called Niraya,” he said.


“I believe I’ve heard of it,” Candless said.


Lanoe frowned. “You have,” he said, carefully.


“I may have been busy recently, with a full course load and the occasional duel, but I do try to keep up on current events.” She sighed. “It’s been on every newsfeed for weeks now. Some sort of battle there, between Rear Admiral Wallys and … some sort of fleet of armed drones, was it?”


“Sure,” Lanoe said. “It’s a little more nuanced than that, though.”


“These things always are,” Candless replied. “The stories I read had that particular clipped style that always indicates they’ve been heavily censored. Though I have to say, I haven’t seen the Navy be so tight-lipped about a fight since the end of the Establishment Crisis. I take it something rather serious happened there.”


Lanoe nodded.


“Perhaps, then,” Candless told him, “you should tell me about this Niraya.”


“It’s a religious retreat that’s only about half-terraformed. Nobody had heard of it before, because nothing ever happened there. It’s going down in the history books now, though, as the first place we made contact with an alien species. Alien drones, to be specific. An entire fleet of them, and they weren’t friendly.”


Candless didn’t laugh. Her eyes, perhaps, narrowed a bit. “Aliens,” she said, with the same tone she might have used if she’d caught one of her students watching videos when they should have been paying attention in class. “I take it you’re serious?”


“Afraid so.” He understood her incredulity. For hundreds of years humanity had spread out across the stars. They had looked everywhere for other intelligent alien species, across thousands of planets. They’d never found anything brighter than an insect. For generations scientists and philosophers had debated why that was so. Now Lanoe knew the answer.


It had been a terrible, stupid mistake, played out on a cosmic scale.


The aliens that attacked Niraya had never intended to kill anyone. They’d sent out a fleet of robotic ships to prepare new planets for them, to make them over into places where the aliens could live. The fleet had even been given instructions to make contact with any intelligent species it happened across during its mission.


Unfortunately, the fleet’s alien masters hadn’t considered that intelligent life might not look exactly like they did. They had evolved on a gas giant world, and they looked like twenty-five-meter-wide jellyfish. The fleet had discovered countless species of life but, unable to communicate with them, unable to understand even what they were, it had instead identified them as vermin. Vermin that might interfere with its terraforming mission.


Vermin that needed to be eradicated.


The aliens had written some incomplete code, that was all. They had failed to make their terraforming fleet smart enough. As a result, every intelligent species their drones had encountered in the galaxy had been wiped out. Humanity had been next on the list.


“They tried to kill every living thing on Niraya,” Lanoe said. “We made sure that didn’t happen. We also found out there are other fleets out there. A lot of them. They move slow—these aliens never figured out how to use wormholes, so when they spread from star to star they have to take the long way round. That’s probably the only reason we didn’t meet them until now.”


“But it won’t be the last time,” Valk said. “They’ll find other human planets, and try to kill the people there, too. Unless somebody stops them.”


Candless inhaled sharply. “That’s what the two of you are trying to do, obviously—stop them. I suppose I approve. What’s your next step?”


“We were headed for the Admiralty. We have information we need to get to the Admirals as soon as possible. If we’re going to take the fight to these aliens, we can’t do it alone. We need help from Earth. The aliens live closer to the center of the galaxy—ten thousand light-years from here.”


“That’s rather a long way to go. Even for a noble cause. Why head there in person? Why not just send them a message?”


“I’m afraid it isn’t that simple.”


Candless pursed her lips. “Lanoe, with you nothing ever is. Tell me why.”


There had been a time when Lanoe trusted his superiors implicitly. Admirals gave him orders and he followed them to the letter. There’d been a time when he truly believed that Earth and its Navy were on the right course, that the stewardship of all humanity depended on the triple-headed eagle.


Then he’d lived too long. Seen too much of history.


“You know as well as I do that half the Navy is in the pocket of one poly or another. If I just turn the information I have over to the Navy, if it gets to the wrong person first, it might just disappear. The polys own half of the admirals, and could probably buy the rest of them tomorrow if they needed to. Polys have deep pockets. So I have to keep this mission discreet. Even an encrypted message could be intercepted, decoded. If I can get to the Admiralty unobserved, well, there are still a few people there I think I can trust. People who I know will take this information seriously, who will actually do something with it.”


Candless frowned. “I will … concede that some of your paranoia is justified. The Admiralty isn’t the incorruptible cadre it used to be. Very well, then—I have a solution. Give me the information and I’ll take it to whomsoever you choose. I’m just an instructor from a far-flung flight school. No one has any reason to suspect me.”


It wasn’t a bad idea. There was one flaw in it, though. Lanoe didn’t want to have to explain to her that the information was locked up inside Valk’s head. That might mean explaining what Valk was, and he couldn’t do that.


“This is too important,” he told Candless. “Somebody—someone very close to me died so we could get this. If her death is going to mean anything, I need to personally hand this over to an admiral I can trust. After that it’s out of my hands. But until then, it’s my responsibility. Mine, personally.”


Candless got up and grabbed her gloves. “Very well. But you came to me for help, so I assume you trust me a little. What do you want from me?”


“I just need an escort, that’s all. Someone to fly with us, and watch our backs until we can get to the Admiralty safely. Will you do it?”


“Yes, yes, of course I will,” Candless said, as if he’d asked to borrow a piece of razor paper. Well, they had been squaddies, once. Watching each other’s backs was ingrained pretty deeply in their relationship. “The fighter I use for training exercises will do, I think. It’s fully armed and I can have it fueled up right away. Just one difficulty. I’ll need to let my people know that I’m leaving for a few days.”


“Is that necessary?” Lanoe asked.


“I’m a teacher, Lanoe. I live by a schedule. I have classes all day tomorrow, and an exam to give the day after that. I can’t just disappear—someone will have to substitute for me. Don’t worry. I don’t need to tell anyone where I’m going. I’ll just say I need to take some personal days. Once that’s cleared up, we can leave immediately.”


Lanoe looked over at Valk, but he already knew. That would suit the giant pilot just fine. The sooner they delivered the information, the sooner Valk was allowed to die.


Candless moved toward the door, and Lanoe and Valk rose to follow. Before she left the room, though, she turned back to look at him.


“You were talking about Bettina Zhang, weren’t you? The woman who died so you could have this information.”


Lanoe frowned. “You never met her,” he said, in a quiet voice.


“No,” Candless said, “but I felt like I did. Back when you and I were still in touch, you used to talk about her all the time. You said—you told me you were going to marry her. I take it that didn’t—”


“It didn’t happen,” Lanoe said.


His face must have given something away, no matter how he tried to control it.


“I know that look,” Candless said. “Lanoe—I’m so sorry.”


Lanoe pushed past her to the door.


“Sure,” he said.
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The road from the field of honor to Rishi’s administrative center was overgrown with lush vegetation. Spindly trees like green fingers locked together overhead, forming a constant tunnel of flickering, shimmering light. The road surface was crisscrossed by roots and creepers. As they drew closer to the barracks Valk saw teams of cadets out on brush-clearing duty, hacking away at the encroaching herbage with machetes, in some places holding it back with flamethrowers.


“Couldn’t you just have drones do this?” Valk asked. “They could spray defoliant from overhead, or something. Probably be more efficient.”


“That would mean denying the cadets a chance to get some physical exercise,” Candless told them. “Good for both body and mind. And it makes an excellent punishment detail. I imagine Cadet Bury will be cutting vines for the rest of his time here.” She drove them in a tiny electric cart, with Valk riding backward on a padded seat mounted over the wheels. He had to keep his knees up so his feet didn’t drag in the road.


The administration building sat at the center of a modest campus of barracks and classroom buildings. It looked less like a university quadrangle and more like a step pyramid lost in some ancient rain forest. The building itself and a small parade yard out front had been kept clear of the ever-encroaching jungle, but it was clearly a constant struggle. Valk saw maintenance crews scouring its stone walls, scrubbing it with a liquid that smoked and glistened on the marble. Other crews were hard at work washing its many windows and polishing the triple-headed eagle mounted above its main entrance. Officers in immaculate dress suits barked orders at the work crews through megaphones.


It made Valk want to curl up under a rock somewhere. It was all just too … clean.


“I’m not sure I see how window washing prepares you to be a good pilot,” he said, keeping his voice low. He didn’t want any of those officers shouting orders at him.


“The idea is to teach the cadets Navy discipline and professionalism,” Candless told him. “So they’ll take their work seriously. We can’t exactly let them see what being a pilot is really like.”


“Mostly drinking and the smell of unwashed suits, if I remember right,” Valk told her.


Candless surprised him by chuckling at his joke. He’d expected a nasty stare.


“I haven’t completely forgotten, myself,” she said. He thought maybe the expression on her face could be described as “wistful.” If one were feeling charitable.


She parked the cart and the three of them headed up to the building on foot. As they passed by the officers one of them stared at Valk and craned her neck around to watch him go by. At first he thought she was just reacting to his height—he got that a lot. Then he saw where she was looking. At his cryptab, a little gray rectangle on the front of his suit that contained his service record and vital statistics. Naval personnel could ping it just by looking at it, and see everything contained there. She must have noticed he wasn’t Naval personnel—or maybe she even recognized his name. The legend of Tannis Valk, the Blue Devil, hadn’t quite left the public consciousness.


He reached up and put his hand over the cryptab, which was the exact wrong thing to do—it made him look like he had something to hide.


So much for maintaining a low profile here.


If she recognized his name, that could lead to all kinds of questions he wasn’t prepared to answer.


This wasn’t exactly his element. He’d never been trained by the Navy—in fact, he’d originally been recruited to kill these people. He’d fought for the Establishment, a political movement that had sought the right of people to colonize planets without charters that locked them into working with the polys. It had been a grand dream, he’d thought at the time. A fight for freedom and self-determination. Of course it ended in flames—literally, for him. Nowadays Establishmentarians were considered little more than terrorists.


The sooner they got out of Rishi, the better, he thought. Yet before they were halfway up the steps it was clear they weren’t out of the woods yet. Candless stopped and held out an arm to signal them to do likewise. “Damnation,” she said. “The last fellow I want to see right now.”


Valk looked up and saw two cadets standing in front of the main doors of the building. He recognized them as the Hellion and his second. Both of them were looking at Candless as if they expected her to charge at them with weapons blasting.


“What do they want?” Lanoe whispered. “Never mind—just get rid of them.”


Candless sighed and took another step up toward the building. “Cadets,” she called out. “I’ve canceled my office hours. I’ve already had rather a hectic day.”


“Sorry, Instructor,” the redhead said—Ginger, she was called, if Valk remembered correctly. “I’m sure you’re busy—”


“Yes, I am,” Candless replied.


“I promise we’ll just take a minute of your time. It’s—it’s important,” Ginger said. “Bury has something he needs to say to you.”


“If you’re going to challenge me to another duel,” Candless told the boy, “maybe you’d be kind enough to give me twenty-four hours of peace, first?”


“No, Instructor,” Bury replied. “I just—I need to—” His mouth kept twitching. Like he was trying to bite any words that might come out of it. The boy didn’t actually squirm but it was clear he was having trouble with this.


He’s trying to apologize, Valk thought. He’s trying to say So sorry for trying to murder you, can we still be friends? He had to admire the kid’s courage in coming this far anyway.


Lanoe cleared his throat. “Whatever you have to say, send it to her address. The instructor told you she was busy.” He headed up the steps, clearly ready to knock these two over if they didn’t get out of the way.


“Hold on,” Candless told him. “Cadet Bury?”


The boy’s left eye began to twitch. He took a very deep, drawn-out breath, and then opened his mouth to finally speak. “I—”


“I’m so sorry!”


The words didn’t come from the boy. Someone else had said that. Valk whirled around to see who it was.


Another cadet, looking even younger than Bury and Ginger, if that was possible. She had cropped black hair and her eyes were irritated and puffy, as if she’d been weeping.


She was holding a big particle pistol, and pointing it right at Lanoe’s face.
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There was a good deal of screaming and the sound of pounding feet as people ran for safety. Lanoe ignored all the noise.


He was focused on the gun in the girl’s hand. It was a bulbous, ugly thing with a narrow barrel. If she squeezed the trigger, she could cut him in half with that thing.


“I’m sorry,” she said again. Her hands were trembling. Enough that she might let off a shot without even meaning to. Then it wouldn’t matter whether she was sorry or not.


In his head Lanoe imagined a scenario where he leapt forward and grabbed the weapon from her. Most likely that scenario would end with her firing before he could close the distance between them.


“Cadet Marris,” Candless said, from just behind his shoulder. “I am not completely sure you know what you’re doing.”


“Go away!” the girl shouted. “All of you, all except—except him.” She nodded at Lanoe. “If he tries to run, I swear I’ll do it! I’ll blow him to hell!”


“I’m not going anywhere,” Candless said. She moved forward to get closer to the girl. Smart, Lanoe thought. If she could just get close enough—


But then Candless stopped and lifted her hands, to show they were empty. “I’m going to stand right here, where you can see me. And we’re going to talk about this.”


“It’s not about you, Instructor,” Marris said. “It’s him. I have a ship waiting. I’m supposed to take him … somewhere. It doesn’t matter where.”


Lanoe breathed in through his nose. It was important in situations like this to remember to breathe. He couldn’t remember who’d told him that—maybe his own flight instructor, back in the day.


“Okay,” Candless said. “He has to go with you. But can’t you tell me why? He’s a friend of mine. I’d really like to know.”


“Marris,” the redheaded girl said. “Marris, we’re your friends! We can help, whatever this is! Yesterday you told me you had bad news from home. Is that it?”


“Is it, Cadet?” Candless asked. “Some kind of family problem?”


“My—my uncle,” Marris sputtered. “Whatever! It doesn’t matter why! All of you just get out of here. Why won’t you just leave?”


Because as soon as they did, Lanoe knew, this girl was going to kidnap him—or at least try. He could see in her eyes how terrified she was. Fear was a great motivator. It could make people do the stupidest things.


“What’s this about your uncle?” Candless asked. “Maybe we can help.”


“Help? How could you help? He’s a drunk. You can’t make him not be a drunk. They said it was affecting his performance. That he was about to get fired from his job—he supports my whole family. My mother, my brothers. They’ll all be out on the streets. But if I do—if I do this, they said they would keep him on. They won’t fire him.”


The girl was shaking from head to toe. The pistol slipped in her fingers but she grabbed tightly on to it, steadying it with both hands.


“Who does your uncle work for?” Lanoe demanded. “Which poly?”


“C-C-Centrocor,” the girl said. “I was born on Irkalla. You can’t live on Irkalla and not work for thrice-damned Centrocor.”


“We’ll get him a job with the Navy,” Candless said, moving a little closer to the girl. “We’ll make sure your family is okay. Just—”


“Do you think I’m an idiot?” Marris screamed. “Don’t come any closer!”


Lanoe could sense Valk moving behind him. Maybe intending to circle around and throw himself into the pistol’s beam.


Before he could, though, Lanoe heard a roaring noise coming toward them, and he staggered backward in a gale-force wind. Out of nowhere he was buffeted by a blast of shredded leaves and plant matter.


The girl turned her head to look at the source of the noise.


[image: image]


Valk had been aware of the approaching fighter—a Z.XIX, he thought—long before he saw it. Long before anyone else heard it. It had lifted off from a pad near the lip of Rishi’s cylinder, dozens of kilometers away, and covered the distance in a matter of seconds.


His senses were better than any human’s. Ever since he’d come to understand what he really was, an artificial intelligence in a space suit, he’d discovered he wasn’t subject to the limitations of his former human body. He could see in wavelengths invisible to the human eye, hear things too soft for a human to even be aware of them.


He could move faster than a human, too, maybe twice as fast. Even as the fighter approached he had started moving, readying himself to sprint toward the girl and grab the pistol.


The fighter slewed around to a complete stop right above them. Its retros chopped at the air with a staccato pattern of burns and one of its four PBW cannon hissed as it fired a single, dazzlingly bright shot.


The girl’s hand came off at the wrist, the stump cauterized by the particle beam. She screamed and stared down at the blackened stump where her hand had been. Lanoe grabbed her and threw her to the ground, shielding her in case the fighter tried to finish her off.


It made no effort to do so. Instead it drifted sideways on its lifters, rising a little to stay clear of the building.


It was making room. Another craft was already inbound—Valk could see it silhouetted against one of Rishi’s circular skies, a dark blotch against a river of blue fire. A bigger ship, with an angular silhouette. As it came closer he saw that its airfoils were stubby, perfunctory things and its prow was a single, enormous rectangular hatch.


A troop transport. Whoever had sent the fighter, now they were sending in the Marines.


The fighter had speakers mounted on the exterior of its hull. They came alive with a squeal of feedback. “Lanoe, be a good fellow and don’t move. Just stay down while my boys contain this situation.”


Valk knew that voice. That sneering, condescending tone.


The transport settled down on the parade ground, bracing itself on four sturdy landing legs. Its front hatch fell open and a half-dozen marines in heavy suits and opaque silver helmets came boiling out. Meanwhile the fighter kept drifting lazily across the open space, its nose—and its guns—always pointed at Lanoe and the girl. Its flowglas canopy melted away and Valk saw the pilot. He had his helmet down.


“Maggs,” Lanoe said. As if his mouth were full of excrement.


“In the flesh,” the pilot called. “And just in the nick of time. As usual.”


The marines moved fast to make a cordon around the parade ground, blocking anyone from getting in or out.


Maggs stood up in his cockpit, most likely so he could lean out and look down at Lanoe where he still lay covering the wounded girl.


“You might as well get off of her now,” Maggs said. “Really, the initial impulse might have been chivalrous. But now it just looks unseemly.”


Lanoe glared up at Maggs, wishing for nothing more than to have a weapon in his hand. He didn’t, so after a moment he rolled off of Marris and helped her to her feet. “You all right?” he asked her.


“My hand—my hand,” she wailed.


Well, it had been a dumb question.


“Is that Tannis Valk down there with you?” Maggs asked. “You’re supposed to be dead. But of course the Blue Devil always was hard to put down.”


“What are you doing here, Maggs?” Lanoe demanded. “I know I didn’t send you an engraved invitation.”


Maggs chuckled. “We intercepted a Centrocor transmission saying you were here. I came to Rishi as soon as I could. I was planning a more cordial reunion, but this’ll have to do.” The bastard was really enjoying this—that much was obvious.


Lanoe had never trusted Auster Maggs, not from the first time they’d met. At the time Maggs had just defrauded an Elder of the Transcendentalist faith out of a huge sum of money.


Lanoe and Valk had run him down—and made him come with them to Niraya, to help stave off the alien invasion there. Of course Maggs, being Maggs, found a way to betray them even then, when he tried to convince the Nirayans to give him money to help defend their planet. He had, of course, intended to take the money and run off before his life could actually be put in danger. The last time Lanoe had seen Maggs, the swindler had swooped in right at the end of the battle with the aliens, just in time to take credit for the victory without actually having to do any fighting.


“You might say ‘thank you,’ honestly,” Maggs told him. “I did just save you from a kidnapper.”


“By shooting off her hand,” Lanoe said.


“You do love to split hairs, don’t you?” Maggs asked. “Never mind. Gratitude being too much to ask for, apparently, perhaps we can at least talk like civilized human beings.”


“Why don’t you come down here, then?” Lanoe asked. “So I can hear you better.”


Maggs shrugged. “I’m sure you’d enjoy that, Lanoe. I’m sure you’d love to have me down there where you could throttle me. But no, what I have to say won’t take long and I promise I won’t use any big words. I have orders to take you into custody,” he said. “You and anyone you’ve been talking to. Will you come peacefully?”


Lanoe might have said something sarcastic, except just then a green pearl appeared in the corner of his vision. An incoming message—from Valk. Interesting. He hadn’t heard the big pilot record anything.


Maybe that was another one of Valk’s newfound abilities. To send voice messages without actually bothering to vocalize them.


Lanoe flicked his eye across the pearl.


Do we make a break for it? the message read. I can cause a distraction. Rush some of these guys, maybe even knock one of them down and get his gun. Then we can—


Lanoe didn’t bother listening to the rest of the message. He looked over at where Valk stood, ringed by three marines almost as big as he was.


Maybe it was possible. Maybe Valk could have broken through that ring, maybe he would be able to get away with a weapon. Maybe then—


Maybe then what?


Lanoe was an old man. He was still in pretty good shape, he supposed. He could run pretty fast.


Not nearly as fast as Maggs’s fighter, though.


“You’re not here to just kill me,” he said. “At least, not in front of witnesses.”


“I didn’t come to kill you at all,” Maggs said. Sounding genuinely exasperated. “I was sent by someone—I daren’t say their name—who would like to talk to you. That’s all. Now, again, will you comply? Or are we going to have some fun first?”


Lanoe took a deep breath.


“Okay,” he said. “Okay, you got us.” Slowly he lifted his hands.


“Good. Now, boys—let’s not take chances with this one,” Maggs said.


Lanoe had the sensation someone was rushing up behind him. He started to turn, but the marine there had already fired his weapon. Tendrils of darkness curled around Lanoe’s brain, his vision narrowing down to a single bright dot. And then the dot vanished, and nothing remained.




Chapter Seven


The planet Irkalla circled an orange dwarf, a K2-class star eight-tenths as massive as Earth’s sun. The star had once been known as Epsilon Eridani, but the residents of Irkalla had renamed it Ereshkigal. Most of those residents—most of the human beings who had ever been born on Irkalla—had never seen the star with their own eyes.


Ashlay Bullam’s yacht exited the local wormhole throat three days after it left Niraya. Its onboard systems negotiated a flight plan with local traffic control without bothering her about the details. Because the yacht was an official Centrocor vehicle, it was given priority clearance and it was only a matter of hours before the yacht entered Irkalla’s atmosphere, sinking rapidly through bands of clouds that thickened until the air around the yacht became darker than the void of space. Only occasional flashes of lightning—some of them hundreds of kilometers long—broke through the gloom. The flowglas dome over the yacht’s deck was drenched in rain and the yacht was buffeted by winds moving upward of two hundred kilometers per hour.


In her bed, held down by the invisible hand of a powerful inertial sink, Bullam fought to hold back a whimper of agony.


She had spent most of the voyage curled up under her sheets, oscillating in and out of consciousness. Her disease had returned with a vengeance. Lucidity brought pain, so she had requested that the yacht’s onboard medical suite keep her sedated as much as possible.


The yacht could fly itself just fine without her help. She had never been in any danger. At least—she hadn’t so far. The descent was another matter. She needed to be awake for that part.


The spacecraft hit a patch of turbulence, a place in the sky where two great winds crashed into each other. The ship’s hull shook with the fury of the storm, and despite all her ship’s safety features Bullam was thrown to one side of her bed. She felt like she was being torn apart.


“Mirror!” she screamed. One of her drones lurched toward her, veering from side to side as the ship shook. It manifested a display that showed her what its camera saw.


She wasn’t being vain. In the display she saw the veins of her upper chest and neck standing out, a deep blue against her translucent skin. She needed to check for bruises and the round shapes of aneurysms—if one of her major blood vessels had just ruptured, she would need to have it treated within minutes or it could be fatal.


She could have let her drones watch her veins. She’d been doing it for herself all her life, though, and knew she would be a better judge of her illness than any drone.


Ashlay Bullam suffered from a genetic condition called Type IV (Vascular) Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome, or EDS. Her body was unable to properly synthesize collagen. It made her skin more elastic than most people’s, and allowed her to twist her fingers backward in a manner that was a big hit at certain kinds of parties. It also meant that her blood vessels were prone to tear open unexpectedly, as if they were made of paper.


Most of the time she could ignore the disease. Most of the time it left her alone. Sometimes, though, it would come back and surprise her. She knew the warning signs, the pain, the weakness. She had learned to pay very close attention to what her body told her. In the middle of an acute attack—like now—any sudden shock, any trauma, could rupture her veins and leave her bleeding to death.


There was a treatment for the disease. Extensive tailored gene therapy injections could fend off the symptoms—and prevent her veins from ripping open—for a few months at a time. There was no permanent cure.


She had felt the disease coming on back at Niraya. She had known that the voyage to Irkalla was likely to bring on an attack. There’d been nothing for it—the treatment she needed wasn’t available on a backwater like Niraya. She had hoped it wouldn’t be so severe, that it would be a mild event. In this she’d been wrong, so now she had to make sure she survived the descent.


As the ship rocked and bounced like a plaything of the winds, and she was thrown around in her bed, she stared at her own reflection and prayed she didn’t see any round blue shadows appear beneath her collarbones. One blossomed off to the side, closer to her shoulder. “There!” she shouted, and pointed at the curved patch of blue. The skin above it was already starting to turn purple.


Another of her drones bobbed forward. It was about the size of her fist and she always thought of it as her little vampire. The drone didn’t need her to direct it, not really, but it made her feel more in control to order it around. As she watched, a hatch on the drone’s face sprung back and a sterile large-bore needle extended outward. The needle sank into her skin and drew away the excess blood, then heated up to cauterize the wound. Tiny jets built into the sides of the needle sprayed artificial collagen over the site, in a crisscross pattern to prevent scar formation.
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