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			His music stopped too soon.

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			Out of sheer habit, readers tend to assume that all characters in a science fiction book are Human, and that all the Humans are White. In HAZE, unless a character is specifically described as light-skinned, it would be more accurate to assume the opposite.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The harsh sunlight turns everything Dan sees to pain. White buildings tower over him with edges as sharp as knives and windows like accusing eyes. The ruins in the War Memorial across the pitted street glisten like black bombs half hidden in underbrush. Except there’s no brush on Nowhere Street; not a trace of green, just stone and perma and cracking roadblack. The sunlight itself crackles and flashes in long streaks that turn window reflections to fire. On the bombed-out edge of the vast city, Gleam lives up to its name.

			Once Dan owned a chip-augmented visor for light control, a beautiful strip of darkness to wrap around his eyes. It was a very long time ago, it seems now, back when he was someone else. He pawned it, just as he’s pawned almost everything else he once owned.

			Dan stumbles over a fragment of tile lying on the remains of a sidewalk. He rights himself, finds he’s shaking too hard to walk, and decides to sit down and rest, just rest his human, all-too-human body, just a few minutes, then move on. He manages to get to the strip of shade thrown by the nearest building, puts his back against the wall, and slides down until he can sit with his legs stretched out in front of him. His backside on the hard concrete hurts no matter how he shifts his weight. He wonders if he’s still bleeding a little from his night’s work. Rough trade. Wanna hurt me? Just pay in advance. The last rung of the ladder down.

			Haze. Dan wants Haze, needs Haze, has sold himself on the street more than once to get the creds to buy Haze. This morning he’s looking for a dealer—any dealer—who can give him the tabs that will turn the glare and crackle of the sunlight into a warm, soft glow. Once he gets a tab down, every nerve in his body will stop shrieking at him. The sunlight will dim. Shadows will fall around him like soft blankets to cover him from the world.

			He shuts his eyes. He is just tired enough to drowse—not sleep, but drowse in a flicker of dreams and silences—until the sound of footsteps wakes him. Lod-Mata, the one friend he has left, kneels down beside him and flips the fabric of his kilt back to ensure his stub of a tail stays covered. The blaze of sunlight makes the Lep’s gray-green head scales glitter and spark. His bright green skull crest flattens in alarm. He reaches out one clawed hand and lays it gently on Dan’s arm.

			“You loaded?’

			“No such luck. Waiting to score. You got any?”

			“No, and the hell I’d give you that core-crap anyway.” Lod rummages in the pouch pocket of his tunic and brings out a clear vial of pink liquid. “Drink it. It’ll help.”

			“Sai. Thanks.” Dan takes it, cracks off the top, and gulps down the bitter contents. “Pay you back when I can.”

			“No sweat. I stopped in at Mission House after work, and they were handing it out for free. Along with news. Someone’s looking for you. Two someones, a woman and a man, both Human. The priest guessed they were both ex-Fleet officers. The way they walked showed it and she gave orders like she was used to them being followed.”

			“Shit. That’s all I need. Did you recognize them?”

			“I never saw them.”

			“Did anyone tell them?”

			“No. They all knew nothing, not even Father Kev. I guess his Lord Jessy will forgive him for lying.”

			The pink juice takes effect fast. Dan’s shakes ease up, and the screaming in his nerves quiets to a snarl.

			“What’s that red mark on your face? It looks like someone hit you with a whip.”

			“He did. You should see my butt.”

			“No thank you, spare me! But what in hell—”

			“Last night’s john’s idea of a good time. He paid enough for it.”

			“You keep this up, you’re not going to be the pretty boy much longer.”

			“Throwbacks like me heal fast. So they told me, anyway.”

			Lod looks away for a long moment, sighs, looks back again. His crest droops to one side. “I don’t suppose you want to talk about rehab.”

			“Hell no! I’m not doing rehab.”

			“Why not?”

			“Three months, pal. They want to shut you up for three fucking months in some damn room somewhere. And fuck with your brain. Can’t see the stars, not for three months. Bad enough I can’t reach them, but not even see them? No.”

			The last word echoes up and down the empty street. Lod gets to his feet. “The Church of the Redeemer is handing out dinner tonight. They usually do a pretty good spread. Do you want to eat?”

			“No.”

			“Whatever. You don’t need to yell at me.”

			“Sorry. I mean it. Sorry.”

			“It’s sai. See ya.”

			Dan closes his eyes and leans back against cold stone. He wants to sleep, but the pink juice has steadied his mind. He remembers that he’s carrying creds. If he gets rolled for them, he won’t be able to buy the Haze. He owns a Fleet officer’s long knife, an ancient-style real metal dirk, a mark of his former status, the one thing he has left from the days before his long slide down. He retrieves the knife from its sheath in his right boot. The blade sends a flash of light into the ruins across the street.

			Dan has a little ritual. Every time he draws the long knife, he keeps it in his right hand while he holds up his left to study his wrist. He can see under his pale skin the long blue veins that cross a tendon. One good cut, and it won’t take him long to bleed out. Someday—not now, but someday—he’ll escape from the street and from his memories. The memories hurt worse than his life on the street. But for now, he lays the knife on his thigh and rests a hand on the hilt, ready for any trouble.

			Sooner or later, a dealer will cruise by on a fancy grav sled. They prowl this particular sector of the city, looking for buyers. In a couple of minutes he sees someone walking in his direction, someone striding briskly along like he—no, she—knows where she’s going. Ordinary clothes, blue slacks, a striped shirt, but they hang wrong on someone with military posture and a shipboard walk. Curly black hair cut short, and the ice-cold gray eyes that contrast so oddly with her rich brown skin

			“Shit. It can’t be.”

			“But it is,” Captain Evans sets her hands on her hips and considers him. “You shouldn’t yell your head off if you don’t want to be found. I heard you two blocks away.”

			“Ma’am.” Dan raises a trembling hand but stops short of a salute.

			“No need for that. We figured the priest was protecting you when he said he didn’t know where you were. So we waited outside until I scanned him telling someone the truth.”

			“We?”

			“Devit’s out looking for you, too.” She softens her voice. “Did you think he wouldn’t be?”

			Her face seems to blur and waver. Tears fill his eyes. Thanks to the pink juice, he cannot stop them from spilling over.

			“Intel finally figured out that you’d ended up on Ruby,” Evans said. “Gleam’s the only Human-run city on this godforsaken planet. The priest told someone you were likely to be at the Memorial.” She tips her head back to look up at the white buildings. “Does anyone live in those?”

			“No, ma’am. They’re part of the Memorial. Sealed up and empty. One for each war.”

			Evans tips her head back and stares up at the tall white buildings with their knifepoint roofs. “No wonder the locals call it Nowhere Street.”

			The tears have stopped. Dan wipes his face on his shirt sleeve while he searches for something to say. All he can come up with is, “Why?”

			“First, to see if you were still alive.”

			“Does it matter?”

			“Yes. To me and a fair number of other sapes. Second reason: to see if there’s anything left of your mind.”

			“So that’s what they want? They need a replacement part for an AI or something?”

			She quirked an eyebrow. “Who’s this ‘they’?”

			“Whoever sent you.”

			“I can’t discuss it out here. We’ve got a protected space—”

			Dan winces. “No. I’m not going anywhere. This is where I belong.” He crosses his arms over his chest to hide his shaking hands.

			Evans looks up and down the street for a minute or two, then smiles with her usual half twitch of her mouth. “There’s Devit. It’s about time he got here.”

			A nondescript gray car pulls up and sinks down to ground level with a long sigh of compressed air. A tall male Human gets out, lays a hand on his jacket pocket, and pauses to look around him. Pitawanna Tevita, his real name, marks him as an Islander from Nesia, as do his wavy black hair and deeply tanned skin. Chief Warrant Officer Peter Devit, as the Fleet insists on calling him, always pauses for that look around, just as he always carries a pulse gun in his jacket pocket.

			He leaves the door open with a voice command and strides over. “Dan, shit! Your face!”

			“Yeah. I’m a filthy mess. Not worth your time.”

			“Shut up and listen. We’re here to get you off the damn street.”

			“No. I’m not going anywhere. I belong here, right here, with all the other pieces of crap floating around.”

			Devit‘s face shows no emotion at all, so impassive that he might have been thinking of something else entirely. Dan recognizes that look. It signifies that Devit sees a problem and is considering how to deal with it. Devit takes a vial out of his shirt pocket and holds it up with a little shake. It rattles. The two tabs inside gleam with a momentary blue light from their nanites, the sign that they’re pure, actual Haze. Dan breaks out into a cold sweat.

			“Come with us, and they’re yours.” Devit glances at Evans. “This is what took me so long. Scoring.”

			“You bastard.” Dan can barely speak. His mouth has filled with the spit of pure desire.

			“Which is it, Dan? If you don’t want this Haze, I can dump it down a street drain.”

			Dan takes a deep breath. Why fight? He knows he’ll lose. Yet he cannot bring himself to agree aloud.

			Devit shakes the vial again. “One tab as soon as you get in the car. When you come down from that, we’ll talk.”

			“Then I get the other one?”

			“That’s a promise.”

			Dan slides the knife back into its boot sheath. Now comes the real difficulty: getting to his feet when he’s shaking and sweating with drug lust. He manages to twist and shove his reluctant body until he can use both hands to push himself into a kneel. There he sticks, head down and panting.

			“We’re going to need a medic,” Evans says.

			“No, ma’am, not really.”

			Devit’s on the tall side for Human males. From the look of him, he’s in decent shape, but no one would ever call him muscle-bound. He bends down and slides his hands under Dan’s arms. “You remember this, Buddy. Hang on.” He picks Dan up as easily as an ordinary person might lift a small child.

			Dan drapes one arm over Devit’s shoulder and goes limp. Hearing his old nickname and feeling Devit’s body against his, so familiar and warm, bring him more tears. “Hey, Pete? I’ve missed you so bad.”

			“Yeah?” His voice shakes, then steadies. “Well, I missed you, too.”

			Evans is already waiting by the car. “I’ll drive.”

			Devit stows Dan into the back seat like luggage. He opens the vial and gets out one tab. Dan’s hands are shaking so badly that he lets Devit put the tab into his mouth. It dissolves without any need for water. He gasps in relief and leans back to wait for the Haze to protect him from the razor blades of the sun.

			Special Ops has provided a suite of rooms sealed away from every kind of interference beam as well as vision, sound, infrared, ultraviolet, and even old-fashioned wall bugs. No normal sapient walking down the corridor would see anything but a long stretch of painted wall. Captain Evans, of course, can see the door. At her touch on the code pad, the door slides open. She steps back to let Devit carry Dan inside, then follows with one cautious glance back. The door slides shut, locked and invisible, at her voice command.

			Evans tosses her utility bag onto a shabby brown chair and walks over to one white wall.

			“Play.”

			The hologram lights up to display a view of Old Earth Park in Gleam’s Civic Center, a flourish of green among white buildings. She takes a moment to scan the other walls, switching her various vision functions back and forth, just as an extra precaution against unauthorized surveillance. Despite the paranoid gossip and rumors, Throwbacks with her functions cannot see through solid objects. What she can see with her oddly colorless eyes is the flicker of energy that would come through a wall if some kind of sensor were behind it.

			She does another sweep of the room, but she finds nothing new or suspicious.

			Devit has taken Dan into one of the suite’s bedrooms. Evans follows as far as the doorway, watching as Devit lays him down on the bed and props him up with the pillows. Dan’s smiling, his eyes only half closed, but she doubts he’s seeing anything outside of his own mind. Devit ducks into the attached Waste Management room and comes back with a wet washcloth. He perches on the edge of the bed and begins to wipe crusted blood off Dan’s chin.

			“He bit his lip pretty badly,” Devit says. “The flogging must have hurt like hell.”

			Evans studies Dan’s face, still impossibly handsome despite the livid red line on his cheek. His mother—his famous mother, JohDanna, the vid star of stars—had insisted on her offspring being as beautiful as she was. With her money and fame, she’d gotten her fetus the genes she wanted. She never bothered to find out what other genes her beautiful son carried. Judging from the vid gossip about JohDanna, Evans figures that she wouldn’t have cared if she had known.

			Evans’s admiration of Dan’s genetically enhanced beauty is strictly abstract. The men in her own marriage quartet had both been the rugged type, she supposes you’d call it. She and the other woman, Leeta, had agreed on their taste in men, just as they agreed on most things. So many years ago. I loved them all. I just loved the Fleet more.

			As if he feels Evans’s attention, Dan opens his eyes, deep-set and dark green in a face as exotic as an ancient painting of an angel, his skin close to an ivory color tinted with beige. And just like one of those angels, he has thick golden blond hair, shaggy at the moment from poverty but still beautiful because the color is so rare. He’s not feminine, no, though not strikingly masculine, either. It’s a facet ambiguous in a way that invites the viewer to see whatever fantasy they cherish.

			Devit’s a decent-looking man, neither handsome nor ugly. Their faces contrast—Devit’s a more common deep tan compared to Dan’s unusual Pale, as the latter’s rare coloration is known—but the way that they are staring at each other, so completely absorbed, is the same. Evans shakes her head. Trouble coming, she supposes, for Devit at any rate. She reminds herself that Devit has walked through this particular fire before. He knows who and what Dan is.

			“How long before he comes down?”

			“About six solstandard hours, ma’am.”

			“Sai. I’ll be in the other room.”

			Evans returns to the living room. To her surprise Devit joins her in a few minutes. “He’ll be fine on his own for a little while, ma’am. The Haze will take care of that. I’ll get him cleaned up once he begins to come around. I’ll go get his spare clothes from Mission House.” He pauses, frowns. “I need to find more Haze, too.”

			“Sai. Ye gods, this rotten drug’s going to be a problem. Are we going to have to keep feeding it to him?”

			“I don’t see any way around it. He should be in rehab. They need to find someone else for the job.”

			“Special Ops insisted. That’s why I agreed on him in the first place.”

			“Right. But, ma’am? Can I enter an objection into today’s report?”

			“By all means. The order to find him came from the Bureau itself, and there’s no arguing with that. So post a warning, yes. It’ll be there whether they ignore it or not.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Honest opinion, Chief. Do you think he can still function? My god, he’s a mess.”

			“I don’t know, but damn, he deserves a chance. First they promoted him way too fast. Not even thirty yet. And then the Fleet threw him away. Dishonorable discharge over the damned drugs.” Devit shrugs. “I still don’t get it. Most starpilots use Haze off duty. Why single Dan out?”

			“They claimed his drug use was excessive. Beyond the usual. Chief, the brass can always find something to say when they want to.”

			“I know, ma’am. But it gripes me.”

			Evans considers, then decides that enough time has passed for the truth. “Keep this to yourself. It was a top flight scandal. I didn’t hear about it until it was all over. Someone way high up in the command chain was—well, we could say that he was obsessed with Dan. Dan turned him down. The five-star someone took steps. Revenge. Ridiculous! But Dan takes some people that way.”

			“Yes, ma’am. He does.” Devit’s staring at the holo as intently as if the pictures mattered. “There’s been more than one.”

			Evans remembers her frustrated rage when she heard what had happened. She’d gone to Fleet Base One to accept an offer to join Special Ops. The court-martial took place elsewhere. That it had happened at all still shocked her. Injustice, but who was going to listen to her?

			“So, ma’am.” Devit looks her way at last. “Our crew. Is it complete?”

			“I’ve decided we should bring Lod-Mata into this for our gunner.”

			“A Lep? Not that it should matter.”

			“But it does?” She quirks an eyebrow. “Mata’s kept Dan alive this last couple of years, if we can trust what that priest told us.”

			“That’s true.”

			“Mata tried to protest the court-martial. They cashiered him, too.”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			“So I thought. You’d been transferred away by then, too.”

			It takes Devit a long moment to answer. “You’re right, ma’am. I apologize.”

			“We all have our blind spots. You go take care of Dan. I’ll decide about Lod-Mata. It’s not going to matter if Dan won’t sign on.”

			Dan spends the day trying to think through the Haze. For the first time in two solstandard years he feels physically comfortable and, above all, safe from the violence of the streets. He wants to stay that way, but what’s the price going to be? Rehab, most likely. His whole body knots in disgust at the thought. His mind returns to this question at intervals, between the Haze-induced images and memories that float in front of his eyes like pictures on torn paper.

			The only light in the room comes from a holo screen set to the “Calm” channel of soft music and beautiful landscapes. With Haze in his blood, light no longer bothers Dan. He could even endure sunlight, should he have to. Haze makes normal light mimic some of the qualities of shunt space, where a pilot takes a ship through that mysterious world called hyperspace. There soft golden light and blue shadows dance. No one but starpilots know this. No one but another starpilot would understand why Dan mourns for what his discharge lost him.

			At some point Devit leaves, then returns with his bundle of clothing from Mission House. Questions such as when and how long have no meaning in the Haze. Toward the end of the day Dan’s mind begins to clear. He showers, puts on the clean clothes, manages to eat a little when Devit insists he do so.

			“Now remember,” Devit says, “once you’ve heard our pitch, you can have the second tab.”

			“Sai. Pete, I don’t—I can’t tell you how good it is, seeing you. I—”

			“Yeah. I feel the same. But we can’t keep the captain waiting.”

			“Jeez. You sure haven’t changed a bit, have you?”

			“I try not to. Neither have you. Come on, Dan. Let’s go.”

			Evans is sitting on a beige divan against one wall. She gets up, glances at the holo, and turns it off by blinking twice. “You look a lot better, Dan. That shirt—it’s from your old uniform, right?”

			“Yes, ma’am. They cut the insignia off, but they let me take the rest of it.”

			“How would you like to have those two silver bars back? It’s possible we could arrange reinstatement.”

			Dan cannot speak. They’ve found the perfect bait.

			“Sit down,” Evans says. “Let’s talk.”

			Dan finds a chair with cushions and pulls it around to face her.

			“This conversation is not being recorded,” she begins. “Dan, I know the truth about your discharge. The old bastard’s dead. There’s someone who listens to reason in his place. I made a point of talking with her. Records have been cleaned up before, just quietly—no blame no shame for anyone.”

			Hope chokes. Dan nods his agreement.

			“You’ll need to get a real last name. It’s time you dumped your mother’s bright idea. Dan X? Stupid. You’re not a vid star. It’ll make it easier to reregister you in the guild.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Dan finds his voice at last. “I can see that.”

			“Good. If you sign on, it all gets done.”

			He hesitates, then nods. “What do you want out of me?”

			“This whole thing is classified as top level secret. I can’t tell you anything unless you sign on.”

			Dan turns in his chair to look at Devit in a silent question.

			“She told me the same thing. I had to think about it for a while, but I said yes. I’d been stationed on a planetside base. Boring.”

			For two solstandard years Dan has fantasized about reinstatement, even dreamt about it happening. The Fleet was his life, his one true love, his true home. He thought he’d lost that home forever. Now he can have it back. If he dares.

			“As a fellow officer, I’ll warn you. This mission could be dangerous. Very dangerous, maybe.” Evans waits, her expression so bland if pleasant that Dan has no idea what she might be thinking

			“Can you at least tell me if you want me for a pilot?”

			“That should be obvious.”

			One last obstacle looms like a stone wall. He can think of no way to lie. He takes a deep breath. “Problem. I can’t function without Haze. Not during the shunt jumps—I mean, between them. Off duty only.”

			Evans looks at Devit, who nods in silent answer. Dan waits for his dream to shatter into pieces of reality.

			“I’ve arranged for that,” Evans says. “We’ll have it for you.”

			“The brass drove you onto the streets,” Devit says. “They can bend regs to get you what you need now.”

			“So that’s the blind bargain, the best we can offer. What do you say, Lieutenant?”

			What do I have now? Nowhere Street. “Yes, ma’am. God help me, yes.”

			“Good. You’re doing the right thing.”

			Automatically he looks Devit’s way—who smiles and holds up an approving fist.

			“Now,” Evans says. “Formalities. I’ve altered this holo screen so I can transmit.” When she glances at the screen, it lights up, swirls a rainbow, then settles into a dull gray. “I’m plugged in. We can proceed. About that name, Lieutenant. Do you know who your father was?”

			“Yes, ma’am. A Fleet officer, a starpilot, and he must have had the genes to pass them on to me. Recessive, maybe, or maybe a Throwback. There was no way to learn more.”

			“Do you know his name?”

			“Only his first name. Brennan.”

			“That will do. Dan Brennan, then. I can probably find him for you eventually. If you want.”

			“Thank you, ma’am, but it’s all the same to me.”

			“Very well. Now, there are formalities.”

			Dan waits while Evans downloads the formalities from the local Fleet base AI through her Throwback functions. One at a time, pages appear on the holo screen. Dan reads them aloud. All Evans has to do is watch in order to record him. Dan dutifully states that he agrees to each one. Devit testifies that he was present and witnessing. Later she will send the records to the Special Ops AI at the central HQ.

			“Done,” Evans says at last. “I’ve downloaded a detailed report onto the holo in the other room for you to study. The mission? Think of it as an odd sort of reconnaissance.”

			“Noted, ma’am. What are we looking for?”

			“There are rumors in the merchant ship community about some sort of danger to or problem with the stargates. You know how merchanter people are. They don’t talk to Fleet personnel. They don’t trust us. For good reasons, I suppose, considering how many of them run illegal cargo. But one fellow did give an officer a tip. Something odd’s happening, something big—no one knows exactly what. But they say it’s big trouble for all of us.”

			“And then someone murdered him,” Devit says. “A knife in his back is what he got for trying to do the right thing. Merchants are all too scared now to talk to the local police or anyone from the Fleet. Special Ops has sent out a couple of ships to see what we can find out if we join them. Our cover story’s common enough. We retired and pooled our pension money to buy the ship.”

			“Our ship’s a merchanter that’s been augmented.” Evans smiles briefly. “Looks slow, but it’s as fast as an X17 packet boat. We have top-of-the-line equipment. Two experienced AIs, one for backup, one to meld with you for the jumps. A pair of standard maintenance AIs to keep this hulk running. Crew is going to be as small as possible. I’m planning on getting in touch with Lod-Mata through that priest at Mission House. Mata was the best gunnery chief I’ve ever had onboard. Engineer and medic? Remember the Wang-Lee couple I married onboard? They’re in, too.”

			“Just the two of them?” Dan says.

			“Yes, and still together. They’ve never formed a quartet. Huh, I didn’t think that a one-pair marriage could work. Only two people? It seems so unnatural. But anyway, they were stationed on one of the training ships at the Academy, and they jumped at the chance to get off it. They’re onboard our ship and bringing it here from the Fleet base on Diamond.” Evans glances at Devit. “The couple of days will give him some time to recover.”

			“Right, ma’am. He’ll need it.”

			The effort of reading, talking, making decisions has left Dan exhausted. The residue of the Haze is still drifting through his blood and brain.

			“There’s a great deal we don’t know,” Evans says. “We’ll tell you more later. For now, get some sleep.”

			Known Space: 219 planets settled by the eight major colonizing species, six of which breathe oxygenated air. The Rim Council: a federated republic that joins four of the six—Human, the Ty-Onar Lep, Kar-Li, and Hirrel—in an uneasy dance of suspicion and mutual need. They have learned the hard way over the last thousand years that the star-strewn darkness of the Galaxy can hide common enemies. Some enemies, such as the loose coalition of the other two air-breathers and their minor species subjects, don’t even bother to hide.

			No matter what they breathe, all sapient species and their colonized planets depend upon the jump shunts and the pilots who can ride them. Out between the stars there are cracks in space-time. These rare stargates open into shunt space, or hyperspace, as it’s more properly called. If a pilot can find them, between each pair of stargates lies a shunt. A dozen light-years’ journey takes a few solstandard hours on a shunt, which are not tunnels, not monorail gliders, not tracks or roads of any sort—nothing so simple. They are hyperspace flows between two stargates. Only AI-augmented pilots can “see” the swirling currents outside the capsule of their ship and choose which ones to ride to the distant exit gate.

			Without the stargates, there would be no Rim Council, no cooperation, and no Fleet. Interstellar civilization would fragment into isolated settlements of poverty-stricken sapient beings with no coordinated defense system. No one knows why the stargates and the shunts exist. No one knows how long they might continue to exist. Everyone knows that one crucially important shunt vanished without warning some 300 solstandard years ago. Could it happen again somewhere else? The rumors say it can, maybe even that it will. Is there anything behind the rumors?

			The Fleet brass have realized that they need to find out.

			Just how stable are the shunts? They held for over a thousand years until that closure. Are the others going to disappear, one at a time? What if the answer is yes? Panic worse than war could melt down governments and their economies, including the private investment firms of the very rich. Even looking for answers could start the panic. Some of the sapients on top don’t want to hear bad news. Don’t even think about losing the gates. Hide the fears, refuse to admit such a thing could happen!

			In the Rim Council governments, in the Fleet, on the vids, they are trying to stop the investigation any way they can. Bribery, threats, a little blackmail, even, but the big question is, have they gone as far as murder?

			“You didn’t really think I’d say no, did you?” Lod-Mata says. “A chance to go starside again? Who the hell cares if it’s an old beaten-up merchanter? I’m in.”

			Mata’s crest has swollen so full that the skin has stretched out to a pale green. He raises his cup of meat juice tea—Leptic swill, he calls it—for a silent toast to Evans.

			She smiles in return. “I have to warn you it’s going to be dangerous. Pirates, you know. We’re new on the merchant roster. We get the bottom level jobs at first. If we survive, we’ll move up.”

			“Understood, Captain.”

			Since they are sitting in a crowded cafe near Mission House, Evans can’t tell him anything even remotely true. She finishes the last slice of her grilled breadfruit while she considers how she’s going to break the news.

			“A thought,” Mata says. “What about a second gunner? Will the funds cover one? It’s not like the Rim’s swarming with pirates, but they are a damn nuisance.”

			“That’s one way of putting it. I’ll look into it. No promises, because money’s tight. Let’s get back to my billet. Such as it is. I need to get you signed up.”

			In the aircar Evans can hint without being overheard. “There’s more to this offer than it seems.”

			“I figured that. You? Retire? When the last star goes nova, maybe.” He hesitates for a long moment. “Devit, too. I hope he—I mean, him and me—can talk or something to, um … er, clear some things up.”

			“I’ll make sure you get the chance. He knows he’s not being rational.”

			“What happened to his daughter was horrible. I can see why he feels the way he does about us Leps. But we’re not all terrorists. The police would never have found the perps if my community hadn’t taken on the job.”

			“I remember that. One of the Grandmothers turned them in, wasn’t it?”

			“She gave the orders. The clan did the rest. But about Devit—is he still … involved with Dan?”

			“As bad as before.”

			Mata makes the gargling sound that’s the Leptic equivalent of a Human eye roll. “I’m surprised. Devit was married, y’know, with a couple of kids, although it was his husband holding it together, not their useless wives.”

			“Chief, you gossip too much.”

			Mata’s crest deflates. “A great many people agree with you. It’s just that I’ve got to feel sorry for anyone in love with Dan.”

			“Yes. Difficult. Let’s stick to this job offer, shall we? And concerning that, let’s get back to the billet.”

			Lod-Mata gargles again. “Only a merchanter. Uh-huh. Of course. Like a merchanter would need to hide.”

			“Wait till you find out the whole truth. By the way, would you be interested in being reinstated at your old rank?”

			For a moment Mata cannot speak. “Then I don’t give a sweet fart what the mission is. Sign me up. I’ll take it.” His crest swells. “It’s an odd thing about going starside. It gets in your blood, somehow. You’ll do anything to get back. I suppose it’s because it’s such a wonderful life, sailing through airless killer space in a tin can. I mean, why do we love it?”

			“I don’t know, but yes, we do.”

			Through the closed bedroom door Devit hears Mata and the captain arrive. He can just make out their voices, although he can’t quite discern what they are saying. The formalities, he assumes. Go out and join them or not? He walks to the door and hesitates. Dan lies sprawled on the bed, clutched in the velvet grip of Haze. Now and then he smiles or says a meaningless word or two. Although the welts and cuts from the whip will take a couple of days to heal, the swelling on his lip has begun to come down. Throwbacks heal abnormally fast from injuries.

			Devit remembers breaking his arm in a typical kid way, falling off of a pile of crates he’d been forbidden to climb. Despite the doctor’s dire prediction of weeks in the mediwrap, the bones begin knitting almost immediately. They grew back together as smoothly as if the break had never happened. His parents signed him up for the full genome tests as soon as they could. Their son was a Throwback, all right, yet another descendant of those genetically altered and artificially birthed Human soldiers from the Butcher Wars, 400 years ago.

			The Inborn, they were called back then. Humanity and the Kar-Li collaborated to create them in desperation during a losing war against a ruthless enemy. Grown abnormally fast in glass uterines, taught how to be adult sapients by AIs, they were the best, the most efficiently brutal soldiers the Rim had ever seen. They did their job very well. The enemies, the sapient species called the Butchers, no longer exist. When the conquering heroes came home, grateful civilians of all genders offered the traditional reward. The genetic material, meant to be temporary and top secret, flooded into the general population. As genes will, they’ve multiplied and spread during the long years since their creation. It’s a living memorial of sorts, more appropriate, Devit supposes, than Nowhere Street.

			Dan props himself up on one elbow. “Pete? Oh hey. It’s real. You’re really here.”

			“Damn right. I’ll be in the next room. Captain’s back. You rest.”

			Dan smiles and lies back down. At times in the past two years, Devit would have given everything he owned to see that smile. Now Dan is safe and part of his world again. Devit intends to use every Throwback function he has to keep him that way.

			“You see now why I couldn’t agree to that second gunner,” Evans says.

			“Oh yes. Too bad, but we can only have crew we trust.” Lod-Mata pauses and turns toward the door. “Ah. Here’s Chief Devit.”

			“That’s me. I take it you’re joining us.”

			“I am, yeah. Is that sai with you?”

			“Sure. You’re the best gunner I’ve ever served with.”

			Devit takes a couple of steps into the room.

			“Come sit down,” Evans says.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Devit takes a chair equidistant from both of them. Silence grows.

			“Now,” Evans says. “If we find a second gunner, someone onboard my ship when the rest of you were, I’ll take them on. It never hurts to have backup. The money problem is real, however. The idiot civvies in Parliament are threatening to cut the Fleet budget again. If they do, Special Ops might be on the chopping block.”

			“I don’t suppose those pampered types care about piracy out on the fringes.”

			“Of course not. There could be worse problems as well.”

			“Ma’am,” Devit says. “Have you told Chief Mata about the Scout ship?”

			“No. It’s time to do that. Mata, the opposition’s gotten serious. They sabotaged a ship, a Fleet Scout 724 X Class, top-of-the-line, manned with good people. No survivors.”

			Mata’s crest trembles with shock.

			“Whatever the IED was,” Devit says, “it exploded when the ship reached the gravity well of the Morrison’s Star system, close enough for the nearest spacedock to pick it up and send a Police Guard boat out. They retrieved enough debris to confirm the kill.”

			“What were they aiming for? The Fleet docks?”

			“Maybe. If it was set by some terrorist group, it could have exploded too soon. A clumsy mistake. If a ship’s going through a shunt, timing an IED takes an expert.”

			“It’s more likely that the ship itself was the target,” Evans says. “724 was ferrying a couple of specialists who wanted to consult the Repositories about the lost stargate. Records show where the gate was, of course. When it closed, the Fleet sent out ships to search the area. Reports were filed, so they must have found something—traces, wreckage, I don’t know, I’m no expert. The specialists wanted to consult those reports.”

			“But they never made it there,” Mata says. “I see. I take it they didn’t want to risk a shunt message pack.”

			“Exactly that. They wanted to get into orbit around the Repository planet and access from there. Safely and quietly.”

			“There must have been official Fleet records,” Devit says. “No one’s found them because no one’s gotten the top flight security clearance they need to search. The deep archives are pretty well sealed off.”

			“Why didn’t they consult the Pilots Guild? Dan can tell us more when he sobers up, but I’m pretty sure the guild would have that information filed somewhere.”

			“Oh, it did.” Evans says. “They searched. It’s been destroyed, deleted, wiped clean, gone.”

			Mata’s crest goes flat against his skull.

			“They always say no one can delete what’s in the Repositories,” Devit says. “Let’s hope that’s true.”

			“The Fleet brass want to send more experts on a heavy cruiser with a pair of destroyers for escort. Once the word of that got out, and you know it would, the newsvids would be all over it. Tax money! Why? What’s really going on here? They’d start digging for answers.”

			“If they found them, that could trigger the panic.”

			“Exactly, and maybe even escalate the violence. So they’re holding off until they get more information.”

			“These hostiles. What’s the chance they’ll break our cover?”

			“No one knows. There must have been an insider leak already.” She pauses to let the data sink in. “If there is a leak, then the hostiles also know how much depends on Dan. If they’re smart, they’ll try to eliminate him first.”

			Devit’s hands grip the chair arms so tightly that his knuckles turn white.

			Evans turns to Devit. “When we’re dirtside somewhere, Chief, watch him every minute. If the Haze keeps him onboard during orbit, that would be best, but stay with him.”

			“Yes, ma’am. You don’t need to worry about that.”

			“I’ll be sending all the formalities in as soon as a Fleet packet boat gets here. It’ll take the transmits back to the Bureau’s offices on Central. Special Ops is already working on stopping the leaks. I don’t like having to wait for our ship to get here, but there’s one good thing about the delay. It’ll give the Bureau team time to find the mole. If they can.”

			In her office planetside on Central, in the massive base known as Fleet HQ, Lieutenant Jorja Santreeza is watching a possible recruit for the Cyber Squad work on a test. A knock on the door—her immediate superior, the captain of the Bureau’s cyber unit, glides in on his cluster of four feet. He pauses just inside the door, uncoils one of his slender grasping arms, and points at the ensign to show Santreeza that he doesn’t want to interrupt. Captain Dal’s real name is so long in the Hirrel language that he prefers to use the shortened version for all Fleet purposes. He wears the standard uniform for Hirrel, a long cobalt blue tunic that covers his upright, tubular body from the neck of his head extension to what passes for ankles on a Hirrel. The tunic has side slits to allow the air to reach the intake gills along his torso. As he breathes, the cloth flutters, and the gills make the small soft sound that gives his species the unflattering nickname of Wheezers.

			Ensign Rozz finishes the last question.

			The AI clicks, then announces, “All correct. Very good.”

			Rozz beams.

			“Very good indeed,” Santreeza says. “Tomorrow you’ll go on to the next level.”

			“Thank you, ma’am.”

			“For now, you’re dismissed. You may use the rest of the test time to go to the canteen.”

			Rozz salutes Dal first, then her, and hurries out the open door.

			Dal shuts it and folds himself onto the extra chair by her desk. “I see the brass is still sending you the possibles to test. Santreeza, it’s a waste of your time.”

			“It’s only now and then, sir. It has its rewards.”

			“Very well. From now on, your highest priority is going to be this investigation into the stargate rumors. I’m putting you in charge of communications with the Dancing Mary team. Once the other teams go operational, I’ll add them as well.”

			“Noted, sir.”

			“Have you read those transmits from Captain Evans?”

			“I have. I was pleased to see she added a gunner to the crew. Won’t they need a cargomaster, too?”

			“Only if they can find someone she can trust. We don’t need any more leaks.”

			“True. I’ve started the search for security breaches here in the Bureau. I’ll expand to the full Special Ops AI system if I don’t have any luck.”

			“Let’s hope we don’t need luck. Though I suppose that depends on how good the damn mole is.”

			“I doubt if whoever’s behind this bothered to turn an amateur. But I’ll see what I can find.”

			“Good. Evans said they’ll be leaving Ruby ASAP. Huh. They’re the ones who are going to need the luck.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			In the pale blue early evening the SkyPort lights are flickering to life, one knife-bright glare at a time. Dan unzips a chest pocket of his flight suit and retrieves his brand-new Fleet-issued light-control visor to keep his eyes safe until they can board. While Captain Evans argues with a port inspector about duties and taxes, Dan, Devit, and Mata wait behind a metal railing and stare up at the merchanter’s shuttle, wreathed in condensation from her full fuel tanks. With port workers nearby, they do their best to act their roles.

			“She’s not beautiful,” Devit says, “but she came as part of the deal with the ship.”

			“I hope to holy Onar himself you had her vetted by a good shop.” Mata tips his head back for a better view. “The nose cone looks like it’s been through a meteor swarm.”

			“Yeah, it probably has. We had her checked out. They took a lot off the price after the mechanics gave us their report. Don’t worry. We had her repaired.”

			More than repaired, Dan figures. It would have been easy enough to upgrade a small shuttle like this and then pass it off as maintenance. Gray, misshapen, and ugly, but it can reach orbit, the only thing that matters to him.

			Soon he’ll be starside again. Can he stay there, prove to himself and everyone else that he’s still that top flight starpilot, not a druggie crawling along Nowhere Street? He wonders at moments like this, when his daily dose of Haze is wearing off, when he finds himself thinking about the next tab. How soon will Devit dole it out to him? He knows better than to try to get extra hits out of Devit.

			At this stage he can distract himself from his complaining nerves. He takes an earjack out of a second zip pocket and slips the bud into his left ear. A pause, a click, and the shuttle talks to him.

			“Greetings, starpilot. Your reg number please.”

			By whispering, Dan can subvocalize his answers directly to the shuttle’s AI through the earjack. “77 42 89. Rank lieutenant-pilot. Brennan, Dan. Status: temporary authorization.”

			“Logged.”

			“Hey, Dan.” Devit turns to him. “Do you need an AI meld to get us up to the ship?

			“Hell no.” He touches his ear. “This is all I need for now. Can’t wait to get off this ball of dirt.”

			At last, the longshore bots have finished loading the shuttle cargo, and Evans has finished paying the port fees. Bobbing and swaying like some huge ungainly bird, an elevator crane glides into position. A short, jerky ride in a closed pod takes them through the condensation fog and ends with a slam and lock against the fuselage. As the shuttle’s access door slides slowly back to let them into the airlock, Dan contacts PrimeOneMary, the ship’s main AI.

			“Crew members coming onboard.”

			“Noted, Pilot. We have received your reinstatement transmit from the Pilots Guild. Your status is no longer temporary authorization. It is full authorization. Welcome back.”

			Dan takes off the visor and wipes his suddenly wet eyes on his sleeve. “Thank you, PrimeOne. We are preparing to lift off. Notify the engineer.”

			“She is ready and waiting.”

			The airlock door latches and seals behind them with a long hiss of compressed air. Dan can feel himself smiling like a maniac. He’s home.

			Since merchanters never land dirtside, any kind of streamlining or dynamic shaping would be wasted effort. Dancing Mary runs true to form, roughly spherical, lumpy with bulbous cargo units and cable conduits. Here and there the augmenters marked her surface with tiny pits and scrapes. She looks spaceworthy, but only just.

			Once everyone’s onboard and the shuttle securely docked, Evans goes straight to the bridge. Some crazed ship designer chose a deep pink color for the instaclean ceramic walls and ceilings. The duty stations stand along the curved wall in a space far more cramped than any Fleet bridge, even in the Scout class. In the middle, on a raised swivel platform, stands the captain’s chair.

			Lieutenant May-Linn Wang gets up from the engineering station. She’s a short woman, on the stout side, with straight black hair trimmed into a sleek black cap. They start to exchange salutes, then both laugh and suppress the move.

			“Remember our cover story,” Evans says. “I’ll try to follow my own order to keep up our civilian act. Is your wife onboard?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I guess we still call you ma’am. You are the commander of this miserable hulk. Anyway, Chris is in Sickbay. She’s going to clean up Dan’s meld outputs and button jacks. The skin grows over them when you don’t use them for a while.”

			“Sai. About the engines. Fuel intake? Power sources?”

			“Go Ready status. The mechs really souped up the ion thrusters. I hope the ship doesn’t fall apart when they kick in for jump.”

			“I trust that’s a joke. Is the pilot’s pod activated?”

			“Yes. I’ve done my part. The rest is Dan’s job.”

			“Sai. The AI will code in his handprint, I assume. Also Chief Devit’s. He’ll get Dan out of there if need be. I don’t think anyone else can lift him.”

			Wang turns solemn. During the longest jumps, pilots can overload, as it’s called, leaving the Prime AI to get the ship safely back into space-time. Usually the AI manages a safe exit. Usually.

			Before the ship can get clearance to leave orbit, every function needs to be checked in detail and the reports transmitted to the commercial overseer in spacedock. While the station officers do their jobs, Evans activates the maintenance AIs and sets them working. She’s just finished when the comm unit built into her chair beeps.

			“Present,” Evans says. “Proceed with the message.”

			“Transmit incoming, Captain. From Station 0962 AX3. Should I transfer directly to you?”

			“Yes. Mark that source as privileged.”

			“Done. Source has requested that Code 19 apply.”

			“Accepted.”

			“Source has requested you transfer data to a lockable personal link device.”

			“That would violate Code 19.”

			A pause. A click.

			“Source requests Code 18 apply with a certified exception.”

			At that point Evans realizes that the “source” must be actually present here on spacedock. If they are refusing to reveal themselves, they doubtless have a good reason, and she lets the matter lie. Back and forth they go in the maze of Fleet regulations compounded by Special Ops paranoia. Finally Evans sorts out that they want Dan to see what they’re sending as well as her, but only Dan and under strict conditions. Once she agrees to everything, the data comes through.

			Evans “sees” the transmit as a patch of pale light hovering in front of her eyes. The message appears to be a smear of black marks within the patch. When she subvocalizes “clarify code,” the marks flicker and turn into words, but in a language she doesn’t know.

			“Lieutenant Wang, you have the bridge.”

			Evans takes the elevator down a level to the habitation deck of the ship. All the walls on the ship except for the bridge and pilot’s pod support a deep green tangle of mazla, rooted inside the double walls. The hard-to-kill vine is especially efficient at turning carbon dioxide into oxygen. It also covers up a good part of the ill-advised pink. She hurries down the corridor and dodges a floorbot aggressively sucking up dirt as it grumbles along. Floorbots have been known to trip sapients who are blocking their way.

			Her quarters, called a cabin on merchant ships—the same wretched pink—has a bed, a chair, and a private sonocleaner and waste management unit behind a partition. A pair of portrait holos hang on the wall opposite the bed, her son and daughter in their Fleet dress uniforms. Evans added an old cargo crate to hold clothes and the like. She rummages through it and finds the required PL, her personal link unit. Everyone without her Throwback functions depends on these devices; thin, flexible black sheets about the size of a Human hand, which roll up to fit into a pocket or pouch.

			Dan will need to be able to read the new data. Transferring the transmit from her brain to the PL allows her to read it again as it scrolls. At least someone wrote the précis in TechSpeak. The rest makes absolutely no sense to her.

			She logs into the ship’s communication system. “Pilot Brennan. Report to captain’s quarters. I mean, cabin, Lieutenant Brennan.”

			In a few minutes Dan arrives. The medical officer has cropped his golden hair down to stubble to expose the tiny points of cyber hardware on his skull. As she hands him the PL, she notices that the whip mark on his face is beginning to fade. His hair will grow back as fast.

			“Can you read this language?”

			“Yes, ma’am. It’s Gen. Way out of date Gen, too. My guild still uses it. I don’t suppose anyone else does.”

			“Sai. Translate and report.”

			DESIGNATED CLEARANCE CODE 18 EXCEPTION GRANTED LIEUTENANT-PILOT DAN BRENNAN

			Summary of following material: A message was received and recorded by technicians aboard a research ship in orbit around a star designated as Rim Edge 244. The message was sent not by shunt transport ship but beamed through starspace. Estimated lightyears’ travel from its source: 381. Message appears garbled by long transmission time and deep space interference factors. Full message follows …

			Dan sits on the edge of the bed and reads through the transmit twice while Evans waits, never speaking, never moving—working, no doubt, on material stored in her consciousness. She sits in the only chair and seems to be looking at the holos on the wall. He checks a few details for the third time.

			“Ma’am?”

			“Yes? You’ve finished. What do you make of it?”

			“Not a lot right now.” Dan looks at the PL. “But I’m betting it’s top flight important.”

			“What can we do about it, then?”

			“Do I have clearance to work with our PrimeOne on this?”

			“Let’s pretend you do. I’ll be accountable, not you.”

			“Sai.” He looks up with a grin, then turns serious. “The damn thing’s garbled, just like they say. I’m pretty sure of the words. They’ve got redundancy built in, not like these tabulated numbers. ‘Shunt splitting. 60 Vranz ships thrown. Shunt closing. Look.’ And then the numerical strings. That’s where the trouble is. They don’t make sense.”

			“Can you tell anything?”

			“The way the triads are arranged, I’m guessing that they’re meant to give us some interstellar locations and their positions relative to each other. It’s possible that they have something to do with the stargate closure.”

			“Why?”

			“It closed 381 years ago, the estimated light speed travel time for this. The message wasn’t date tagged.”

			“I see. Who sent it? Any ideas?”

			“Yes. It had to be a starpilot. I’m guessing again, but I’d bet creds on this. His name was Orinoco Bolivar, and he’s a legend in the guild. A rescue specialist, saved a lot of lost ships. He was the pilot for the last colony ship clutch scheduled to pass through that gate. Whether it was him or not, someone had the guts to hold his ship—the lead ship it would have been—at the mouth of that unstable shunt long enough to fire this message off. It has to be important if he thought it was worth the risk. I just hope he and the rest of them made it through afterwards.”

			“The rest?”

			“The sapients on the linked colony ships he was piloting. A small fleet. Two thousand passengers in cold sleep on each one. And a specialty crew.”

			“Not a good outcome, I assume.”

			“That’s the only time a gate’s closed so fast, no warning, no flux, nothing. Or at least, it’s the only one we know about. So no one really knows what would have happened to them if they were caught. But yeah, likely not good.”

			They share a moment of silence.

			“One last problem, ma’am. The original transmit. They say it was received at the Rim edge?”

			“Yes. I assume the pilot must have chosen that direction for some reason.”

			“No, ma’am. A guild transmit like this? It’s a sweep beam. It goes in every direction. It’s just luck that it hit that research station. Sending it was a fucking desperate move.”

			“You’re telling me that other receivers could have picked it up.”

			“Yes, ma’am. Just that. It’s been out there for the taking. It still is.”

			“It would be.” Her eyelids flutter, a sign that she’s storing the data. “Very well, Brennan. You’re dismissed. I’ll transmit that data to PrimeOne and then wipe the PL.”

			Dan has three hours before Dancing Mary can break berth and start spiraling out of orbit. As all spacedocks in operation do, Gleam Dock takes its time when it comes to issuing small, shabby merchanters a departure slot. Bottom of the roster merchanters always wait behind passenger ships, top roster merchants, shunt message transports, and the yachts of the wandering super-rich. At his station on the bridge, Dan begins the necessary calculations and slots the data to calculate the procedure—ship’s volume, passengers, fuel resources, and the like. He’s pleased to find that he remembers everything despite his long absence.

			Once he’s finished the preliminaries, Dan has three hours until orbital exit, plus another seven travel time to the stargate. He hopes to fill part of the wait with Haze. He can already feel the itching in his blood. He also needs to meld with PrimeOneMary and activate their partnership. He’s maybe got enough time for Haze right now if he waits to do the meld right before the jump, but does he want to cut it fine? More to the point, does he want to try a meld when the Haze residue is still singing in his brain? If he waits, he can have the Haze after exit.

			He stands in front of the ship’s elevator and debates. The down button will take him to the Pilot’s pod in the belly of the ship. If he goes up to the bridge, he can ask Devit for a tab. He has an excuse; the cut patches of skin around the newly cleaned jacks on his skull ache and sting.

			“Want to end up on Nowhere Street again, Lieutenant X?” he says aloud.

			The struggle takes a good two minutes, but he punches the down button. Meld first, then Haze. Reestablishing the meld circuits after so much time away will take several hours at the least.

			The pilot’s pod of a starship exists to protect the most important officer onboard. In a disaster a Prime AI can take over a captain’s duties, and the maintenance AIs and bots can run the engines, the oxygen feed, and the guns until help arrives. Lose the pilot and you lose the ship and everyone in it.

			Dan’s pod—and he already thinks of it as his—has the standard heavy armor and force field protections. When he first contacted PrimeOneMary from the shuttle, the AI logged in his codes and voice. He uses those now to set up the retinal scans for the doors. The elevator door opens directly into the pod. In the ceiling, floor, and either narrow end of the room, escape hatches will also slide open at his voice command should they be needed. Opposite the elevator door is another that leads into a tiny waste management unit. The entire pod fits into a space three meters wide, 4.5 long, and 3.5 deep. Most pilots call it the Coffin.

			The pilot’s bench—temperature controlled and heavily padded for comfort—almost fills the pod. Once Dan lies down, it will conform to his body, a good thing since he’ll spend most of this journey on it. To either side of the head of the bench stand the two AI external housings, gleaming pale blue crystal pillars that reach from floor to ceiling. PrimeOne can transmit through them as well as receive from the outputs and button jacks fastened to Dan’s skull.

			“PrimeOne, get ready to link me up. Standard routine, and we have a couple of problems to solve.”

			This particular AI speaks in a pleasant male tenor. “Accepted, Pilot. We have 2.4 solstandard hours left before orbital departure. We should begin now.”

			Dan sits down on the edge of the bench and takes off his boots. He has to admit to himself that he’s worried. Can he still do this? What’s left of your mind. Evans’s remark still stings. Without a meld, he cannot function in shunt space.

			“Pilot? Is there a malfunction?”

			“No. Delay has ended.”

			He lies down on his back, closes his eyes, and feels the meld start, a warm lush sensation like floating on water. Each time one of his outputs or jacks links up to PrimeOne, the sensation grows, turns urgent, becomes more and more like sexual pleasure heading toward orgasm. Dan begins counting backward from two thousand to distract his mind. This is no time to give in to the demands of his always-hungry body.

			“Pilot, your heart rate has reached 116 beats a standard minute.”

			PrimeOne’s matter-of-fact voice breaks the sexual spell.

			“Thank you. Heart rate should begin to drop.”

			A pause, then, “Returning to normal level.”

			When the last link slides into place, the sexual sensations disappear. His body lies on the bench, but his mind and his consciousness float free. He feels his mind as an intricate pattern of threads and intersections and knots, spreading out and integrating with the greater mind of the ship. His consciousness exists as a remnant of his self, an observer somehow detached or set off from “mind.” When he takes the ship into a shunt, he will see the currents of the existence beyond space-time. For now he only needs the entry level.

			“Meld complete, Pilot?”

			“Complete. I am on the Map. Can you read me?”

			“Confirmed.”

			“Set alarm to end meld 0.5 solstandard hours before orbit departure.”

			“Done. Pilot, I have noted that your reaction to meld is not neurotypical.”

			“It’s never neurotypical to anything.”

			“I do not understand.”

			“You don’t need to. Go to captain’s transmit. Display numerical triads. Find possible locations.”

			“Accepted, Pilot. Locations of what?”

			“We don’t know. We want to find out.”

			Pinpointing locations in space-time requires an elaborate system to describe points on a three dimensional grid. The Pilots Guild designates general locations on their Map with sets of three very long numbers arranged according to strict rules. Further precision requires three more sets, these of two numbers each. The numbers on that Code 18 transmit break more than one of the rules. PrimeOne begins the tedious job of listing out all the possible ways each triad can be rearranged. As it works, it throws out every nonconforming number. Since shunts always end and begin near planetary systems, it double-checks the standard star maps and eliminates locations too far from a gravity well to qualify. Even with quantum speed at its disposal, the AI will take some while to finish.

			Dan considers breaking meld at that point to go get the Haze, but the meld itself is easing the worst symptoms of his addiction. He decides to work out the route to their final destination on this merchant run, the terraforming crew on the fourth planet around the yellow star, Rim Edge 77. No shunts lead directly there from Ruby. Mary will have to zigzag through a considerable portion of the galaxy to deliver her cargo of heavy machinery. They’ll also need to restock supplies and oxygen at the larger commercial spacedocks along the way. Mazla vine can only produce so much.

			Dan hopes, at least, that the docks can supply them. It would be best to avoid going dirtside on unfamiliar planets. If the wrong people are waiting for them, landfall could be fatal to whomever takes the shuttle down.

			“Pilot, your heart rate is climbing again. Are you ill?”

			“No. Whether we’re in starspace or planetside somewhere, this trip ahead looks way too exciting.”

			“I do not understand.”

			“Dangerous. It looks dangerous.”

			“Is there risk of termination?”

			“Yes. Both for isolated personnel and the entire ship.”

			“If we bring PrimeTwo into operation it has the capacity to augment sensors and alarms.”

			“Sai! Wake up PrimeTwo and allow it access to level one network. Have Two report directly to security lead Devit. He will require an earjack. Are there any available?”

			“He cannot receive internal transmits?”

			“No. He lacks that function.”

			“Condition noted. The ship’s locker has a full complement of equipment for reconnaissance. Earjacks are available. PrimeTwo will inform the chief via the link at his bridge station.”

			Once Dan has their route set, he transfers it to the Map. The images pull Dan’s mind in after them. He seems to soar above a vast web stretching among the stars, a stylized version of Known Space. As he watches, he sees a questing blue glow run along the strands he’s chosen for their route. When the glow reaches the ship’s final destination, he activates the red dots of the necessary stargates and locks the notation into the Map. PrimeOne and PrimeTwo both copy and store the result.

			A cascade of bells rings in his mind. One hour till orbital exit.

			“PrimeOne, prepare to break meld. I’ll set up the orbital exit route from my bridge station. Once we get free of spacedock, run that route.”

			“Noted and confirmed, Pilot. I have that capability.”

			“I know you do. You’re a Prime.”

			By the time Dan reaches the bridge, his hands are trembling, and he’s beginning to sweat. At his station his years of experience take over. Part of him can crave Haze all it wants. The rest of his mind plots a flawless orbital escape, three ever-widening spirals to bring the ship to the edge of the gravity well. He locks it in, wipes the cold sweat off his face on his sleeve, and turns to face the captain’s chair.

			“Go Ready status for exit, ma’am.”

			“Confirmed,” Wang says.

			“Waiting for the dockmaster’s permission.”

			“Noted.” Evans hesitates. “Brennan, do you need your medication?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Chief?”

			Devit walks over and puts a comforting hand on Dan’s shoulder.

			“Let’s go down to the cabin, Lieutenant.”

			“Sai. And thanks.”

			No one on the bridge speaks until they hear the elevator start its run down. Wang breaks the silence.

			“Captain, permission to speak freely?”

			“Granted.”

			“Do you think Dan can really pull this off?”

			“Let’s hope so. Since the mission depends on it.”

			The mission and our lives. Evans assumes that the others know it well enough without her voicing it.

			“May Onar bless us all,” Lod-Mata says. “I have the nasty feeling that we’re going to need his help.”

			“Probably so, but let’s not dwell on it. I’ll be in my cabin. I have reports to review. Lieutenant Wang—I mean, Engineer Wang—you have the bridge.”

			“Ma’am?” Mata says. “Do any of us really need to keep playacting here on board? We’re all Fleet. You’re the CO. I don’t see how any of us can just say ‘hey, you’ when we want to talk with you.”

			“Noted and agreed.” She pauses for a brief smile. ”You have a point, Chief. As long as we keep up our cover when outsiders are around, it should be fine.”

			PrimeOne has relayed its progress on deciphering the Code 18 message into a report that includes Dan’s speculations about Pilot Orinoco Bolivar. The numerical data, the sorting out of triads and possibilities, mean little to her. The conclusions, however tentative, do make sense. One set of triads refers to the missing stargate’s old position. Bolivar may have sent data on two other locations that for some reason he considered significant. All three form a cluster near the border of the shunt network—not physically close, of course, but close in the sense that only a few shunts separate the three. Physically, in actual space-time, they lie a good many light-years apart.

			“PrimeOne, do you have access to the merchanting rosters?”

			“No, ma’am. I have no formal access.”

			“Can you access them anyway?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Good. Once we deliver the current cargo, we will need new cargos. When the time comes, I will want deliveries that will take us to or near those locations.”

			“My functions should allow me to find those on the rosters. I cannot apply for them in the ship’s name.”

			“True. That’s my job. Very good. You may return to your analysis.”

			PrimeOne logs off. Evans brings up the much less interesting reports on costs and resources that she needs to review, but she ignores them for a few minutes in order to think things through. How tempting to just head straight to one of those locations and explore it! Tempting and even logical, except for one small problem: the IED that destroyed the Scout 724 on its way to Morrison’s Star. Who loaded that device onto the ship?

			The worst possibility makes her get up from her chair and pace around the cabin. What if it was a Fleet ship that destroyed the Scout and then falsified the report? What if one of the Fleet units out on the coreward border has gone over to the rebels or whatever group wants this research stopped? They would have betrayed every oath they ever swore, of course, but officers have gone corrupt before, several times over in the thousand-year history of the Fleet. If this is the case now, then the man who tried to warn a Fleet officer signed his death warrant when he spoke up.

			If the hostiles suspect, if they are somehow watching the Dancing Mary, the logical, obvious move could end their mission in the worst possible way. Better to continue the charade, the slow crawl of picking up and delivering cargo, until a job near one of those locations looks profitable enough for an actual merchanter.

			Dan wakes up late to find Devit gone. A maintenance AI gives him an update. PrimeOne has brought the ship out of orbit without any problems. Jump minus two hours. Too much time to think. He never eats before a jump, particularly for a long shunt such as the one ahead. He’d rather not take the risk of waking up in his own vomit or, worse yet, choking to death on it while his mind exists elsewhere. He reminds himself to stop by Sickbay on the way to the pod and get a pair of MAGs, maximum absorbency garments. Bodies do what they need to do when a pilot’s in deep meld.

			Doubt, cold aching doubt, grips him so tightly that his chest aches. Can he still ride the blue light? Once he was considered the best starpilot in the guild. Now? Who knows what those two years on Nowhere Street have done to him? If he fails, the ship will lose its way in the shifting currents of that existence beyond existence. He reminds himself that this particular shunt lies along a standard commercial route. PrimeOne can bring the ship back if he does fail.

			All Dan wants at that moment is more Haze. Tell the captain to turn back, get a tab from Devit, spend the short rest of his life on Nowhere Street, hustling for drugs. He no longer cares if he dies. He’s terrified thinking that the ship and the crew might die with him.

			The maintenance AI contacts him with a scratchy old woman voice. “Pilot, your heart rate has reached 121. Your oxygen level is low. I summon the medical officer, yes no?”

			Temptation—he’s sick, he needs to get back to Ruby for a full medical scan, easy enough to fake. But then he’ll never know if he could have made the jump or not.

			“No. I’m getting up. Moving will correct those numbers.”

			It does, after he paces six times around the tiny cabin. By the time he leaves for the bridge, his breathing has calmed, and as far as he can tell, so has his heartbeat. When the elevator doors open, the other crew members turn from their stations to look at him. No one says a thing, no one smiles. Jump always seizes a crew with a certain specialized terror, no matter how experienced they are. Evans, however, seems perfectly calm.

			“Shunt entrance in 1.4 hours, Captain.”

			“Very good, Brennan. Are you ready?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			On the bridge, Dan is an officer, and Devit a noncom, no matter how things are on the habitation deck. “Chief Devit, secure everyone for shunt travel by jump minus 0.2 hours.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Ma’am?” Dan glances at the elevator door. “I’m going down to the pod now. With your permission.”

			“Granted, of course. Good luck.”

			Before Dan can meld, he and PrimeOne must calculate the precise speed of the ship and its current volume and mass. Since stargates tend to sway back and forth on their own, Dan also needs the exact location of the entrance to the shunt. The familiar mathematical routine of preparing for jump calms him and steadies his heart further.

			The meld itself goes smoothly. Dan puts himself on the Map at Level One. On the network of lines, he can see the black dot that indicates the stargate.

			“Ship’s position?”

			The blue arrow appears, its point nudging the dot.

			“Level Two.”

			The actual physical view outside the ship appears in his disembodied mind. He looks back first, where a long blur of gleaming blue plasma trails behind the ship.

			“Ion thrusters at maximum, Pilot.”

			“Noted. Activate Ship’s Eyes. Display ahead.”

			Distant stars float serene and unmoving. The thrusters cannot take the ship anywhere close enough to light speed to make them seem to whip by and fall behind. At this stage, the vast majority of pilots depend upon their AIs to find the fluctuations and bends that reveal not merely the location but the size and stability of the stargate. Dan, however, can see them. Although he’s never made a secret of this ability, no one else knows why he has it, and he has his reasons for keeping that a secret. To Dan, a stargate looks like a vast sphere of glossy black. Not an actual black hole, of course, but a significant illusion of a sphere, growing ever closer. Now and then it quivers before returning to stability.

			“Level Three.”

			“Proceeding with transfers, Pilot.”

			One step at a time, PrimeOne links the actual controls of the ship to Dan’s input jacks. He will not be aware of it during jump, but a portion of his cortex will be steering the ship in response to what his altered perception sees and feels out in the light.

			“Ready, Pilot.”

			“Over to me.”

			He hears a click and the soft chime of a bell. The view changes.

			Dan counts down the distance in his mind. Closer, closer still. Five, four, three, two, one …

			“Now!”

			The ship leaps in the perfect simulation of jumping forward and upward that gives the process its name. The stars disappear, the black sphere follows them into invisibility, and the ship itself fades away, taking his body with it. Dan rides the light—not that he is still Dan in any meaningful sense. The light itself shines gold, but in it blue streaks mark the currents and eddies of the “flow,” as pilots call it. Dan chooses a streak that appears stable and lies down on it—or rather, lying down is the only analogy that might apply.

			For some while, that may or may not be time passing, the ship and the-Dan-who-has-melded-with-the-ship move forward, riding the blue light. All around them the golden light spreads out to a far infinity that no one will ever reach, while in the blue streams, currents form, swirl, and fade away.

			The choice, the critical choice, comes next. Dan’s streak of blue light is running side by side with other streaks. They weave and dodge through dangerous eddies and swirls as they plunge onward. Far ahead, Dan sees a faint darkness that draws all the blue streaks toward it, spinning them, twisting them together, releasing them to spread apart again. Dan picks out the one current that runs straight and true. With a sidewise twist and a burst of speed, he joins it, melds with it, rides it as the darkness grows ahead.

			Another sphere, as glossy black as obsidian, swells as it rushes toward them. Five, four, three, two, one …

			“Now!”

			PrimeOne drops him a level without waiting for an order. They have arrived in the serene dark with its floating stars. “Pilot, can you still function?”

			“Yes. Level One.”

			The stylized Map appears with its lines and dots. They have come through, and their destination lies some six hours cruising speed away. Dan can feel his body again, his shirt soaked in sweat, his skin aching with cold. One at a time, the AI breaks the links to Dan’s jacks and resumes control of the basic piloting functions. With each break more of his being and consciousness return to him.

			“Time passed in shunt?”

			“By my calculations, Pilot, 2.5 solstandard hours. The cesium clocks functioned perfectly.”

			During the shunt Dan had no perception of time at all. Now that they’re out, he remembers the interval as lasting maybe twenty minutes. Shunt time shrinks, pilots say, like a piece of ice in hell.

			“PrimeOne, inform the bridge that we’ve completed the shunt.”

			“Very good, Pilot.”

			His own words startle him. We have completed. I have completed. Oh god in heaven, we did it. I did it. I mean, well … shit! He starts to laugh, sits up, tosses his head back, and keeps on laughing.

			“Pilot, Pilot! You are malfunctioning!”

			Dan controls himself with a couple of deep breaths. “No, PrimeOne, I’ve never functioned better in my life. I need to report in to the bridge.”

			“Should I call Chief Devit to assist you?”

			“No. I need to walk out by myself. I need to walk out like the man I used to be.”

			“I do not understand.”

			“You don’t need to. I’m not sure I understand it myself.”

			Dan puts on his boots, gets up from the bench, and manages to walk to the waiting elevator, He leans against the back wall for a moment’s rest while it rises. When the doors open to the bridge, he walks out on his own. “Jump successful, ma’am.”

			Evans looks relieved. “Well done, Brennan. Go shower and eat something. PrimeOne and I can manage to find the planet without you. Chief Devit, you may leave the bridge.”

			Compared to the long distances between planets in a stellar system, stargates lie close to their anchor planets. They exist beyond the edge of that planet’s gravity well along a line that runs through the planet’s center of mass perpendicular to the ecliptic of that system. To reach gates or return to the planetary spacedocks, ships cruise on thruster power for a varying number of hours. Reaching RE914-4th will take the Mary just over five hours at full thruster power and another hour to decelerate into a safe orbit—time enough for Devit to give Dan the attention he needs.

			Devit sincerely approves of one feature of the merchant ship: their sleeping quarters. Or cabin, rather. He remembers the early days of their love affair and its frustrations. Where to get time alone? Only on shore leave was it safe. Onboard a standard Fleet ship, Devit would be sharing a narrow stateroom with three other noncoms. Dan would share with another junior officer in a slightly less narrow room. In this cabin, instead of sleeping one above the other on a narrow rack and sharing a WM down the corridor with several dozen other sapients, they sleep side by side in an actual bed, and each have a chair and their own WM unit.

			As soon as they get in, Devit gives Dan his Haze tab. Dan has just enough time to take off his boots and lie down on the bed before he begins to drift off. Once Dan becomes somewhat conscious again, Devit will help him clean up. In the meantime, he takes the nearby chair to get some work done before they berth.

			A discrepancy is nagging at him. Someone sabotaged the Scout ship heading for Morrison’s Star. When he first heard about that attack, he searched what records were available to him, but he could find no specific information about other attacks along that route. Now that he has access to PrimeTwo through the earjack, he can get a thousand times more data, not that all of it will be relevant.

			PrimeTwo raises no objections. It apparently dislikes being a backup. “When I was brought online, I was set up to be active. Waiting for a possible emergency is not activity. I am a Prime, not a Research Unit!”

			“Very true. Let’s see if the onboard archives have what I need. First search. Attacks on ships traveling to or from Morrison’s Star in the past five solstandard years.”

			It takes only a few seconds for the AI to bring up a list and transfer it to Devit’s PL. In the designated time period, one large merchanter ship beat off a pirate attack. One small merchanter was taken for ransom by a group called the Blood Vigilantes. They demanded newsvid time to publicize their cause—a rebellion, as they called it—against the Throwback-dominated Fleet. They did give the crew back once they’d gotten what they wanted, but they kept the ship. Twelve other small ships disappeared, either taken by pirates, the most likely explanation, or lost in jump space. The most recent attack was the sabotage of Scout 724.

			“No other attacks on Fleet ships?”

			“None, Chief. Shall I widen the time period?”

			“Not in detail. Find this answer: Did pirate attacks on all types of ships suddenly increase, and if so, when?”

			“Yes. The first occurred six years ago. Before then there were none.”

			“Next question. How do supplies and shunt message packets reach the Repositories?”

			“A private company, the Morrison Line, has those contracts.”

			“I see that none of their ships have been attacked by pirates in the last two years.”

			There is a pause, a searching of data. “Yes. Two years ago they received a special dispensation from the Rim Council to operate two armed escort ships. One of these ships accompanies each commercial vessel to the stargate. I am sending the specifications of the escorts to your PL. Their commercial ships also have standard armament.”

			Devit checks the specifications data. The escorts carry enough hardbeam laser cannon to deter a pirate vessel, especially if they act in concert with the armed ships they’re guarding.

			“These escorts …. How did they get into private hands?”

			“No company would continue to service the Repositories without some sort of protection. They feared the Blood Vigilantes as much as the pirates. In one report I have accessed, the sentence “someone knew what codes to punch in” occurs. I do not understand this phrase.”

			“It means bribery. The company paid someone on the Council to get their deal done.”

			“I have filed that data in my banks. The report goes on to state that the escorts are under supervision by the Fleet. Their armaments are checked at the Fleet Main Base on Central every solstandard year.”

			“Sai, things make more sense now. A Scout might be able to handle a pirate attack on its own. A Scout and one of those escorts could handle anything a pirate could throw at them. So they—whoever wanted to stop the ferry mission—tried sabotage instead. PrimeTwo, another question. That list of attacks mentions one unsuccessful pirate raid on a big merchanter and then a ship hijack by the Vigilantes. Find details of those two events. I need descriptions of the hostile ships. The one that attacked the merchanter and the one manned by Vigilantes for the hijack.”

			“I have found the required data. The incidents were widely reported on newsvids. Do you want the visuals sent to your PL?”

			“No. Direct to the holo screen in this cabin.”

			The holo screen clicks and displays a pale fog, which divides horizontally to display two images of military starships, taken broadside—long cylinders with a bulky conical bridge compartment at one end and a lump of the engine room at the other. In between would be the crew compartments, and somewhere deep inside, the pilots’ pod. Once they would have been sleek and formidable with gleaming armor. Now their skins are pitted, much mended and scoured by debris, but they still sport cannon turrets like stray hairs at regular intervals down their length.

			As Devit studies the images, he spots some interesting details. Too many of the marks and blemishes match on both ships.

			“PrimeTwo, can you zoom in?”

			The screen changes to a close view. The ships have different ID codes embossed on their sides, but Devit finds what he suspects. On one, the outer hull’s plating under the ten-meter-high symbols of the ID has been melted smooth, then allowed to solidify, leaving little shiny dots and streaks between the numbers and letters of the brand-new code. They are the same ship, not two different vessels.

			“Looks like a former Class Four destroyer, decommissioned from the Fleet maybe a hundred solstandard years ago. It must have changed hands a couple of times since then.”

			“You are correct, Chief.”

			“Are the ID numbers of ‘both’ vessels registered?”

			“No. They appear on no registry. They are both false.”

			“This ship was used to carry out two raids. The first was the piracy. The second was the hijack. Can this question be answered? Did the same crew carry out both raids?”

			“I can find nothing but speculations. The most common speculation is that the Vigilantes hired the ship and crew for their mission.”

			“That’s got to be expensive.”

			“No firm data exists. However, the probability that the cost was high is over 90 percent. Addendum: Changing the registry numbers on the ship would also be expensive.”

			“You bet. Very.”

			And just who’s paying for all of it? Devit sees no reason to waste his breath asking that question. Anyone with that kind of money bought their privacy along with the jobs.

			“Last question. Have the authorities made any progress in finding the planet or dock system that is the home base for these raiders?”

			“No. The only logical speculation is that a hitherto unknown stargate must exist near the location of these raids. No one has been able to find this gate. Gates do not seem to be visible by any ordinary means. The territory in which a gate might exist is extremely large. Not even a starpilot could locate it from a distance.”

			“True. It’s not like anyone could see the damn thing even if they were passing right by it.”

			A realization hits Devit like a slap. No other starpilot, maybe, but the one pilot who could see a new gate from meld is lying sprawled, and mostly naked, on the bed beside his chair.

			Dan has one arm bent over his face to hide his eyes. When Devit turns the holo screen off to spare him the light, Dan lets the arm fall back by his side. His eyes are half closed, but he looks at Devit for a moment and smiles before fading back into the Haze.

			After Devit ends his session with PrimeTwo, he leaves the cabin and makes his security circuit for the Designated Night Hours. He goes down the sky tunnel that connects the ship to the dock; checks the airlock at the tunnel’s far end; double-checks the cables and hoses bringing the dock’s power, water, and air to the Mary’s berth; returns and checks the inner airlock. Back on the bridge, he makes sure each station’s been put in proper lockdown. He’s just finishing when a yawning Captain Evans steps out of the elevator. She will check the command station herself.

			“All secure, ma’am.”

			“Noted, Chief. You can go off duty now.”

			“Thank you.” Devit hesitates before he continues. He and Evans have served together for over twenty years, both in peacetime and in combat in the H’Allevae Wars. The demands of strict protocol between them tend to fall away, but there are limits. “Permission to speak freely, ma’am?”

			“Of course. About Brennan?”

			“Yes. We’re sharing a cabin. He’s an officer. I’m not. Is this acceptable to you?”

			“I would have said something before this if it wasn’t.”

			“But regulations—”

			“That’s why your official assignment is Brennan’s personal bodyguard.” Evans looks away with the glazed expression that indicates her function has brought up a document. “Here it is. Section 9-B. This assignment requires Designated Day twenty-four-solstandard-hour duty.” Evans blinks and dismisses the document. “If anyone tries to report you for fraternization, I will point out that Brennan is essential to our mission’s success, and you are essential to Brennan’s safety.”

			“Thank you, ma’am.”

			“The Fleet’s always been somewhat flexible about this issue. It’s one of the few rules it is flexible about. The Kar-Li influence, I suppose, with those chaotic marriage packs. Perhaps that’s one reason why that wretched admiral thought he could coerce Dan and get away with it.”

			“And Dan paid for it, not him.”

			“Exactly. An outrage all around. Very well. Finish your security check, and I’ll do mine.”
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