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      HOLT


      

      Shortly before Angus Thermopyle and Milos Taverner left UMCPHQ aboard Trumpet, Holt Fasner visited his mother.

      


      

      He did this despite the fact that the old harridan had been in a foul temper for decades.


      

      The medical advances which had kept him nearly healthy, relatively strong, almost in his prime, for a hundred fifty years

         had come too late to be comparably effective for her. In fact, they would have failed her thirty years ago if he hadn’t insisted

         on plugging her into machines which first pumped blood, then digested food, and eventually breathed for her. She was technically

         still alive, of course; but now she was only the husk of a woman. Her skin was the blotchy color of rotting linen; she could

         hardly move her hands; she hadn’t lifted her head from its supports for at least ten years. She no longer knew the difference

         when tubes brought her sustenance or carried away waste.

      


      

      She retained her mind, however. Bitter as a vial of acid, Norna Fasner continued to think long after her body lost its last

         capacity to do anything.

      


      

      That was why her son kept her alive. Many years ago she’d given up asking him to let her die. She knew from old, painful experience

         that he would put her off with a bland chuckle and a vacuous remark: ‘You know I can’t do without you, Mother.’ And shortly

         afterward she would find yet another video screen installed in the room which she considered her tomb.

      


      

      She studied the screens, even though she hated them. Their images were all she had to think about. If they were switched off,

         her brain would almost surely go null; and she didn’t want that. She desired death, not unconsciousness. If even one of her

         screens had gone blank, she might have wept in frustration and grief. Every image, every word, every passing implication was a hint which might eventually enable her to believe that her son would be destroyed. Without hints

         – without the possibility that she would receive hints – all her years of paralyzed, unliving existence would come to nothing.

      


      

      Her son was the United Mining Companies CEO; unquestionably the richest and beyond doubt the most powerful man alive. From

         his corporate ‘home office,’ his station orbiting Earth half a million kilometers beyond UMCPHQ, he ruled his vast empire:

         the largest, arguably the most necessary enterprise in human history. His employees were counted in millions: men and women

         who lived or died by his decisions and policies, in billions. Disguised by the UMC charter, and by the public democracy of

         the Governing Council for Earth and Space – which was nominally responsible for controlling men like him, corporations like

         his – he raised and toppled governments, destroyed or enriched competitors, caused potential futures to take on substance

         or fray away like mist. Behind his back, people who feared him sometimes referred to him as ‘the Dragon’ – and only people

         who had no idea who he was didn’t fear him.

      


      

      He stood at the nexus of human dealings with forbidden space. All human access to that imponderable source of wealth passed

         through his hands. And humanity’s only defense against that imponderable threat belonged to him.

      


      

      The value of Holt Fasner’s time couldn’t be measured in pure cesium. Nevertheless he visited his mother whenever an opportunity

         presented itself. He treasured her advice too much to let her die.

      


      

      Although he was sometimes hard-pressed to interpret it. Her wish for his ruin was so palpable that he had to be extraordinarily

         careful in how he sifted her insights, what valence he assigned to her pronouncements. As a result, his encounters with her

         were a challenge which he found profoundly stimulating.

      


      

      In truth, he could almost certainly have afforded to let her die any time during the past half century. He liked talking to

         his mother; he profited from her advice. But he could have done without it. He kept Norna Fasner alive precisely because she

         wished him ill with such steady virulence; also because he took pleasure in her utter helplessness; and finally because she

         kept him on his toes. Otherwise he was inclined to forget that he was mortal.

      


      

      Men who forgot their mortality made mistakes. Holt Fasner had paid blood – not always his own – for his successes; and now

         that he had them, he didn’t mean to let them go glimmering in the name of a mistake.

      


      

      So he visited his mother shortly before Trumpet’s departure. Risks were at work; small risks that might metastasize at any moment. In themselves, Angus Thermopyle, Milos

         Taverner, Nick Succorso, and Morn Hyland were nothing more than three men and a woman; pawns of Holt’s larger policies, his

         grander dreams. But stirred together with Billingate and the Amnion, they might conceivably produce something more volatile,

         with a lasting impact, like a minor thermonuclear pile which went critical and rendered all its environs uninhabitable for

         centuries.

      


      

      The Director of the United Mining Companies Police was in charge, of course; Warden Dios himself. The risk was of his choosing,

         not Holt’s: the negative consequences, if any, would be his to clean up. But Holt cherished the well-being of the UMCP as

         he cherished the health of the whole United Mining Companies. If he’d believed the risks too great, he would have forbidden

         them.

      


      

      He hadn’t.


      

      Nor had he dismissed the situation from his mind, however. Instead of trying to second-guess Ward – who had spent the better

         part of three decades proving himself as the Dragon’s strong right hand – Holt went to talk to Norna.

      


      

      The room where he kept her immured was hidden in the obscure recesses of the home office, in a part of the station where no

         one ventured except men and women with extremely specialized authorizations. As usual when her several doctors weren’t examining

         her, the only illumination in her high sterile sickchamber came from the twenty or so video screens which nearly covered the

         wall in front of her. That dimness was her choice: the little strength left in her fingers was enough to tap buttons that

         would raise or lower the lights, adjust her posture, summon assistance – or even turn off the screens. Holt allowed her that

         freedom because he trusted the use she would make of it.

      


      

      Stark and garish in the phosphor gleam, her face looked like that of a mummy painted to appear ghastly under UV lamps. Incessantly

         her thin lips and toothless gums chewed food she hadn’t tasted for decades. At intervals she drooled unselfconsciously; a

         fretwork of wrinkles spread the saliva into a sheen across her chin. She didn’t glance at her son as he entered: her eyes flicked restlessly across the screens as if she could absorb and understand them all simultaneously.

      


      

      From them came a steady mutter of voices and soundtracks, a muted and indistinguishable argument interleaved with at least

         half a dozen kinds of music – a noise like a rabble, uneasy and irate; but so blurred and distant that it might have been

         the tectonic grumbling of rocks, or the lost complaint of the sea. The sound alone set Holt’s teeth on edge: at times it seemed

         to muddle his brain. It made him think there was something structurally wrong with the home office itself.

      


      

      He knew from experience, however, that Norna absorbed and understood the voices as well as the images.


      

      ‘Hello, Mother,’ he greeted her – artificially hearty, in part as a matter of policy, in part because he had to do something

         to counteract the effects of the noise. ‘You’re looking well, better than ever. I do believe you’ll be able to get out of

         bed soon. I can certainly use your help running the company. How are you feeling? What do the doctors say?’

      


      

      She met his blather with her usual disregard. The way her eyes hunted the screens made him think of a chicken trying to peck

         seeds out of stony soil.

      


      

      He scanned the screens himself for a moment, but their images offered him nothing. The typical collection: half a dozen news

         broadcasts, all trying to reinterpret life for their viewers, all reaching the same conclusions; three or four sports programs

         showing acts of extreme violence in varying degrees of simulation; four or five comedies and satires which gave the impression

         that they all repeated the same jokes over and over again; and half a dozen romantic videos – ‘Mother, really, at your age,

         aren’t you ashamed?’ – reveling in the kind of mindless and supernal lust which had apparently driven Morn Hyland and Nick

         Succorso together on Com-Mine Station. With such tripe masses of human beings were tranquilized – until those rare occasions

         when they woke up, saw what was really happening around them, misunderstood it, and did their best to impose the stupidest

         possible solution on the men who normally led them. The Humanity Riots were a case in point. The rest of the time, the world

         reflecting from the screens served its purpose efficiently enough. But it had nothing to give Holt himself.

      


      

      For the umpteenth time, he wondered what it gave his mother. Did she see in it something that he missed? Was she simply hoping

         for news that some disaster had befallen him? Or was she able to snatch a secret knowledge out of the gabble – knowledge which had

         somehow eluded him, despite his vast resources?

      


      

      The question added piquancy to his visits with her.


      

      What could he have missed? Not much, obviously, since he’d demonstrated his ability to profit – and profit hugely – from those times

         when the human billions kicked over the traces and demanded irrationality from their leaders. He still chuckled internally

         when he thought of the Humanity Riots. Imagine trying to face the threat of the Amnion without genetic expertise to match

         their own! And yet humankind’s outbreak of revulsion against genetic experimentation had effectively delivered Intertech into

         his hands. Owning Intertech, in turn, had given him control over first contact with the Amnion – and that had led as inexorably

         as a syllogism to his present position as the arbiter of fate for his whole species.

      


      

      If any man in history could claim to have not missed much, Holt Fasner was the one. Nevertheless he kept the question – and his mother – alive to help him ensure that he didn’t start

         missing things now.

      


      

      At one hundred fifty years of age, he was almost in his prime, still close to his middle years physiologically. But his cheeks

         were just a shade too ruddy. He had to blink a bit too often to keep his eyes from filming over. At times he couldn’t hold

         his hands steady: at times his prostate troubled him. His doctors had advised him against any form of strenuous exercise because

         they didn’t know how long the tissues of his heart could last. Now more than ever it was vital to make no mistakes.

      


      

      ‘Mother,’ he went on with the same bland heartiness, as if she hadn’t refused to answer his polite inquiries – as if she had,

         in fact, given him the answer he desired most – ‘I need your advice. In the past few days, I’ve had a couple of troubling

         conversations with Godsen Frik.

      


      

      ‘You remember him, don’t you?’ Holt knew perfectly well that his mother never forgot anything. ‘He’s Ward’s Director of Protocol.

         For some reason’ – Holt showed his teeth in a salesman’s grin – ‘he thinks he has the right to go over Ward’s head when he

         doesn’t like Ward’s decisions or policies. Reprehensible conduct in a subordinate, don’t you think? Ward wouldn’t tolerate

         it if he didn’t know that Godsen is a particular protégé of mine. In time – ten years or so – I think Godsen will be ready

         to do his duty to all humankind by accepting the presidency of the GCES. But it is a problem, isn’t it? For Ward as Godsen’s Director. And for me, as Ward’s friend, ally, and mentor. After

         all, I want Ward’ – Holt had a malicious love for phrases like this one – ‘to be happy in his work. All human space depends

         on him.’

      


      

      Certainly all human space depended on the UMCP. No other force strong enough to interdict the Amnion existed. And therefore

         Holt’s unique position also depended on the UMCP. If he hadn’t owned the cops, the GCES could have dismantled his empire long

         ago.

      


      

      Listening hard, trying to filter out the insistent mutter of the screens, he heard Norna’s almost inaudible question, chewed

         out by her bloodless lips and toothless gums:

      


      

      ‘What’s the situation?’


      

      Ah, Mother, you live for me, don’t you? You don’t want to, but you do it anyway.


      

      Holt went on smiling.


      

      ‘Ward has decided that it’s time to do something about one of the worst of the bootleg shipyards that serves forbidden space

         by helping illegals – as well as by what they used to call “fencing stolen goods.” It’s amazing how many men want to get rich

         by aiding and abetting our enemies. The Amnion want our resources – our raw materials, our technologies, our genes. Pirates

         sell those things.

      


      

      ‘But piracy would be’ – Holt pursed his mouth – ‘ineffective without bootleg shipyards to build and repair ships – and without

         dealers to transact business with the Amnion. Ward would love a chance to blow them all to dust.

      


      

      ‘The question is how. The particular shipyard he has in mind this time just happens to be in forbidden space. He would lose

         his job if he committed an act of open warfare against the Amnion. So he’s planning a covert strike.

      


      

      ‘Do you remember that situation on Com-Mine, oh, half a year ago? The one where it looked like Security was in collusion with

         one pirate to frame another?’ Of course she did. ‘The one that tipped the votes to pass the Preempt Act?’

      


      

      Holt had maneuvered hard to secure the passage of the Preempt Act. It gave the UMCP jurisdiction over local Security everywhere

         – thereby perfecting the UMCP’s hegemony by emasculating the only plausible alternative to Holt’s cops.

      


      

      ‘Well, the illegal who got framed is called Angus Thermopyle – one of the slimiest characters you would ever want to meet.

         Ward reqqed him under the act. Now he’s been welded and programmed, and he’s being sent against that shipyard. Today, I think.’

      


      

      Right now, in fact.


      

      ‘It’s a complex issue. Please stop me if I’m boring you, Mother. I had the distinct impression that Ward didn’t want to obey

         when I told him to set up that frame on Com-Mine. Our Ward is still too much of an idealist. He doesn’t like to get involved

         in the practical side of politics. I’ve actually heard him make speeches against “descending to the level of our enemies.”

         But he did it because he could get something he wanted out of it – which was this Angus Thermopyle. As far as I can tell,

         he didn’t actually want more authority for its own sake.’ As if to himself – but watching his mother closely – Holt mused,

         ‘I wish I knew how hard I would have had to push him to make him follow orders if he hadn’t wanted Angus.’

      


      

      If Norna said anything, he didn’t hear it.


      

      ‘The point, however,’ Holt resumed, ‘is that Ward did follow orders. He is following orders. The next few days should produce

         some interesting developments on the fringes of forbidden space.’

      


      

      Now Norna muttered something that sounded like, ‘Why does that bother Godsen?’


      

      ‘Good question!’ her son exclaimed jovially. ‘As usual, Mother, you’ve cut right to the heart of the matter. Why does that bother a dedicated public servant like Godsen Frik?

      


      

      ‘Well, of course, we wouldn’t have been able to frame this Angus Thermopyle if we hadn’t had someone working for us inside

         Com-Mine Security. But it would be’ – Holt considered his choice of adjectives – ‘unfortunate if any local investigation uncovered

         the truth. We passed the Preempt Act on the assumption that local Security couldn’t be trusted – that Com-Mine had a traitor

         working for forbidden space. If word got out that the traitor was actually working for us – well, I could probably keep station votes in line, but the rest of the Council would go absolutely shit-faced.

      


      

      ‘To protect against that eventuality, Ward reqqed our traitor at the same time as Angus – a sadistic little bureaucrat named

         Milos Taverner. All well and good, so far. But here comes the part that upsets Godsen. Angus is a cyborg now, programmed down to his toes. He can’t clean his teeth without permission from his datacore. But he

         still needs a control – someone who can adjust his programming to meet unforeseen circumstances. In addition, he needs crew.

         And on top of that, he needs cover. He needs an explanation for why he’s free, how he got out of lockup, where he got his

         ship.’

      


      

      Holt paused for effect, then said, ‘Ward has chosen Milos to go with Angus.’


      

      Norna chewed her silence. Traces of saliva leaked past her lips instead of words. Her eyes flicked rapidly across all her

         screens, but never toward her son.

      


      

      ‘Am I making this clear enough for you, Mother?’ Holt asked in a tone of cheerful solicitude. ‘We know Milos has the soul

         of a traitor because he betrayed Com-Mine Security for us. Ward says he won’t turn against us because we’ve got him by the short hairs.’ That was another phrase Holt Fasner especially

         enjoyed. ‘If he reveals anything we don’t want him to reveal – or does anything we don’t want him to do – he’s cooked. But

         Godsen has a different perspective. A more “public” perspective. If these activities become known, what are “the people,”

         “the great unwashed masses”’ – such words rolled almost gleefully off Holt’s tongue – ‘going to think of sending out a known

         murderer and rapist under the control of a known traitor? What are the votes on the GCES going to think of Ward’s belief that

         Milos won’t turn against us?

      


      

      ‘And what are the chances, really, that Milos won’t turn against us? He can probably make a stellar fortune by selling everything he knows about us – not to mention about Angus,’

         although Milos couldn’t literally sell Angus himself, since the programming which made Angus loyal to the UMCP was unalterable.

      


      

      ‘Our Godsen knows his duties. It’s his job to become hysterical and froth at the mouth in situations like this. And it’s his job to come to me.

      


      

      ‘I haven’t backed him up, however. I don’t want him to forget his place – I don’t want him to think he has the power to tell

         me what to do. And I don’t want to undermine Ward.’ Not in a case like this, where the potential benefits were large – a dramatic

         victory against forbidden space and piracy, wonderful for the credibility of the UMCP – and the likely risks were small. After

         all, if Milos misbehaved Ward could always order Nick Succorso to kill him. ‘He has a talent for this kind of delicate manipulation. And he’s the best UMCP Director I could ask for. He may be the only man I know who might be able to threaten

         me – if I didn’t own him down to his soul.’

      


      

      In fact, Holt would have feared Ward if he hadn’t gained a kind of absolute complicity from Ward by winning Ward’s acquiescence

         in the suppression of Intertech’s immunity drug.

      


      

      A small voice whispered out of Norna’s husk. ‘But you’re still worried.’


      

      ‘How right you are, Mother,’ Holt agreed. ‘I’m still worried. No matter how careful Ward is, he’s still taking a risk – and

         you know I don’t like risks. That’s the reason I suppressed Intertech’s antimutagen. It had at least the theoretical potential

         to shift the balance of power across human space. Any effective defense against the way the Amnion impose mutation could conceivably

         undercut Ward and the whole UMCP by making them appear less vital, less necessary. That might have weakened my position with the votes.’

      


      

      He shrugged judiciously. ‘Or not. Maybe none of those things would have happened. But I didn’t want to take the chance. So

         I made sure that only Ward and Hashi know the drug actually exists – and that only Hashi can use it. To protect Data Acquisition’s

         covert operations, don’t you see?

      


      

      ‘Now Ward’s taking a risk of his own. Not without consulting me, of course. His reasons for doing it are pretty persuasive,’

         if only because Angus Thermopyle would have a chance to eliminate the problem of Morn Hyland. She was a UMCP ensign with an

         unauthorized zone implant and – presumably – knowledge of the immunity drug; and if she ever left forbidden space to tell

         what she knew, PR and the whole of the UMCP would have a disaster of mega-proportions on their hands. ‘It’s what you might

         call a surgical strike.’ Holt licked his lips. ‘Extirpate a melanoma before it spreads.

      


      

      ‘So he’s taking this particular risk with my blessing. But I’m still worried about it. I think Ward is getting himself in

         trouble.’

      


      

      Norna’s words were no more than a low growl against the blurred mutter of the screens, but for some reason Holt heard them

         as clearly as if her voice were the only sound in the room.

      


      

      ‘I think he’s getting you in trouble.’

      


      

      Holt chuckled automatically. ‘Come now, Mother. Don’t be an alarmist. You’ll get yourself all excited for nothing. This is

         Warden Dios we’re talking about. I made him – he’s my right hand. He can’t use the san without doing it to benefit me.’

      


      

      He might have gone on; but his blather trailed away as he saw Norna pointing a gnarled and tremulous finger at one of the

         screens.

      


      

      At first he couldn’t tell which one. A romance? No, one of the news broadcasts. Somewhere in the midst of the intolerable babble a male face with an authoritative voice

         and no mind was saying, ‘… this special bulletin.’

      


      

      Special bulletin? What special bulletin? Nothing happened – nothing was allowed to happen – in human space unless Holt Fasner knew about it first.

      


      

      ‘A highly placed source in the office of the UMCP Director of Protocol on UMCPHQ Station has confirmed that Angus Thermopyle

         has escaped.’

      


      

      Without warning, a tingle ran down Holt’s nearly strong spine and tightened around his scrotum.


      

      ‘Captain Thermopyle,’ said the male head as if he were anything more than a ventriloquist’s dummy, ‘is an illegal captured

         and convicted approximately six months ago on Com-Mine Station, and later transferred to UMCPHQ by the orders of Hashi Lebwohl,

         Director of Data Acquisition. No explanation has ever been released for Data Acquisition’s interest in Captain Thermopyle.

         However, as this news team reported at the time, he is no ordinary illegal. The circumstances of his arrest and conviction

         are widely held to be the precipitating factor in the recent passage of the so-called Preempt Act by the Governing Council

         for Earth and Space. Apparently Captain Thermopyle was assisted in his piracies by a traitor within Com-Mine Station Security.

         Doubts about the integrity of station Security across human space persuaded the members of the GCES of the necessity of the

         Preempt Act.

      


      

      ‘That Captain Thermopyle was able to escape from UMCPHQ itself is sufficiently disturbing. However, our source in the office

         of the UMCP Director of Protocol has confirmed that the situation is worse than it appears.

      


      

      ‘The difficulties revolve around a man who was at one time the Deputy Chief of Com-Mine Station Security, Milos Taverner.’


      

      Oh, shit, thought Holt. Anxiety spread from his groin up into his chest. His lungs hurt as if they were getting old.


      

      Like all dummies, the male head in the news broadcast was implacable. ‘Because he was responsible for the interrogation of

         Captain Thermopyle on Com-Mine Station, Deputy Chief Taverner was brought to UMCPHQ along with Captain Thermopyle, again on

         orders from the Director of Data Acquisition. Ostensibly Deputy Chief Taverner was reqqed by Data Acquisition to continue

         his interrogation of Captain Thermopyle. He was considered to have a unique and invaluable knowledge of the prisoner.

      


      

      ‘Now, however, our source has confirmed that Deputy Chief Taverner was brought to UMCPHQ, not because of his specialized knowledge,

         but because he was thought to be the traitor who had betrayed Com-Mine Station Security. He was brought to UMCPHQ so that

         Data Acquisition might learn the truth about him – and so that the threat he represents would be neutralized.

      


      

      ‘For reasons which are not clear at this time, Deputy Chief Taverner was not adequately guarded. Now, it appears, he has succeeded

         at breaking his former partner, Captain Thermopyle, out of confinement. Together they have stolen a ship and escaped UMCPHQ.

      


      

      ‘The implications of this apparent incompetence on the part of the UMCP are vast and frightening for a species already threatened

         with extinction by the Amnion – a species protected only by the same men and women who have just allowed a convicted pirate

         and his most dangerous accomplice to slip through their fingers.’

      


      

      There was more: a recap of Captain Thermopyle’s arrest and conviction, and a summary of Deputy Chief Taverner’s record, followed

         by an exhaustive analysis of events by a whole panel of self-appointed experts – genophobes, libertarians, free-market crazies,

         native Earthers; every political fringe group that wanted votes on the GCES and didn’t have them. Holt Fasner had stopped

         listening, however. He was already on the intercom, securing a channel between the home office and UMCPHQ – putting the fear

         of the Dragon into every technician and secretary between his mother’s sickchamber and Godsen Frik.

      


      

      His hands shook the entire time.




      

      WARDEN


      

      From his personal Command Operations Room in UMCPHQ Center, Warden Dios watched Trumpet run out smoothly through Station control space. Except for Min Donner, his Enforcement Division Director and occasional bodyguard,

         he was alone: he’d sent everyone else away, even the communications techs who were supposed to keep him in instant contact

         with every department and activity of the United Mining Companies Police. He hadn’t locked the door, but he had silenced all

         the CO Room pickups, monitors, and logs.

      


      

      Solitude was rare for the UMCP Director. Silence was even rarer. Being with Min may not have been the same thing as being

         alone; but at least she didn’t talk unless she had something important to say.

      


      

      So far Trumpet’s departure was meticulous. The ship hadn’t filed any kind of destination report, and hadn’t been asked for one; but her

         blip on the screens showed that she was following her assigned trajectory exactly: on course at the correct speed; responding

         precisely to the data and demands from the navigational buoys which managed UMCPHQ’s – and Earth’s – heavy in-system traffic.

      


      

      Had Warden Dios expected anything else? Not really. Trumpet had only two men aboard, and neither Angus Thermopyle nor Milos Taverner was likely to begin improvising so early. Angus

         was as perfectly welded as Hashi Lebwohl could make him – and Hashi was a wizard of cybernetics. The idea that Angus would

         ever diverge from his programming was almost inconceivable. In any case, Milos would keep him in line.

      


      

      And whatever actions Milos’ uncertain loyalties might inspire, they certainly wouldn’t be of a kind to attract attention –

         or doubt – this close to Earth and UMCPHQ. He’d been too well trained, too thoroughly threatened. In addition Warden had arranged

         to burn Milos’ bridges behind him. The news bulletin which Protocol had released through one of Godsen Frik’s subordinates, announcing Angus’ ‘escape’

         and Milos’ ‘complicity,’ enforced Milos’ cooperation. The former Deputy Chief of Com-Mine Station Security might eventually

         dare many things; but he wouldn’t dare them here.

      


      

      The UMCP Director had no reason to stay where he was. He was a busy man. He should already have gone on to other duties. Still

         he valued the silence and the near solitude. Alone with Min Donner, he remained in the privacy of his CO Room, watching Trumpet – and a piece of his own fate – pass out of his control.

      


      

      He believed the whole human species was at issue. Otherwise he would not have been able to do what he did.


      

      He was a strong man, with a thick chest and powerful arms. The lines of his face and jaw seemed hard enough to have been cut

         from metal. And the patch glued over the prosthesis of his left eye, like the crookedness of his nose, only made him look

         stronger. But sometimes he needed more than strength to stand the strain of his oblique intentions. He needed to remind himself

         of the consequences if he failed.

      


      

      If he failed, Holt Fasner would win.


      

      Warden Dios had done too much to help create the Dragon’s power: he couldn’t turn his back on his responsibility now that

         he finally understood the danger of what he and Holt together had made.

      


      

      For a moment the outgoing blip blurred slightly as navigational transmission shifted from one buoy to the next. In another

         hour, Trumpet would reach her assigned gap range – considerably closer to Earth than other ships were allowed, but well within the priority

         zone restricted for the UMCP’s use. Then she would be gone. And Warden would have to live with the outcome.

      


      

      Min adjusted her weight slightly; her fingers stroked the butt of the handgun she carried everywhere. Warden suspected that

         she wore her impact pistol to bed. Without lifting her eyes from the screens, she asked quietly, ‘Do you really think this

         is going to work?’

      


      

      He glanced over at her. The strictness of her mouth never altered; her jet hair had been marked by exactly those streaks of

         gray ever since she’d become his most valued assistant. Her gaze was hot enough to scorch men with less iron in their souls

         – or less scar tissue.

      


      

      In an oddly impersonal way, he loved her. More personally, he respected her moral clarity, her loyalty to her people in ED; her commitment to the law and power which preserved the fragile

         integrity of human space. Years ago those qualities used to swell his heart. Now they made him grieve.

      


      

      Because he was grieving, he was less cautious than he should have been. ‘I think,’ he replied, ‘if it doesn’t, the Dragon

         is going to force me to commit seppuku.’

      


      

      That brought her around to face him. Her eyes burned into his – the artificial orb behind its patch and the human one. Her

         whole body blazed with infrared emissions. ‘Then why are you doing it?’

      


      

      ‘Min —’ No question about it: he should have been more circumspect; should never have given her this opening. She was already

         in enough danger, simply because she was the Enforcement Division Director – and honest. ‘What do you suppose my choices are?’

      


      

      ‘You could send me,’ she said promptly, tightly. ‘Or you could let me put together a team. Instead of sending out a cyborg and a traitor, not

         to mention sacrificing Morn Hyland’ – Min was not a woman who feared to speak her mind – ‘you could have let somebody you

         trust try to do both jobs. Put Billingate out of business and rescue Morn.

      


      

      ‘It’s suicide to leave her there,’ she pursued before he could respond. ‘The Amnion might get their hands on her. And she

         doesn’t deserve to be abandoned like that. She doesn’t deserve to just be put out of her misery along with that shipyard. If you think Angus and Milos are too chancy to rescue her’ – Min’s

         tone was acid; her body, the color of mineral acid – ‘if you think asking them to pull her out is too complex, try something

         else. Let me organize a team. Or go myself.’

      


      

      Abruptly she stopped. Dios could see the flux of tension along her jaw as she bit down on the other things she was tempted

         to say.

      


      

      ‘Because,’ he replied falsely, hiding his sorrow, ‘she doesn’t matter now. I don’t care whether you understand or not. And

         I don’t care how much it hurts to let go of her. Only Angus and Milos matter. Everything depends on them. If I give them a

         reason to fail – if I make their job too difficult by ordering them to rescue Morn – they might as well not go at all.’

      


      

      And if they fail us, we’re doomed.


      

      Min must have known that she couldn’t conceal her distress from him. Nevertheless she turned her head away so that he couldn’t

         see her eyes, her expression.

      


      

      He was tempted to ask, Min, do you still trust me? Are you going to back me up? But he knew she would tell him the truth –

         for reasons which had nothing to do with his ability to distinguish lies – so he allowed her to keep her answers private.

         She had that right. Instead he took his next step along the path of culpability and sacrifice that he’d chosen for himself.

      


      

      ‘There’s something I want you to do for me,’ he told her. ‘It can’t come from me, but it’s got to be done.’ She waited without

         moving.

      


      

      Stifling a sigh, Warden asked, ‘Have we got any supporters on the Governing Council – I mean, supporters who are also opponents

         of the UMC? I should know the answer, but I have a hard time forcing myself to think about things like this.’

      


      

      He read her puzzlement as she thought. After a moment she inquired, ‘Are you talking about a bloc of votes? Or individual

         voters?’

      


      

      ‘Individuals. Members.’


      

      She let out a breath like a small snort. Facing him again, she said, ‘Captain Vertigus.’


      

      Warden Dios raised his eyebrows to convey the impression that he was surprised. Captain Sixten Vertigus, commander of the

         SMI probe ship Deep Star, was the first human being who had ever seen an Amnioni.

      


      

      ‘He must be all of ninety by now,’ Min went on, ‘but he’s still able to sit up straight while the rest of the Council natters.

         By seniority, at any rate, he’s the senior member for the United Western Bloc, but he doesn’t wield any real power. According

         to the news broadcasts, he makes periodic speeches denouncing the Dragon’s ‘quest for UMC hegemony.’ On the other hand, he

         votes on our side whenever one of our issues comes up.

      


      

      ‘What do you want him for?’


      

      Warden held himself perfectly still, determined to give the ED Director no hint of his urgency. In a steady, conversational

         tone, he answered, ‘I want you to talk to him for me. I want you to convince him to introduce GCES legislation that will sever

         us from the UMC. We need to be a separate entity, accountable only to the Council itself – we need to be the human police, not just the Dragon’s private enforcement agency. I want him to put a bill of severance in front of the GCES, and

         I want him to do it now.’


      

      The colors shining from Min’s form told Warden that she’d been waiting a long time to hear him say something like this.


      

      ‘Get everything ready yourself,’ he continued. ‘Lay it all out for him. Convince him to put all of his personal prestige,

         all of his experience, all of his passion behind it.’

      


      

      He knew Sixten Vertigus to be a man of considerable passion. Otherwise he wouldn’t have violated Holt Fasner’s direct orders

         by making personal contact with the Amnion.

      


      

      ‘And don’t let him get bogged down by details. Write the bill for him if you have to. The big thing he’ll want to know – what

         all the members will want to know – is how we’ll be financed. What kind of revenue source can take the place of the UMC coffers.

         The answer is, tax every company that does any kind of business in space. Most of the money will still come from the UMC.

         But if we’re separately constituted, if we’re an independent branch of the government instead of an arm of the UMC, we’ll

         be able to function the way cops should.


      

      ‘I want that bill in front of the GCES within forty-eight hours.’


      

      Before Holt learns what’s happening on Thanatos Minor.


      

      Min’s eyes shone like her aura. Facing him straight, she said softly, ‘The Dragon will never let you get away with it. For

         one thing, he has the votes to stop you. And when he finds out what you’re up to, he’ll consider it a betrayal. He’s still

         your boss. He has the corporate authority – as well as the personal clout – to fire you.’

      


      

      Slowly the Director of the UMCP smiled. ‘That’s why the whole business is absolutely confidential. If Godsen or even Hashi

         hears one word about this – if anybody except you, me, and Captain Vertigus so much as smells the truth – all of it,’ all of us, maybe all of humanity, ‘will be

         wasted.

      


      

      ‘In fact, it’s essential to keep me out of it entirely. Even Captain Vertigus can’t know it’s my idea. As far as he’s concerned, it comes from you. I want him

         to do it because he believes in it, not because he thinks I’m trying to outmaneuver Holt.’

      


      

      Min nodded once, sharply. ‘Director—’ she began, ‘Warden—’ But she had to think for a moment or two before she said, ‘I’m

         not going to ask you what this has to do with sending Angus and Milos against Billingate. But I am going to ask you to watch your back. You could get killed playing a game like this.’

      


      

      ‘Min, Min’ – Warden spread his hands in a gesture of humorous helplessness – ‘he’s only a Dragon. He isn’t God.’


      

      She wasn’t amused. ‘No, and you aren’t either. I bet you might even bleed if he cut your heart out. I bet—’

      


      

      She might have gone on: she was charged with her own passion, and had too few outlets for it. But she was interrupted by a

         timid knock at the CO Room door.

      


      

      The door slid open without permission. One of Center’s communications techs, looking pale and more than a little apprehensive,

         ventured her head into the room.

      


      

      ‘Director?’


      

      Instinctively irritated, Warden wanted to snarl at her, Don’t be such a damn sheep. When was the last time I murdered – not

         to mention demoted, or even reprimanded – a communications tech for simply doing her job?

      


      

      He stifled the impulse, however. It was dangerous; symptomatic of a tension he couldn’t afford to betray. Smiling to disguise

         his vexation, he waited for the tech to explain herself.

      


      

      ‘It’s the PR Director,’ she said, fumbling slightly. ‘Godsen Frik. He’s trying to get in touch with you. He says it’s urgent.

         I can route it to your intercom.’ She nodded at the console in front of him.

      


      

      Warden forced himself to continue smiling despite the sting of anxiety in his veins. ‘Thank you, Technician.’ Damned if he

         was going to make the effort to remember the woman’s name at a time like this. ‘Please tell Director Frik that he just missed

         me.’ When the tech hesitated, he added quietly, ‘Dismissed.’

      


      

      She pulled her face out of the doorway, and the door closed itself.


      

      Min Donner didn’t say anything. That was a relief. Maybe his love for her wasn’t so impersonal after all. Or maybe he was

         just grateful that she still trusted him enough to let him arrange his own doom without hounding him with questions.

      


      

      She should have asked her questions. She had the right. After all, she was his most valued assistant, his staunchest supporter;

         occasionally his bodyguard; sometimes his executioner. Unless he was very careful – and unless she did everything he told her to do exactly the way he told her to do it – his doom would almost certainly

         carry her with it, for good or ill.

      


      

      That danger was one reason he grieved.


      

      One reason among many.




      

      MILOS


      

      Milos’ scalp itched. In fact, his whole body itched. He was dirty – too dirty. He abhorred having this much grime ground into

         his hands and shipsuit, this much oil on his face, this much old sweat crusting in his crotch. Even as a kid, he’d been far

         too fastidious to let himself get into a condition like this. He felt like he’d had excrement rubbed all over him.

      


      

      That made him angrier than he’d ever been in his life.


      

      None of this was his fault, of course. Hadn’t he played straight with the United Mining Companies shit Police? Well, hadn’t he? Yes, he had. He played straight with everybody who paid him. Even Com-Mine Security, who might conceivably

         view the matter in another light, had no legitimate complaint against him.

      


      

      Sure, he’d risked Station supplies to help Succorso trap Thermopyle – on Hashi Lebwohl’s orders, not Com-Mine’s – but that

         gamble had paid off handsomely. And once Thermopyle was in lockup, Milos had done everything any Deputy Chief could have done

         to break him. If Security didn’t like the results, let them blame Thermopyle, not Milos.

      


      

      Milos Taverner played straight. He gave value for the money he received.


      

      Unless his own neck was in the noose. Then he looked after his own safety and let the people who paid him take care of themselves.

         But no one could hold that against him. It was a pardonable human characteristic. An instinct for survival was as necessary

         – and as inescapable – as the impulse to eat and drink.

      


      

      It certainly didn’t justify what Hashi Lebwohl – and Warden Dios, of all people! – were doing to him now.


      

      They were forcing his neck into the noose with a vengeance.


      

      And they had less reason to complain about him than Com-Mine did. Caught between Lebwohl’s orders to keep Thermopyle silent and Security’s orders to break him, Milos had satisfied the

         former at the expense of the latter. The fact that Angus had obstinately declined to be broken was beside the point. Milos

         had met DA’s requirements. Neither Lebwohl nor Dios had any reason to criticize the results he’d obtained for them.

      


      

      Yet here he was: sitting at Trumpet’s second’s station, at least nominally responsible for communications, scan, and data and damage control; about to go into

         tach with the same slimy illegal he’d once ambushed; about to face disaster and death in forbidden space – and not only had

         he been forced into this position by the very people he’d just satisfied, but he’d been forced into it dirty.


      

      So that he would be a believable second for Captain Thermopyle, who was known on Thanatos Minor: so they said. Shit. He knew

         the real reason, and it had nothing to do with believability. It had to do with humiliation and control.

      


      

      Milos couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t understood such things.


      

      Ever since his childhood in one of Earth’s more degraded and pestilential cities, he’d been aware that the only effective

         way to evade the harm a guttergang might do him was to make himself valuable by passing along information about the plans

         and doings of some other bunch of thugs; purchase safety with other people’s secrets. Then he was thought of as an important

         resource by the first guttergang: he was protected.

      


      

      But of course that couldn’t last. Eventually the second guttergang would guess what he was doing and come after him. Then

         the situation would be too dangerous to survive. So the only effective way to keep his skin whole was to pass information

         both ways: to make himself essential to both guttergangs – or to three or four, or however many there were – and to control

         as much as possible what the gangs knew, in order to mask his own intricate loyalties.

      


      

      Yet even that wasn’t enough. Guttergangs protected their sources of information – in those days, kids like Milos were called

         ‘buggers’ – but didn’t respect them. Whenever the thugs felt like it, they brutalized and tormented their buggers. Like the

         UMCP, they forced their buggers into dangerous and shaming tests of loyalty.

      


      

      Humiliation and control.


      

      By the time he was ten, Milos Taverner had learned how to deal with those as well.

      


      

      It was amazingly easy. A word or two in the right places – not too often, not too obviously – and individual pieces of slime

         who degraded or scared him were destructed. Guttergangs may not have respected their buggers, but they had too much to lose

         by letting someone else damage their sources of information.

      


      

      All Milos needed, the one absolute requirement for keeping his neck out of the noose, was to make sure that no one knew he

         was buggering for both sides.

      


      

      So mighty Warden Dios and his precious Hashi Lebwohl – not to mention the sanctimonious Min Donner – were wrong about Milos.

         They didn’t know what their own actions could cost them.

      


      

      They thought that if they rubbed his nose in their power hard enough, if they made him feel beaten and filthy enough, they

         could compel him to submit to having his neck in the noose.

      


      

      Milos didn’t doubt for a second that the noose was real. After all, if none of Lebwohl’s and Dios’ plans went awry, there

         weren’t likely to be many survivors on Thanatos Minor when their pet cyborg carried out his programming. And Milos wasn’t

         likely to be one of them: he didn’t have Thermopyle’s enhanced resources to help him escape alive.

      


      

      Which of course was exactly what Lebwohl and Dios were counting on. If Trumpet brought anyone back to UMCPHQ, it would be the cyborg they had spent so much money on, not the relatively inexpensive human

         being.

      


      

      They should have known better.


      

      They shouldn’t have let him have the command codes that ruled Thermopyle. If they hadn’t given him the capacity to redirect

         Angus’ prewritten exigencies, he would have had only one option left; only one place to go with his anger. Now, however, he

         had several.

      


      

      One of his options was to make Thermopyle pay at least some of the price of his, Milos’, humiliation.


      

      But not here: not this close to UMCPHQ; not while it was still possible for the cops to monitor whatever happened aboard Trumpet. Milos was prepared to wait awhile. At least until this gap scout – a ship which Angus knew intimately, and which Milos understood

         very little – resumed tard on the other side of the dimensional gap.

      


      

      So he didn’t respond to the crude gibes Angus aimed at him almost incessantly. In any case, he knew perfectly well that those

         insults were just so much spatter and froth, an almost incidental by-product of Angus’ seething malice. Angus wasn’t paying

         any real attention to his second. All the important parts of the cyborg’s mind were focused on his new ship: on feeling her

         energies under his hands; on studying every scrap of knowledge his databases contained about her. On imagining what he could

         do with her.

      


      

      No, more than just imagining: tasting; sensing with his whole body. Milos had seen enough malevolence in Angus’ eyes to sicken him for a lifetime. He felt that

         he and he alone – certainly not Hashi Lebwohl or Warden Dios – could gauge the sheer potency of the venom which boiled and

         spat inside Angus Thermopyle like a witch’s brew. He knew how alive with hate Angus was. But he’d never discerned in Angus anything resembling the look of unholy joy which burned across the

         cyborg’s face while he familiarized himself with Trumpet. As he worked his board and studied his screens, Thermopyle looked like he was having an orgasm.

      


      

      Shit. And shit again.


      

      Once Trumpet crossed the gap, Milos would have to begin exercising his power over his putative ‘Captain’ fast and hard. He wanted to crush

         that look of vile ecstasy almost as much as he wanted to live.

      


      

      But not now; not yet. Instead of reacting to Angus’ sneers, Milos concentrated on his own board, learning as quickly as he

         could how his brief but primarily theoretical training for this ship functioned in practice.

      


      

      Damage control was easy: most of the systems, and all the reports, were automatic. Data wasn’t much different than the kind

         of computer work he’d done for years as Com-Mine Station’s Deputy Chief of Security. And, for reasons which were probably

         obvious, but which he never mentioned, he already knew everything he would ever need about communications. Scan was another

         matter, however. He’d never used doppler sensors or particle sifters or – was that a dimensional stress indicator? – and had

         only the thinnest understanding of the information they provided.

      


      

      None of his ‘duties’ affected the actual operation of the ship, however. That was a problem of another kind. Command, helm,

         targ, engineering; even life support and general maintenance: Angus ran them all. In practice as well as in theory, Milos’

         survival depended on his capacity to run Angus.

      


      

      ‘You about ready?’ Angus asked, sounding as cheerfully destructive as an ore-crusher. ‘We’re coming into the fucking cops’

         fucking private tach range in a couple of minutes. I don’t want you shitting your suit when we hit the gap. I hate that smell.

         I get too much of it just having you on board.’

      


      

      ‘So what?’ Milos muttered, keeping his attention on his readouts. ‘You hate everything.’ He loathed and feared the very timbre

         of Angus’ voice; but it was essential to show Angus that he, Milos, couldn’t be intimidated. ‘A bad smell won’t change anything.’

      


      

      Angus snorted. ‘So you say. But you haven’t caught a whiff of yourself yet. You don’t know as much about shit as I do.’


      

      Milos didn’t bother to retort. He’d been raised among guttergangs. And he’d spent months back on Com-Mine interrogating Angus.

         He already had more experience than he would ever need with excremental human corruption.

      


      

      The helm screen informed him that Trumpet was fifty-three seconds from the UMCP’s reserved gap range. She was assigned to go into tach in a minute and a half.

      


      

      Then human space would be out of reach.


      

      For both of them.


      

      Maybe forever.


      

      When that happened, Angus Thermopyle was going to find out just how much Milos Taverner knew about shit and survival.


      

      Eighty seconds later Angus said, almost crowed, ‘Hang on to your balls. As soon as we cross, everything changes. You bastards

         have just corn-holed me for the last time.’

      


      

      Milos knew that wasn’t true. In an apparent effort to reassure him, Hashi Lebwohl had allowed him to watch a number of Angus’

         tests on UMCPDA’s monitors. And he’d been given many of the test results to read. They all demonstrated incontrovertibly that Angus had been well and thoroughly welded; that

         he would never be able to violate his programming. For all his enhanced capabilities, he was the most helpless being in human

         space.

      


      

      Nevertheless, without thinking about it, without even realizing he did it, Milos cupped his hand over his crotch as Trumpet disappeared into the gap.

      




      

      ANCILLARY DOCUMENTATION


      

      Billingate


      

      Even while the power of the United Mining Companies Police was at its peak, a number of illegal or bootleg shipyards survived

         and occasionally flourished in and around human space.

      


      

      The reason for their existence was simple. Forbidden space had a vast hunger for the same raw materials which Earth craved

         in such quantity, as well as for the mass-production technologies at which humankind excelled; a hunger which legal trade

         – both enabled and limited by the United Mining Companies – couldn’t satisfy. To feed this appetite, the Amnion were willing

         to pay well for what they desired, without questioning how those things were obtained. This was true despite explicit treaty

         to the contrary. Therefore piracy became a thriving subcutaneous industry. Theft offered a higher reward for a given amount

         of effort than honest prospecting or mining.

      


      

      That the risks were great, or that the opportunities were unpredictable, were drawbacks which had never hindered crime at

         any time in human history. That piracy required fast and space-worthy vessels, however, would have been a significant drawback

         in the absence of bootleg shipyards. Ships were far more difficult to steal than their cargoes. If they were taken while in

         dock, they were often stopped before their new masters could escape. And if they were attacked somewhere in space, they were

         usually damaged too severely to be worth much.

      


      

      Illegal shipyards came into being by the blunt logic of human larceny. A passion for profit was the engine which drove Earth

         and her widely scattered stations. When that passion was felt by men and women with unscrupulous souls, they acted on it illegally.

         The law of supply and demand guided many of them, not into piracy, but into providing support for pirates.

      


      

      The best-known – because the best-defended – of these bootleg shipyards was the one called Billingate on Thanatos Minor.

      


      

      There were a number of such shipyards within human space, of course. However, by virtue of their locations their existence

         was precarious: they were vulnerable to direct attack by the UMCP. In order to exist at all they required secrecy. Therefore

         they hid like ferrets; they moved whenever they could; often they kept their own operations – and profits – small so that

         they would be less susceptible to exposure or betrayal.

      


      

      Billingate had few worries along those lines. Because it had been hived into the bleak rock of Thanatos Minor, a planetoid

         which sailed the vacuum a few million kilometers inside the borders of forbidden space, it had little or nothing to fear from

         overt assault. It was protected – albeit obliquely – by treaty. It was also defended by Amnion warships: the quadrant of space

         it occupied lay along the most heavily patrolled boundary with human space. And it was defended as well by the ships which

         depended on it. In human space, any illegal might reasonably flee rather than face a UMCP destroyer or battlewagon. In forbidden

         space, flight was less attractive because it led deeper into the fatal realm of the Amnion. Safety from imposed mutation existed

         only at the fringes of Amnion territory. Illegals were inclined to feel cornered when they were threatened near Billingate;

         therefore they were predisposed to fight back.

      


      

      This shipyard did not need secrecy to protect it.


      

      So pirates with enough credits went to Billingate to purchase vessels – or re-creations. Illegal gap ships went to Billingate

         for repairs. And any brigand who could get there went to Billingate to fence his or her loot. Thanks to its location, Thanatos

         Minor provided an ideal clearing-house for the raw materials, technologies, and organic tissues which the Amnion craved. The

         human species was betrayed more consistently, more often, and more profitably there than anywhere in human space – or human

         history.

      


      

      For this reason, Billingate had grown populous – UMCPDA estimated between four and seven thousand inhabitants – as well as

         rich.

      


      

      For the same reason, it had also become known.


      

      The stories which reached the ears of private citizens and corporate officials, station security officers and UMCP ensigns,

         sequestered researchers and GCES undersecretaries alike, had a specificity which the tales of bootleg shipyards generally

         lacked. Because Billingate had been built entirely by illegals for illegals, it had good cause to be regarded as ‘the sewer of the universe.’ Internal crime

         was violently interdicted because it reduced profitability; but every vice known to humankind thrived there, restricted only

         by the available credit of its participants. Slavery was common. Chemical dependencies of every kind could be readily nourished.

         Sacrificial prostitution prospered for the amusement and enrichment of the men –and women? –who owned nerve junkies or null-wave

         transmitters too reduced to defend themselves. Bio-esthetic, -prosthetic, and -retributive surgery enhanced or destroyed human

         capabilities.

      


      

      It was better to be dead than poor on Thanatos Minor.


      

      Over this morass of human desuetude and corruption, a man called simply ‘the Bill’ presided on the strength of his evenhanded

         malice, his political acumen (that is to say, his ability to gauge the motivations and breaking points of his people), his

         talent for protecting the shipyard’s profits by making sure that he got paid first; and on the authority he gained by being perceived as Billingate’s ‘decisive’ by the Amnion. It was he who ruled Thanatos

         Minor, settled disputes, punished offenders, kept the books – and made Billingate function with some approximation of efficiency,

         despite the manifold weaknesses and eccentricities of its populace.

      


      

      Rumor suggested that he had been surgically provided with a double phallus so that he could penetrate women in both nether

         orifices simultaneously.

      


      

      Unfortunately all this information served no purpose except to increase the outrage with which Billingate was viewed in the

         more conservative, genophobic, or ethical strata of human society: it did nothing to threaten Billingate itself. The UMCP

         was prevented by clear treaty from entering forbidden space to extirpate Thanatos Minor. Likewise, of course, the Amnion were

         precluded by treaty from permitting Billingate’s existence; but this was an unequal, essentially toothless restriction, since

         the Amnion could – and did – deny all knowledge of the Bill’s operations. On that basis, any UMCP incursion into Amnion space

         would be deemed an act of war.

      


      

      In the corridors of UMCPHQ, as well as in the chambers of the Governing Council for Earth and Space, it was frequently argued

         that war was preferable to this kind of peace. As long as places like Billingate were able to exist, the UMCP could never prevail against piracy. However, the official position of the United Mining Companies

         was that the benefits of trade justified the costs of piracy – and war would put an end to trade.

      


      

      Speaking for the UMCP, Director Dios took the same position for different reasons: he argued that the costs of war would be

         far greater than the benefits of eliminating piracy. War, he claimed, would produce an exponential increase in bloodshed and

         lost lives, without any guarantee of success. Despite the strength of the organization he headed, he was known to question

         whether humankind could ever win a war with the Amnion.

      




      

      DAVIES


      

      He had no idea why he was still alive.

      


      

      Of course, there was no physical reason why he should be dead. Nick Succorso’s goons hadn’t damaged his body. They’d kept

         him locked in silence while the ship performed a long and brutal deceleration. They’d made him wait for hours as the ship

         coasted. Then they’d rousted him from his cell, manhandled him across the ship, and sealed him in an ejection pod. But none

         of that had threatened his life.

      


      

      And the pod itself was designed to keep him safe. It enclosed him as tightly as a coffin, allowed him virtually no movement

         – and certainly no access to its controls. He could see nothing except the status screens which were supposed to help him

         hope; monitors which were intended to reassure him, but which instead told him his heart and lungs were working too hard.

         Trajectory and thrust were preset: how could anybody who needed an ejection pod be expected to navigate? Nevertheless its

         pads and restraints protected him from the g of launch: its systems cooled the heat of his terror, supplied him with plenty

         of oxygen to compensate for his ragged, urgent breathing.

      


      

      Yet he should have died. Stress which had nothing to do with the treatment his body received should have killed him.


      

      He was being sent to the Amnion – to a waiting warship called Tranquil Hegemony – where he would be studied down to his nucleotides to help the enemies of his species perfect their mutagens; and then he

         would be made one of them. Perhaps he would become simply a monstrous and immaterial part of their genetic imperialism. Or

         perhaps he would become a human-seeming and direct agent of their will. In either case, everything that he knew or could recognize

         about himself would be gone; betrayed and transformed.

      


      

      Didn’t men and women go mad under that kind of pressure? Didn’t their hearts burst? Didn’t dread clog their lungs until they

         could no longer breathe?

      


      

      Of course they did.


      

      But for him the situation was much worse. Born without transition into a sixteen-year-old body, he had no idea who he was.

         His mind was a copy of his mother’s: his body replicated a man he’d never met. Unable to satisfy his instinctive and fundamental

         need for an image of himself, he had no basis on which to think, to feel, to make choices.

      


      

      As far as he could remember, he was a woman in her early twenties, a UMCP ensign on her first mission; young and inexperienced,

         but passionate; a dedicated fighter in the struggle to preserve humankind’s right to live or die for what it was. Yet that

         was nonsense. He was obviously male; so obviously male that his crotch responded when he looked at Morn Hyland – a beautiful

         woman, not his mother, no, not his mother at all, how could she be? His memories were incomprehensible because they belonged

         beyond question to someone else.

      


      

      And they weren’t complete. He had a black hole in his mind where he should have had transitions: at the point where his memories

         should have revealed how he came into being, what his birth meant, why his existence under these conditions was necessary,

         his recollections frayed away to nothing.

      


      

      Morn had tried to offer him answers. She’d explained that he’d been brought into being by an Amnion ‘force- growing’ technique

         which had taken him from her womb to physiological maturity in approximately an hour. And he’d been imprinted with her mind

         – education, memories, reflexes, and all – because he had none of his own. In addition she’d told him that she’d made the

         decisions which had afflicted him like this for the simple reason that otherwise he and she would both have died.

      


      

      He believed that, not because he understood it, but because it fit the person he remembered having been.


      

      But she’d given him nothing adequate to explain how such decisions had become necessary. And he couldn’t recall it for himself.


      

      Beyond question he should have gone nova under so much pressure, like a superheated sun.


      

      He had no idea why that hadn’t happened. He felt like a superheated sun. The source of his intransigent grasp on consciousness and sanity lay hidden somewhere in the black hole of his memories; swallowed by the dark.

      


      

      Now the ejection pod carried him across the dark to his doom. There was nothing he could do about that; nothing at all; nothing

         of any kind. Yet he went on fighting for his life.

      


      

      Fighting to remember.


      

      What had Morn told him?


      

      What you remember, she’d said, stops right at the point where I first came down with gap-sickness.


      

      But she’d insisted her son didn’t have the same sickness.


      

      Nick hated him, she’d claimed, because she lied to him. By saying that Davies was his, Nick’s, son.


      

      But that wasn’t enough. Davies had heard its inadequacy in her voice.


      

      He’s a tormented man, and I used that against him.


      

      He never wanted me to have you. He wanted me for sex, that’s all. So he ordered me to abort you. I told him every lie I could

            think of that might change his mind.


      

      The truth was deadly. It would have killed them both. Because Davies’ father was the only man in human space that Nick hates worse than the cops.


      

      Nick himself had supplied Davies with the rest of the story.


      

      Nick had talked about Angus Thermopyle.


      

      He’s a pirate and a butcher and a petty thief. Right now, he’s serving a life sentence in Com-Mine Station lockup.

      


      

      That may not make you think very highly of your mother. She’s supposed to arrest men like Captain Thermo-pile, or kill them,

            not fuck them until she gets pregnant.


      

      But it wasn’t like that. Captain Thermo-pile gave her a zone-implant. After she demolished Starmaster, he rescued her from the wreckage. Davies remembered none of this. He gave her a zone-implant to keep her under control. He turned her on until she would have been willing to suck her insides

            out with a vacuum hose, and then he fucked her senseless.


      

      That’s your father, Davies. That’s the kind of man you are.


      

      But here’s the interesting part. Why wasn’t your father convicted? If she had a zone-implant, he must have had a zone-implant

            control. Why wasn’t it found on him when he was arrested?

      


      

      The answer is, she’d learned to like it. She wanted it, Davies. It wasn’t found on him because he’d already given it to her. She loved using it on herself.


      

      So what did she do with it when he was arrested? She didn’t turn it over to Com-Mine Security like a good little cop. They would have removed her zone-implant – and your father

            would have been executed. She couldn’t let them take it away from her. So she hid the control and escaped with me. She used

            it to seduce me so that I would rescue her – not from Captain Thermo-pile, but from Com-Mine Security.


      

      All she’s done since then is perfect her addiction.


      

      His time was running out. The pod’s blips and chronometers measured his movement toward the Amnion warship like a countdown

         to death.

      


      

      Did she tell you she refused to abort you because she wanted to keep you? That isn’t strictly true. The only real reason is that she couldn’t get an abortion without letting the sickbay test her.

            It would have recorded her zone-implant.


      

      That’s your mother, Davies. That’s the kind of woman you came from.


      

      And Davies thought, No. No. If that were true – if all that were true – she could have had an abortion and then erased the

         sickbay log. And she wouldn’t have tried to help me. She wouldn’t have said, As far as I’m concerned, you’re the second-most important thing in the galaxy. You’re my son. But the first, the most important thing is to not betray my humanity.


      

      He believed that because he recognized it.


      

      Nevertheless he knew what Nick said was true. It just wasn’t enough.

      


      

      Nothing was enough. The status screens showed him only that he was closing on Tranquil Hegemony. A minute or two remained, no more. In the distance hung the black rock of Thanatos Minor; but that information, too, wasn’t

         enough to do him any good.

      


      

      He needed to be able to maneuver. Urgently he strove to remember everything he might have known about ejection pods. Was there some way to get at the controls,

         override the presets? Surely a pod designed for emergencies might encounter emergencies of its own; therefore there must be

         some way for the pod’s occupant to take command.

      


      

      Think, you idiot.

      


      

      Remember.


      

      If he’d known his father, he might have recognized Angus Thermopyle’s instinctive reaction to futility and fear.


      

      But he hadn’t known his father. He couldn’t remember anything that might help him as the pod cut in thrust – acceleration,

         not braking – and began to veer away from Tranquil Hegemony. He could only stare at the screens with his heart hammering in his throat and sweat streaming off his forehead, and wonder who was being betrayed now.

      


      

      If Captain’s Fancy and Tranquil Hegemony were talking to each other – shouting at each other? – he didn’t hear it: the pod’s receivers were tuned to the wrong frequencies,

         or the messages were tight-beamed. But he saw his course shift away from the Amnion ship; felt lateral thrust as well as acceleration

         until his new trajectory stabilized and thrust cut out.

      


      

      Then the screens showed him that he was now running straight for the unreadable stone of Thanatos Minor.


      

      When Tranquil Hegemony didn’t fire on him, he knew he’d been granted a temporary reprieve.

      


      

      In response his heart started beating even harder, and sweat ran into his eyes like oil.


      

      At his present velocity, a landing on Thanatos Minor would crush him to undifferentiated pulp – if it didn’t consume him in

         a fireball first. Precisely for that reason, Thanatos Minor would blast him out of space before he hit, to avoid being damaged

         by the impact.

      


      

      There was nothing he could do about it.


      

      Nevertheless he was out of Tranquil Hegemony’s reach, at least for the time being. Any death was preferable to the one Nick Succorso had intended for him. And according

         to the screens, he now had nearly six more hours to live.

      


      

      Six more hours to try to wrestle some kind of understanding up out of the blind abyss which filled his head.


      

      Six more hours to figure out who was being betrayed.


      

      By whom.


      

      His urgency didn’t let go of him for an instant.


      

      Davies had betrayed his father’s ship.


      

      No, it wasn’t him: it was Morn. Not his father’s ship: his grandfather’s.


      

      But when he insisted on the distinction, he lost the memory; so he let the strange discontinuity between himself and his mother

         blur.

      


      

      He’d betrayed Starmaster himself.

      


      

      Not deliberately. He’d done it because he suffered from gap-sickness, and no one knew that. There was no test to reveal it:

         no test except the gap itself. In his case, the stimulus which triggered the flaw in his brain was heavy g.

      


      

      And Starmaster was under heavy g with a vengeance, slamming herself against the vacuum for both speed and agility as she chased Angus Thermopyle’s Bright Beauty through the careening rock of the belt. Thermopyle had just fried an entire mining camp, butchered every last man, woman,

         and child for no known reason; their lorn cries, truncated by destruction, had reached Starmaster as they died. Now Starmaster was in pursuit, blazing with purpose and clarity.

      


      

      This was the work the ship had been designed for; the work to which he’d committed himself despite his ingrained doubts about

         himself. He was on duty on the auxiliary bridge – emergency backup for any station which might fail – and his own purpose

         should have been clear; it would have been clear if he hadn’t been taken over by something greater, something so lucid, precise,

         and compulsory that it reduced everything else to a corrupt muddle. There on the auxiliary bridge the universe spoke to him—

      


      

      —and his memories stopped.


      

      He could find no way past that clarity. It must have seared his mind; changed the chemistry of his brain somehow; burned out

         synapses. He knew that his – no, Morn’s, he was separate from her now – her life must have gone on from that point. She could remember what happened next. Angus Thermopyle knew. Nick knew some of it.

         But for Davies Hyland the path was closed; blocked by a neural gap he couldn’t cross.

      


      

      For him, it was easier to figure out who was being betrayed.


      

      Not the Amnion.


      

      And not himself. Or his mother. Not this time.


      

      Nick Succorso.


      

      Davies had seen the loathing on Nick’s face and trusted it: he was utterly sure that Nick would never risk cheating the Amnion

         to save Morn’s son. And Morn had already worked miracles on Davies’ behalf.

      


      

      If he survived the next few hours, that knowledge might prove useful.


      

      He had no particular reason to think he would – except that if Morn could work the miracle of diverting him from Tranquil Hegemony, she might also have conceived a way to keep him alive. The more he thought about her, the more powerful she appeared: a

         source of miracles as well as understanding. Maybe that was why the stresses of the past days hadn’t destroyed him. Maybe

         buried away inside him somewhere was a visceral awareness of what she could accomplish, how much he could rely on her.

      


      

      And maybe the son of a woman like Morn Hyland could work miracles of his own.


      *


      

      Eventually the pod’s screens told him that he was going to be rescued.


      

      A ship came toward him. Not a pursuit craft from Tranquil Hegemony: a vessel from Thanatos Minor. And she didn’t fire. According to the screens, he was still an hour off the rock when she intersected

         his trajectory.

      


      

      Her blip absorbed his on the screens.


      

      Because of his training in the Academy – no, Morn’s, dammit, Morn’s – he knew what was happening as the pod began to decelerate. A monitor reported decreasing velocity; he felt g shove him against

         the pads and restraints. But the pod slowed without braking thrust. The other ship must have matched speeds with him, accepted

         the pod into one of her holds, then clamped it down so that she could control it.

      


      

      With difficulty, he wormed his hands up to wipe the sweat off his face. He had no guarantee that this other ship wasn’t Amnion.

         Nevertheless he believed she was human. If the shipyard on Thanatos Minor hadn’t been controlled by human beings, Succorso

         wouldn’t have tried to escape here from Enablement Station.

      


      

      So the ship was human. And illegal. He couldn’t stop thinking like a cop, the cop Morn Hyland had been. Whoever rescued him

         was his enemy, one way or another. The shipyard on Thanatos Minor served forbidden space as surely as if it were Amnion. The

         illegals who proxied for them here were the most malign men and women in the galaxy; as bad as Angus Thermopyle; worse than

         Succorso in some ways.

      


      

      And he had no way of knowing what they wanted from him; what his value to them was; what use they meant to make of him.


      

      Though the prospect twisted his soul, he had to brace himself for more helplessness, brutality, deprivation.


      

      As soon as its sensors detected a breathable atmosphere, the ejection pod automatically popped the locks and unsealed its

         hatch.

      


      

      At once a hand gripped the hatch and swung it wide.


      

      Davies found himself staring down the muzzle of an impact gun.


      

      ‘Out,’ demanded an oddly lifeless voice.


      

      With his mind full of Morn, Davies feared that he would start to wail. For some reason he didn’t. Instead he snarled a curse,

         pushed the muzzle out of his face, and sat up.

      


      

      Right the first time: he was in a hold. A cargo hold, not a medical rescue bay designed to receive ejection pods, judging by the look of it; by the fact that the pod was anchored with the kind

         of flexsteel straps freighters used to secure crates and equipment; and by the lack of heat.

      


      

      The man with the gun sure as hell didn’t look like a medtech. His slack features and dead eyes gave him the appearance of

         a nerve juice junkie who was about to follow his addiction to its logical conclusion. His shipsuit was too nondescript to

         mean anything. But he must have been a guard. His impact gun wasn’t a weapon he carried: it was a part of him, a prosthesis

         replacing his right forearm. Instead of a left foot, he had a metal tripod anchored to his calf. If he really were a nerve

         juice addict, with most of his muscles gone flaccid and stupid, he probably needed that support to help him stand the kick

         of his gun. And the gun had to be part of his arm or else he wouldn’t be able to aim it.

      


      

      Slowly he brought the muzzle back to Davies’ face and repeated, ‘Out.’


      

      ‘Don’t fucking rush me,’ Davies growled like his father.


      

      But he didn’t hesitate to climb out of the ejection pod.


      

      The cold gripped him immediately. Hours of sweat turned to ice on his skin. He was already shivering as he looked around to

         see if the guard was alone; to see if he had anything to gain by kicking the guard in the stomach and ripping his gun off.

      


      

      The guard wasn’t alone. A man and a woman stood fifteen or twenty meters away, watching him. They were bundled in coldsuits

         that muffled their shapes; but their hands and boots looked normal, and their faces were human.

      


      

      The man’s head was so long and thin that it seemed like a caricature of itself. Because he was unusually tall, he gave the

         impression that inside his coldsuit his whole body was thin. A nearly lipless mouth smiled over crooked teeth. Beneath a thatch

         of dirty hair, his eyes glittered as if he’d artificially reinforced his concentration with enkephalins.

      


      

      That glitter and his smile made him look like a madman.


      

      The woman appeared stable by comparison. Despite its lines, her face was still handsome; gray highlights did nothing to cheapen

         the richness of her hair. Davies would have said she was a beautifully mature woman whose best years weren’t far behind her.

         Only a slight stiffness in the way she carried herself suggested that she may have been older than she looked.

      


      

      The man’s smile widened as he studied Davies. For a moment no one said anything. Then he breathed in a gust of vapor, ‘Now

         here’s a surprise.’ His voice was wrong for his body: it should have belonged to a kid with rosy cheeks and excessive enthusiasm.

         ‘Another surprise.’

      


      

      ‘What do you mean?’ the woman asked in a vibrant contralto.


      

      ‘What?’ The man glanced at her with what may have been amusement. ‘Don’t you recognize him?’


      

      ‘No.’ The woman frowned. ‘Well, yes. But that’s impossible. He’s far too young.’


      

      ‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ The man returned his bright gaze to Davies.


      

      Involuntarily Davies wrapped his arms around his chest, trying to contain some of the warmth which steamed from his bones.

         If he could climb back into the ejection pod and close the hatch, its systems would protect him from freezing. But the guard

         would stop him if he tried that. Unable to control his shivers – and unable to keep his mouth shut – he remarked raggedly,

         ‘I guess you know my father.’ Then, because he was desperate, he added, ‘So I guess you know he won’t take it kindly if you

         let me freeze to death.’

      


      

      The guard kept his gun aimed at Davies’ head and reacted to nothing. Apparently his addiction inured him to cold – or to the

         awareness of cold.

      


      

      ‘Let me explain something,’ the man said, incongruously youthful and eager. ‘You’re worthless to me. Other people think you’re

         valuable, and I’m going to know why before I make up my mind about you, but to me you’re just a waste of atmosphere. Threats

         won’t help you. And your father as sure as shit won’t help you.’ The man chuckled. ‘If he even knows you’re alive. So don’t

         give me a hard time. Answer my questions like a good boy and take your chances.

      


      

      ‘How did you do that?’


      

      Davies understood all of this and none of it. Angus Thermopyle was in Com-Mine Security lockup. He knew nothing about his

         son – and probably wouldn’t care if he did. And Davies himself meant nothing to Thanatos Minor. His value was to the Amnion

         and Morn, with Succorso caught between them, fighting to make them both serve his own purposes.

      


      

      His teeth chattered as he asked, ‘Do what?’


      

      The man seemed to enjoy the sound of Davies’ teeth. ‘Change course in that pod,’ he said liplessly.

      


      

      ‘I didn’t.’ Davies shivered so hard that his right knee failed. This was only a cargo hold. Nothing except the bulkheads and

         the infrastructure and the ship’s frail skin held out the black and absolute cold of space. For an instant he caught himself

         with his left. Then that, too, folded, and he thudded to the deck. His mouth could hardly form words. ‘It’s impossible.’

      


      

      ‘I told you so,’ the woman commented distantly.


      

      ‘Then it’s a game,’ the man assented. ‘Captain Nick must be playing bait-and-switch with our hosts. If he thinks he can get

         me tangled up in something like that, he’s even more confused than I remember.

      


      

      ‘What’s your name?’


      

      The heat leaked out of Davies, taking his life with it. He should have wailed or pleaded. He should have answered the question.

         But he didn’t. He said, shivered, ‘Fuck you.’

      


      

      At that, anger or enthusiasm stretched the man’s lips even thinner. They were pale around his words as he said, ‘Listen to

         me. I’m the Bill. You pay me before you get anything. Hypothermia is a nice death. As soon as you go to sleep, nothing ever

         bothers you again. You can be sure I won’t let you freeze. I’m not that nice to anybody. You can answer questions now, or

         you can wait until I try a little BR surgery on you.

      


      

      ‘What’s your name?’


      

      Despite the cold, Davies had no trouble reaching back among his memories Morn’s memories to the Academy, where she’d first heard the term ‘BR surgery.’ BR meant ‘bio-retributive.’

      


      

      ‘Davies,’ he replied in a cough of steam. ‘Davies Hyland.’


      

      The man paused. ‘Now why, I wonder,’ he mused, ‘does that name sound familiar?’


      

      ‘You heard the story,’ the woman told him. ‘Captain Davies Hyland, commanding officer, United Mining Companies Police destroyer

         Star-master. It destructed somehow – or Thermopyle blew it up. He got away with the captain’s daughter. Morn Hyland. She left him for

         Succorso when Com-Mine Security arrested him.

      


      

      ‘You know Thermopyle. You know what he must have done to her while he had her. On top of everything else, he must have gotten

         her pregnant.

      


      

      ‘This must be her son.’

      


      

      ‘That doesn’t make sense,’ the man protested. ‘He’s at least sixteen years too old.’


      

      The hold contracted around Davies. The cold seemed to leech vision as well as heat out of him. The ague in his muscles was

         so severe that he couldn’t keep his head up. On his knees he huddled over himself like a penitent.

      


      

      The woman sighed patiently. ‘Where did he just come from?’


      

      ‘Captain Nick’s ship.’


      

      ‘And where before that?’


      

      The man let out a sigh of comprehension. After another pause he asked, ‘Davies, why did you go to Enablement Station? What

         were you doing there? What was Captain Nick doing?’

      


      

      Now who was being betrayed? By whom?

      


      

      Davies could feel the sleep he’d been promised coming. The chills threatened to shake his consciousness apart. Soon he wouldn’t

         be able to connect one thought to another, and he would be able to rest at last.

      


      

      What answer would Morn want him to give?


      

      He had no way of knowing, but he did the best he could.


      

      ‘She’s UMCP. Morn Hyland.’ I’m UMCP, you fucking bastard, and this is one bill I’m definitely going to pay. ‘They sent her.’

         He could barely force out more than one word at a time. ‘I don’t know why. But Succorso—’ The cold seared his lungs. For a

         moment he coughed hard enough to bring up blood. Then he finished. ‘He’s working with her.’

      


      

      There. At least one small part of his debt of harm to Nick Succorso was paid.


      

      But it didn’t work. Not the way he wanted. Out of the cold and the gathering dark, the man said, ‘I don’t believe you. Enablement

         is the only place she could have obtained a kid your age. That means you must have been the reason they went there. There

         must be something’ – Davies heard relish in the word – ‘special about you. Otherwise our hosts wouldn’t want you back.

      


      

      ‘I’m quite sure you know what that something is. Eventually you’re going to tell me. You’re going to tell me what kind of

         game they’re playing.’

      


      

      Davies couldn’t see the deck in front of him.


      

      What kind of game.


      

      He no longer knew whether his eyes were open.

      


      

      They’re playing.


      

      Maybe, he thought as he sagged dumbly onto his face, maybe it worked after all.




      

      NICK


      

      Nick Succorso rubbed the scars on his face as if they were tight with old pain and waited for Billingate Operations to assign

         him a berth.

      


      

      Where he was told to dock would hint at where he stood with the Bill.


      

      He knew perfectly well that he was pushing the Bill into a difficult position. The Amnion warships – Tranquil Hegemony and now Calm Horizons, looming out of deep space – had certainly been in communication with Thanatos Minor, transmitting their requirements. Also

         certainly, those requirements weren’t to Nick’s benefit. And the Bill had to take them seriously. He lived here on sufferance:

         his hosts could revoke his whole economic existence whenever they wished. In addition, two Amnion warships represented enough

         firepower to root him out of his rock like a rat out of a hole.

      


      

      And then there was the question of selling human beings to forbidden space. The Bill had no moral, or even visceral, qualms

         about such things: that was sure. Nevertheless he was equally sure to have pragmatic qualms. If Thanatos Minor became known

         as a place where men and women were lost to the Amnion, Billingate would lose traffic. Fewer ships would come; fewer repairs

         would be done; fewer goods would be sold.

      


      

      He wouldn’t thank Nick Succorso for bringing problems like that down on his head.


      

      On the other hand, Nick had credit for the repairs he needed; and providing such repairs brought in much of Billingate’s wealth.

         And the ships which came for repair were the same vessels which brought the resources and information the Amnion craved. Any

         ship the Bill turned away would have a double impact on his profits.

      


      

      Also the circumstances surrounding the sale of Morn and her damnable brat were unique. In this situation, the Bill might believe

         that he could cooperate with Nick – perhaps secretly, perhaps passively – without risking too much damage.

      


      

      He wouldn’t thank Nick for coming to him now, like this. But he might conceivably do the work Nick needed from him.


      

      The first indication of his leanings would come when Operations assigned a berth. A visitor’s dock or a place in the shipyard?

         If the Bill treated Captain’s Fancy like a visitor, Nick’s troubles were just beginning.

      


      

      As if Morn hadn’t already done him enough harm—


      

      He still had no idea how she’d escaped from her cabin to reprogram that ejection pod. The maintenance computer reported that

         the lock on her door worked fine. His crew volunteered nothing. Someone had betrayed him, but he didn’t know who – or why.

      


      

      ‘Damn them all to hell and shit,’ he muttered. ‘What the fuck’s taking so long?’


      

      Mikka Vasaczk and her watch had the bridge while Captain’s Fancy coasted toward the rock. Sib Mackern sat at the data station because he and Alba Parmute were sharing the work of three people;

         but Scorz was a competent replacement for Lind on communications, Ransum could manage helm despite her jittery hands, and

         Karster was safe enough at targ. The scan second, Arkenhill, was no substitute for Carmel – who was? – and this close to Thanatos

         Minor, as well as to two Amnion warships, scan was critical; but Mikka was watching everything that came in through Arkenhill’s

         board almost as carefully as Nick himself did.

      


      

      In any case, Captain’s Fancy was moving too slowly to survive a fight. She might inflict damage, but she would be destroyed nonetheless.

      


      

      While his ship glided along her approach trajectory toward Billingate, Nick paced the bridge and studied the screens and fretted

         as if he had worms gnawing inside him. The electricity, the combative frisson, which usually filled his nerves like eagerness

         when death and ruin threatened him, was gone. The knowledge that he could beat anybody had been replaced by the fear that

         Morn had dug a hole too deep for him to climb out of.

      


      

      There was no question about it: he should have ripped out her female organs when he first heard she was pregnant, instead

         of taking her to Enablement to have her brat.

      


      

      He shouldn’t be stewing about that now, of course. The past was the past: men who looked back got shot by what was in front

         of them. Until now, the only regret of his life was that he’d ever trusted anyone enough to let that woman scar him. Unfortunately his acid longing to take back the mistakes he’d made with Morn refused to recognize its own futility.

         Instead it gnawed inside him like cramps, hindering his strength, restricting his energies.

      


      

      She was so beautiful— Sex with her was the closest he’d ever come to healing his scars. And every bit of it was a lie. Like the first time, with the woman who’d cut him. The welcoming spread of Morn’s legs had been a steel trap, open to shear

         off his manhood, his ability to beat impossible odds; gaping to amputate the part of him that never lost.

      


      

      What she’d done to him made his heart hurt as if she’d laid her knife there instead of on his cheeks.


      

      What the fuck’s taking them so long?

      


      

      ‘It’s not a simple question for them,’ Mikka answered unnecessarily. ‘They have to figure out whose side they’re on. Probably

         they’ve never had to do that before.’

      


      

      For the first time since he’d known his second, her habitual scowl didn’t look merely closed, defended. Instead it conveyed

         criticism; even hostility. It gave the impression that she no longer trusted him – him, Nick Succorso, who had once been as unquestionable to her as the orbits of the stars.

      


      

      Morn had cost him that as well.


      

      ‘This may come as a surprise to you,’ he snarled from the burning depths of his regret, ‘but I knew that already.’


      

      Mikka shrugged stolidly.


      

      ‘Whatever they’re talking about,’ Scorz reported in an abstract tone, ‘they’re beaming it too tight for us to hear. There’s

         some residual buzz, but I can’t pick up anything else.’

      


      

      Struggling to put Mikka and Morn and regret out of his mind, Nick muttered as if he didn’t know he was repeating himself,

         ‘Damn them all to hell and shit.’

      


      

      Operations continued to transmit routine traffic information, trajectory confirmation, station protocols; nothing else.


      

      He paced the bridge and tried to think.


      

      At some point he would have to resume his air of superiority and confidence; fake it if he couldn’t actually feel it. His

         dread and regret were infectious: the more uncertain he felt, the more his people would doubt him. Mikka wasn’t the only one – although she was the worst, because she was the most capable; because he’d trusted

         her the most. Sib Mackern seemed to flinch whenever Nick caught his eye. And Ransum’s nervousness was spreading. Normally

         confined to her hands, it now affected the way she turned her head; it made her shuffle her feet as if she felt an unconscious

         desire to run.

      


      

      Already three people on the bridge distrusted Nick enough to be unreliable.


      

      Who else felt that way? Maybe no one except Vector Shaheed. And Vector’s attitude was predictable: he had reason to think

         Nick was going to kill him. Hell, the phlegmatic shit deserved to be killed. He’d ignored an order. Maybe the infection hadn’t

         spread any further yet.

      


      

      But it was going to spread. It would certainly catch Pup. The kid was Mikka’s brother. And he admired Vector.


      

      And the rest of the crew would be exposed to the same illness as soon as they felt Nick’s vulnerability and realized that

         the center of their lives might not hold much longer.

      


      

      Groping for clues – for ways to pull himself out of his stew – maybe for hope – Nick stopped at the scan station and asked

         harshly, ‘Where did they take that damn pod?’

      


      

      ‘Cargo berth,’ Arkenhill answered promptly without lifting his gaze from his board. He may have been trying to prove that

         he was as capable as Carmel. ‘I guess they’re planning to keep the pod. The ship docked a couple of minutes ago. You want

         to know which berth?’

      


      

      ‘No.’ Nick had only one reason for caring what happened to Davies Hyland. ‘I want id on the ship.’


      

      ‘That’s easy. We’ve got traffic data.’ As a precaution against accidents, Operations transmitted information on all ships

         and movements in Billingate’s control space. Arkenhill hit keys, consulted his readouts. ‘She calls herself Soar. Captain Sorus Chatelaine. Port of registry, Terminus.’

      


      

      ‘She’s a ways from home,’ Mikka observed dryly. Terminus was farther from forbidden space than any other human station – at

         least a hundred light-years farther than Earth.

      


      

      Nick turned to Sib Mackern. ‘What does data say about her?’


      

      Sweat and lack of sleep made Mackern’s pale mustache stand out and his eyes recede. His hands faltered as he worked his board.

         After a moment he reported, ‘Nothing, Nick. We’ve never heard of her before.’

      


      

      Involuntarily Nick’s fingers curled into fists. Sib sounded like a weakling – and Nick despised weaklings. He had to stifle

         an impulse to hit the data first.

      


      

      ‘Cross-reference it,’ he snapped. ‘Name, Captain, registry, id codes. Give me a real answer.’


      

      Among illegal ships, there was often a considerable discrepancy between public and private id. Ships and captains could change

         their names as often as they liked. But they couldn’t change their registrations – or the id codes embedded in their datacores.

         Not without swapping out the datacores themselves.

      


      

      Even that was possible, of course. But then there would be other kinds of discrepancies—


      

      ‘Do it by configuration, too,’ Mikka added for him. ‘Try their emission signature or anything else scan picked up on them.’


      

      Now it was his second that Nick wanted to hit. Not because she was wrong, but because she helped him when he shouldn’t have

         needed it; because he did need it. His brain wasn’t working, and he hated that more than he despised weaklings.

      


      

      Morn, you goddamn bitch, what have you done to me? Who betrayed me for you? Who let you out?

      


      

      ‘Here it comes,’ Scorz put in abruptly. ‘Final approach and docking instructions.’


      

      Nick held his breath while the communications second relayed the details to command and helm.


      

      She was being treated like a visitor. A ship without cargo. A fugitive. An illegal in search of recreation. Or a dealer in

         information.

      


      

      Certainly not as a ship that needed – and could pay for – massive work on her gap drive.


      

      Cursing explosively, Nick strode to Scorz’ station. ‘Give me a channel!’


      

      Scorz tightened the receiver in his ear, tapped keys. Almost immediately he said, ‘Stand by for Captain Succorso,’ and leaned

         away from his pickup to give Nick room.

      


      

      ‘Operations!’ Nick snapped. ‘This is Captain Succorso. Who’s garbling your reception? Didn’t you hear me say I need repair?

         Didn’t you get my credit confirmation? I want a berth in the shipyard!’

      


      

      ‘Captain Succorso.’ The reply which came over bridge audio was laconic; insufferably unconcerned. ‘Our reception isn’t garbled.

         And we aren’t deaf. We just don’t like ships that come in chased by angry Amnion. You’re lucky we’re letting you dock at all. But

         the Bill wants to talk to you.’ A pause. ‘He wants to confirm your credit in person.’

      


      

      All at once Nick’s dread became as heavy as a blow to the stomach. For a second or two he felt that he couldn’t breathe; that

         his voice would crack like a kid’s if he tried to talk.

      


      

      He couldn’t wait for the shock to pass, however. Half coughing, he rasped, ‘Make sense, Operations. This is a goddamn credit-jack,’

         coded to be read by a computer, ‘not a physical transfer. He won’t learn anything by looking at it.

      


      

      ‘I need repairs. I can pay for them. Dock me in the shipyard!’


      

      Operations forced him to wait for an answer. When it came, the voice from the speakers seemed to be laughing secretly.


      

      ‘Apparently that credit-jack has been revoked.’


      

      ‘You sonofabitch!’ Nick hunched over the pickup, trying to drive his anger into the face of the man he couldn’t see. ‘It can’t

         be revoked. It’s money! You can’t revoke money!’


      

      The radio voice permitted itself an audible chuckle. ‘Try telling that to the Amnion warship behind you.’


      

      With a definitive click, Operations cut transmission.


      

      An unnatural silence filled the bridge, as if the air-scrubbers and servos had shut down.


      

      Karster usually kept his questions to himself. Perhaps to compensate for the fact that he looked as unformed as a boy, he

         tried to act like he already understood everything. He couldn’t stand the silence, however.

      


      

      ‘Confirm it in person?’ he asked. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


      

      ‘It means,’ Mikka replied as if she were suddenly tired, ‘the Bill wants to know what’s going on before he makes up his mind

         about us.’

      


      

      Nick wheeled on the command second. If she kept this up, he was certainly going to hit her. ‘You said it yourself,’ he snarled.

         ‘It’s not that simple. He’s got fucking Morn’s fucking brat.’

      


      

      The Bill wanted to know what was going on so that he could milk the situation for all it was worth. And so that he could get

         even with Nick for bringing him this kind of trouble.

      


      

      Nick had promised Davies to the Amnion.


      

      Trying to demonstrate that he’d never intended to break his bargains with them – as well as to conceal the true nature of his dishonesty toward them – he’d also promised them Morn.

      


      

      But the Bill had Davies. If Nick’s credit-jack had been revoked, he had nothing with which to buy the brat back.


      

      Except Morn.


      

      He’d come to a place where he had to cheat somebody – and whoever he cheated would kill him for it.


      

      Unless—


      

      The idea hit him like a bolt of his old lightning, the electricity which kept him and everything he valued alive.


      

      — unless he cheated the cops instead.


      

      Hashi Lebwohl had assigned him to undermine Billingate, do the shipyard potentially permanent harm. And the DA Director had

         told him how to do it. A dangerous gamble: the kind Nick specialized in. That Lebwohl was willing to take such risks had impressed

         Nick in spite of himself.
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