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HOT JUPITER




Chapter One


Flying down a wormhole was like throwing yourself into the center of a tornado, one where if you brushed the walls you would be obliterated down to subatomic particles before you even knew it happened.


Racing through a wormhole at this speed was suicide. But the kid wouldn’t slow down.


Lanoe thumbed a control pad and painted the yacht’s backside with a communications laser. A green pearl appeared in the corner of his vision, with data on signal strength rolling across its surface. “Thom,” he called. “Thom, you’ve got to stop this. I know you’re scared, I know—”


“I killed him! I can’t go back now!”


Lanoe muted the connection and focused for a second on not getting himself killed. The wormhole twisted and bent up ahead, warped where it passed under some massive gravity source, probably a star. Side passages opened in every direction, split by the curvature of spacetime. Lanoe had lost track of where, in real-space terms, they were—they’d started back at Xibalba but they could be a hundred light-years away by now. Wormspace didn’t operate by Newtonian rules. They could be anywhere. They could theoretically be on the wrong end of the universe.


The yacht up ahead was still accelerating. It was a sleek spindle of darkness against the unreal light of the tunnel walls, all black carbon fiber broken only by a set of airfoils like flat wings spaced around its thruster. At his school Thom had a reputation as some kind of hotshot racer—he was slated to compete in next year’s Earth Cup—and Lanoe had seen how good a pilot the kid was as he chased him down. He was still surprised when Thom twisted around on his axis of flight and kicked in his maneuvering jets, nearly reversing his course and sending the yacht careening down one of the side tunnels.


Maybe he’d thought he could escape that way.


For all the kid’s talent, though, Lanoe was Navy trained. He knew a couple of tricks they never taught to civilians. He switched off the compensators that protected his engine and pulled a right-hand turn tighter than a poly’s purse. He squeezed his eyes shut as his inertial sink shoved him hard back into his seat but when he looked again he was right back on the yacht’s tail. He thumbed for the comms laser again and when the green pearl popped up he said, “Thom, you can’t outfly me. We need to talk about this. Your dad is dead, yes. We need to think about what comes next. Maybe you could tell me why you did it—”


But the green pearl was gone. Thom had burned for another course change and surged ahead. He’d pulled out of the maze of wormspace and back into the real universe, up ahead at another dip in the spacetime curve.


Lanoe goosed his engine and followed. He burst out of the wormhole throat and into searing red light that burned his eyes.
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Centrocor freight hauler 4519 approaching on vector 7, 4, −32.


Wilscon dismantler ship Angie B, you are deviating from course by .02. Advise.


Traffic control, this is Angie B, we copy. Burning to correct.


The whispering voices of the autonomic port monitors passed across Valk’s consciousness without making much of an impression.


Orbital traffic control wasn’t an exacting job. It didn’t pay well, either. Valk didn’t mind so much. There were fringe benefits. For one, he had a cramped little workstation all to himself. He valued his privacy. Moreover, at the vertex between two limbs of the Hexus there was no gravity. It helped with the pain, a little.


Valk had been in severe pain for the last seventeen years, ever since he’d suffered what he always called his “accident.” Even though there’d been nothing accidental about it. He had suffered severe burns over his entire body and even now, so many years later, the slightest weight on his flesh was too much.


His arms floated before him, his fingers twitching at keyboards that weren’t really there. Lasers tracked his fingertip movements and converted them to data. Screens all around him pushed information in through his eyes, endless columns of numbers and tiny graphical displays he could largely ignore.


The Hexus sat at the bottom of a deep gravity well, a place where dozens of wormhole tunnels came together, connecting all twenty-three worlds of the local sector. A thousand vessels came through the Hexus every day, to offload cargo, to undertake repairs, just so the crews could stretch their legs for a minute on the way to their destinations. Keeping all those ships from colliding with each other, making sure they landed at the right docking berths, was the kind of job computers were built for, and the Hexus’s autonomics were very, very good at it. Valk’s job was to simply be there in case something happened that needed a human decision. If a freighter demanded priority mooring, for instance, because it was hauling hazardous cargo. Or if somebody important wanted the kid glove treatment. It didn’t happen all that often.


Traffic, this is Angie B. We’re on our way to Jehannum. Thanks for your help.


Civilian drone entering protected space. Redirecting.


Centrocor freight hauler 4519 at two thousand km, approaching Vairside docks.


Vairside docks report full. Redirect incoming traffic until 18:22.


Baffin Island docks report can take six more. Accepting until 18:49.


Unidentified vehicle exiting wormhole throat. No response to ping.


Unidentified vehicle exiting wormhole throat. No response to ping.


Maybe it was the repetition that made Valk swivel around in his workspace. He called up a new display with imaging of the wormhole throat, thirty million kilometers away. The throat itself looked like a sphere of perfect glass, distorting the stars behind it. Monitoring buoys with banks of floodlights and sensors swarmed around it, keeping well clear of the opening to wormspace. The newcomers were so small it took a second for Valk to even see them.


But there—the one in front was a dark blip, barely visible except when it occluded a light. A civilian craft, built for speed by the look of it. Expensive as hell. And right behind it—there—


“Huh,” Valk said, a little grunt of surprise. It was an FA.2 fighter, cataphract class. A cigar-shaped body, one end covered in segmented carbonglas viewports, the other housing a massive thruster. A double row of airfoils on its flanks.


Valk had been a fighter pilot himself, back before his accident. He knew the silhouette of every cataphract, carrier scout, and recon boat that had ever flown. There had been a time when you would have seen FA.2s everywhere, when they were the Navy’s favorite theater fighter. But that had been more than a century ago. Who was flying such an antique?


Valk tapped for a closer view—and only then did he see the red lights flashing all over his primary display. The two newcomers were moving fast, a considerable chunk of the speed of light.


And they were headed straight toward the Hexus.


He called up a communications panel and started desperately pinging them.
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Light and heat burst into Lanoe’s cockpit. Sweat burst out all over his skin. His suit automatically wicked it away but it couldn’t catch all the beads of sweat popping out on his forehead. He swiped a virtual panel near his elbow and his viewports polarized, switching down to near-opaque blackness. It still wasn’t enough.


There was a very good reason you didn’t shoot out of a wormhole throat at this kind of speed. Wormhole throats tended to be very close to very big stars.


He could barely see—afterimages flickered in his vision, blocking out all the displays on his boards. He had a sense of a massive planet dead ahead but he couldn’t make out any details. He tapped at display after display, trying to get some telemetry data, desperate for any information about where he was.


Then he saw the Hexus floating right in front of him. Fifty kilometers across, a vast hexagonal structure of concrete and foamsteel, like a colossal dirty benzene ring. Geryon, he thought. The Hexus orbited the planet Geryon, a bloated gas giant that circled a red giant star. That explained all the light and heat, at least.


He tried to raise Thom again with his comms laser but the green pearl wouldn’t show up in his peripheral vision. Little flashes of green came from his other eye and he realized he was being pinged by the Hexus. He thumbed a panel to send them his identifying codes but didn’t waste any time talking to them directly.


The Hexus was getting bigger, growing at an alarming rate. “Thom,” he called, whether the kid could hear him or not, “you need to break off. You can’t fly through that thing. Thom! Don’t do it!”


His vision had cleared enough that he could just see the yacht, a dark spot visible against the brighter skin of the station. Thom was going to fly straight through the Hexus. At first glance it looked like there was plenty of room—the hexagon was wide open in its middle—but that space was full of freighters and liners and countless drones, a bewilderingly complex interchange of ships jockeying for position, heading to or away from docking facilities, ships being refueled by tenders, drones checking heat shields or scraping carbon out of thruster cones. If Thom went through there it would be like firing a pistol into a crowd.


Lanoe cursed under his breath and brought up his weapon controls.
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Centrocor freight hauler 4519 requesting berth at Vairside docks.


Vairside docks report full. Redirect incoming traffic until 18:22.


Valk ignored the whispering voices. He had a much bigger problem.


In twenty-nine seconds the two unidentified craft were going to streak right through the center of the Hexus, moving fast enough to obliterate anything in their way. If there was a collision the resulting debris would have enough energy to tear the entire station apart. Hundreds of thousands of people would die.


Valk worked fast, moving from one virtual panel to the next, dismissing displays and opening new ones. His biggest display showed the trajectory of the two newcomers, superimposed on a diagram of every moving thing inside the Hexus. Tags on each object showed relative velocities, mass and inertia quantities, collision probabilities.


Those last showed up in burning red. Valk had to find a way to get each of them to turn amber or green before the newcomers blazed right through the Hexus. That meant moving every ship, every tiny drone, one by one—computing a new flight path for each craft that wouldn’t intersect with any of the others.


The autonomic systems just weren’t smart enough to do it themselves. This was exactly why they still had a human being working Valk’s job.


If he moved this liner here—redirected this drone swarm to the far side of the Hexus—if he ordered this freighter to make a correction burn of fourteen milliseconds—if he swung this dismantler ship around on its long axis—


One of the newcomers finally responded to his identification requests, but he didn’t have time to look. He swiped that display away even while he used his other hand to order a freighter to fire its positioning jets.


Civilian drone entering protected space. Redirecting.


Centrocor freight hauler 4519 requesting berth at Vairside docks.


The synthetic voices were like flies buzzing around inside Valk’s skull. That freight hauler was a serious pain in the ass—it was by far the largest object still inside the ring of the Hexus, the craft most likely to get in the way of the incoming yacht.


Valk would gladly have sent the thing burning hard for a distant parking orbit. It was a purely autonomic vessel, without even a pilot onboard, basically a giant drone. Who cared if a little cargo didn’t make it to its destination in time? But for some reason its onboard computers refused to obey his commands. It kept demanding to be routed to a set of docks that weren’t even classified for freight craft.


He pulled open a new control pad and started sending override codes.


The freighter responded instantly.


Instructed course will result in distress to passengers. Advise?


Wait. Passengers?
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Up ahead the traffic inside the ring of the Hexus scattered like pigeons from a cat, but still there were just too many ships and drones in there, too many chances for a collision. Thom hadn’t deviated even a fraction of a degree from his course. In a second or two it would be too late for him to break off—at this speed he wouldn’t be able to burn hard enough to get away.


On Lanoe’s weapons screen a firing solution popped up. He could hit the yacht with a disruptor. One hit and the yacht would be reduced to tiny debris, too small to do much damage when it rained down on the Hexus. His thumb hovered over the firing key—but even as he steeled himself to do it, a second firing solution popped up.


A ponderous freighter hung there, right in the middle of the ring. Right in the middle of Thom’s course.


It was an ugly ship, just a bunch of cargo containers clamped to a central boom like grapes on a vine. It had thruster packages on either end but nothing even resembling a crew capsule.


Lanoe had enough weaponry to take that thing to pieces.


He opened a new communications panel and pinged the Hexus. “Traffic control, you need to move that freighter right now.”


The reply came back instantly. At least somebody was talking to him. “FA.2, this is Hexus Control. Can’t be done. Are you in contact with the unidentified yacht? Tell that idiot to change his trajectory.”


“He’s not listening,” Lanoe called back. Damn it. Thom was maybe five seconds from splattering himself all over that ugly ship. “Control, move that freighter—or I’ll move it for you.”


“Negative! Negative, FA.2—there are people on that thing!”


What? That made no sense. A freight hauler like that would be controlled purely by autonomics. It wasn’t classified for human occupation—it wouldn’t even have rudimentary life support onboard.


There couldn’t possibly be people on that thing. Yet he had no reason to think that traffic control would lie about that. And then—


In Lanoe’s head the moral calculus was already working itself out. People, control had said—meaning more than one person.


If he killed Thom, who he knew was a murderer, it would save multiple innocent lives.


He reached again for the firing key.


[image: image]


There had to be an answer. There had to be.


Instructed course would result in distress to passengers. Advise?


Valk could see six different ways to move the freighter. Every single one of them meant firing its main thrusters for a hard burn. Accelerating it at multiple g’s.


If he did that, anybody inside the freighter would be reduced to red jelly. Unlike passenger ships, the cargo ship didn’t carry an inertial sink. The people in it would have no protection from the sudden acceleration.


Centrocor freight hauler 4519 requesting berth at Vairside docks.


The ship was too stupid to know it was about to be smashed to pieces. Not for the first time he wished he could switch off the synthetic voices that reeled off pointless information all around him. He opened a new screen and studied the freighter’s schematics. There were maneuvering thrusters here, and positioning jets near the nose, but they wouldn’t be able to move the ship fast enough, there were emergency retros in six different locations, and explosive bolts on the cargo containers—


Yes! He had it. “FA.2,” he called, even as he opened a new control pad. “FA.2, do not fire!” He tapped away at the pad, his fingers aching as he moved them so quickly.


Instructed action may cause damage to Centrocor property. Advise?


“I advise you to shut up and do what I say,” Valk told the freighter. That wasn’t what it was looking for, though. He looked down, saw a green virtual key hovering in front of him, and stabbed at it.


Out in the middle of the ring, the freight hauler triggered the explosive bolts on all of its port side cargo containers at once. The long boxes went tumbling away with aching slowness, blue and yellow and red oblongs dancing outward on their own trajectories. Some smashed into passing drones, creating whole new clouds of debris. Some bounced off the arms of the Hexus, obliterating against its concrete, the goods inside thrown free in multicolored sprays.


On Valk’s screens a visual display popped up showing him the chaos. The yacht was a tiny dark needle lost in the welter of colorful boxes and smashed goods, moving so fast Valk could barely track it. But this was going to work, a gap was opening where the yacht could pass through safely, this was going to—


There was no sound but Valk could almost feel the crunch as one of the cargo containers just clipped one of the yacht’s airfoils. The cargo container tore open, its steel skin splitting like it was a piece of overripe fruit. Barrels spilled out in a broad cloud of wild trajectories. The yacht was thrown into a violent spin as it shot through the Hexus and out the other side.


A split second later the FA.2 jinked around a flying barrel and burned hard to follow the yacht on its new course, straight down toward Geryon.




Chapter Two


Lanoe had to lean over hard into a tight bank to avoid the swirl of cargo in the Hexus but he almost laughed as he worked his controls, throwing his stick to the left and then the right. Whoever was running traffic control back there was a genius.


He sobered up again almost instantly when he saw where he was headed next. Thom had been thrown for a loop by a grazing collision and now he was falling out of the sky. Up ahead lay the broad disk of Geryon, a boiling hell cauldron of a planet. Out of control and spinning, Thom couldn’t fight the pull of its gravity. He was going to fall right into that mess.


Geryon was a gas giant, a world with no surface, just a near-endless atmosphere. From a distance it looked like it was tearing itself apart from the inside out. It was banded with dark storms, nearly black, that hid an inner layer of incandescent neon. The buzzing red light streaked outward through every crack and gap in the cloud layer, rays of baleful effulgence spearing outward at the void.


Lanoe barely had time to get a look at the planet before the yacht pitched nose first into its atmosphere. He burned after it, down into the topmost clouds. He tried to paint the kid again with the communications laser, not expecting a result. He didn’t get one.


As he tore through the dark haze of the clouds he lost track of Thom altogether. Then suddenly the fighter burst through the bottom of a wisp of cirrus and Lanoe wasn’t in space anymore.


On every side, tortured clouds piled up around him in enormous thunderheads, whole towers and fortresses of cloud with ramparts and battlements that melted away into mist every time he tried to make out details. Rivers of dark blue methane coiled and bent around waves of atmospheric pressure.


The sheer scale of it was lost on him until he saw the yacht, a tiny dot well ahead of him. It shot through a streamer of mist that arched high overhead, but the streamer was just one tiny arm of a vast storm as big as an ocean on Earth. And that was just what Lanoe could see from inside the fighter, a tiny fragment of a colossal world of clouds.


The yacht was out of place in that vast cloudspace. A mote of dust on the storm. It was still tumbling, end over end—the kid hadn’t regained control. Tiny shards of debris were still pouring off its shattered airfoil, like thin smoke that traced out the yacht’s spinning, tumbling path. Damn it.


At least atmospheric resistance had slowed them right down—maybe Lanoe could actually catch the kid now.


The green pearl in Lanoe’s vision blinked back into existence, surprising him. The comms laser had reestablished contact.


“Thom,” Lanoe called. “Thom, are you there? Are you okay?”


The kid sounded terrified when he replied. Breathing hard, his voice pitched too high. “I’m … I’m still alive.”


“Damn it, Thom,” Lanoe said. “What were you thinking back there? There were people on that freighter. You could have killed them.”


It took a long while for Thom to reply. Maybe he was just struggling to pull out of his spin. Lanoe could see his attitude thrusters firing, jets of vapor that were lost instantly in the dark cloudscape.


When Thom did come back on the line he sounded calmer, but chastened. “I didn’t know that.”


Lanoe couldn’t help but feel for Thom. When the kid had made a break for it, when he’d stolen the yacht and run for the nearest wormhole, Lanoe had followed because he thought maybe, somehow, he could help. To the kid it must have looked like there was a hellhound on his tail. “Get control of your ship,” Lanoe told him. Though honestly it looked like Thom had already done just that. The yacht had stabilized its flight, even with one damaged airfoil. The kid had skill, Lanoe thought. He had the makings of a great pilot. If he didn’t die right here. “You all right?”


“I’m fine.”


“Then let’s think about how to keep you that way. Slow down and let’s talk about this. Okay? First things first, we need to get out of this atmosphere. Let’s head back to the Hexus. I can’t promise people there will be happy to see you, but—”


“I’m not going back,” Thom replied. “I’m never going back.”
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It should have been over by now.


It should have been quick and painless. He should have hit that freighter dead-on and that would have been that.


Thom realized his eyes were closed. That was stupid. You never closed your eyes when you were flying—you needed to be constantly aware of everything around you. He opened his eyes and laughed.


There was nothing to see out there. Black mist writhed across his viewports. His displays were all turning red, but who cared? That was kind of the point, wasn’t it?


Just fade to black.


If only Lanoe would shut up and let him get on with it.


“There’s no way forward here, Thom. If I have to shoot you to stop this idiotic chase, I will. Turn back now.”


“Why would I do that?” Thom asked.


“Because right now I’m the only friend you have.”


“You were my father’s puppet. I know you’ll take me back there if I give you the chance.”


“You’re wrong, Thom. I just want to help.”


Thom leaned back in his crash seat and tried to just breathe.


He was surrounded by expensive wooden fittings. His seat was upholstered in real leather. He couldn’t help thinking the yacht would make a luxurious coffin.


Thom was—had been—the son of the planetary governor of Xibalba. He was used to a certain degree of luxury. He understood now how much of that he’d taken for granted. Nothing had ever been denied to him his whole life.


No one had ever bullied him in school—his father’s bodyguards had seen to that. No one had ever said no to him as long as he could remember. But now Lanoe wouldn’t just give up. Wouldn’t just let him go.


It was infuriating.


Thom wondered why he didn’t just switch off his comms panel. Block Lanoe’s transmission. Maybe, he thought, he just wanted to hear another human voice before he ended this.


Even if he didn’t want to hear what Lanoe had to say.


“I was just your father’s escort pilot, Thom. I’m not here to avenge him. The Navy assigned me to work for him, but it was just a job. I never even liked him.”


“I hated him,” Thom replied, unable to resist. Maybe he wanted to justify what he’d done. “I always hated him.”


“Well, that’s in the past now,” Lanoe said. “As is my job—I don’t owe him anything now that he’s dead. I came after you because believe it or not, I do like you. That’s all. Please believe me.”


“I can’t,” Thom said. “Lanoe, I’m sorry, but I can’t trust anyone right now.”


Over the line he could hear Lanoe sigh in frustration. “Why’d you even do it?” Lanoe asked. “Why kill him? In a year you would have been away at university. Away from him.”


“You think so?” Thom said. “You don’t know anything, Lanoe.”


“So enlighten me.”


Thom smiled at the black mist that surrounded him. He couldn’t think of a good reason to lie, not now. “I wasn’t going to Uni. I wasn’t going anywhere. He was sick. All that stress of his high-powered job just ate away at his heart. You know what they do, when your body gives out like that? They give you a new one.”


“So he would have lived a little longer—”


“You still don’t understand, do you? I wasn’t born to be his heir.”


When you were rich and powerful, you didn’t have to worry about getting sick. You didn’t have to make do with an artificial pump ticking away in your chest, or taking immunosuppressive drugs for the rest of your life. You didn’t even have to worry about getting old.


No, not if you had a little forethought. Not if you could afford to have children. Kids whose neurology was a perfect match for your own.


The old man could have arranged for Thom to have an accident that left him brain dead. Then he could have his own consciousness transferred into Thom’s young, healthy body. It happened all the time in the halls of power. The legality was questionable but a lot of rules didn’t apply to planetary governors.


“I was designed,” Thom said. “Built to be his next body.”


There was a long pause on the line. “I didn’t know,” Lanoe said.


“He had to die,” Thom said. In his mind’s eye he saw it all over again. Saw himself pick up the ancient dueling pistol. Felt it jump in his hand. The old man hadn’t even had a chance to look surprised. “Do you understand now? I’m only twenty years old, and he was going to steal my body and throw my mind away. Kill me. So I had to kill him if I wanted to live. And now I have to keep moving. For another thirty-six hours.”


“Thirty-six hours?”


“His doctors will have stabilized his brain, even if the rest of him is dead. They can keep his consciousness viable that long. If they catch me before his brain really dies, they can still go ahead with the switch.”


“Let me help, then,” Lanoe said.


Thom closed his eyes again. Nobody could help him now.


He leaned forward on his stick. Brought the yacht’s nose down until it was pointed right at the core of the planet. Opened his throttle all the way.


The yacht dove into a dark cloud bank, a wall of smoke thick enough to block Lanoe’s transmission.


This would be over soon.


[image: image]


A rain of fine soot smashed against Lanoe’s canopy as he dove straight down into the pressure and heat of Geryon’s atmosphere. The clouds whipped past him and then they were gone and he stared down into the red glare of the neon layer.


He couldn’t see the yacht—it was hidden behind that shimmering wall of fire. He spared a moment to check some of his instruments and saw just how bad it was out there. Over 2,000 degrees Kelvin. Atmospheric pressure hard enough to crush the fighter in microseconds. The FA.2 possessed enough vector field strength to hold that killing air back, according to its technical specifications. Even so, he was sure he could hear his carbonglas canopy crackle under the stress, feel the entire ship closing in on him as the pressure warped its hull. His inertial sink held him tight in his seat as the ship rocked and trembled in the turbulent air.


If the fighter was in that much distress, could the kid hold up at all? Lanoe had no idea what kind of defensive fields the yacht carried. It was possible that the next time he saw Thom the kid would be a crumpled ball of carbon fiber, tumbling slowly as it fell toward the center of the planet.


Yet when his airfoils carried him rattling and hissing through the floor of the neon layer, he saw the yacht dead ahead, still intact, still hurtling downward on a course that went nowhere good. There was nothing but murk down there, pure hydrogen under so much pressure it stopped acting like a gas and turned into liquid metal. No ship ever built could handle this kind of strain for more than a few minutes.


Lanoe didn’t know if even comms lasers could cut through the dark, swirling mess but then the green pearl in the corner of his vision appeared and he opened the transmission immediately. “Thom,” he said. “Thom—is this what you want? Did we just come here so you could commit suicide?”


There was no reply.


All over Lanoe’s panels, red lights danced and flickered. Lanoe couldn’t do this much longer and still hope to get back to space in one piece.


He set his teeth and sped after the yacht.
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Everything shook and strained and groaned. The wooden veneer on the console in front of Thom creaked and then split down the middle, a jagged fissure running across his instrument displays. So close now.


The carbon fiber hull of the yacht couldn’t take this pressure or this heat. The ship’s vector fields were the only thing keeping Thom alive. If they failed—or if he switched them off—it would be over before he even knew what had happened. The ship would collapse around him, crushing his flesh, his bones. His blood would boil and then vaporize. His eyes would—


A sudden loud pop behind him made Thom yelp in surprise and terror. Broken glass splattered across his viewports and yellow liquid dripped down the front of his helmet. Hellfire and ashes, was this how it happened? Was that cerebrospinal fluid? Was his head caving in?


No. No—the fizzy liquid running across his vision was champagne.


Behind the pilot’s seat was a tiny cargo cabinet. There had been a bottle of champagne back there, put there by the old man’s servants for when Thom won his next race. Wine made from grapes actually grown in the soil of Earth. That bottle had been almost as expensive as the yacht itself.


The bottle had been under pressure already—the added strain of Geryon’s crushing grip had been too much for it.


An uncontrollable laugh ripped its way up through Thom’s throat. He shook and bent over his controls and tears pooled in his eyes until his suit carefully wicked them away. He had been scared by a champagne bottle going off. That hadn’t happened since he was a child.


Scared.


Fear—now that was funny. He hadn’t expected to be afraid at this point. Thom was no coward. But now his heart raced—he could feel adrenaline throbbing through his veins.


He hadn’t expected to be scared.


He looked out through his viewports at the dark haze ahead, at the center of the planet, and it was so huge. So big beyond anything he could comprehend.


Suddenly he couldn’t breathe.
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“Lanoe?” the kid said. “Lanoe, I think I made a mistake.”


Lanoe clamped his eyes shut. There was nothing to see, anyway, except the tail of the yacht. “Yeah? You’re just getting that now?”


“I’m sorry I dragged you into this,” Thom said. The transmission was full of noise, words compressed down until the kid’s voice sounded like a machine talking. “Something’s gone wrong. Lanoe—I thought I could do this. But now—”


“That’s your survival instinct kicking in. Self-preservation, right? Don’t fight that urge, Thom. It’s there for a reason.”


“I think maybe it’s too late. Oh, hellfire.”


Lanoe shook his head. The kid had some guts to have gotten this far, but what a damned idiot he was. “Pull up. Come on, Thom, just pull up and get out of here.”


“I can’t see anything—I don’t even know which way is up!”


“The Hexus. Look for the Hexus. Its beacons should be all over your nav display—latch on to them. Pull up, Thom. Come on! Don’t go any lower.”


“I’m trying.… My controls are so sluggish. Lanoe … I.”


The green pearl kept rotating, numbers streaming across its surface. The connection hadn’t been cut off. The kid had just stopped talking.


“Damn,” Lanoe said. He started easing back on his control stick. Fed fuel to all of his retros and positioning rockets, intending to swing around and punch for escape velocity.


But then the kid spoke again.


“I don’t want to die,” Thom said.


Lanoe saw the yacht ahead of him. Its nose had come around, a little. The kid was doing his best. All of his jets were firing in quick stuttering bursts as he tried to check his downward velocity. If he could get his tail pointed down he could fire his main thruster and head back toward space.


But the nose was swinging around way too slow.


Lanoe saw why right away—it was that broken airfoil, the one he’d smashed against a cargo container. Airfoils were deadweight in space but in an atmosphere like this they were vital, and Thom was running one short. That was going to kill him.


No. Lanoe wouldn’t accept that.


“Listen,” he said. “You can do this. Take it easy, don’t waste any burns.”


“I’m trying,” the kid told him.


“Get your nose up, that’s the main thing.”


“I know what to do!”


“I’m going to tell you anyway. Get your nose up. Come on, kid!”


The yacht had fallen so far down Lanoe could barely see it. How much longer would the kid’s fields hold out? They must be eating up all his power, just to keep the yacht from being crushed. That extra energy could make a real difference.


“Thom—transfer some power from your vector field to your thrusters.”


“I’ll be splattered,” the kid pointed out.


He was probably right. But if he didn’t get his nose up, he was going to die anyway.


“Do it!” Lanoe shouted. “Transfer five percent—”


One whole side of the yacht caved in. Lanoe felt sick as he watched the carbon fiber hull crumple and distort.


But in the same moment the yacht swung around all at once and got its nose pointed straight up. Its main thruster engaged in a burst of fire and it shot past Lanoe’s fighter, moving damned fast.


Lanoe’s own fields were complaining. He was used to the fighter’s alarms, its chimes and whistles and screaming Klaxons. He ignored them all. He sent the FA.2 into a tight spin until his own nose was pointing up, then punched for full burn.


Ahead of him the wall of buzzing red neon came and went. The clouds of soot and dark blue methane. For a split second he saw blue sky overhead, pure, thin air, and then it turned black and the stars came out.


Ahead of him the yacht burned straight out into the night, standing on its tail.


In the distance, past the kid’s nose, Lanoe could see the Hexus. If they could just make it there maybe this chase could end. Maybe they could both come out of this okay.


“Thom,” he called. “Thom, come in.”


There was no green pearl in the corner of his vision. Lanoe came up alongside the yacht and saw just how much of it had collapsed. The whole forward compartment had imploded, all of the view-ports shattered down to empty frames.


“Oh, hellfire, Thom,” Lanoe whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m so damned sorry.”




Chapter Three


As usual, Valk had been left to clean up the mess.


And this was a big one.


Already the synthetic voices were burbling away with demands and threats. Centrocor owned both the freight hauler he had nobbled and the Hexus itself, and he had damaged both of them. Centrocor was a poly—one of the big transplanetary commercial monopolies that owned, de facto, this entire sector and all twenty-three of its worlds. They had much more pressing concerns than asking if there had been any casualties. The fact that Valk had saved some lives here was far less important than those barrels he sent spilling out into the void.


Most likely he would come out of this with a bunch of lawsuits on his record. More important, he would probably get fired, too. Without a job—well, he didn’t know what he would do then. The job was all he had.


So he sent a drone swarm out to recover the cargo containers and as many of the barrels and boxes and broken crates as they could chase down. He sent a quick message to the maintenance staff asking them to make sure the Hexus hadn’t been damaged irreparably by flying debris. Then he switched traffic control over to the autonomics and logged out for the day.


He had a mystery to solve. To wit: What the hell were people doing onboard a cargo ship?
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The noise was the worst of it. The cargo container vibrated like a struck bell, and every so often they would feel the pull of acceleration and be squashed up against one barely padded wall, sometimes hard enough that red spots would burst behind Roan’s eyes. But the noise was worse. Booming, mechanical noises that resonated inside the container and made her teeth hurt.


She had a vague idea of what was going on. The container had come loose from the freighter somehow and they’d gone tumbling off into space. She’d thought they were lost forever until the noise started. That had to be a drone or something grabbing the container in mechanical arms. Dragging it back to safety, she hoped.


Very, very slowly. It had been more than an hour already and she had no idea how much longer it might take.


The two of them, Roan and her teacher, Elder McRae, were low on breathable air—they’d barely budgeted enough on life support to make the twelve-day trip—and the container had started to stink the first time they’d had to use the chemical toilet. There had been nothing to do during the slow journey to Geryon. They had exactly what they needed to survive and nothing more. The only illumination inside the container came from a single display foam-sealed to one wall, a flickering plane of light no wider than Roan’s two hands laid side by side. It showed nothing now but the hexagonal Centrocor logo, slowly rotating as it tried to reestablish communication with the freighter’s computer brain. And failing.


“How much longer?” she asked, just to hear her own voice.


“Patience is not one of the four eternals,” Elder McRae replied. “Perhaps it should be.”


The elder had her eyes closed. Her lined brown face barely stirred as she took one shallow breath after another. Roan envied her composure, her discipline. For years Roan had studied to come close to the kind of inner peace she saw in the elder. The woman had been like a second mother to Roan, and a great teacher.


Right at that moment Roan hated the elder’s stupid face.


Which of course immediately made her feel deep shame and regret. She was forgetting her disciplines, forgetting all she’d learned—


The container lurched sideways so suddenly it was all Roan could do to grab one of the nylon loops attached to the wall, to keep herself from being thrown about like a pebble in an empty can. The elder, of course, had already strapped herself down.


The movement was followed by a new suite of noises, each louder and more ear-piercing than the last. A nasty thud rocked the container and Roan felt that they had stopped moving. Maybe they’d finally reached their destination, she thought.


Then the whole container began to spin around them, and Roan felt all the blood rush out of her head. She was certain she was going to be sick.
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The Hexus had six long arms, each of which rotated on its long axis to generate artificial gravity. Valk’s traffic control station was in one of the vertices between the arms, a place where he could just float and not have to use his legs.


Going into one of the arms—going into any place with gravity—meant agony. But the only safe way to pop open the cargo container and extract its stowaways was to bring it inside, into heat and air. If Valk wanted to see what was inside that container, he had no choice.


He had the drones bring the container into one of the giant spin locks, a huge drum at the end of Vairside, one of the six arms of the Hexus. He floated in beside it as jets flooded the drum with air. The walls started to rotate and then, almost gently, Valk and the container settled down to its floor. It took three minutes for the lock to match the rotation of Vairside, during which time Valk felt himself grow heavier and heavier.


The second his feet touched the floor, it began. Cramps in what were left of his feet, first. A throbbing in his thigh muscles. He became far too aware of the shapes of the bones inside his legs, felt his kneecaps grind back into place.


His suit knew what to do. It massaged his calves with custom-made rollers. Heating elements in his boots activated and warmed his aching flesh. A white pearl appeared in the corner of his left eye, offering painkilling medication.


He blinked it away.


The hospital had given him his special suit after his accident, seventeen years ago. He hadn’t taken it off since. At least a dozen times a day that white pearl appeared before him, asking him if he wanted the drug. It was proven not to be habit-forming, they told him. There was no chance of chemical addiction. It wouldn’t impair his ability to work.


Valk knew if he started saying yes to the white pearl he wouldn’t stop. Why, when the pain would always be there? Blinking away the white pearl had become a reflex after a few years. Now it was a tiny victory every time he did it. Tiny victories being the most he let himself hope for, these days.


He gritted his teeth and waited for the pain to suffuse him. To become just part of who he was. Over the years he’d grown so familiar with it that he could, if not ignore it, at least grunt his way through it.


Eventually the spin lock reached the correct angular momentum and the big doors opened. Drones picked up the cargo container, their segmented arms straining under its new weight, and carried it into the broad, open entrance vestibule of the Vairside arm. Other drones waited their turn, big construction models that could cut the container open without damaging anything inside.


Centrocor wasn’t taking any chances. If the people inside died on Hexus property the poly could, conceivably, be sued for wrongful death. It would never happen, of course. Centrocor had more lawyers than the Navy had pilots. But Valk supposed you didn’t get to be a Multiplanetary Development Monopoly by taking risks.


As the drones moved in to dismantle one of the short ends of the container, Valk walked over to stand where he could get a good look inside. Steel dissolved to bubbling foam as the dismantlers did their work and then a drone with a floodlight came up to illuminate the interior.


There wasn’t much to see. The interior walls of the container had been lined with soft plastic, studded with the nylon hand loops you saw everywhere in microgravity environments. There were a few pieces of life support and sanitary equipment but the cavernous interior was otherwise completely bare.


Then the stowaways came forward. An old woman and a teenage girl, both dressed in colorless but clean tunics and leggings.


Instantly a hundred Centrocor drones came swooping down on them, all talking at once.
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A fist-sized plastic drone drifted into Roan’s face with a whir of ducted propellers. Manipulator arms and sensors on flexible stalks dangled from its underside. It spoke to her in a voice that wasn’t human at all.


Welcome to the Centrocor Hexus.


Another one bobbed up beside her, and another until a cloud of them had gathered around her head, all speaking at once.


Please do not move while the scan is in progress.


You have certain rights, some of which you may have already waived.


How can we help you explore Vairside?


Anything you say may be used against you in a court of law.


State your language preference so we can proceed.


Please fill out these forms, which are vital for public health and safety.


You may be under arrest. Authorities will be with you presently.


Please speak or enter your Centrocor Rewards Club number now.


She winced backward, overwhelmed. She bumped into Elder McRae, who put a steadying hand on her arm, but the teacher looked just as confused and frightened.


Then a giant in a heavy space suit loomed through the cloud, batting at the drones with his hands. One by one they moved back, away from the big man. He had to be two and a half meters tall—taller than anyone Roan had ever met. His suit gave bulk to his already wide shoulders. His helmet was up and polarized to a glossy black. She expected him to lower the helmet, to show his face, but he didn’t.


“You just have to show them you mean business,” he said, shoving one last drone up against the wall. It protested in a high whine for a moment, then fell silent. “Sorry about that,” he said.


“Who are you?” Roan asked.


“Tannis Valk. I’m in charge of traffic here. I’ve got some questions for you.” He leaned farther into the cargo container. “Are you serious?” he asked.


“Serious about what?” she asked. Roan didn’t like this, not at all. Why wouldn’t the man show them his face? “Are we under quarantine or something?”


“Hmm, what?” Valk asked. “No. Serious—I mean, where are you two from?”


It was all too much. Roan wanted to shrink back into the container, to get away from this strange man and the swarm of drones.


“Why can’t we see your face?” she asked.


“I had an accident awhile back,” Valk replied. “Trust me, you don’t want to see what’s under here. Listen, I need some answers. How long have you two been in here?”


“Twelve days,” Roan said. The elder squeezed her arm again, but she ignored it. “We’re from Niraya.”


“You came all that way in this?” Valk asked. “In a cargo box? It’s a miracle you made it. That freight hauler you were attached to didn’t even have a human pilot. It barely knew you were alive in here. Which I’m guessing was the point, huh? You knew it was illegal to travel like this.”


“When you don’t have any money,” Roan said, “you have to—”


The elder’s hand grabbed her arm again. This time she pinched hard enough to make Roan fall silent.


“M. Valk,” the elder said, stepping forward, “are we under arrest?”


The giant shrugged. The hard shoulder plates of his suit lifted and fell, anyway. It looked like an exaggerated shrug, like the gesture of a cartoon character. “That’s kind of an open question. Technically you broke the law, stowing away like this. But Centrocor’s interest is in limiting its liability, so maybe they don’t want to start a docket on you two. If you could just tell me why you came here, and what you—”


The elder cleared her throat to quiet him. She drew herself up to her full height—a good head and a half shorter than Valk. But she got that look on her face, the one she used when Roan was being obstinate and refused to learn a lesson.


Roan lived in mortal terror of that look.


“Are you going to detain us, M. Valk? We have business here. Urgent business.”


“I don’t have much authority in that,” Valk told her. “I can guarantee you’ll be monitored until we clear this up. Your movements will be logged and you won’t be allowed to leave the Hexus.”


“That’s acceptable,” the elder said.


Valk nodded, his helmet bobbing forward, then back. It was like he was pantomiming human gestures. “Listen,” he said. “If you just tell me what’s going on, if you give me enough to file a complete report, we can avoid—”


“If we aren’t being detained, we’ll be on our way,” the elder told him. Then she grabbed Roan’s elbow and pushed her toward the slagged end of the cargo container and into the cavernous space beyond.


Up ahead a massive portal opened into light and noise and the unbearably enticing smell of cooked food. A four-meter-wide display hung in the arch, reading WELCOME TO VAIRSIDE. CIVILIAN REGS APPLY.


Roan glanced back and saw Valk inside the cargo container, running one big finger across the soft plastic that lined its walls. Then the elder steered her through the portal and into the welter of sensations beyond, and she stopped thinking about anything else.
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Clean.


Way too clean.


Valk squatted down on his haunches before the life support system the stowaways had left behind. The old, old agony in his knees flared up and he had to wait a second for the red haze of pain to recede from his vision. When it cleared he studied the little unit as if it were an archaeological find.


Valk couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a water recycler so crude—it ran on actual batteries, it looked like. And the air scrubber had weld marks and sticky bits of tape all over it, as if someone had built it from spare parts.


Yet when he opened it up the filter inside was immaculate, as if it had been scoured clean very recently.


Valk gave his suit a command. A grid of tiny holes opened in the flowglas of his helmet, just big enough to let a little air through. He inhaled sharply through his nose. The container stank. Well, two people had been living inside for twelve days. He had seen chemical toilets in better shape, too. There probably hadn’t been much they could do about that—but everything inside the container that could be cleaned, had been. Assiduously.


He went over to the display that had been mounted on one wall and pinged its logs. Only a few entries popped up, just standard stuff. They had used the display to communicate with the freighter’s autonomic pilot. Once to let it know they were alive and it needed to be careful with them. A couple of times during the journey, they’d logged in to check on their ETA.


There were no entertainment programs on the display. No games or videos or anything to help them pass the time.


They must have spent most of their twelve-day journey cleaning and fixing things. Keeping themselves alive. How had they not gone crazy in the dark and the lack of stimulation?


Niraya. The girl had said they came from Niraya. Valk had heard of the place in a vague sort of way. It was one of the planets the Hexus served, but not a lot of traffic went through there. He patched his suit’s computer into the display and looked it up.


Lines of text scrolled across the screen, giving him way more information than he wanted—climate data, historical logs, financials. He went for the quick version instead. He saw right away why he’d barely heard of the place. It was about as far from Earth as you could get and still be in human space, hundreds of light-years away in the direction of galactic center. It had been settled during the Brushfire as a colony for the followers of some minor religion or other. Centrocor had taken on responsibility for its development, and nobody had ever challenged their authority. No other poly seemed to think the place was worth conquering. In exchange for their patronage, Centrocor had built a mining concern there—though the operation had never been very profitable. Nobody was paying big money for iridium or cobalt. Niraya was dirt poor, so broke it hadn’t even finished terraforming operations. Even now, a hundreds years after it was settled, it was barely fit for human inhabitation.


Well, the place’s poverty might explain why the two of them had to stow away in a cargo container rather than buying passage on an actual passenger ship. And if they were adherents of some strict religious order—judging by their clothes, they weren’t miners—that might explain the fanatical cleanliness.


But what in damnation would people like that want on the Hexus?


He walked out of the container and over toward the arch that led to the dubious delights of Vairside. Whatever vice or kink you had, you could get it serviced in there. The crews of passing ships and Navy personnel on leave went there to blow off steam, to gamble away their pay, to generally raise hell. It was the last place in the galaxy Valk could imagine religious types wanting to go.


Valk didn’t like any of this. He didn’t like mysteries, never had.


Which meant it definitely wasn’t his day. While he stood there, staring through the arch as if he could see the stowaways out there, his suit chimed at him. A blue pearl appeared in the corner of his vision, telling him he had a new message from the traffic control autonomics.


The FA.2, the fighter he’d seen racing down into Geryon’s atmosphere, was back, requesting clearance to dock at the Hexus. There was no sign of the yacht the FA.2 had been chasing.


Mysteries on top of damned mysteries. And getting answers meant spending a lot more time on his feet.


As if sensing his frustration, the white pearl appeared in the corner of his eye again, offering painkillers. He blinked it away.
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Lights.


So many lights!


The Hexus must have had power to burn, to squander. Lamps on high standards lined the narrow streets of Vairside, shedding a dusky glow on everything. Bulbs burned inside every shop and restaurant. Huge signs floated overhead, blasting out light, advertising products Roan could scarcely imagine. Drones zipped by overhead shining lights down on the crowds—


The crowds! So many people, throngs of them in every winding side street, floods of them spilling out of doorways, clustering in little parks hemmed in only by wrought-iron fences. Thunder roared overhead and then a train pulled into a station, spilling out more people, as if the street weren’t crowded enough. Dressed in a hundred different kinds of clothes, jumpsuits and flight jackets and paper overalls, long coats that brushed the heels of their glossy black boots, some wearing nothing but shorts, some of them were almost naked, men and women both. So many people, babbling a dozen languages, adorned in so many bizarre ways. Some had metal pierced through their noses and cheeks. Some had patterns of scars up and down their arms. Many, so many had dyed their hair unnatural colors. From the back of the train a dozen more pushed past, all falling down, holding on to each other. They wore space suits with painted shoulders, Navy people, she thought—she’d heard their suits were their uniforms, and they never took them off. They laughed and stared at her and a few gave her looks that made her blush.


Elder McRae held her tight, which was good. After twelve days in the cargo container with no gravity, now she was walking on her own feet but still she felt like she would float away, be caught by a gust of wind or the random energy of the crowds and be carried along, swept off to some incredible new spectacle.


Her head throbbed with pain, like a ring of iron had been clamped around her temples. It was the noise. The noise! Voices sounded from every corner, asking for things, promising things, whispering snatches of overheard conversations she couldn’t ever follow. Voices thick with accents until she couldn’t understand their words. Voices uttering oaths and curses and absurd promises. Voices using obscenities that shocked her. Voices thick with culture and sophistication, dripping with sarcasm and feigned surprise.


The smells—the smells of food and perfume that came wafting from every building, the smells of sweat and people, the smells of metal and burning fuel and chemicals that wafted off the train as it hurried off to its next stop. Smells she’d never encountered before, smells she couldn’t name.


There was so much she couldn’t follow, so much she couldn’t understand. They passed by a shop with lights in its windows, lights illuminating a dress made of interwoven gauze strips. Roan could never see anyone on Niraya wearing something like that—even if they could afford it. But it was so beautiful. Who was that dress made for? Before she could even get a good look at it Elder McRae dragged her onward.


Past a little pond, perfectly hexagonal in shape but with flowers growing on its mossy banks. A group of Navy people stood on the far side, squatting down and jeering at some frogs that leapt from hiding. One of them drew a pistol and fired a bullet into the still, dark water, right next to a frog, making it jump to the left. The others laughed and cheered, and exchanged sheaves of money.


Roan gasped in bewilderment but they were already moving on. Past, this time, a wide yard full of little paper houses, rice paper stretched over wooden frames, just big enough to sit inside. At the center of the yard lay a pile of what looked like emaciated mannequins. A man in a vest and a round hat took money from a man in a jumpsuit, then handed him one of the mannequins. The man in the jumpsuit carried it toward one of the little houses, and even as he stepped inside Roan saw the mannequin plump out, its hips widening, breasts budding from its chest.


The elder said something admonitory Roan barely heard. She looked away and followed as the elder pulled her along another little road. They had directions, Roan knew, a map of where to go, but she couldn’t imagine how the elder could follow it, not in this chaos, this wild place.


They headed up an incline toward a platform built out over the crowds. Roan looked up and saw countless other platforms above them, stretching up into the air. Which earned her a whole new shock. If she looked all the way up, as far as she could see, past clouds of drones and drifting miniblimps—up farther, past banks of lights and speakers and ventilation fans—all the way up there was a whole other world, more streets, more lights, hanging upside down. She knew they were inside a rotating cylinder, she knew about centrifugal force, but still it was hard to believe that all the people up there weren’t about to fall on her. She fought down the urge to cover her head.


So much. Way, way too much.


A thrumming twang sounded right next to her and she jumped, but it was just a man pushing a cart full of flavored ices, hawking his wares by striking a tuning fork and holding it over his head. She found it hard to look away, as if the eerie sound had pinned her to the spot.


But then the elder stopped walking and Roan came up short. She looked around, feeling very dizzy, and saw they’d reached their destination. A restaurant up on its own platform, at the top of a wide flight of steel stairs. Dark wood and hooded lanterns, everything painted in elegant floral designs. The waiters wore black vests and carried towels over their arms as they carried platters of steaming food to the well-dressed diners. Over the top of the stairs curved a wrought-iron arch inscribed THE WALRUS AND THE CARPENTER in flowing, ornate script.


A man with a little mustache and a blue monocle screwed into one of his eye sockets peered down at them over a thick paper book. “I’m afraid we’re only seating those with reservations at the moment,” he told the elder. Roan had no idea what that meant, but she understood his questioning, sneering look.


“We’re here to see Auster Maggs,” the elder said.


Instantly the man’s demeanor changed. He bowed deeply and held out one arm, gesturing for them to step inside. “Of course. You’re expected.”


“This time,” the elder said, leaning close, “let me do the talking, all right?”


Roan just shook her head, unable to think, much less speak.


So this—this was civilization.


It was nothing like what she’d imagined.




Chapter Four


When Valk arrived at Vairside’s docks, the FA.2 had just set down, the air around its retros still shimmering with heat. The canopy lifted away from the cockpit and revealed the man inside. He wore a heavy suit much like Valk’s own but painted with battle flags down the sleeves and legs. Reaching up to his throat the pilot touched a recessed key and his helmet rippled and then dissolved away, melting into vents in the hard collar of the suit.


Old, Valk thought. He looks old. He had the dark skin of a man who had spent far too much time absorbing unfiltered ultraviolet in deep space. The heavy, creased wrinkles of someone born before elastomer inoculations were invented.


His eyes were as sharp as broken glass, though, and Valk felt like their stare bored right through his polarized helmet.


Valk already knew who this man was. He’d done his homework. He pinged the pilot’s cryptab anyway, a little dull square on the chest of his suit that was the pilot’s only official insignia. The cryptab contained his service record and personal information. All his military commendations were in there, including his Blue Star, and Valk knew what that meant—the pilot was an ace, with more than five confirmed kills to his name. Valk used to have a Blue Star himself, until they took it away. The cryptab confirmed the pilot’s name, too.


Aleister Lanoe. The most decorated fighter pilot of all time.


Valk knew the name, and the legend, long before Lanoe came to the Hexus. The man’s life story read like a text from a history class. In every major war of the last three centuries, Aleister Lanoe had been there, in the cockpit of a fighter—and always on the winning side.


Lanoe had been born on Earth, back when humanity only had one star to call its own. He’d enlisted at the start of the Century War, when Mars and Ganymede had challenged Earth for ownership of the solar system. He’d risen to distinction in the middle of that bloody slog, through endless battles that cost the lives of half the human race. Lanoe had survived—and, eventually, prevailed. He’d been a hero then, an ace of aces. He could have rested on his laurels, perhaps. Instead he’d joined back up when Mars tried to start things again in the Short Revolt, twenty years later. Lanoe had been right there on the front lines when Mars finally gave in and accepted its status as a protectorate of Earth.


By then the first wormholes were open, and new planets around distant stars were being settled. Dozens of new systems were opened up all at once, planets discovered and terraformed and colonized in the space of only a few decades. That had been a wild time (or so Valk had heard—he wouldn’t be born for another seventy-five years), an era of warlords seizing entire sectors and battles erupting in space light-years away from any front. A time so chaotic that later historians simply called it the Brushfire. Earth—and Lanoe—had fought on the side of the polys, because at the time the big interplanetary corporations were the only powers capable of bringing peace to human space.


At least, that had been the company line. Not everybody accepted it, even when the polys were victorious, even when they set up the institutions and infrastructure that made human space a possibility, made the galaxy safe for commerce again. There had been those who didn’t want to live under the thumb of the big companies. People who wanted to live free, to set up their own planetary colonies without being forever beholden to the polys.


Unfortunately their best idea of how to get that desire across was to blow up poly facilities and murder the plutocrats in their beds. The Establishment, as they called themselves, had been branded as terrorists. The Navy, including Aleister Lanoe, had been sent to root them out and destroy them. They’d been successful at capturing or killing the freedom fighters—Lanoe had won that war, too—but their victory was short-lived. A new, more organized Establishment had risen from the ashes. Instead of relying on sneak attacks and assassinations, the new Establishmentarians had mustered fleets of warships and divisions of marines. They’d seized the planet Sheol and raised their blue flag there, swearing to defend it and their right to live free.


That had been where Valk came in—he’d flown under the blue banner, on the side of self-determination. He’d been an Establishmentarian, himself.


He should have known better. It wasn’t long before Aleister Lanoe and the Navy rolled in, guns blazing, to take Sheol back. The Establishment had fought like wild dogs, pushed back into a corner and with nowhere to go. They’d sacrificed thousands of lives to keep the dream going. Valk had risen to minor celebrity himself, one of the Establishment’s top aces, and he’d been willing to fight to the death. But Lanoe and the polys had seemingly infinite resources behind them. Always they had more ships, more people, more money than the Establishment. It had really only been a matter of time—the grand cause had been so thoroughly doomed that the history texts didn’t even call the fighting a full-fledged war. They just called it a crisis, the Establishment Crisis, as if it were destined to be no more than a footnote in the record books.


That been the last of Lanoe’s wars. Humans still fought each other, of course. The polys, having achieved dominance over every human planet except Earth, had turned on each other, battling one another for supremacy. Even now Centrocor was fighting against DaoLink, and ThiessGruppe had attacked Tuonela, a planet run by Wilscon. There would always be more wars. Lanoe had resigned his commission at the end of the Crisis, though. Maybe he figured it was time to let somebody else have the glory. In the seventeen years since then, he’d lost some of his fame. His name was no longer a household word. Yet no one could take away what he’d achieved.


Lanoe’s career had spanned centuries. He’d fought in hundreds of battles and won almost all of them. The man was a legend, a hero out of myth, and he hadn’t got that way by being stupid.


And now Valk had to try to outsmart him.


There was no gravity in the docking facility. Lanoe kicked out of his seat and grabbed the edge of the raised canopy so he could face Valk directly. “I was told to set down here by the order of orbital traffic control. I assume that was you? The same man I spoke to when I arrived in this system?”


“Yeah,” Valk said. He pushed himself over to the fighter, grabbed one of its airfoils to steady himself. “That’s right. I wanted to see you for myself.” He looked over the FA.2, the cigar-shaped body with its segmented canopy, the double row of airfoils, the bulky weapon pods. It had been a while, but he felt the old stirring, the need to fly. “I’d ask where the yacht got to, but I’ve had way too many people tell me to mind my business today, already.”


Lanoe didn’t nod. Didn’t blink, either. Cold damned fish, Valk thought.


Valk put a hand on his chest. “I’m Tannis—”


“I know who you are,” Lanoe replied. “I looked up your service record after we spoke. I have to admit I was a little surprised to find you here. Tannis Valk, the Blue Devil.”


“They don’t call me that anymore,” Valk insisted.


“Had you in my sights once. Dogfight back in the Establishment Crisis.”


“That’s right. It took every trick I knew but I shook you off my tail,” Valk replied.


That day, when the two of them squared off, Lanoe had tried to straight-up murder Valk. The fact he hadn’t succeeded had come down to pure honest luck. Valk had been flying a fresh ship with plenty of fuel, while Lanoe had been at the end of a long patrol, running on fumes.


It was the only reason Valk was still alive.


Lanoe jumped down from his cockpit and strode over to get right in Valk’s face. “We were sworn enemies, back then.” He shot out a hand. “Damned good thing that stupid war is over and we don’t have to try to kill each other anymore, huh?”


Valk grabbed the hand and shook it. There was no way for the pilot to see it, but inside his helmet he wore a goofy grin.


“How about I buy you a drink?” Valk asked.


The pilot’s hard eyes twinkled. “It’s the least you can do after refusing to let me shoot you down.”
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Maggs took his time in the washroom.


Before the gilt mirror he slicked his hair back one last time. Took a bit of razor paper to the stubble on his Adam’s apple. Adjusted the ceremonial dirk in its scabbard at his hip.


He wore a thinsuit, a dress uniform. By regs his only insignia was the gray cryptab on his chest. Since his guests weren’t Navy they wouldn’t be able to access the data it held, so they couldn’t see his Blue Star or any of his commendations. There were other ways to indicate one’s station, however. He had polished all the fittings of the suit, burnished the laurel leaves that wrapped around his collar ring. He fussed with the Velcro patch on his shoulder, hanging his gloves there just so, until the fingers hung down like the braid of an epaulet.


He put as much care into his appearance as if he were going to inspection at the Admiralty. One had to look the part.


The washroom door cracked open and a pinched little face peered inside. Maggs vaguely recognized one of the restaurant’s waiters. “Your guests have arrived, sir. Thought you’d like to know.”


“I’ll be with them presently,” Maggs said, not even looking at the fellow. He made one last swipe at a speck of dust on his sleeve, then stepped out of the washroom and out onto the restaurant’s back patio.


Then he saw the Nirayans, and knew his whole effect would be lost on them. They looked like refugees from a war zone, more than anything. The girl was pretty, he supposed, though in that natural, graceless sort of way of the very young. The old woman looked like a gnarled tree that someone had draped clothes over.


Never mind. He would be gracious, as always. There was such a thing as decorum.


He favored them with a wide, warm smile, and outstretched arms. They did not get up from their seats. Ignoring the slight—most likely they’d never had to learn table manners—he pulled out a chair for himself and dropped artfully into it, one arm slung over its back.


“Shall I order?” he asked, picking up a tasseled menu.


They looked flummoxed. “You’re Lieutenant Maggs?” the old one asked.


He tapped his chest with two fingers. “In the flesh. You must be Elder McRae. And this, of course, is young Roan, your assistant.”


“She’s an aspirant,” the old woman corrected.


“I suppose we all aspire to something,” Maggs said, and laughed a bit, just to break the ice. It didn’t work. If anything they looked more confused than ever. He bent over the menu, careful not to let his eyes roll. It hadn’t been much of a witticism but at least he was trying. “The fish here is very good. Is that all right? And whiskey for the table, since there’s business to be done.”


“I’m afraid I don’t take spirits,” the old woman said.


Maggs waved a hand in apology. “Of course, how thoughtless of me. A prohibition of your faith, I imagine.”


“No,” the old woman replied. “I have a genetic predisposition to alcoholism. Lieutenant—our business is rather pressing, and we came a very long way to speak with you.”


“Sorry about that. In my position I have to move about quite a bit. It was just good luck I was at Geryon this week.” He leaned forward a bit, to try to add a whiff of conspiracy. “I’m responsible for more worlds than just Niraya, you see.”


“Of course. But given your busy schedule, then—can’t the meal wait?”


“Our ways must seem strange to you,” Maggs said. “But it’s tradition among us to never discuss money on an empty stomach. Besides. After so many days of those dreadful meals they serve on starliners these days, surely you could both use a little fresh food.” He glanced across the table at the girl aspirant and gave her a wink.


Her eyes went wide.


Still got it, Maggsy, he told himself. Funny how his internal monologue always sounded like his father’s voice these days.


“We’ll be down to brass tacks soon enough.” He reached for the menu. “That’s an old idiom that means—”


“I know it. I wasn’t born on Niraya,” the old woman told him.


He smiled at her. It was always important at times like this to smile. You could never let them see what you really thought. “I understand your anxiety. And I can assure you, Elder, you’ve come to exactly the right place.”


It hurt his cheeks, but he never let the smile fade.
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Valk took Lanoe through the spin lock to Vairside. “I know a little place in here,” he said. “Nothing fancy. But they know to serve my whiskey with a straw.”


Lanoe seemed confused for a moment but then he nodded. “You never take that helmet down,” he said. “I can guess why. But you really care that much what other people think?”


As Valk headed through the broad arch he laughed. “It’s not for my benefit. Come on, let’s catch that train.” They boarded in the rear compartment, which was reserved for Navy personnel only. The Hexus was technically a civilian station, built by Centrocor to serve its development concerns. A few years back, though, Centrocor declared war on another poly called DaoLink. Earth had sent the Navy in to fight on Centrocor’s side and now the Hexus was as much a military base as anything else. Half the Navy came through at one time or another—either on shore leave, or on their way to their next deployment. Valk got a couple of stares as he boarded for the hexagonal logo painted on his shoulder plate, but nobody said anything, especially when they saw he was with Lanoe. Valk could tell when the other passengers had pinged Lanoe’s cryptab because of how hastily they glanced away.


The train tracks corkscrewed around inside the Vairside cylinder, making dozens of stops, but they didn’t have to go far. Valk watched Lanoe’s face as the old man stared through the windows, taking in the various attractions of station life. He didn’t exactly scowl at the pleasure-seekers who passed by below but he didn’t look much interested in the gambling hells or the sex drone yards, either. Valk thought maybe Lanoe was not a man who gave anything away for free.


The two of them stepped off at a station on an elevated platform. It overlooked a wide lawn of real grass where Navy officers drank tea and played lawn games with their port wives. Recently it had become popular with the enlisted men, too, because they could stand on the platform and throw beer cans at the officers’ servants.


“Tell me that’s not where we’re going,” Lanoe said.


“Don’t worry,” Valk said, laughing. He took Lanoe up a staircase to a door made from an old salvaged pressure hatch. It hung open, one hinge rusted in place, and noise and light blasted out from inside. The place looked packed, mostly with people in space suits. A couple of them came tumbling out as they approached, tossed out by the bouncer. Valk got a glimpse of one of them, a woman with cropped hair and a shoulder plate painted with a blue and yellow constellation. He realized too late she was headed right for him, her arms outstretched. Before he could move she slammed into him and bounced away.


The pain was bad. Bad enough that the white pearl in the corner of his vision started flashing. He staggered and, much to his chagrin, Lanoe had to grab him to keep him from falling over.


“You all right?” Lanoe whispered.


“Fine,” Valk said, getting back on his feet. He looked up to find the woman who had knocked into him. She and her companion were already hurrying away, but she glanced back for just a second. Maybe she felt sorry for running him over.


Except she wasn’t looking at him. She was staring at Lanoe, with a look of utter terror on her face.


“Ehta?” Lanoe said. It sounded like a name.


The woman didn’t respond. Her companion grabbed her by the arm and then they were lost in the crowd.


“Somebody you know?” Valk asked. The damned white pearl kept popping up every time he blinked it away.


Lanoe shrugged. “I’m three hundred years old. I know a lot of people.”
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The old woman refused to talk about anything but business. Before the salads had even been cleared from the table she pulled a minder from her satchel and started scrolling through old messages. “We were rather surprised,” she said, “that you were willing to talk to us. I have here the transcript of our distress call to the Terraforming Authority—”


“No need to play it,” Maggs said, holding up one hand. “I’ve heard it.”


“You have?”


“I took an especial interest in your case the moment it came across my desk. Of course, the wheels of bureaucracy had to turn in their appointed rounds, and I was not able to intervene directly. The thing had to make its way through official channels.”


“They said our evidence was inconclusive, and that further investigation was required,” the old woman said, her hand shaking as she paged through the legalese and red tape on her minder.


Maggs had, in actual fact, seen it all. He’d been privy to several communications not shared with the Nirayans, as well. He knew that Centrocor had never heard of anything like what happened on the old woman’s planet. There had been no official protocol for it. Minor functionaries had wrung their hands and wondered who they could pass the matter off to, and a few highly placed people had actually been consulted, though their contributions had been minimal. In the end a formula had been worked out, an algorithm for determining the risks and benefits of intervention. It had been decided, after much crunching of proverbial numbers, that Niraya wasn’t worth it.


It would cost more to save the planet than to let it perish. Even after the inevitable lawsuits were filed. Even after insurance claims had been adjusted.


A tragedy, really.


“Further investigation,” the old woman said, her lips pursed. “Dozens of people are dead, thousands at risk, and we’re supposed to wait for further investigation.”


Across the table, the girl reached for another slice of bread. Maggs gave her a smile and nodded at the butter. She took it as if she expected it to be snatched from her grasp.


“This is why you have a Sector Warden,” Maggs said, keeping his voice low. “To catch exactly these sort of oversights.” He sat up. Clasped his hands together in front of him. “I can help.”


The old woman kept her face carefully composed. Clearly she didn’t entirely believe him. Not yet. She hadn’t been born on Niraya, she’d said. Maybe she understood a little of how these things actually worked.


“There is the question of money,” he said.
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Valk opened a tiny hole in the front of his helmet—not so large anyone could see inside, even accidentally—and fed the straw through it. The ice in his glass rattled as he slurped away.


As dive bars went, the place stank. There was nothing inside but some scratched-up furniture and a big display that showed nothing but ads for Centrocor products. Just then it showed a woman with gleaming teeth rubbing cream on her forearm. The view zoomed in to the microlevel to show tiny machines with serrated pincers tearing into dead skin cells. The music swelled and the view shifted back to the woman’s arm, which was now as smooth as plastic.


Lanoe didn’t seem to mind the blaring commercial. Nor did he seem to take much notice that half the bar was staring at his back. This was a Navy place—just about all the customers were dressed in space suits. There weren’t many officers, though. Valk did a quick ping of all the cryptabs in the room and found nobody over Junior Lieutenant grade. If Lanoe shouted out the word push-up right now, the entire bar would have to fall to the floor.


The old pilot just sank back into his own chair, making it creak with the weight of his heavy suit, and sipped at his own glass. Staring straight forward at nothing. “We heard your story,” he said, finally. “On our side of the lines. Talked about you for weeks, though I always figured it was mostly an urban legend. About how you had a full-blown flameout, your whole cockpit lit up by an antivehicle round. And yet you somehow managed to finish your mission before heading back to base.”


“That’s about accurate,” Valk said. “Except there was a lot more screaming.” He took another sip. The whiskey was cold enough to numb his mouth, just as he liked it. “As for finishing the mission, well, I’d already worked out firing solutions for two more of your ships and the fighter pretty much took them out without any help. I was too busy, what with being on fire, to tell it to stop and get me the hell out of there.”


“Got our wind up, on the other side,” the Commander said. “Got us thinking maybe you lot were serious about Self-Establishment. That maybe we were fighting for the wrong side.” He smiled, but it was the kind of smile that could indicate anything except happiness. “Especially after we heard they fixed you up and sent you right back to the lines.”


“As bad off as I was, they offered to send me home,” Valk said. “Third-degree burns over ninety percent of my body. I shouldn’t have lived through that. But the only thing I knew how to do was fly. So I went back. Two weeks later the Crisis was over and we’d lost.”


“That how you ended up here, doing traffic control?”


“The terms of the surrender said there would be no punitive measures taken against our officers. We were going to be rolled up into your Navy, since we were friends again. But then they stripped all of our service records. I took what work I could get.”


“Our loss,” the Commander said. “The Navy could use a pilot like you. Regardless of your politics.”


Valk acknowledged the kindness with a brief nod. He’d learned over the years to exaggerate his gestures so people could read his meaning without having to see his eyes. “What about you, then? I heard you resigned your commission awhile back. Just walked away from what could have been a lucrative career. I heard they had you pegged for the Admiralty.”


The old pilot’s eyes narrowed, just a bit. Maybe because he’d had to learn how to replicate body language, Valk had made a study of it in other people. He could tell there was some pain there, buried deep. Old and familiar pain.


Well, he understood that.


“I get bored easily,” Lanoe said.


“Didn’t mean to pry, Commander.”


That earned him a polite smile. “My name’s Lanoe. And I’m going to call you Valk.”


“Okay.”


Lanoe raised his glass, then put it down again without drinking.


So much for Valk’s plan to get the old pilot drunk. Maybe he needed to try a different tack. “That FA.2 of yours is a real beauty,” he suggested.


Lanoe grinned without looking up. “For a museum piece, you mean.”


Valk raised his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “No offense meant. But even when the Establishment went broke and couldn’t afford new hardware, they still put me in a rebuilt FA.6.”


“Nice ships, with all those gadgets. Self-repair and ammo assemblers and all that.” Lanoe tilted his head to one side. “But the FA.2’s never been beat for stability. Practically flies herself, so I can focus on the shooting.”


“They never made you upgrade?”


“They tried, near the end of the Century War. I said no thank you. Amazing how flexible orders can be with an oak leaf on your cryptab. I guess I was just used to the smell of the FA.2’s cockpit. Then when I resigned I used up my decommissioning bonus to buy her outright.”


“You own that crate?” Valk had never heard of such a thing.


“They were going to scrap her. Strip her down for parts and build one of those new carrier scouts out of what was left.” Lanoe shook his head. “She didn’t deserve that. There’s a lot of parsecs left in her.”


“They do have a reputation for being indestructible. A little slow, maybe,” Valk suggested, in a careful tone. “By modern standards.”


Lanoe didn’t seem to take offense. “I’ve tried to keep up with the times. I stripped out the old power plant, put in a Gôblin rotary drive. Increased the thrust about fifteen percent. Had to add some extra heat shielding in the cabin.” Lanoe shrugged. “She gets me where I’m going. And I have no trouble keeping up with anything civilian.”


“Civilian?”


“I’ve been working as an escort pilot for one big shot or another since I resigned. Easy work. I fly formation with some corporate executive’s private ship—no fear of anyone attacking, I’m just there to show the Navy colors, show we’re working close with the money people. A sign of respect.” He shrugged. “It’s a living.”


“You kept up with that yacht just fine,” Valk tried.


Lanoe took a deep breath. Then he picked up his glass and put his entire drink down his throat. It looked like he was about to get up from the table. “We’re not just here to reminisce, are we?”


Valk considered his words carefully. “Part of this,” he said, gesturing at the table between them, “is about me getting to meet a legend. I’ve been thinking up polite ways to ask for your autograph. But then there’s also my job.”


“Orbital traffic control,” Lanoe said. He leaned forward. Tapped the little display in the middle of the table where you paid for your drinks.


Valk pushed his hand away. “I’m responsible for every ship that comes through this system while I’m on duty. I make sure they get where they’re headed in one piece. That includes that yacht. Not to mention the freighter I dismantled so you two didn’t get smeared. You forget about that?”


“No,” Lanoe replied. “No, I haven’t. You told me there were people on that thing.” His mouth turned down at one side. “Anybody get hurt?”


“Couple of stowaways in a cargo container,” Valk said. “They might have got banged up a bit, but nothing serious.”


“Stowaways? Interesting.”


Valk didn’t like the look on his face at all. Clearly Lanoe had something up his sleeve. Something he wasn’t about to share.


“I’d like to talk to them,” Lanoe said.


“Oh?”


“To, you know.” Lanoe made an equivocating gesture with one hand. “Apologize for nearly killing them.”


“Uh-huh.”


Valk wasn’t done asking about the yacht, but he could see it was going to be a while before he got a straight answer. Well, introducing Lanoe to the stowaways might help resolve their mystery. It would give him another chance to pester them for information, at the very least. He set his glass down on the table. Then he reached over and tapped at the display, charging the drinks to his personal account.


“Let’s pay them a visit,” he said.
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“You understand,” Maggs said, “this is not a bribe. Earth has the Navy fighting two different wars right now, one against DaoLink, another against ThiessGruppe on a planet called Tuonela. With the fleets stretched thin, sending ships to Niraya will require a considerable outlay. Centrocor normally pays for mercy fleets but they’re the ones requesting more evidence. I’ll use the money to personally outfit a carrier group and we’ll have this sewn up before the bureaucrats even finish filing their preliminary reports.”


“I’d almost given up hope,” the old woman said.


“Our lives are in your hands,” the girl said. The old woman shot her an icy look but the girl’s open-faced optimism lit up the table.


Maggs smiled at them both. “It’s going to be all right. Did you, ah, bring letters of credit, or—”


A withered old hand reached inside the satchel and took out four black plastic chits. The old woman let them fall to the table, each with a tiny click.


Maggs couldn’t suppress a tiny intake of breath, not quite a gasp. “Those are Terraforming Authority chits,” he said. Each of them, he knew, would have a tiny diamond inside, inscribed with the encryption keys that would allow the bearer unfettered access to Interplanetary Development Bank accounts. No questions asked.


“When Niraya was first settled Centrocor provided us with a handful of these in exchange for an unlimited monopsony on our exports,” the old woman said. “We use them to pay for yearly terraforming services.”


“We were going to get some low-energy cometary impactors this year, and a new license on a strain of oxyculture lichens,” the girl pointed out.


“Roan here is studying to be a planetary engineer,” the old woman said.


“Quite. Let me see if I understand,” Maggs said. “By giving me these chits, you’ll have to cancel four years of development for your planet. Is that really what you want to do?”


“Our planet is very poor, Warden. This was the only way we could afford the price you named. It’s a hardship for us, yes. If the entire population is wiped out, though, it won’t matter if the planet is habitable or not,” the old woman said.


“Of course,” Maggs replied. He reached across the table and gathered up the chits. His hand didn’t shake nearly as much as he’d expected.


Once they were safely tucked away in a pouch at his belt, he looked from one of them to the other.


“So,” he said. “Will you be returning to your world immediately, or will you stay at the Hexus a few days and take in the sights?”
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There was a chance—maybe—that Valk could save his job. If he could file solid reports on the missing yacht and the stowaways from the freighter, he might be able to spin things so he came out looking blameless.


He had to admit to himself, though, that he was plain old-fashioned curious, too.


He pinged his computers back at traffic control and got a location for the two stowaways. The system didn’t normally keep track of visitors to the Hexus—there were far too many of them for that to be worthwhile, especially since most of them were just passing through. Centrocor had a financial interest in the Nirayans, though, so microdrones had been dispatched to watch them at all times.


He’d been confused enough already that day. So when it turned out they were having dinner at one of the station’s most expensive restaurants, the strangeness barely registered. For all he knew the two of them were slumming trillionaires who thought it would be funny to ship themselves from star to star in a cargo container.


Though from what he’d seen of them, that felt unlikely.


“Religious types,” he told Lanoe, as the two of them caught a passing miniblimp on a high platform. This close to the axis of the cylinder, gravity was just a suggestion. They kicked off the platform and grabbed for the blimp’s straps, then pulled themselves up onto the exposed seats. Valk sighed in relief as he let his legs dangle over the side. “Looked like they’d never had a bit of fun in their lives. They probably spent the whole trip here praying to their god or something.”


“Hmm,” Lanoe said. He seemed deep in thought.


“You’ll like them, though. They’re just like you—stubborn asses.”


The old pilot didn’t even reply. He just looked down at the platforms drifting by below, as if he expected to see someone else he recognized.


The view from the blimp could be a little disorienting. Down on the platforms, on the lower levels, Vairside felt almost like a city on an actual planet. You could forget you were inside a cylinder spinning fast enough to generate earthlike gravity. Up at the axis, though, you saw the whole thing. You could see how the walls curved up to meet you and close over your head. You could see all the platforms jutting out at crazy angles, a three-dimensional maze of buildings and parklets and the mirror surfaces of the ponds and the narrow rivers, all lit up by countless streetlights. Because Centrocor had built Vairside, the whole thing was made of interlocking hexagons, but it was only from up here that that became obvious, each little zone of vice or leisure or commerce constrained by the six other zones that surrounded it.


Their destination lay clockwise around the cylinder, about sixty degrees up the wall. Valk tapped a control pad on the arm of his seat and the blimp obligingly swiveled on its axis until their feet dangled over the roof of the restaurant. The airship vented gas and sank through a haze of advertising drones, startling a couple of bats that had been roosting underneath the machines. Lanoe tracked them with his eyes, and Valk wondered if he was working out firing solutions on them.


“Maybe I should talk to them alone,” Lanoe said as they stepped down onto the roof. A spiral staircase brought them back down into real gravity.


“Not a chance,” Valk told him.


They headed down onto the restaurant’s platform. Valk’s suit chimed and a blue pearl in the corner of his eye told him the stowaways were moving, heading out of the restaurant. They hurried down the stairs and Valk caught sight of them right away. They stood out from the crowd because their clothes were so drab and modest, compared to everyone else. When he called out to them they turned to look but then the elder’s eyes narrowed. Valk knew this wasn’t going to be a friendly reunion.


“Have you come to arrest us, finally?” the old woman asked.


“No, no! Nothing like that,” Valk said. “Elder McRae, I wanted to introduce you to my friend here, Commander Lanoe.”


“I was one of the idiots who nearly hit your freighter,” Lanoe explained. “I wanted to apologize for that, and maybe talk to you about something else.”


“No one was harmed, M. Lanoe. There’s no need for apologies,” the elder replied.


“That’s very kind of you,” Lanoe said. “It could have gone badly.”


“One should never grow attached to might-have-beens. Now, will you excuse us? I’m afraid we don’t have much time. We need to head back to Niraya as soon as possible.”


“Hopefully not the same way you came,” Lanoe said. He turned to look at the girl. “Aleister Lanoe,” he said.


“Roan,” she replied, and shook his hand.


“Just Roan?”


The girl smiled. “I gave up my family name when I became an aspirant,” she replied.


Valk looked from Lanoe to the girl to the elder. He was starting to lose his patience with all this.


“I’d like to suggest a better way for you to get home,” Lanoe said.


“Oh?” the elder asked.


“Will you forgive a little plain speaking? If you couldn’t afford seats on a liner while coming here, I doubt you can afford them for the return journey. As I put your lives in danger, I’d like to pay off my debt to you by chartering a small starship and flying you home myself.”


“That’s really too generous,” the elder said.


“It would let me work off some karma,” Lanoe said, with a knowing smile. “It would also give us a chance to talk further.”


“I’m not sure what we would have to speak about,” the elder said, glancing over at Roan.


Too damn much, Valk thought. Clearly all of them were playing games and he wasn’t going to get to see any of their cards. And when exactly did Lanoe become so eloquent? He’d barely said a handful of words to Valk since they’d met.


“Please,” Lanoe said. “It would mean a great deal to me.”


“In our faith humility precludes accepting lavish gifts,” the elder pointed out.


“I assure you,” Lanoe began, “as an officer of the Navy, my honor would be stained if I allowed you to be harmed on your return journey.”


“Just stop this already,” Valk said, softly.


“I suppose,” the elder said, “if your honor is at stake, then—”


“Stop!” Valk said, almost shouting.


It worked.


They all turned and looked at him. Valk had never much cared for being stared at, but right then he was furious. “None of you are going anywhere until I have some answers. I’m going to lose my job if I don’t get to the bottom of this. You,” he said, looking at Lanoe, “need to tell me what happened to that yacht. And you, Elder, need to tell me why you came to the Hexus in the first place.”


“We had business here, as I told you before,” Elder McRae replied.


Valk shook his head from side to side. “Not good enough. Who were you meeting with? What kind of business? Answer me now or I will detain you, legal niceties or no.”


The old woman looked taken aback. She raised one hand to her throat. But at least she kind of answered his question. “We were asked to keep our business discreet. I suppose, however, that you can simply consult some drone camera or other if you want to know who we dined with this evening. It was a man named Auster Maggs. His identity can hardly be considered a secret, considering his position.”


Valk had never heard of him. He glanced over at Lanoe but didn’t see any recognition in the old man’s face. “What position is that?”


“He’s the Sector Warden for all the planets served by the Hexus, including Niraya. I thought you would know such an important person, M. Valk.”


Valk looked over at Lanoe, who was looking back at him. The expression on Lanoe’s face spoke volumes.


“Are you sure that’s who you met with?” Lanoe asked. “Your Sector Warden?”


“We had vital business with him. He was very kind to meet us at all.”


Valk pinged the computers in traffic control with a simple query. Then he took a minder from a pocket in his suit and unrolled it. Displayed on its front was an image of a Naval officer, one Lieutenant Auster Maggs. Short black hair, dashing good looks, knowing sneer. “This was the man?”


It was clearly so from the elder’s expression.


“Elder,” Lanoe said, “I’m sorry. But I think you’re mistaken as to this man’s identity. Your Sector Warden—none of the Sector Wardens—ever leave Earth. They’re considered too important to risk letting them travel about.”


The calm look on the elder’s face rippled, as the surface of a pond might when struck by a very large rock. Valk could see her attempting to regain control.


Roan, on the other hand, looked as if her jaw might actually drop off her skull.


“The money!” she said.




Chapter Five


Maggs forced himself not to reach into his pocket and touch the development chits again. They were real and they weren’t going anywhere. They were the solution to a very thorny problem and the promise of moving forward.


He would still have to deal with the fact that he had deserted his post. The Navy would have something to say about that. And there were plenty of other difficulties on the road forward. At least there was a road forward.


He walked as casually as he could manage over to the nearest train station and up to the platform. A civilian pilot in a paper jumpsuit leaned against the railing, looking down the tracks. He turned to give Maggs the once-over and a little trickle of fear like cold water went down Maggs’s spine, but he put a bored expression on his face and the pilot looked away again. When the train came, Maggs stepped aboard, avoiding the car reserved for Naval personnel. No need to run into some old chum now, someone who might remember seeing him here.


He had to get off the Hexus now, and sharpish. At the docks he would buy passage on the next liner out, headed anywhere. Of course he couldn’t say as much to the ticket vendors. He took out his minder—jostling the chits in the process, good, they were still there—and looked up the departure schedule. It looked like a second-class cabin was available on a ship headed to Rarohenga. The gravity there was a bit heavy to his taste but it would do. The place was at least civilized enough that he could cash in the chits at a properly discreet bank.


The train pulled out of the station and he grabbed a hanging strap. Movement caught his eye and he turned to look. The various compartments of the train were separated by sliding glass doors. He could see into the Navy car from where he stood. It looked like a marine had tackled a Navy enlisted to the floor of the car and was beating him bloody with gloved fists. Other marines stood over the two of them, cheering and taking bets. All good fun, Maggs supposed, for the kind of psychopath who would make a career of fighting ground battles. As an officer he ought to intervene, he supposed, but that would be foolish.


“Savages.”


Maggs glanced over and saw a civilian with full body tattoos and not much in the way of clothing sitting by the door. The woman had been reading her minder but now she stared at the fistfight with unveiled antipathy.


She looked up at Maggs, her mouth twisted in disgust. “Can’t turn it off, can you? Teach a man to fight and that’s all he ever does.”


A witty retort leapt to mind, but Maggs was quite aware he was in the wrong car. The straphangers around him were all civilians. He was not, in other words, among friends. A gentler reply was in order, perhaps. Downgrade your mix, Maggsy, he thought. Don’t run so rich. His father’s voice, again. Dear old Dad had always been fond of pilot’s argot, despite the fact he hadn’t flown himself anywhere for thirty years before Maggs was born.


“The war with DaoLink will be over soon,” Maggs said. “Then we’ll be out of your hair.”


The woman snorted angrily. It looked like she was about to spit on his boot. He would be forced to respond in the interest of honor if she did.


So he was somewhat glad when a sudden crunch drew their collective attention back to the connecting door. Someone had picked up the marine pugilist and thrown him against the wall of the train, hard enough that the entire Navy car shook. Other marines jumped to attention, their boots thundering on the floor.


The intercessor was a very tall fellow in a heavy suit with the helmet up and polarized. He bent over the enlisted on the floor, checking the poor beggar’s pulse.


Behind him stood another Naval officer, also in a heavy suit. This one had his helmet down, revealing a face old and craggy—enough so it made Maggs think of the old woman he’d just fleeced.


The old man looked right at Maggs, through the door. His eyes narrowed.


Slowly he bent and touched the shoulder of the giant. Getting his attention. Then they were both looking at Maggs. Staring at him.
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They’d been so damned close. They could have cut Maggs off at the next station, flanked him and had him pinned. Then the stupid marine had to go and start a fight in the middle of a crowded train car.


And of course Valk had to intervene.


It could have gone very badly—well, worse than it did. Valk might be strong enough to throw one marine around like a toy, but his buddies would have made short work of the traffic controller, and Lanoe, too. Luckily one of them had been smart enough to ping Lanoe’s cryptab and notice his rank. That made them all stand aside—and in the process, Maggs caught sight of them.


The pretty little bastard clearly knew he was being followed. Through the connecting door Lanoe saw him turn and run for it, jumping over the feet of civilian passengers, shoving straphangers out of his way.


“He’s moving,” Lanoe said, slapping the release button for the connecting door. “You stay here—I’ll get him.”


“I’m not letting you out of my sight,” Valk insisted.


Lanoe didn’t waste breath on a reply. He hurried into the next car, pushing his way through the passengers. Some idiot tried to stop him with an outstretched arm—“Stay in your own damned car,” she said—but Lanoe just twisted under the arm and bulled his way through. Up ahead he saw the connecting door to the next car was open. Well, there was only one direction for Maggs to run.


And only one more car in front of this one.


Lanoe hurried through. Thankfully the front car wasn’t crowded. He jumped over a drunk who lay sprawled half in and half out of a seat, then grabbed a pole as the train banked around a tight curve in the tracks.


Up ahead he saw the door at the front of the train slide open. Grimy air burst into the train and made Lanoe’s eyes water. He blinked to clear them and saw Maggs standing in the door frame, his boots right on the edge. The idiot must not have realized he was out of places to run.


“Just stand down,” Lanoe called.


Valk came up behind him. Together they moved forward, slowly. The swindler lieutenant was cornered and Lanoe knew how dangerous that could make a man. He raised his hands to show he wasn’t armed. “We’re not going to hurt you,” he said.


Maggs laughed. “You might try,” he said.


Sheer bravado. Lanoe had seen what Valk did to that marine—Maggs was about half of the traffic controller’s size. If they wanted to make this nasty, the fool wasn’t going to come out of it as pretty as he went in.
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