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“Pilot,” he said, “I believe I gave you an order. If Lanoe thinks he can make it through, so can we. And I will not allow him to get away from me. This battle is not over until I say it is!”


No one on the bridge said a word. None of them moved, except the pilot. And she only stirred far enough to get the ship moving.


Gravity pushed them all down into their seats as the carrier surged forward, toward the wormhole throat.
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DISTANT DETACHED OBJECT





Chapter One




The Hipparchus-class carrier rocked from side to side, and somewhere, down a long corridor, Ashlay Bullam could hear an explosion and a muffled scream. They were under attack—which meant they must have found their quarry.


At the worst possible moment, of course. Her disease had come back with a vengeance, and she could barely move. She turned desperate eyes toward the man next to her.


“Get me to the bridge,” she said.


“Nothing would give me more pleasure.” Auster Maggs had an elegantly sculpted mustache and a sarcastic leer that seemed to be a permanent part of his face. Less than eight hours ago, he’d been a Navy pilot and her sworn enemy. Then he’d seen the writing on the wall—that the Navy couldn’t win this fight. He’d immediately defected to Centrocor’s side.


Now he was her new best friend.


He wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her gently from her bed. The carrier was under slight acceleration, which meant there was a little gravity to contend with, but not much. He had no trouble half carrying, half walking her the short distance. He touched the release for her and the bridge hatch slid open on a scene of utter chaos.


Displays all around the bridge showed the state of the battle. Fighters wheeled and struck, guns flashing as they twisted in for quick attack runs, thrusters flaring as they raced away again, missing deadly shots by a matter of centimeters. A Yk.64 fighter—one of their own—exploded just off the bow of the carrier and the bridge was washed with orangish-white light. The carrier swayed and Bullam lunged for something to hold on to as she was knocked from her feet.


“Are we winning, at least?” she demanded.


Captain Shulkin, the carrier’s commanding officer, turned in his seat to glare at her. “Victory is inevitable,” he said. “Which does not mean we can afford to grow complacent. Information Officer—give me the status of the enemy’s guns.”


“Weapons hot, sir—I register all sixteen of their coilguns ready to fire.”


Bullam’s blood ran cold. The last time they’d fought the Hoplite-class cruiser, it had fired one shot from just one of its guns, and Shulkin had been forced to make a terrible sacrifice to keep them all from being killed. Now all of the cruiser’s guns were active—


“Except—sir,” the IO said, his face crinkled up with bewilderment, “they aren’t aiming at us. The guns are pointed at the city.”


City? Bullam had no idea what the man was talking about. The last she’d heard, the carrier was transiting through a wormhole throat. They could be anywhere in the galaxy by now. She slid into her seat at the back of the bridge and tapped her wrist minder to bring up a tactical display.


What she saw answered very few of her questions. Instead it raised many, many more.


The carrier wasn’t in outer space. It was in a vast cavern, perhaps a hundred kilometers in diameter, with walls of pure ghostlight. The same eerie phosphorescence you saw lining the interior of a wormhole. But this couldn’t be a wormhole—they didn’t come this big, not by a power of ten. Moreover, wormholes were tunnels, linking two points in space. This cavern had only one entrance, the one they’d come through. It was like a bubble of higher-dimensional space carved out of the very wall of the universe.


Floating in the middle of the bubble, quite impossibly, was a city a few kilometers across. A ball of gothic architecture, spires and towers radiating outward from a hidden center. From the tops of the highest buildings brilliant searchlights swept across the bubble, lighting up Centrocor and Navy ships alike.


Bullam could hardly believe it. But she knew, instantly—this was what they’d come to find. This was why they’d chased the cruiser across hundreds of light-years of space.


“Captain!” she called. “You have to stop them! We can’t let them destroy that city.”


Shulkin twisted his mouth over to one side of his cadaverous face. “I assume the civilian observer has a good reason to issue orders on my damned bridge?” he asked.


“We can’t let them fire on the city,” she said. “Those are potential customers down there!”
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It had been a long journey to get here—wherever they were.


Bullam worked for Centrocor, one of the interplanetary monopolies, or polys, which effectively owned all planets outside the original solar system. Centrocor was in a constant state of cold warfare with the Navy of Earth. The balance of power shifted endlessly, but never so far as to reach a tipping point. Until, perhaps, now.


Centrocor had spies inside the Navy. Those spies had reported that the very top level of Naval command had approved a mission of utmost secrecy. The admirals had sent one of their officers—Aleister Lanoe—to meet with some unknown group, some third party, in the hope of creating an alliance. Centrocor couldn’t allow that to happen—anything that gave new strength to the Navy would harm the polys, perhaps fatally.


So the poly had sent Bullam to capture Lanoe, or at the very least to find out what he was up to. She had been given an enormous amount of support. A Hipparchus-class carrier half a kilometer long, which held a crew of over a hundred people and fifty smaller Yk.64 fighter craft. Two Peltast-class destroyers, only a hundred meters long each but so covered in guns they looked shaggy. Powerful, extremely fast, very deadly.


Perhaps most important, they’d given her Captain Shulkin. An ex-Navy officer who, for all his limitations, was a brilliant tactician and a ruthless leader.


Lanoe only had one ship, a Hoplite-class cruiser, and a handful of fighters. He was working with a skeleton crew and a tiny number of pilots.


He was also the luckiest bastard who’d ever lived. Lanoe had fought in every major war since Mars rebelled against Earth three hundred years ago. He’d always been on the winning side. He was the most decorated pilot in Navy history, having survived more dogfights and attack runs than should be possible for one man. He was smart, quick, and sneaky, and somehow he had kept his people alive and his cruiser intact despite everything Centrocor had thrown at him.


That couldn’t last. The odds were undeniably in Centrocor’s favor—they outnumbered him in every statistic that mattered. In previous encounters, it had been considered crucial to capture Lanoe alive. Now that they had reached this mysterious city, that was no longer necessary. They could throw everything they had at him.


It was just a matter of time. Lanoe was going to die. Centrocor was going to win. Bullam would gain unfettered access to the city and she would make a deal with its inhabitants. Steal the Navy’s new ally for the poly. She would return home to a promotion, to stock options, to guaranteed medical care. All she had to do was sit back and watch the battle play itself out.


We’ve already won.


She kept telling herself that. Repeating it over and over like a mantra. She was certain that eventually she would start to believe it.
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“Where the hell is Lanoe?” Shulkin demanded. The IO didn’t even bother to answer out loud, he just brought up a subdisplay that showed the Navy cruiser, twenty kilometers away. The Hoplite was three hundred meters long, nearly a third of that taken up by its massive fusion engines, much of the rest comprising its deadly coilguns and a large vehicle bay that could hold a dozen fighters. The ship was scarred by explosions, scorched by dozens of hits from particle beam weapons—PBWs. Portions of its armor were missing altogether. Its vehicle bay was open to the elements, its hatch torn away.


It was not, however, undefended. A single BR.9 fighter—a Navy ship—spun circles around the big ship, a minnow twisting around the body of a wounded shark. Centrocor Yk.64 fighters darted in wherever they saw an opening, but, incredibly, impossibly, the BR.9 was always there to drive them back with salvos from its twin PBWs. The view magnified still further and Bullam saw that the enemy fighter’s canopy had been blasted away, that its fuselage had been stripped down to exposed wiring and burnt-out components, but still it fought on. Through the damage she could actually see the helmet of the pilot—could even get a glimpse of short gray hair.


“It’s him,” Shulkin breathed. “Put a call in to the Batygin brothers.”


A pair of holographic images appeared on either side of the magnified view, showing the commanders of the two Peltast-class destroyers. Identical twins, their hair combed in opposite directions as if that would allow someone to tell them apart. Their pupils were enormous because they were both drugged with a vasodilator that supposedly enhanced their response time and combat effectiveness. It also let them speak almost in unison.


“Ready, Captain.”


“Ready, Captain.”


Shulkin didn’t look at them—he only had eyes for Lanoe. “Focus your attack on that BR.9. As long as he’s alive we haven’t won anything.”


“Understood.”


“Understood …”


“What?” Shulkin demanded. “Why are you hesitating?”


“We’re currently under attack ourselves.”


“We are currently under attack ourselves.”


“There!” Bullam said, jabbing a finger at the display no one else was watching. The one that showed the battle raging just outside the carrier’s hull.


A second BR.9 had been streaking toward them the whole time, virtually ignoring every Sixty-Four Centrocor had in play. Even as whole squads of the poly’s fighters plunged toward it, the BR.9 kept coming, burning hard in a blatantly suicidal charge.


“That’s Candless,” Maggs said from behind Bullam’s shoulder.


She swiveled around. She’d nearly forgotten he was there.


“Who?” she asked.


“Marjoram Candless. She’s Lanoe’s executive officer. Until recently she worked as an instructor at the Navy’s flight school, but don’t let that fool you. The old adage that those who can’t, teach? Not frightfully accurate in this case. She’s a real devil behind a control stick.”


“She can’t hope to achieve anything by herself,” Bullam insisted.


“Ah, well, there’s the rub,” Maggs said, and nodded at the display.


Out of nowhere eight more BR.9s came swinging into the battle, their PBWs blazing away indiscriminately. Sixty-Fours burned and exploded left and right, and suddenly there was a hole in their defense, a vulnerability big enough for Candless to punch right through. She continued on her course, straight toward one of the destroyers, not deviating so much as a fraction of a degree.


“No,” Bullam said. “No—our intelligence said Lanoe only had five pilots left. Who the hell are these eight?”


“Tannis Valk,” Maggs told her, stroking his mustache.


“Valk—he’s one of the five,” Bullam said, “but—”


Even Maggs looked worried now. “I’ll save you the trouble of asking how one man can fly eight ships at the same time. He isn’t. A man, that is. He’s an artificial intelligence loaded into a space suit.”


No. No, no, no. That wasn’t … for one thing, that was illegal. Just allowing an AI to exist was a capital crime. Giving one access to weapons and military hardware was so incredibly unlawful, so incredibly unethical, that Bullam couldn’t even imagine someone doing it. Not even a devious bastard like Aleister Lanoe. “No,” she said.


“I’m afraid the answer is yes. And now—”


“Sir!” the IO shouted. “Sir, the enemy BR.9 has loaded a disruptor. It’s within range of one of our destroyers.”


One of the Batygin brothers opened his mouth as if to speak. The other mirrored the gesture a split second later. “Brace for impact,” he said.


“Brace for impact!”


In the display, Bullam could actually watch it happen. A panel in the undercarriage of Candless’s BR.9 slid open, and the missile extended outward on a boom. A meter-long spear with multiple warheads—one round like that could tear a destroyer to pieces.


And at the last minute, the very last second, Candless pulled a snap turn—and fired the missile not at the destroyer, but right at the carrier.


Bullam could see it coming right at her, head-on.


The destroyers had already started to turn, hopelessly attempting to outmaneuver the disruptor. They ended up having to burn all their jets in an attempt not to collide with each other—or with the carrier.


The pilot of the carrier was far too busy to do any fancy flying. Everyone on board the giant ship was simply trying to hold on.


The disruptor round detonated just before it touched the carrier’s outer hull, the shock wave of the blast peeling the ship’s armor back like the rind of a fruit. It kept exploding as it plunged through power relays, crew spaces, cable junctions, computer systems. It passed through the cavernous vehicle bay without meeting much resistance. Still exploding, it tore apart a pair of reserve fighters, a maintenance cradle, and three engineers—and kept going.


On the bridge every display flashed red and the air was full of screaming chimes. Damage control boards popped up automatically and the pilot, the navigator, and the IO tried desperately to issue commands to the crew, tried to lock down vital systems or bring up blast doors to keep fires from raging through the life support system.


Then the carrier turned on its side, rolling with the blast, and everyone was thrown over in their seats. Bullam’s body bent the wrong way and she felt her bones twist in their sockets as she was tossed around, her neck whipping around and her arms flying in the air. Behind her Maggs smashed into one wall, his hands grabbing at anything he could reach, anything that would hold his weight.


The disruptor kept bursting its way through compartment after compartment of the ship, still exploding as it went, bursting the eardrums and lungs of Centrocor crew members as it passed them by, flash-frying sensitive electronics as it dug its way ever deeper into the mass of the carrier.


It was over in the space of a few seconds. It left Bullam’s head ringing like a bell and blood dripping from her nose. She grabbed a brocaded handkerchief from a pocket of her suit and pressed it—hard—against her face. “Captain,” she called. “Captain Shulkin!”


Smoke drifted across the bridge. The only light came from a single display that looked like a jigsaw puzzle—some of its emitters must have been smashed. In the fitful light, she saw Shulkin floating in the middle of the bridge, holding on to his chair with the long, skeletal fingers of one hand.


He was smiling.


“Well done,” he said, a throaty whisper.


Then he flipped around to face the navigator. “Take us closer to the cruiser,” he said.


“Captain, sir,” the IO said. Blood slicked the left arm of the man’s suit. “We need to do some damage control, we need to make sure we haven’t lost—”


“The battle,” Shulkin insisted, “isn’t over yet. Move us closer. Tell the Batygin brothers to engage with everything they have.”


Bullam rubbed her neck with one hand—she was relatively sure it wasn’t broken—and tapped anxiously at her wrist minder. It brought up a new display, showing her the city below. Fighters banked and soared over its spires, individual ships now caught up in lethal dogfights. She saw one of the enemy BR.9s break into pieces, debris twisting and streaming away from it even as inertia carried it down into the city streets. Debris from collisions and explosions and general destruction was cascading onto the dark stone towers, a dangerous rain of burnt titanium and shredded carbon fiber.


A single BR.9 flashed across her view, momentarily filling the entire display. She backed up frame by frame until she could see the pilot’s face. Sharp features, hair pulled back in a severe bun, prim, pursed lips. Maggs had said this Candless was a teacher. She’d come very close to killing every human being on the carrier.


The damage done, Candless was streaking away, swinging back and forth to avoid Centrocor fire. She was breaking free of the fight, headed back toward the cruiser. Not to defend it, Bullam thought. No.


“They’re retreating,” she said.


“Don’t be a fool,” Shulkin told her. “Where could they go? There’s only one exit from this cavern, and we’re blocking their way.”


Bullam shook her head. “That attack—it wasn’t meant to kill us. Just tie us up with damage control. She was playing for time.”


“Time for what?” Shulkin demanded.


They didn’t have to wait long to get an answer.


Bullam was probably the only one on the bridge who was looking at the city, not at the battle still raging all around them. She was the first to notice when the searchlights down there began to pivot around until they were all facing the same direction. A surge of white plasma poured out of them, beam after beam twisting around toward a common target. Though she couldn’t see what they were pointing at—they seemed to be converging on thin air.


“What are they doing?” she demanded, not really expecting an answer. Nor did she receive one. None of the bridge crew were even paying attention to her. Valk’s drone ships were tearing away at one of the destroyers, targeting its many guns, scoring its hull with burst after burst of concentrated PBW fire. Candless was halfway back to the cruiser already, where Lanoe was still defending his ship against all comers.


“There’s something … happening,” she said. “Damn you, Shulkin! Look at this!”


The captain finally twisted around in his seat to look at her. She held up her wrist minder so he could see the display.


The beams from the city were coalescing into a cloud of radiance, a sort of nebulous, formless glob of plasma.


“You there! Traitor!” Shulkin called.


Maggs looked deeply hurt, but he refrained from saying anything in his own defense. The charge was, after all, irrefutable. “How may I assist?”


“You were with Lanoe before we got here. What the devil is he doing? What are those beams? Some kind of weapon?”


“I’m afraid I wasn’t privy to his negotiations with the people of the city,” Maggs said. “I haven’t the faintest. Many apologies.”


Shulkin’s face was fleshless and pale at the best of times. At that moment he looked like nothing more than a skull with lips. “IO! Give me data on that weapon!”


“Sir, it’s … a series of collimated plasma beams, and, well … yes,” the poor information officer said. “I suppose it could be used as a … as a weapon, but—”


“Stop stammering and tell me what I need to know,” Shulkin said. “Or I will replace you with someone who can.”


The navigator and pilot looked away. They knew perfectly well what Shulkin meant. He’d shot the previous navigator for hesitation in following an order. There was no question he would do the same thing again.


“The beams are hot enough to cut through armor plate, yes, sir,” the IO said. “I’m getting some anomalous readings from them, though—the plasma seems to have negative mass.”


“Negative? Negative mass?”


“It’s not as impossible as it sounds, sir. It’s called exotic matter, and hypothetically you could use it to create a—”


On the display, the beams wove together into a ring of coruscating light. It flared bright enough that Bullam started to look away—but then the ring collapsed inward, into itself, and seemed to pop out of existence as quickly as it had appeared.


“—to create a wormhole throat,” the IO finished, in a near whisper.


Where the ring had been, where the beams had crossed, there was nothing now except a strange spherical distortion in the air, as if a globe of perfect glass hung there.


Every single one of them knew what that meant. A wormhole throat. A passageway through the belly of the universe. It could go anywhere—literally anywhere.


And it was right where the cruiser needed it to be.


“They’re going to escape,” Bullam said, hardly believing it. “They’re going to get away from us—again.”


BR.9s started streaming into the cruiser’s open vehicle bay, one by one. Static guns mounted on the hull of the Hoplite blazed away at those few Sixty-Fours that were still in range, still trying to get close enough to the cruiser to launch disruptors.


“Their engines are warming up,” the IO called out. “They’re going to move.”


“Of course they are,” Shulkin said. He sat down in his chair and pulled a strap across his waist. Then he steepled his fingers together before his face.


“Batygins,” he called.


“A bit busy right now.”


“A bit busy right now,” the twins replied.


“I don’t care,” Shulkin said, though his voice was oddly soft. “Maneuver on your own time. Right now I need you to pour every ounce of fire you can into that cruiser. I want every missile, every flak gun firing. If this is our only chance, we will kill Aleister Lanoe. Am I understood?”


The brothers didn’t even take the time to respond. Their guns opened fire almost instantly, heavy PBW salvos lancing across the sky, missiles firing in quick succession out of their pods. A few shots even found their target, burning long streaks down the engine modules of the Hoplite. Missiles locked on and flared with light as they accelerated toward the cruiser’s thrusters. Anything in the way of that torrent of destruction would have been vaporized.


But it was too late. Even Bullam—who had no training in space combat—could see that. The cruiser’s nose was already disappearing into the new wormhole throat, even as a final BR.9 raced for safety inside its vehicle bay. Lanoe’s ship vanished into thin air, a little at a time. On the display it looked like it was moving with glacial slowness, like it had all the time in the world. But it kept disappearing, bit by bit.


“Keep firing!” Shulkin said.


A missile hit home—but only one. It burst against a thick plate of armor on the cruiser’s side, light and debris spreading outward in a deadly cloud. But the Hoplite was half-gone now, its coilguns blinking out of existence one by one. The vehicle bay disappeared, and then the thrusters were all that remained, just a dull glow of heat and ionized gas, and then, finally, even that was gone.


The missiles lost their lock and could no longer home in on their targets. Rudderless, they twisted off, away from the wormhole throat, losing speed as they twirled pointlessly in the air. A few blasts of heavy PBW fire followed the cruiser through the throat, but it was impossible to see if they hit anything.


Eventually the destroyers stopped firing. What was the point?


Shulkin lifted his hands to his face, covering his eyes.


Bullam held her breath. She knew that something was coming. The captain was insane. Neurologically impaired. Back when he’d still been with the Navy, he’d developed a suicidal mania brought on by extreme combat stress. The Navy had fixed him, as best they could, with extensive brain surgery. They’d left him nearly catatonic, able to do nothing but fight.


Cheated of his prey now, how would he react? Would he pull out a pistol and blow his own brains out? Or maybe he would shoot everyone else first.


“Maggs,” Bullam whispered. “Maggs, get ready to run if—”


“Send the recall,” Shulkin said.


“Sir?” the IO asked.


“Send the recall order. I want every fighter back here, in our vehicle bay. I want the destroyers lined up and ready to maneuver. Have all crew aboard this ship report to stations, or to their bunks if they have no immediate duties.”


“Yes, sir,” the IO said.


Then Shulkin started to scrape at his eye sockets. Digging his nails deep into the skin around his eyelids. Rubbing at his brows with the balls of his thumbs.


“Captain?” Bullam asked. “Are you …?”


“Navigator,” Shulkin said. “Give me a course that takes us through that wormhole as fast as possible.”


“Wait,” Bullam said.


“If the civilian observer wishes to comment on my orders, she can do so in writing at some future time,” Shulkin said. “Navigator?”


“Course entered, sir.”


“Pilot,” Shulkin said. “Take us—”


“No,” Bullam said. “No! That won’t be necessary. Our mission was to find out what Lanoe was up to. To find these allies he was looking for, and, well, here we are.” She opened a display to show the city below them. “We’ve done it, Captain. We’ve reached our objective and we no longer need to capture Lanoe, we can—”


“Ignore her,” Shulkin said. “If anyone on this bridge so much as looks at her, they will be disciplined. This is my ship. Pilot, take us through that wormhole.”


“Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt,” the IO said, “but there’s something you should know. That wormhole isn’t stable.” On his display a schematic of the wormhole appeared. It dwindled even as Bullam watched, the throat tightening down to nothing. “It’s shrinking. If we get caught in there when it collapses, we’ll be annihilated. Every one of us will die. And we, uh … we won’t be able to … kill Lanoe.”


“Noted,” Shulkin said. He scratched along the side of his nose as if he were trying to peel off a mask. “Pilot,” he said, “I believe I gave you an order. If Lanoe thinks he can make it through, so can we. And I will not allow him to get away from me. This battle is not over until I say it is!”


No one on the bridge said a word. None of them moved, except the pilot. And she only stirred far enough to get the ship moving.


Gravity pushed them all down into their seats as the carrier surged forward, toward the wormhole throat.




Chapter Two


Too many stars.


Aleister Lanoe stood on the surface of his cruiser, his boots adhering to the armor plates and keeping him from just drifting off into nothingness. He folded his arms behind him, tilted his head back, and tried to take it all in.


Too many stars here. The sky was packed with them. Paved with light.


They’d come ten thousand light-years in the space of an hour. Ten thousand light-years closer to the center of the galaxy.


In the spiral arm where Earth lay, in the tiny zone of worlds colonized and inhabited by human beings, stars were far apart. So distant from one another they looked like white dots on black velvet. As you traveled inward, though, toward the center, the stars grew thicker, more closely packed. Valk had told him the stars here were on average less than a light-year apart.


Arcing across Lanoe’s view was the Milky Way itself. Whereas before he’d always known it as a vague pale streak across the sky, here it was a solid blur of light, a band of fierce energy that was hard to look at.


He felt exposed. Pinned down by all that hard light, like every star was an eye watching him, studying him. He knew that was just the anthropic fallacy at work. The ludicrous idea that in a universe as big as this one, as mind-freezingly gigantic, anything a human being could ever do would make one whit of difference. That in the scale of stars and globular clusters and galaxies, of deep time, the entire human race could make so much as one tiny dent in the attention of the cosmos. Nonsense, of course.


Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling.


Dead ahead lay a single orangish-white sun, a K-type red dwarf. From here, fifty astronomical units away, it looked like just another of the great multitude of stars. This one, though, was what he’d come for.


This star belonged to the Blue-Blue-White. The bastards who had wiped out almost all life in the galaxy. The bastards who had killed Zhang—the only human being Lanoe had ever truly loved.


Lanoe had moved heaven and earth to get this close. To get his chance at revenge.


Just a little farther now. They would arrive soon enough.


For now, he walked across the hull of his ship, feeling it vibrate beneath the soles of his feet. The powerful engines were burning, pushing them closer. He saw the ship’s scars. He saw the missing sections of hull plating, saw the scorched and burnt-out components. Already the ship and its crew had suffered. What lay ahead was going to test their limits. He hoped they would be strong enough.


As he came to the missing hatch over the vehicle bay, he stopped and looked up at the busy sky. Knowing what he would face once he stepped back inside, into air and warmth and human companionship.


He spent one last moment enduring the cyclopean gaze of the orange star dead ahead. And then he nodded in acknowledgment.


That’s right, you bastards, he thought. I’m coming for you.
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In the cruiser’s tiny sick bay, Marjoram Candless considered her failures.


Bury hadn’t regained consciousness. He lay strapped into a bed, the long arms of a medical drone tending to his injuries. He was one of her former students, brought along on this mission without any idea of what he was getting into. He had been born on the planet Hel, a very dry place, and like all the people of that world he was hairless and his skin had been infused with polymers to trap his sweat so it could be recycled. It made his skin shiny and smooth, as if he were just an infant.


If he knew she was thinking that, he would have flown into a rage. He would have insisted he was a man, an adult. Well. He’d proven his right to that, she supposed.


In the last battle with Centrocor his fighter had been nearly obliterated by an enemy missile. He’d barely made it back to the cruiser, even with her help. His shiny face was scarred now, burned in patches. The medical drone scrubbed at the injured flesh, rebuilding what it could, fusing together wounds that were too grievous to be erased.


He looked so very pale.


Candless checked the sensors that listed out his pulse, his respiration, his blood oxygen levels. He had stabilized but he was far from whole. Candless had been monitoring his condition quite closely, and she knew he was improving, but very slowly. She didn’t know how long it would be before he regained consciousness. Even then he would need extensive therapy if he was going to return to his duties.


She touched his cold hand. She refrained from squeezing it—he needed to sleep. She closed her eyes. Candless had never been a religious woman, and she did not pray now, but she visualized him healing, getting better. She had a responsibility to him, one she had failed to carry out. A responsibility to keep him safe.


“I expect you to make a full recovery, young man,” she told him, whispering. “I will accept nothing less. I intend to bring you home in the same shape I found you.”


Sometimes it helped, saying things like that aloud. Sometimes, if she said them in just the right tone, with just enough authority, she thought they actually sounded believable.
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Lanoe moved quietly through the ship. There was no one he particularly wanted to talk to at that moment. He passed through the vehicle bay and then into the axial corridor that ran the length of the ship, from the ruined bridge down to the engineering section.


A starship under acceleration is not like a yacht sailing on a placid ocean. Gravity pulls in the opposite direction of thrust, so the engines of the cruiser were down and everything else was up. The axial corridor ran through all the crew spaces of the Hoplite, a hundred meters and more. When the ship was moving it was essentially a very, very long ladder. Lanoe had to climb through the gun decks, where a dozen side passages branched off from the main corridor. As he hauled himself past, he heard raised voices, and he stopped for a moment to listen.


“We didn’t sign up for this!”


“Where the hell are we?”


“When are we going home?”


Lanoe spent most of his time on the ship in the company of its officers: Candless, his executive officer; Paniet, his chief engineer; Valk, his … everything else. The enlisted men and women onboard never came into his orbit. There were twenty marines and three engineers aboard and he’d barely managed to memorize their names.


A good commander should be constantly aware of how his people are doing, at least so that he knows how close they are to open mutiny. Lanoe had never been a very good commander—his skills lay in other areas. He could hear the anger and the desperate confusion in their voices, though, and he knew he ought to at least hear them out.


He stepped into one of the side passages and poked his head into the gun decks, a cavernous space in the middle of the ship dominated by the hulking masses of the sixteen coilguns. He was surprised to see how many of the enlisted were there, perched on the huge barrels, slumped against the electromagnetic firing chambers. Surprised to see that they weren’t at their stations, doing their jobs.


Caroline Ehta, his warrant officer, paced in front of them, occasionally chewing on a fingernail and spitting out the fragments. Lanoe could see she wasn’t looking any of them in the eye.


Ehta had been a pilot once, until she got a bad case of the nerves. Then she’d volunteered for the Planetary Brigade Marines because she didn’t know what else to do. The average life expectancy of a PBM in the field could be measured in weeks, but somehow she’d survived for years. Long enough to be promoted to sergeant. He’d made her a lieutenant so she could command his marines.


“I don’t know,” she said. She bit down hard on a hangnail, hard enough to draw blood. “I don’t know any of that stuff. You think they tell me everything? That’s a laugh. I don’t know where we are. I don’t know what we’re doing here. As soon as I find out, I’ll tell you guys. For now I need you to hang in there. I need you to keep working. Look, do any of you doubt I have your back?”


There were a few murmurs. No direct answers, yes or no.


“I fought with all of you on Tuonela. We went through hell back there, together.”


That, at least, garnered some assent.


“You remember what the officers there were like, right? Happy to send us out to be targets for enemy artillery, or hit with biologicals, or to just spend a week crawling through the mud looking for something that wasn’t there. And all the time they’d be back in their tents, drinking tea and polishing their boots and arguing about how many medals they should give each other.”


Some of the marines laughed. Most of them nodded.


“So when I tell you I trust Commander Lanoe, that oughta mean something. I’ve known him a long time, and he’s saved my ass more than once. You give him the benefit of the doubt now—it’ll pay off. We’ll come through this okay. You just gotta trust me. For now.”


Some of the marines nodded and got up from where they sat. They headed off into the deep recesses of the ship, presumably to get back to work. Others lingered behind to slap Ehta on the back or the shoulders, which she answered invariably with a nod.


She still wasn’t meeting their eyes.


Lanoe hung back near the axial corridor until she’d spoken with the last of them, made her final reassurances. When she was alone on the gun decks, he stepped inside and waved a hand to get her attention. She jumped when she saw him, but recovered herself quickly.


“Sir,” she said.


“I hope I can live up to that speech,” he told her.


“You … you heard that?”


“That’s right. Tell me something, Ehta. All those nice things you just said about me, all that faith you put in me—how much of that did you actually mean?”


Her eyes went wide. “… Sir. I meant all of it.” She licked her lips. “Every word.”


She looked him right in the eye, without blinking. Clearly she wanted him to believe her.


Lanoe had lived a long time, though. More than three hundred years. After that long you learned to read people pretty well. He hadn’t missed the slight hesitation before she answered.
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Candless left the sick bay and made her way back to the brig. There was supposed to be an armed guard stationed there, but the marines apparently had more important things to do. Candless supposed it didn’t matter. The brig was no longer being used as a detention center. Instead, the chorister, Rain-on-Stones, was sleeping in one of the cells. The aliens known collectively as the Choir were three meters tall, which limited the number of places where Rain-on-Stones could be quartered. The cells of the brig were just large enough.


Candless touched the display built into the door of the cell and it came to life, giving her a view of the interior. The chorister took up much of the space, an enormous monstrosity. Just seeing the alien still gave Candless the chills. They were just so inhuman … From the cylindrical head that lacked any features except a ring of silver eyes, to the four arms that radiated outward from the torso, to the many jointed legs hidden beneath the alien’s black dress, none of it made sense, none of it resonated with her idea of what an intelligent being should look like. Conceptually she could understand that Rain-on-Stones was as intelligent as herself, perhaps even more so. The chorister was a trained surgeon who had saved Bury’s life. Still, Candless could never think of anything but crabs and silverfish when she looked at it.


Not it, of course. Her. Rain-on-Stones was female. Candless had to remind herself of that constantly. The Choir were all female. The males of their species were stunted, many-legged things, no smarter or bigger than spiders. Several of them were visible even as she watched the alien. One crawled out of Rain-on-Stones’s collar and ran across her neck, then slipped between two plates of armor on the side of the chorister’s head. Others roamed across her claws, or picked their way along her dress. Rain-on-Stones was positively crawling with the things. She had dozens, perhaps hundreds of males secreted around her body, hiding anywhere they could find warmth and safety. Normally you saw only one of them at a time, if that. Now they were swarming, perhaps troubled, stirred up by their host’s uneasy sleep.


Candless’s skin crawled with revulsion.


“Lieutenant?” Ginger asked, coming up behind her. Ginger lived in the brig, too, now, never very far from the alien.


Candless turned and looked at the girl. Saw the red hair, the first thing anyone noticed about her—the thing that had given Ginger her name. Saw the soft, sad eyes, the trembling mouth. She saw the place on Ginger’s left temple where the hair had been shaved away. There was a short, mostly healed scar there.


“I’ve come to see how you are,” Candless said. “Whether you need anything.”


“We’re fine,” Ginger said. She turned to look at the display that showed Rain-on-Stones. “We will be for a while longer. Until I run out of her sedative. We have a week or two, maybe.”


Candless frowned. “And what happens then? When you do run out?”


“I don’t know, exactly. I imagine she’ll wake up screaming. Terrified, and maybe righteously pissed off. You did kidnap her, after all.”


The obscenity took Candless aback a little, but she forced herself not to show it. Naval officers were not supposed to use that word. Of course, Ginger had been relieved of duty—she was all but a civilian now. She’d proved that she was incapable of flying combat missions. Instead, she’d taken on a different role.


The scar on Ginger’s head marked where Rain-on-Stones had implanted an antenna in the girl’s brain. The Choir did not have a spoken language—instead they communicated by a form of telepathy. Ginger’s implant allowed her to speak with them, but that had turned out to mean much more than just simple communication. As the Choir saw it, Ginger was now part of their community—part of the harmony, the gestalt formed of all their thoughts and emotions.


Sometimes Ginger seemed to think they were right. Sometimes now, when Candless spoke with the girl, she seemed more alien than human.


Candless did not claim to understand it at all. She did know that Ginger had agreed to join the Choir in exchange for the unstable wormhole that had brought them here. The deal she had struck was that she would go among them and live with them for the rest of her life, as one of them. She had assumed that Lanoe would allow her and Rain-on-Stones to return to the Choir’s city before the cruiser entered the wormhole.


Lanoe had chosen not to fulfill that part of the agreement. Instead he’d brought Ginger and Rain-on-Stones along for the ride, against their will. He had not shared his reasoning with Candless. Perhaps he just couldn’t bear to part with Ginger, one of his crew. Or maybe he wanted Rain-on-Stones as a hostage, to guarantee the Choir wouldn’t collapse the wormhole as soon as he was inside. He’d given the Choir plenty of reason to hate him. He’d threatened their city, turned the cruiser’s guns on their only home. He’d been prepared to kill them all to get his wormhole. In the end, Ginger had reasoned with them and got Lanoe what he wanted. Nobody doubted he would have followed through on his ultimatum, though.


“When she wakes up she’ll be so alone,” Ginger said, her face heavy with grief. “She won’t know what to do. They’re surrounded by others like them from birth—they can’t imagine a world where they can’t hear each other’s thoughts all the time.” Ginger shook her head. “I can … hear her dreaming. It’s just, I don’t know. Shapes and colors and sounds that don’t make any sense. It’s terrible. She’s lost, frightened … It’s going to be much worse when she understands what’s happened to her.”


“We need to keep her healthy, and stable,” Candless pointed out. “She may be our only way to get home.” No human had the capacity to open a wormhole. Only the Choir knew how to do that. The wormhole that had brought them this far was gone now—it had been unstable, and now it had collapsed. If they were ever going to return to human worlds, Rain-on-Stones would have to open the way for them.


Ginger’s eyes flashed sideways for a moment, and her mouth opened as if she might say something. But then she closed it again and shook her head. “I’ll do what I can,” she said. “I’ll help her, any way that I can.”


“Very good,” Candless said. She sensed there was something there, something Ginger wasn’t telling her. She didn’t want to push, though. “You look tired. When was the last time you slept?”


Ginger just shrugged. She didn’t take her eyes off the display.


“I hope you’ll take care of yourself as well.”


“Of course. You need me, too. I’m the only one who can talk to her.”


“That isn’t what I meant,” Candless said. She reached for the girl’s arm, but Ginger pulled away. “Ginger—I’m here for you, if you need me.”


The girl didn’t look up.
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The cruiser had taken a bad hit during an early battle with Centrocor. A disruptor round had torn through the forward section, obliterating the bridge and the officers’ quarters. Hoplite-class cruisers had a reputation for being indestructible, and this one had proved that out, but they’d been forced to make certain compromises. Now the ship was controlled not from a bridge but from a workstation built into the wall of an old wardroom—a space that had once been the marines’ dining facility.


Tannis Valk, or rather the artificial intelligence that had once believed itself to be a man named Tannis Valk, was permanently stationed there, strapped into an uncomfortable chair in front of a massive and ever-changing suite of displays. He still looked mostly human. He wore a heavy pilot’s suit with the helmet up and tuned until it was a solid, opaque black—hiding the fact that there was nothing inside, no head, no skull, no trace of the man whose memories the suit contained. He was taller than most people, well over two meters, but somehow that had always made Lanoe think he looked more human rather than less. Why would an AI need to be so big?


“You said you had new information,” Lanoe said as he came into the wardroom, with Ehta trailing behind. Candless and Paniet were already there, staring intently at one of Valk’s displays.


“There’s no shortage of that, dearie,” Paniet said. The engineer had been injured during maneuvers less than twenty-four hours before. He’d mostly recovered, though the ring of circuitry around his left eye was completely destroyed. He’d had most of it pulled out except for a few shards of metal where his eyebrow had once been. “We’ve been working our little telescopes to the bone, just trying to figure out exactly where we are. We must have logged a couple dozen terabytes of low-resolution imagery of star charts, and that’s just the start.”


“I still can’t get an exact fix on our location,” Valk said. “I don’t have an explanation for it … I’ve been looking for landmarks, the standard candles that let you find your way around the galaxy. But they aren’t showing up. At least not in the right places.”


“Maybe we’re just too close to the center of the galaxy,” Paniet offered. “Too many other stars in the way. We can’t see the forest for the trees, hmm?” Lanoe didn’t think Paniet sounded convinced that was it, though.


Maybe Valk’s malfunctioning, Lanoe thought. There was a terrifying prospect. They relied on the AI to keep the ship moving, among other things.


He put the thought aside for the moment. “There’s only one star I’m really interested in,” he said. “The red dwarf straight ahead of us.”


Valk gestured at the displays. “We’ve been scanning that pretty closely, yeah. And we’ve learned a couple of things. Not what we expected, though. You want the bad news first, or the weird news?”


Lanoe scowled. “Weird,” he said.


“I’ve checked the system from top to bottom,” Valk said, pointing at the vaguely orange dot in the center of his main display. The view zoomed in until it grew big enough to actually look spherical. “Looking for planets, or at least any sign that the Blue-Blue-White really live here.”


Lanoe nodded. In the entire galaxy, only three intelligent species were still in existence. Humanity and the Choir were equally afraid of the third—giant jellyfish who had wiped out all other life. Lanoe had forced the Choir to send him here so he could finally get some justice for all the species that hadn’t made it. He had to assume they had sent him to the right place, to the homeworld of the Blue-Blue-White.


“What did you find?” Lanoe asked.


“It’s what we didn’t find that makes it weird. No planets.”


Lanoe dropped to one knee down in front of the display, as if by physically getting closer to it he could spot what Valk had missed. “That can’t be right,” he said. “The Choir sent us here for a reason.”


Valk lifted his arms and let them fall again. “I’m just reporting what we’ve seen. There’s a lot of gas and dust in the system—way more than we’d expect, actually. Plenty of asteroids and comets, but nothing bigger than about two thousand kilometers across.”


Lanoe inhaled sharply. Earth’s moon was bigger than that. You couldn’t even build a proper colony on a rock that small—it wouldn’t support a thick atmosphere, for one thing. “The Blue-Blue-White live in the atmospheres of gas giants. We know that, right? And you’re telling me—”


“Nothing,” Valk said. “Giants are the easiest kind of planets to find. If there were any here … Well, there aren’t. I’m sorry, Lanoe. I’m not sure we’re in the right place at all. Or at least—this isn’t what we expected.”


Lanoe stood back up, his old knees creaking just a little. “You’ve missed it somehow. I’m not criticizing your skills, just—”


Paniet clucked his tongue. “We’ve had most of our sensors working on this since we arrived, Commander. Criticize us all you like, but the data doesn’t lie.”


“Hold on. Most of your sensors, you said. Not all.”


“That’s where the bad news comes in,” Valk told him.


Lanoe nodded. “Go ahead.”


Valk brought up a new display, this one showing the volume of space directly behind the cruiser. “This is a recording we captured just after we arrived in this system, a couple of hours ago,” the AI said. “I’ve magnified it to the limit of this display’s resolution so you can see … there.”


On the display, the wormhole throat they’d emerged from was just visible. A bead of glass hanging in that starry sky, a perfectly spherical distortion of spacetime. It shrank as Lanoe watched, until eventually it evaporated into nothingness.


Valk wasn’t showing him this just to remind him that they’d lost their only way home, however. There was something odd about the video. It took Lanoe a while to figure out what it was.


Just before it winked out of existence altogether, it grew darker, just for a split second. Lanoe squinted at the view. “Run that back.”


Valk set the video to play on a loop. The quality of the image was maddening. It showed just enough detail for Lanoe to be certain there was something there. Maybe something dark had passed in front of the camera, or maybe it was a fault with the equipment. He didn’t think so, though.


No, he thought it looked like something was emerging from the throat, in the last few seconds before it collapsed.


“Something followed us,” Valk said. “Something—somebody—chased us through that wormhole.”


“By which, of course, you mean Centrocor,” Candless said.


“Sure,” Lanoe said. It was the only possibility that made sense. He had been crazy enough to fly through the wormhole without knowing where it went. Centrocor had been even crazier—following him in the hope they could make it through before the wormhole collapsed. If they’d still been inside the tunnel when it shrank down to nothing they would have been annihilated utterly.


They’d made it. Just. But they’d made it. Which meant that the Hoplite hadn’t escaped its pursuers after all.


“Damn,” Lanoe said. “This kind of distraction is the last thing we need.”


“Distraction?” Ehta said, snorting in derision. “That’s what you call a half a carrier group chasing us across ten thousand light-years? Boss, if they’re still after us, we could be sunk before we even find this mythical planet of yours.”


“Mythical?” Lanoe demanded.


Ehta lifted her hands for peace. “I just meant …”


“Perhaps you might think more, and speak less,” Candless said, glaring at her. There had never been any love lost between the two women. The XO turned to face Lanoe. “Though she does have a point, as loath as I am to admit it. If Centrocor is here, still chasing us—that’ll have to be our first priority.”


Lanoe shook his head. “Valk, how far are we from the throat? Where the throat used to be, I mean?”


“We were moving pretty fast when we arrived here, and we never slowed down,” Valk told him. “We’re about a hundred million kilometers from there.”


Lanoe nodded. “That might be good.” Finding an enemy ship in deep space was one of the hardest parts of space combat. The distances involved tended to be enormous, and even the most barren system provided plenty of rocks to hide behind. “At that distance, Centrocor won’t be able to see us. They know we’re here, somewhere, but it’ll be like searching for a needle in a swimming pool full of ink. That gives us some time.”


“Some,” Candless said. “Almost assuredly not as much as we’d like.”


She was right. Centrocor had no mission here except to find and destroy them. They could put all their resources into that one goal. And once they caught sight of the cruiser, they would resume their attack without hesitation. There was more room to maneuver out here than they’d had inside the bubble, but the odds weren’t much better. If it came down to a pitched battle, the cruiser would lose.


“We can hedge our bets, a little. Valk, switch off the engines. They’ve taken some damage, so they’re probably blazing like signal beacons in the infrared. Turn off all of our exterior lights, too. Paniet, I want you to put some insulating foil over that missing hatch in the vehicle bay.” There was no way to make the cruiser invisible, but they could make it as hard to find as possible. “Candless—get down there and run diagnostics on all our fighters.”


“We lost several in the last battle,” she pointed out. “You and Bury both brought your BR.9s back fit for nothing but the scrapyard.”


Lanoe nodded. He remembered. “See how many of them can be repaired, then.” It was going to come down to a fight, eventually, of that he was sure. But he intended to make it a short one. He had far more important work to do.




Chapter Three


The cruiser’s telescopes moved from one object to another, each rock in the system getting a few seconds of observation time. The data thus recorded was fed directly to Valk, the candidates spooling through his consciousness. He didn’t see the objects except as numbers: diameter, average orbital distance, albedo, spectroscopic profile. Each object in the system had to be evaluated, cataloged, rejected. “Object number 6020,” he said. “Four hundred and fifty-one kilometers across its major axis. Twenty-one AU from the star. Albedo point seven one, indicating an icy but dynamic surface. Spectral lines indicate no atmosphere. No satellites.”


“Uh-huh,” Paniet replied. “Dearie, do you know I could be working on actually repairing this ship just now? Oh, how I would adore to be tracing circuits and welding bulkheads just now. Compared to this snipe hunt.”


“Lanoe needs a planet,” Valk said. “Let’s move on. Object number 6021. Five hundred and twelve kilometers across its major axis. Twenty-one AU. Albedo point zero four, indicates a carbon/silicate hybrid composition, which is backed up by spectral lines. No atmosphere. One satellite, listed as 6021-a, one point six kilometers across major—”


“Enough,” Paniet said. “Enough. I’m headed back to the engines. If I can get a patch on the damaged shielding down there, it’ll make us harder to track.”


“That’s fine,” Valk said. “We don’t need to be in the same place to keep running down the planetary candidates.”


“Valk, my friend,” Paniet said. “Look at me a moment.”


Valk hadn’t even been aware that his visual sensors were switched off. He brought them back online and trained them on Paniet. Anyone else would have noticed no change in him—he was still motionless in the seat by the ship’s controls. Somehow, though, Paniet must have sensed it. “How did you know I wasn’t looking at you?” he asked.


“How did I know you were sitting there blind as a bat? Because you didn’t have any displays active.”


Valk looked around and saw it was true. Normally he kept at least one visual display going—a view of what was directly ahead of the cruiser. He maintained that display for the sake of anyone who happened to be standing nearby. He must have shut it down by reflex, to save power. He switched it back on now, even though there was nothing to be seen but the multitude of crowded stars.


“I … I don’t need a display to fly this crate,” he said. Trying to make it sound like a joke.


“I know you don’t,” Paniet said. The engineer sighed. “There are a lot of things you don’t need anymore, hmm?”


Valk had no ability to look ashamed or embarrassed. He had no face, and his body language was limited by what he could do with his arms in his bulky suit. “You’re suggesting that maybe I don’t need the human crew of this ship.”


There had been a time when he thought he was a human being. Tannis Valk, the Blue Devil, the hero pilot of the Establishment. The legend was that Tannis had been flying a routine patrol in an FA.6 one day when he was ambushed by an enemy destroyer. He was struck by an antivehicle round that turned his cockpit into a hell of fire. Even as his skin crisped and his muscles burned, Tannis had continued to fight, getting two more confirmed kills before he flew back to his base. Afterward he’d become a legend—the pilot so tough he refused to die. Though he had suffered third-degree burns over his entire body, he could still fight on for the great cause. In public, after that day, he’d only ever appeared in his suit with his helmet up and tuned to an opaque black. Supposedly to spare anyone from having to see what was left of his face.


The real reason was that the suit—and the helmet—was completely empty. Tannis Valk had died instantly when the fireball tore through his ship. The FA.6 had been smart enough to get the two kills and fly home on its own. The Establishment had a bad need for heroes, though. At the time it was fighting the combined fleets of Earth and the polys, and it was losing. So Tannis’s consciousness had been scanned from the charred ruin of his skull. Downloaded into a computer and made to think and see again. Not as a man, but as an artificial intelligence.


Creating an AI capable of independent thought and action was a serious crime. Giving such a being access to weapons—like, say, a cataphract-class fighter—was one of the worst crimes imaginable. The last time an AI had been armed, half the human race had died as a result. It was just assumed that any artificial intelligence would eventually turn on its creators and try to wipe them out.


The Establishment had been desperate enough to try it anyway. They had thought that if they told Valk he was still alive, still human, they could keep him on their side. Their plan had been to dismantle him and quietly erase his programming just as soon as they won the war. The problem was that they lost.


Valk had been left thinking he was a human being until shortly after he met Lanoe. When he’d discovered the truth, it had nearly driven him insane. He was only now starting to come to terms with what he really was. What he had always been.


“You’re afraid that I’m going to go rogue and kill you all,” Valk said.


“I’ll admit it’s a worry,” Paniet told him. “But not a significant one. I’ve worked with you long enough to know how loyal you are to Lanoe. I don’t think you would ever betray him.”


Valk was surprised to find how much relief he felt, hearing that. He knew there were others in the crew who didn’t trust him at all.


“Don’t forget,” Paniet went on, “I know computers better than anyone else here—except you. I know how computers think. I’m much more worried that you’ll just shut down on us. That you’ll get stuck on some impossible problem. Something that a human being could just shrug and put aside—but instead you’ll be unable to let it go, and so you’ll devote more and more processing power to it until you stop communicating with us altogether.”


“What, like calculating pi to the last digit or something?”


“Or, say, pointlessly cataloging every chunk of matter in this system, looking for a planet that isn’t there,” Paniet said.


“No. That can’t be right. Lanoe said the Choir wouldn’t have sent us here for no reason. There has to be something.”


“We would have seen it by now,” Paniet replied. “We’ve run so many sensor sweeps—a big planet couldn’t hide from us, not like this.”


“Most of our scans have been in the visual portion of the spectrum,” Valk pointed out. “If the planet was exceptionally dark, say, with an albedo below point zero one—”


“Ahem,” Paniet said. “You think I hadn’t considered that? But to have an albedo that low, the planet would have to be made of nothing but carbon nanotubes. We’re looking for a gas giant with a hydrogen atmosphere.”


“We don’t know what we’re looking for. It might not even be a planet.”


“I suppose that’s true, but—”


“I want to start running a series of transit photometry scans. If an exceptionally dark object passed in front of the star, we would see a dip in its light output,” Valk said. “Anyway. You don’t need to worry about me climbing up my own posterior and disappearing. I have a safeguard built in to prevent that.”


“You do?” Paniet asked. Valk thought he sounded skeptical.


“Yes. Pain.”


“I’m not sure I understand how that tracks.”


Valk couldn’t sigh, or snort in derision, or laugh. You needed lungs for those things. He could simulate them just fine, create sound files he could play when he needed to express an emotion. It didn’t feel the same, though. “I hurt. Just all over. Back when I believed I was a human, I thought it was pain from my injuries. Now I know better—it was something like phantom limb syndrome, except everywhere at once. I call it phantom body syndrome. My simulated brain expects to get constant signals from my nonexistent nerves, and when that input doesn’t show up, it assumes something is very wrong. So it tries to tell me that—by making me hurt.”


“Is it … bad?” Paniet asked.


“Excruciating,” Valk told him. “Worse when I move around, because I’m more aware of the fact that my joints aren’t there.”


“The devil you say,” Paniet swore. “I—I didn’t know.”


“It’s fine. I’ve lived with that pain for, well, the entire time I’ve existed. I know how to ride it out.”


“Couldn’t you just turn it off?” Paniet asked him.


“Of course. Easiest thing in the world—I just need to edit a one and make it a zero. But I won’t.”


“Why in Earth’s name not?”


Valk couldn’t smile. He had no mouth. “Because it’s the last part of me that still feels human,” he said. “You’re worried I’m going to turn into a pure computer and stop thinking like a human being. That won’t happen, you see? Because if I started down that road, the pain would bring me back. It would remind me of what I used to be.”


The emotion that crossed Paniet’s face then was difficult to parse. Valk chose to ignore it.


“Candidate number 6022,” he said. “Thirty-seven kilometers along its major axis …”
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Four.


Numbers were easy. Especially the number four. He saw it in his head, rotating in empty space. Four four four four. The number was always there.


There were words, too, thoughts spooling through his head, what felt like whole sentences, memories of things said, things other people had said. When he tried to catch them, though, they turned to nonsense, melted in his hands. Turned into a ringing sound, the ringing sound, the ringing noise that filled his head and turned him inside out and—


And—


“Gah,” he said.


A word. A real word, in the oldest language. In baby talk. In the primal cry.


“Gah.”


It made sense. It was the first word that had made sense to him in a long time. It meant something.


It meant “get this thing off of me.” Except not quite. The word was missing something. Oh, right. It was emphatic. It needed an exclamation mark.


Get this thing off of me!


“Gah!” he said, thrashing against the mass on his face, against the intruder in his throat, inside of him—


“Hold on,” someone told him. A woman, and then he felt soft hands on his face, on his chest, and then a hundred-meter-long snake came slithering out of him, biting and tearing at his insides as it came, and he tried to scream but the woman shushed him and he couldn’t resist, couldn’t resist that oldest and first maternal command, and then he gagged and spat up the last of the snake, its twisting tail, and saw it was a length of plastic tubing no more than twenty centimeters long.


There was blood on it. Blood and spit.


That thing had been inside him. He was—he was hurt, he’d been—


“Wah,” he said, more baby talk, but now he was conscious enough, aware enough to feel shame. He was better than this, he was a Hellion, and that meant something, it meant he was tough, tough enough for real words—


“Wat!” he cried.


And because it was almost a word, because it almost made sense, he was rewarded. The woman pressed a squeeze tube of water to his mouth and he sucked at it, just like an infant sucking at a bottle—


No, damn it. He was an adult, a man, but—but the water in the tube was so perfect, so cool and soothing and clean. He sucked and sucked until it was taken away.


“Muh,” he said.


“In a minute. You don’t want to overdo it yet. Shh.”


The soft hand stroked his forehead. Eased away the tension there, the taut agony of straining muscles, of a pounding headache, and it felt so, so good.


“Ginj,” he whispered.


Which was not just a real word, but an actual name. Ginger. It had to be her—the only woman who’d ever shown him any kindness or understanding since he left his mother’s home back on Hel. The only friend he had in the world—


“No,” the woman said. “It’s Lieutenant Candless.”


Bury opened his eyes. Stared at her.


His old instructor, from flight school. Now his superior officer, the second in command of his ship. Bury stared at her with wide, terrified eyes. She’d been hard on him, so hard back in school, always pushing him, needling him, insulting him. She’d treated him like a child, like a petulant brat. He’d hated her, hated her like poison even when he’d respected her, even when he’d felt—


when he felt—


“Off,” he said. “Get off!”


Her hands, those hands that a moment before had felt so comforting, pulled back. He couldn’t stand to have her touch him like that, it was just wrong, so wrong. He reached out and grabbed the side of the bed, hauled at it with both hands until he swung around.


“Bury, no—don’t move, you can’t move yet, you’re still—”


He ignored her. He needed to get away, needed to … to … Oh, by all the chapels in hell, he’d thought she was Ginger, he’d let her touch him like that, let her—


“Get away from me!” he howled, and tried to put his feet down, tried to put his bare feet on what he expected to be a cold, hard floor, except he wasn’t prepared for the fact that there was no gravity and he launched himself out of the bed, launched himself up into one corner of the room, behind the segmented arms of a medical drone. Grabbed on to anything he could and curled himself into a corner, staring down at her.


At her maddening, prim face. At her severe and demanding and unbearably smug face. Oh, by hell, by bloody, bloody hell, he’d thought she was Ginger, thought—


“Get out of here!” he screamed at her. “Get out!”
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“Oh,” Valk said. “It looks like Bury’s woken up. That’s some good news.”


Lanoe scowled at him. “Sure,” he said. “Is that why you called me down here?”


Valk knew that Lanoe could come across as callous sometimes, but that the commander truly cared about his crew. He was just distracted by everything else that was going on.


It looked like Paniet didn’t understand that. The engineer visibly flinched. “When I got dropped on my head and went into a little coma, were you this angry about it?” he asked.


“Sorry,” Lanoe told him. He let out a long sigh of impatience. “Yeah, it’s good. I’m glad Bury’s going to be okay. Just—tell me what you wanted to say.”


Valk brought up a display and spooled through page after page of dense text. “We’ve cataloged eighty-six thousand seven hundred and ninety-one objects in this system. There may be a few we’ve missed, but they’re likely to be very small.”


“You counted eighty thousand rocks here?” Lanoe interrupted.


“Every star system is just littered with bits and pieces left over from its formation,” Paniet said. “Even a small one like this. Comets and asteroids, dwarf planets and scattered disk objects and meteoroids in vast profusion. Eighty thousand is probably just scratching the surface. The asteroid belt around Earth’s sun contains millions of objects more than half a kilometer across, and the Oort cloud out past the orbit of Neptune probably has trillions. No one has ever bothered to count them all. Such a thing might not even be possible.”


Lanoe shook his head. “I’m aware of how crowded the solar system is. What surprised me is that you scanned eighty thousand rocks and none of them were planet-sized. Because I’m assuming if you had found a planet you would have led with that.”


Paniet rolled his eyes. “Oh, indeed. And no, we didn’t find any planets. But it’s possible our survey wasn’t completely in vain. We did find one candidate mass that intrigued us. M. Valk, if you please?”


Valk brought up a new display. This one showed a light-enhanced view of the object they called 82312, an icy mass about three hundred kilometers in diameter. Its surface was mostly flat, a skin of sheer ice broken only by very deep craters. Paniet had said it looked like a hollow skull, if one were feeling poetic. When Valk looked at it, it just looked like a big chunk of frozen rock.


“Okay,” Lanoe said. “Now’s the part where you tell me why I should care about this thing.”


“Look at the metadata in the corner of the display,” Valk said. A list of numbers was printed there, showing 82312’s orbital parameters, its surface gravity, its hypothesized composition, its rotational period and values for its perturbation and precession—


“Just tell me, Paniet,” Lanoe said.


“It’s exactly what it looks like, a big chunk of dirty ice, but contain your disappointment. It’s only a few million kilometers away from our present position. We could hide the cruiser behind it so that Centrocor could never find us. If we’re feeling cheeky, we could even harvest an enormous quantity of deuterium and tritium from its ice.”


“Fuel. For the engines,” Lanoe said, giving Paniet a shrewd look. “Is that something we need?”


“Not immediately,” Paniet admitted. “Though if we’re going to be operating in this system for a long time, or if, say, we wanted to relocate to another star, one that might actually have planets—”


Lanoe nodded. “Understood. You’re saying this place would make a good base of operations. I agree. There’s just one problem, though. A couple million kilometers away is still a pretty significant distance when we can’t risk running our engines. The second we turn them on, Centrocor will know exactly where we are.”


“They would see the light generated by our main thrusters, yes,” Paniet said. “We can run our maneuvering and positioning jets without too much of a worry, though. Centrocor would have to have telescopes trained right on us already to see them firing. It’ll be slow going, but safe.”


“How slow?”


“We can be at 82312 in sixteen hours,” Valk told Lanoe.


“Sure.” Lanoe studied the image of the iceball and nodded for a while. “Sure. If Centrocor doesn’t find us by then … All right. Let’s do it.” He nodded one more time, definitively. Then his eyes narrowed and Valk knew he’d just thought of something. “One thing. If we burned our main engines just for a couple seconds, how much quicker could we get there?”


“Half the time,” Paniet said.


“Do that,” Lanoe told the engineer.


“But Centrocor—”


“Will see it and come investigate, yes. They’ll come look for us right here, where we are right now. By then we’ll be long gone.” And with that Lanoe departed the makeshift bridge, leaving the two of them alone with their instructions.


“I suppose he has a point,” Paniet said once he was gone. “But he’s taking a largish risk there, isn’t he?”


Valk cleared the displays and brought up the ship’s drive controls. “This is Lanoe we’re talking about. The man’s a master strategist. Did you see the look on his face just then?” he asked the engineer. “He gets that look every time he has a brilliant idea.”
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If Bury pushed off one wall of the sick bay as hard as he could, it took exactly three-tenths of a second to fly to the far wall. He caught himself against the impact with both hands, then twisted around and launched himself through the air again, careful not to get tangled in the arms of the medical drone. Point two nine eight seconds, according to his wrist display. He turned around and got his feet against the wall and launched himself across the room one more time.


When the hatch opened, he barely had time to stick out a leg and catch the edge of the bed before he went sprawling into Ginger. Her eyes went wide as he bounced back, laughing. “Ginj!” he said. “Ginj! Hey!”


“You should be in bed,” she told him.


He shrugged and grasped the edge of the bed. He had no intention of getting back into that thing as long as he lived. “I feel fine,” he told her.


“The last time I came in here you were comatose.” She pushed her way inside the room and let the hatch close behind her. “You never were very bright, Bury. You could have died. Do you understand that? I talked to Engineer Paniet a little while ago. He says your fighter was a total loss—he couldn’t even rebuild it after it got hit by that missile. You—”


“I said I feel fine,” Bury told her, his voice sounding a little higher pitched than he’d intended. He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. “Look, you’re worried about me, and I appreciate it. I really do, Ginj. If it makes you happy, I’ll sit down. But I’m fine.”


She frowned and looked away. “We need to run a bunch more tests. You lost a lot of blood, and there was some pretty severe organ damage. Rain-on-Stones fixed you up as best she could, but—”


“Who?” he asked.


“Oh, hellfire,” Ginger said. “That’s right. You don’t know anything about the Choir. About what we found in the bubble. You probably don’t even know where we are.”


“I’ve been napping,” he said, and smiled at her, but she didn’t smile back.


What was going on?


“You want to get out of this room for a while? See some things?”


“Hellfire, yes,” he told her.


She nodded. For the first time he noticed that the red hair on one side of her head had been shaved away. She had a thin scar running across her temple. Had she been hurt?


What the ruddy hell was going on?
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Valk launched a flight of microdrones—tiny robots no bigger than a human thumb, each carrying nothing but a camera, an antenna, and a miniscule thruster package. They spread out away from the cruiser in every direction, moving fast. They would let him closely monitor the volume of space near the cruiser—and hopefully, eventually, give them some sense of Centrocor’s movements.


“I don’t care for this one bit, ducks,” Paniet said. “We don’t know where the enemy are, any more than they can find us. They could be sitting close by right now—and your little friends there could be the thing that gives away our position.”


“Not very likely,” Valk said. “I’m of the opinion that more information is always better.”


“You would say that, wouldn’t you?” Paniet asked. “Oh, don’t give me that look. I was only kidding.”


“What look?” Valk asked. “I’m not physically capable of having an expression, much less an objectionable—”


“Don’t forget that having a sense of humor is a sign of functional intelligence,” Paniet told him.


Valk laughed. He played a sound file of a human laugh. For a moment he wondered if he was genuinely amused, or if some deep-buried subroutine in his programming had simply recognized that a joke had been told and responded accordingly. Or if that was even a valid question.


He never used to have thoughts like that.


The display in front of him split in two, then four, then sixteen as the microdrones came online. Soon one hundred and twenty-eight different camera views floated around him. He closed the subdisplays, because of course he didn’t need them. He could query each microdrone independently or call up a composite view as necessary.


As the tiny cameras maneuvered to spread as far from each other as possible, they gave Valk a good view of the cruiser. He hadn’t realized how badly damaged it was. Half the armor had been stripped from one side. The forward section, where the bridge used to be, was nothing but wreckage and skeletal girders. The damage to the thrusters looked the worst—one of the big cones looked like it had been chewed on by some enormous dog, and there was a deep gouge in the shielding back there. Paniet had completed all the repairs he could manage—if the Hoplite was ever going to be whole again, he’d told Lanoe, it needed to put in at a repair dock, and the nearest of those was ten thousand light-years away. Lanoe, being Lanoe, had simply told him to do what he could. Paniet had worked endless shifts putting the cruiser back together, but he couldn’t make carbon fiber sheathing or armor plate just appear out of thin air.


Valk brought up a display so Paniet could see how ragged the ship looked. “You missed a spot,” he said.


It was Paniet’s turn to laugh. “All right, all right. Are you ready for the burn?”


“Yeah.” Valk activated alarm chimes and flashing lights throughout the ship to let everyone know they were about to be subjected to significant gravity, if only for a few seconds. He called up a control board and lifted a finger toward the virtual key that would activate the engines. He didn’t really need the board—he could have made the maneuver as easily as thinking about it—but he thought maybe Paniet would appreciate the gesture.


The engineer strapped himself into a chair and gave Valk the nod.


The engines roared to life, ionized exhaust flooding out through the cones. The microdrones were programmed to turn to follow any moving body in their vicinity, so in the composite display the cruiser didn’t seem to move at all. Valk switched to an infrared view and saw the brilliant plume of heat they left in their wake, like a giant arrow pointing right at them.


Valk let the engines burn for five seconds, then switched them back off. He sounded the gravity alarm again, then let his arm fall back at his side.


“It needs a name,” Paniet said.


“What?”


“The iceball. The one we’re going to hide behind. We can’t just keep calling it 82312. At least I can’t. What do you think?”


Valk consulted a database, looking for a suitable name. “Caina,” he said, after considering and rejecting several hundred possibilities.


Paniet frowned. “I don’t get the reference.”


“Caina,” Valk said, “was one of the lowest levels of Dante’s Inferno. Because this is one of the farthest objects from the red dwarf.” He brought up a text display about the name, and Paniet scanned a few lines.


“A place of horrible cold and ice. Where only the very worst of sinners end up after they leave the world behind,” the engineer mused. “Sounds familiar.”


“Sinners,” Valk said. “We’re not that bad, are we?”


“We just got here,” Paniet responded. “Give us time.”
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Bury hardly noticed when gravity returned. He reached out reflexively and grabbed a nylon strap hanging from the brig’s wall. When the gravity went away again, he let go. He never moved his eyes from the display on the cell’s hatch.


“That … thing … operated on me,” he said, very quietly.


“She’s a gifted surgeon,” Ginger told him.


“She’s a giant crab alien covered in bugs. Putting her in a black dress doesn’t help much.”


“We didn’t put that on her. That’s how the Choir all dress. They believe in living harmoniously—they all dress the same, eat the same food.”


“Sounds kind of, I don’t know. Dull,” Bury said.


“They govern by consensus. They’re telepaths. They share everything, their thoughts, their emotions … You can’t understand.”


“But you can,” he said.


It was the hardest part for him to accept. Not the existence of aliens—he’d heard all about the evil Blue-Blue-White, so another species of intelligent life wasn’t wrecking his brain. The fact that these new aliens could create wormholes and share thoughts across distances was all so abstract and weird he didn’t even try to process it. No, what sent shivers down his spine was that this alien had cut both of them open. The chorister had performed surgery on Ginger and himself. Those wicked-looking claws had been inside their bodies. The thing had put an antenna in Ginger’s head so they could talk. And it had performed surgery on him, cut him open and clacked away in his guts.


Commander Lanoe had let that happen to them. He’d ordered it to cut into them. To change them.


Bury pushed back away from the hatch of the cell. The thing sleeping in there—he couldn’t bring himself to call it a person—disgusted him.


He ran a hand down his chest. They’d taken him out of his suit and put him in a thermal comfort garment, the first piece of fabric clothing he’d worn since he entered flight school. Through the thin cloth he could feel the puckered scar that ran from his sternum down to his groin.


He knew he should be grateful. By all accounts, if the alien hadn’t patched him up he would have died in the sick bay. But he wasn’t grateful. All he could think about was those little spider things crawling all over Rain-on-Stones’s body. All he could imagine was bugs like that inside of him, their tiny legs wiggling in the dark of his abdominal cavity.


“I feel sick. I feel so sick right now,” he said. “I’m sorry, Ginj. I mean, I get it, you have a connection to that thing. But I can’t … Oh, hellfire.” An acidic belch worked its way up his throat. He tried to suppress it but there was no way to keep it down.


“Bury?” Ginger said. “Bury?”


He kicked his way out of the brig and back toward the sick bay. It wasn’t far, but he barely managed to get inside before he started heaving. There was nothing in his stomach, but his body kept trying to throw up anyway.


He could feel his heart pounding in his chest like a piston. The muscles in his arms and legs turned rubbery and weak. He crawled back into the bed and pulled a strap across himself. The effort of doing just that left him feeling drained and half-dead. He pressed his face against the pillow and clamped his eyes shut, even as his stomach twitched and spasmed inside of him.


“Bury,” Ginger called as she came inside the little room. “Your pulse is through the roof. You’re in shock, I think—I don’t know. I don’t know how any of these displays work. I’ll go and get Lieutenant Candless, she—”


“No!” he said. “No. Please, Ginger. Don’t—don’t tell her about this. I’m fine. I’m going to be fine.”


“You really scared her when you woke up and had your panic attack. She gave me strict orders to keep her informed about your health. I need to tell her.”


“No, you don’t. Four, Ginger. Four.”


She looked deeply confused.


“Four confirmed kills. I have four confirmed kills already. I have to get better so I can fight again. So I can get to five. If you tell her I’m sick, she won’t let me fly. Just—just let me sleep a little, and I’ll be fine. Four. One more and I’ll be an ace. I’ll get my blue star.”


“Even if it kills you,” she said.


He shook his head. “I’m going to be fine. I just need to rest, okay? I just need to rest a little. Please.”


“All right,” she said, with a sigh. “But if I see any sign that you’re not okay—”


“Of course. But I just need to rest.”


She nodded.


He waited until she was gone before he let himself heave again. This time something did come up. A thin trickle of acidic spit squeezed out between his lips before he could catch it. The medical drone reached down with a suction arm to vacuum it away.




Chapter Four


Does it ever occur to you, son, that you might have acted in a not entirely ethical manner?


Auster Maggs was the son of a famous admiral—Father had been a hero and a casualty of the Uhlan Belt, one of the last battles of the Establishment Crisis. He had left his darling baby boy Auster with two great legacies. The first was a commission. The Navy had become such an aristocratic institution by the time of the Crisis that the children of ranking officers inherited their parents’ status as officers. It was purely through this near-feudal policy of nepotism that Maggs fils had been able to rise so quickly to the rank of lieutenant.


I’ll hardly call you out on cleverness, Maggsy. But betraying one’s own commander, in the very midst of a battle, never feels … decorous, what?


The second inheritance he had from the admiral was a wealth of experience, of advice and counsel, learned at the knee of a man who could not resist telling the same stories over and over again. Young Maggs had absorbed these pearls of wisdom so thoroughly that now he could not but hear his father’s voice in his head, an eternal internal monologue that sometimes drove him quite mad.


Perhaps next time you’ll look before you leap. Although, to be fair, I never did.


“Enough,” he said aloud.


The marines climbing past him in one of the carrier’s more heavily trafficked companionways did not turn and stare. They were too disciplined for that. All the same he felt a distinct prickling on the back of his neck, and knew he’d been observed.


Bloody enlisted chaps. They saw so much more than you wanted them to. He forced a bright smile on his face and climbed the last few dozen meters to the very top of the carrier, to a small observation cupola in its bows.


In shape the carrier was a cylinder five hundred meters long and a hundred meters across. At its aft end lay the massive engines, powered by dozens of tokamak reactors. Its fore end was the flight deck, open to space—the fifty fighters lay nestled inside like bats hanging from the walls of a cave. The vessel’s bridge was in its most protected spot, between engines and flight deck. There were no windows there.


Thus if you wanted to look outside, to see where you were with your natural human eyes, you had to climb to the very tip-top of the cylinder, where three observation lounges sat evenly spaced around the circular rim. They looked like miniature round greenhouses, their thick carbonglas panes mounted in a web of reinforced titanium.


In the last fight with Lanoe, the harridan Candless had successfully wounded the carrier with a disruptor round that tore through the ship quite indiscriminately. As a result several crew spaces—including one of the observation cupolas—were now off-limits until they could be repaired. Which might take a while, as fixing up an observation lounge was very low on the list of things that needed to be done. Perhaps because of this—because she could expect a certain degree of privacy there—Ashlay Bullam had requested his presence in the damaged cupola so that they could discuss strategy.


He found her sitting on a low bench, surrounded by her omnipresent drones. One of them turned toward him as he entered. Lights burned on its vacant face, looking not unlike eyes. The drone regarded him in silence for a moment, then turned back toward its customary adoration of its mistress.


There was no air in the cupola, making normal speech impossible. Making it impossible for anyone to eavesdrop on them as well. A green pearl appeared in the corner of Maggs’s vision, telling him he had an incoming transmission. He flicked his eyes across the pearl to accept the connection.


“Rather beautiful, isn’t it?” Bullam asked.


She was facing away from him, looking up through the cracked windows. Her helmet was up, of course. Through the flowglas he could see that her frost-blue hair was gathered and held by a fine net of interlocking golden hexagons.


“I beg your pardon?” Maggs inquired.


“All these stars. On the world where I was born the clouds are so thick we never see the night sky. As a child I read about stars, of course, but I could only imagine them. The first time I went above the atmosphere—when I was at school—I stayed awake the night before, wondering what space would be like.”


“Was it everything you’d dreamed of?”


“Hardly,” Bullam told him. “I was deeply disappointed. From the shuttle’s windows we couldn’t see any but the brightest stars. Their light was overwhelmed by the light from our sun. The paltry handful I could see just looked like pinpricks in a sheet of black paper. This,” she said, and gestured at the view, “is what I imagined.”


Maggs spared the universe a glance. It was, he had to admit, arrayed in gaudy splendor. Wherever they were now, wherever the wormhole had brought them, there was no shortage of bright, colorful stars. “This must be quite the sentimental moment for you, then.”


Bullam turned and faced him with narrowed eyes. “It might. If I wasn’t so frightened of what they mean. Lanoe ran a very long way. And it wasn’t just to escape us, was it? I think we both know why we’re here.”


Maggs knew because he had fought alongside Lanoe at the battle of Niraya—the first world the Blue-Blue-White had tried to sterilize of human life. He had, of course, been instrumental in driving the aliens back, not that Lanoe would ever admit he’d needed Maggs’s help.


“Lanoe brought us here because this is where he thinks he can get his revenge,” Maggs said. He wished he could stroke his mustache in a pensive manner, but of course that was impossible with his helmet up. “The Blue-Blue-White killed his lover, Bettina Zhang.”


“And Shulkin brought us here because there is nothing left of him except the burning need to kill Lanoe,” Bullam said. “The two of them are madmen. Obsessed.” Her mouth twisted up for a moment, then relaxed. “I imagine you share Shulkin’s desire. You’d like to see Lanoe killed.”


“I don’t care for the man, no. Not one whit. Killed? Well. I suppose it would be expedient.” Maggs knew for a fact that if he was ever in the same room with Lanoe again, the Navy commander would not hesitate to strangle him with his bare hands. If Lanoe were dead, he could sleep easier. Still. “I wouldn’t go out of my way to do it, though.”


“Good. That’s what I wanted to hear—that you’re still capable of thinking rationally. That’s a rare enough quality here. I need logical people on my side.”


“You may trust me implicitly,” Maggs assured her, and sketched a bow.


“Hardly. Oh, don’t look like that, Auster. I don’t trust anyone. I’m too good a businesswoman to believe in loyalty or even courtesy. People act in their own self-interest ninety-nine percent of the time. The only way to secure someone’s loyalty is to make sure their goals align with yours. And I believe we—you and I—have the same priority right now.”


“To go home,” Maggs said, without hesitation.


Bullam’s eyes sparkled. “It’s always a pleasure to see that you’ve sized someone up correctly. Yes.”


She looked up through the windows of the cupola. “There are no wormholes in this system. If Shulkin kills Lanoe, we’ll be stranded here forever.”


“The fact has not escaped me.”


She sighed and leaned back on the bench until she was lying prone, looking up at the bright sky. “Lanoe must know some way to get back. He’s no fool. But I can guarantee you that Shulkin hasn’t given it a moment’s thought. Clearly we’re at odds with him. He’ll kill Lanoe the very next chance he gets, even if that means sacrificing our only way home.”


Maggs clasped his hands behind his back and walked over to the wall of carbonglas. He studied the welter of light in front of them. The carrier was in motion but because of parallax even the closest stars seemed fixed to the sky, jewels encrusting a black glass dome.


“We can’t let that happen,” Bullam said. “We need Lanoe alive.”


“You’re suggesting insurrection.”


“Am I? This isn’t a Navy ship. It belongs to Centrocor. I’m an executive of Centrocor. In the corporate hierarchy I outrank Shulkin by a considerable margin.”


“Hmm,” Maggs said, and gave her one of his best smiles.


Bullam’s face was set, expressionless. “As far as I’m concerned, I gave Shulkin a direct order back … wherever that was, in that bubble of space, and he disobeyed it. By entering the wormhole that brought us here, he committed a gross act of insubordination. I intend to discipline him, as I would any unruly employee. This isn’t a mutiny I’m proposing. I’m going to fire him, not usurp him.”


“And you want my help with that. Even though I have no official position in your org chart.”


“That’s what makes you useful. The crew of this ship is afraid of Shulkin. With good enough reason, I suppose. You, on the other hand, are outside of his command, and I doubt there’s anyone you’re afraid of. If you were willing to betray Aleister Lanoe, I imagine you’ll have no trouble turning on Shulkin. Furthermore, once our psychopathic captain is gone I’m going to need someone to replace him. Someone to take charge of this vessel.”


That’s how you make your bones, Maggsy. By proving your indispensability, his father’s voice told him.


She was offering him command of the ship. How delightful.


“Consider me your obedient servant, M. Bullam,” Maggs said.


“Forget that. As of now, you’re my personal assistant.” One of her drones lifted from the floor and came over to him. A biometric panel on its face lit up. “Let it scan your retinas and we’ll have a contract. Just a formality, of course, but I like to be protected.”


Maggs leaned over and peered into the panel. The drone swept a laser across the backs of his eyes, recording the unique pattern of the veins in his retinas, more unique than any fingerprint or signature. It only took a moment.


“Congratulations,” Bullam said. “You’re now an official Centrocor employee. When we get back to civilization, we can discuss your compensation and benefits package.”


Then the die is cast, Maggs senior said. You’ve picked a side, for good or ill.


A side? Maggs thought—in his own voice. Why, yes. My own.
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All of the cruiser’s officers had been gathered together in the makeshift bridge as they approached final maneuvers. Candless was just glad there was finally something to see. The iceball they’d dubbed Caina filled half of the big display, a blindingly white mass that flooded the wardroom with light. Candless studied the planetoid’s surface with pursed lips, mostly out of nervous habit. If one was about to get into a pitched battle, it behooved one to know the lay of the land, she supposed.


Caina was a protocomet—an icy mass that never got close enough to its star to actually grow a tail. Spectroscope and mass density scans showed it was a vaguely spherical agglomeration of frozen water, frozen nitrogen, and dust, barely held together by its own gravity. Its surface was a glossy white except where it had been punctured by craters full of shadow. To Candless those deep pits looked like the mouths of animal warrens. She would not have been surprised if some massive space beast stuck its head out of one of the holes and snapped at the cruiser with its toothy maw. Ejecta from the craters spread outward in long triangular rays, the roughest terrain visible on the surface. Between the craters were broad plains of perfectly flat ground, so devoid of features they glistened in the light of the distant sun.


“What makes it so smooth?” she asked.


“My best model suggests resurfacing,” Valk told her. “The surface is solid ice, but only for the first ten or twenty meters down. Below that it’s a sort of half-liquid slush right to the core. When a meteoroid or something hits Caina it punches straight through the crust. Heat from the impact liquefies the slush below and sends it geysering out into space. The liquid falls back to the ground and freezes almost instantly, burying any surface features. Eventually that process even fills in the craters. That’s why you see so few of them on an object this old.”


“How can you tell how old it is?” Ehta, the head of the marines, asked.


“You look for traces of radioactive decay,” Valk explained to her. “Stuff like radium and uranium breaks down over time, turning into lead. The younger an object is, the more radioactive it’ll be.”


“How much radiation is this thing putting out?”


“None,” Valk told the marine. “Not so much as a blip on the scintillator. This place could be older than Earth’s solar system, maybe a lot older. It doesn’t look like it’s ever been touched by intelligent hands. We could be the first living things to even see it.”


Candless glanced over at Lanoe, though she did so discreetly. He was still under the impression that this system was the home of the Blue-Blue-White, despite its lack of any planets. Caina’s uncharted nature didn’t prove him wrong, but it certainly wasn’t evidence to back up his claim.


“I’m ready to use the maneuvering jets to put us in close orbit,” Valk said. “Just say the word, Lanoe.”


“Ooh! I think I’ve guessed your plan,” Paniet said, surprising her. “Tell me if I’m right, will you?”


Lanoe nodded absentmindedly.


“You’re going to be clever,” the engineer said. “You had us fire up the engines just for a few seconds, knowing perfectly well that Centrocor would see it. They’ll come investigate, of course—they’ll head right for the last place they saw us. Meanwhile you’ll be waiting for them behind Caina, ready to pop out and hit them with all our guns blazing at once. That’s it, yes? You asked for that burn so we could lure them in?”


“That’s an old Navy trick, sure,” Lanoe said. “Standard stratagem for use in a situation like this, where you’re outnumbered.” He leaned close to the display until its white light blazed in his eyes. “Which is exactly why we’re not going to do it.”


“Wait—what?” Paniet asked.


“Whoever they’ve got commanding the carrier, he or she is ex-Navy,” Lanoe explained. “A campaign veteran, definitely—I could tell the last time we fought them. Don’t ask me what somebody like that is doing working for a poly, but I’m sure of it. And that means they learned the same tricks I did back in flight school. So they’ll be expecting an ambush like that. They’ll already have thought of how to counter it, too. So, no, we’re going to do something else. Something unexpected. Valk, I’ve got a new bearing for you.” He tapped a few virtual keys on his wrist display. Valk stirred as if he was surprised by his new orders.


Next Lanoe turned to Candless. “I need you in the vehicle bay. I’ll meet you there in a few minutes. Ehta, you, too.”


“Me?” Ehta asked. Candless knew the marine had been a pilot once, but that she’d lost her nerve and could no longer fly. “You want me there?”


“Yes,” Lanoe said. “Now. Let’s go.”
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Maggs had no illusions about what Bullam had in mind for Captain Shulkin. She hadn’t said it outright, but it was clear that “firing” the old fool wasn’t going to be as easy as sending him a message to clear out his bunk.


What she really wanted was … somewhat distasteful. It was also the one thing standing between Maggs and command of a Hipparchus-class carrier. When he left the cupola, he headed directly for the aft section of the carrier where stores were kept. The ship’s quartermaster had a small workstation amidst the low-ceilinged cargo compartments that served both as a general dispensary and as the arsenal for the carrier’s marines.


Maggs had been aboard carriers like this before—he’d lived on one for several months back during the Establishment Crisis. He knew perfectly well what obstacles he was about to face. Nothing for it, sadly.


A fleet travels on its belly, his father said inside the dark chambers of his skull. Can’t remember who said that first, but it’s true. Proper accounting of supplies is vital to any military operation.


Is that why it’s always so bloody difficult to get a replacement every time you lose a toothbrush? Maggs asked his father.


Maggs was given to sarcasm almost habitually, and he often asked such pointed questions of the memory of his father that lived in his head. The old man very rarely answered.


The quartermaster turned out to be a woman with a scar across her face that made rather a ruin of her nose. The collar ring of her suit was engraved with a pattern of interlocking gears, which meant she’d been a neddy once—an officer of the Naval Engineering Division. The hexagons painted on her shoulders marked her as currently belonging to Centrocor. She was neck-deep in a dozen displays when he arrived, and she failed to look up even when he’d cleared his throat several times.


“I truly do beg your pardon,” he told her, “but I have a need only you can fill.”


One of the quartermaster’s eyebrows lifted in suspicion. The other one, Maggs noticed, had been neatly erased from her head by her scar. Lovely.


“My name,” he said, “is Auster Maggs, and I—”


“I know who you are,” she said, and looked back down at her displays. “The traitor.”


Maggs refused to let her get under his skin. “That’s as may be. We’re on the same side now, though, and perhaps you could see your way clear to—”


“You want something? Maybe you can switch sides again, and maybe they’ll give it to you over there. I’ve got clear orders concerning you, and they basically boil down to one word.”


“I hope it’s a nice one,” Maggs said.


“The word is ‘no.’ ”


“No?”


“No. You come in here asking for equipment, for supplies, I’m supposed to say no. You aren’t cleared for so much as a roll of razor paper. Captain Shulkin doesn’t trust you.”


“Are you so sure of that?” Maggs asked. “Perhaps we should call him up and—”


“He sent me a personal message when you came aboard. I’m going to paraphrase, but the message essentially said, ‘I do not trust this man. If he asks for any item or supply, the answer is no. Especially no weapons.’ ”


“Ah. Well,” Maggs said, “then perhaps—”


“No.”


Maggs nodded. “The thing of it is—”


“No.”


“—I’m not actually asking for anything.”


The single eyebrow went marching up the woman’s face again.


“Nothing that doesn’t belong to me, at any rate. It happens that when I came aboard, I was thoroughly searched and everything in my possession was confiscated. Before you tell me that that’s standard operating procedure, please don’t, because I know that. Even my suit was taken from me, perhaps in the thought it might contain some tracking device or other instrument of sabotage. All perfectly normal and understandable. Centrocor was even kind enough to furnish me with a replacement suit. The one I am currently wearing.”


“Did you come down here to thank me for that piece of junk? It’s at least twenty years old. The last guy who wore that suit died in it. He was shot to death. I can see the patch where they covered over the puncture.”


Maggs looked down and saw the brighter spot of fabric in the middle of the suit’s chest. He ran an idle finger around the seam of the patch.


“Do you know the provenance of every piece of gear in your charge so well?”


“The suits, yeah,” the quartermaster replied. “That way when somebody comes down here asking for one, I can decide which one they get based on how much I like them.” She gave him a rather ghastly smile. There were teeth missing from it. “I picked that suit out for you personally.”


“How kind. But I can see I’ve taken up enough of your time. If you’ll simply return my old suit and my personal effects, I’ll be on my way, and—”


“No.”


“Back to this, then,” Maggs said. He even permitted himself a tiny sigh. He’d really hoped his next gambit would have been unncessary. Partly because he wasn’t sure if it was going to work. If it didn’t, he was out of ideas. “I suppose I’ll just have to pull rank.”


“I’m a major. You’re a lieutenant. A major in the Neddies beats a lieutenant in the Navy.”


“You’re ex-Neddy,” Maggs said. He knew that the vast majority of the carrier’s crew had originally served in the NEF, the PBM, or the NED—in other words, for Earth. Either they’d been discharged from duty, wounded and invalided out, or they had quit the service for their own reasons, only to discover they had no skills that would allow them to thrive in the civilian job market. Centrocor had been hiring such people for years, as a way of building up their own armed forces. “I also once served the triple-headed eagle. But those days are gone. Now we’re both Centrocor. Are you an executive-level employee?”


The eyebrow lowered itself to half-mast. Clearly the woman was confused.


“As of half an hour ago, I am,” Maggs said.


“You can’t—that’s not—”


“Check my Centrocor employee number. While we wait, perhaps you’d like to consider how much you enjoy working for our mutual employer. We’re all in this together, you know.”


A great silence fell between them, as the quartermaster checked the veracity of his claim. For a bad moment he thought perhaps she would still refuse him on principle. Yet finally she grumbled out something that might sound, to a charitable ear, like an apology.


His plan had worked.


A few minutes later he was handed his personal gear, which had been neatly folded and sealed in a rapidly degradable bag. He carried it back to his bunk and pulled the thin quickplastic away from the suit and his few personal possessions. The quickplastic, released from its stable configuration, dissolved into twists of vapor all around him as he shook out the suit and laid it carefully across his bed to get the wrinkles out.


It would be pleasant, he thought, to get out of the ill-fitting loaner suit he’d been issued and back into his perfectly tailored and quite expensive Naval-issue heavy pilot suit. That measure of comfort had not, however, been the main point of this laborious exercise. He hadn’t gone to such trouble to secure the entire suit. Just one of its accessories.


Mounted on the hip of the heavy suit was a long thin pouch with a quick-release catch. Maggs flipped it open and drew forth its contents: one dirk, twenty-centimeter blade, ceremonial.


He took the knife from its sheath and held it up to the light. Tested its edge by slicing through a tenacious length of quickplastic that was still hovering on an air current.


Naval uniform regulations required all pilots to carry a dirk during inspections and parades. Technically there was nothing in the regs that said one had to keep the blade razor sharp. Maggs had just always been a stickler for proper dress.
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Candless looked over the fighters in the vehicle bay while she waited for Lanoe to arrive. There had been a dozen of them once. Eleven BR.9s, and Maggs’s personal Z.XIX. Time and war had reduced the ship’s complement considerably. Maggs had taken his sleek machine with him when he defected. In the last battle with Centrocor, Bury and Lanoe had both reduced their fighters to heaps of slag. Both of those ships were useless now except for the spare parts Paniet might cannibalize from them. In that same battle, Valk had flown eight of the remaining ships simultaneously—but only five had made it back.


Which left six intact BR.9s, one of which—her own—was damaged, but only superficially. Six fighters against the carrier’s complement, and the massed guns of the two destroyers. With odds like those, most admirals of Candless’s experience would have seen no option but to surrender to the enemy.


Lanoe, of course, was famous for getting out of bad scrapes and winning the day against all odds. The man had fought in six wars and a hundred battles and he was still alive. There had been a time when that was enough for Candless. There had been a time when she would have followed Lanoe through the gates of hell, knowing he would get her back out in one piece. In a way, wasn’t that exactly what she’d done, coming here?


Yet her faith had been strained. Bury could have been killed—and Lanoe had done nothing to stop it. That had been enough to make her remember a simple fact: Lanoe always got out of a battle intact. Those who flew beside him weren’t always so lucky.


Now he was going to ask her to fly into the face of certain death once again. She would go, of course. Because it was her duty. Because it was the only way to protect Bury and Ginger.
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