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BOOK ONE

THE WIND AFTER TIME

For Lance LeGault: A damn fine Wolfe




ONE

The seventeen-year-old walked into the circle of smooth-raked sand. Around it sharp boulders, reaching toward alien stars, made the circle an arena. All else was silence and the night.

A corpse-white grasping organ appeared, extending toward him. In the center was a Lumina. It glowed.

‘Take the stone.’

‘I am not worthy.’

‘Take the stone.’

‘My years are not sufficient.’

‘Take the stone.’

Joshua took the Lumina into his own hand. His fingers brushed the Al’ar’s tendrils.

‘Have you been instructed?’

‘I have.’

‘Who lit that torch?’

A second Al’ar spoke. ‘I did.’ Joshua saw Taen standing to one side of the sand circle.

The Guardian forsook the ritual: ‘This may be forbidden. ’



‘No,’ Taen said, voice certain. ‘The codex did not see, so it could not enjoin such a turning.’


‘So you said before, when you came to us, and told us of this Way Seeker.’

The Guardian stood without speaking, and all Joshua heard was the whisper of the dry Saurian wind. Finally:

‘Perhaps we should allow it, then.’

 



Joshua Wolfe came awake. There was no sound but the hum of the ship, no problems indicated by the overhead telltale. He was sweating.

‘Record.’

‘Recording as ordered,’ the ship said.

‘The dream occurred again. Analyze to match previous occurrences.’

Ship hum.

‘No similarities found. No known stress at present beyond normal when beginning an assignment.’

Wolfe slid out of the bunk. He was naked. He walked out of the day cabin, glanced across the instrument banks on the bridge without seeing them, then went down the circular staircase to the deck below. He palmed a wall sensor, and the hatch opened into a small chamber with padded floor and mirrored walls and ceiling.

He went to the middle of the room. He crouched slightly, centering his body.

Breathe . . . breathe . . .

Joshua Wolfe, nearly forty, had used his body hard. Ropy muscles and occasional scars roadmapped his rangy high-split frame, and his face appeared to have been left in the weather to age. His hair was bleached as if by the sun. He was just over six feet tall and kept his weight at 180 pounds. His flat, arctic blue eyes looked at the world without affection, without fear, without illusion.

He began slow, studied movements, hands reaching, touching, striking, returning, guarding; feet lifting, stepping, kicking. His face showed no stress, effort, or pleasure.

He returned to his base stance abruptly and froze, eyes changing focus from infinity to the mirrors on the wall, on  the ceiling. For an instant his reflections blurred. Then the multiple images of Joshua returned.

He sagged, wind roaring through his lungs as if he’d finished a series of wind sprints. He allowed a flash of disappointment to cross his face, then wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

He controlled his breathing and went to the fresher. Perhaps now he would be able to sleep.

 



‘Accumulators at near capacity for final jump.’

‘Time to jump?’

‘Ten ship seconds . . . Now.’

Blur. Feel of flannel, memory of father laughing as he danced in his arms, bitter - bay, thyme, neither, in the mind. A universe died, and space, time, suns, planets were reborn.

‘N-space exited. All navbeacs respond. Plus-minus variation acceptable. Final jump complete. Destination on-screen. Sensors report negative scan, all bands. Estimated arrival, full drive, five ship hours. Correction?’

‘None.’

Wolfe’s ship, the Grayle, darted toward the field on a direct approach.

‘Where shall I land?’

A screen lit. The field below was just that - a huge, bare expanse of cracked concrete. There was no tower, no port building, no hangars, no restaurant, no transport center. There were perhaps half a hundred starships, from long-abandoned surplus military craft to nondescript transports to small well-maintained luxury craft parked helter-skelter on the sides of the tarmac. There was no sign of life on the field except, at one end, a grounded maintenance lighter and two men intent on disemboweling the engine spaces of a heavy-lifter.

‘Put us down not too far from those ramp rats.’

Seconds later, the braking drive flared and the ship grounded. Joshua touched sensors; screens lit and were manipulated as he carefully examined every starship of a certain description. One drew his attention. He opened a secondary screen on that mil-surplus ship, once a medium long-range patrol craft.

‘ID?’

‘Ship on-screen matches input data on target fiche. Hull registry does not match either numbers from target fiche or the ship listed as carrying those numbers in Lloyds’ Registry. Sensors indicate skin temperature shows ship active within last planetary week. Drive tube temperatures confirm first datum. No sensor suggests ship is occupied.’

‘It wouldn’t be. He’s already about his business. Maintain alert status, instant lift readiness. I’m going trolling.’

‘Understood.’

Joshua dressed, then went to an innocent wall and pressed a stud. The wall opened. Inside were enough weapons - guns, grenades, knives, explosives - to outfit a small commando landing. The ship itself hid other surprises: two system-range nuclear missiles, four in-atmosphere air-to-air missiles, and a chaingun.

Joshua chose a large Federation-issue blaster and holstered it in a worn military gun belt with three magazine pouches clipped to it. Around his neck he looped a silver chain with a dark metal emblem on it, stylized calligraphy for the symbol ku. It also supported, at the back of his neck, a dartlike obsidian throwing knife.

Joshua considered his appearance. Gray insul pants, short boots, dark blue singlet under an expensive-looking but worn light gray jacket that might have been leather but was not, a jacket that obviously held proofed shockpanels. Pistol well used, all too ready.

Someone looking for a job, any job, so long as it wasn’t legal. Just another new arrival on Platte. Just another one of  the boys. He would fit right in. He stuck a flesh-toned bonemike com over his left clavicle.

‘Testing,’ he said, then subvocalized in Al’ar: ‘Is this device singing?’



‘My being says this is so.’ He heard the ship’s response through bone induction.

‘Open the port.’

Joshua’s ears crackled as they adjusted to the new pressure. He walked onto the landing field, and the lock doors hissed shut.

He started whistling loudly when he was still some distance from the mechanics. One of them casually walked to his toolbox, picked up a rag, and began wiping his hands. Joshua noted that the rag was lumpy, about the size of a medium-sized pistol. Platte was that kind of world.

‘Help you, friend?’

‘Looking for some transport to get around the hike into town.’

‘Town’s a fairly dickey label when there isn’t but one hotel, a dozen or so stores, three alkjoints, our shop, an’ a restaurant you’d best not trust your taste buds to.’

‘Sounds like the big city compared to where I’m from.’

A smile came and went on the mechanic’s lips, and he looked pointedly at the heavy gun hung low on Joshua’s hip. ‘I’d guess you came from there at speed, eh?’

‘You’d lose, friend,’ Joshua said. ‘When I lifted, there was nobody even vaguely interested in my habits or my comings and goings.’

The mechanic took the hint and started toward his lighter. ‘I can call for Lil. See if she wants to pick up a few credits. But it’ll cost.’

‘Aren’t many Samaritans working the Outlaw Worlds these days,’ Joshua said. ‘I’ll pay.’

The mechanic picked up a com and spoke into it. ‘She’s on her way.’ He returned to the engine bay and turned his  wrench back on. The second man appeared not to have noticed Joshua.

After a while Joshua saw a worm of dust crawl toward the field.

 



Lil was about eighteen, working on forty. Her vehicle was a nearly new light utility lifter that looked as if it’d been sandblasted for a repaint and then the idea had been forgotten. ‘What’re you doin’ on Platte?’ she asked without preamble after Joshua had introduced himself.

‘My travel agent said it was a relaxing place. Good weather.’

Lil glanced through the ripped plas dome at the overcast sky that threatened rain but would never deliver. ‘Right. All Platte needs is water and some good people. That’s all Hell needs, too.’

The road they traveled above was marked with twelve-foot-high stakes driven into the barren soil. Some time earlier someone had run a scraper down the track, so there were still wheeled or tracked vehicles in use. The vegetation was sparse, gray, and sagging.

‘You’ll be staying at the hotel?’

‘Don’t know. Depends.’

‘It’s the only game in town. Old Diggs sets his rates like he knows it.’

‘So?’

‘I run a rooming house. Sorta. Anyway, there’s a room. Bed. Fresher. For extra, I’ll cook two meals a day.’

‘Sorta?’

‘Biggish place. Started as a gamblin’ joint. Damn fool who set it up never figured people got to have somethin’ to gamble before they gamble. He walked off into the desert a year or so ago, and nobody bothered looking to see how far he got. We moved in.’

‘We?’ Joshua asked.

‘Mik . . . he’s the one that called me. And Phan. He was the quiet one. Probably didn’t even look up from bustin’ knuckles. They’re my husbands.’

‘I’ll let you know if I need a place.’

 



Joshua asked Lil to wait and went into the long, low single-story building without a sign. The lobby was scattered with a handful of benches, their canvas upholstery peeling. It smelled stale and temporary. There were planters on either side of the door, but the plants had mummified a long time before. The checkout station was caged in thick steel bars. The old man behind it blanked the holoset he was watching a pornie on and smiled expectantly. Joshua eyed the bars.

‘You must have some interesting paydays around here.’

The old man - Diggs, Joshua supposed - let the smile hang for an instant in token appreciation. ‘It prevents creativity from some of our more colorful citizens. You want a room?’

‘I might.’ Joshua reached into his jacket and slid a holopic across. Diggs activated it and studied the man in the projection carefully but said nothing. Joshua took a single gold disk from another pocket, considered, as greed strolled innocently across Diggs’s face, added its brother, and dropped the coins on the counter.

‘Tell by the sound they ain’t snide,’ Diggs said. “Damned poor picture. Doesn’t look like your friend was very cheerful at having it taken, either.’

‘His name is Innokenty Khodyan.’

‘That wasn’t what he used here.’ The coins vanished. ‘Another reason I don’t have trouble is everybody knows I’m an open book. He checked out two days ago. Took him that long to get a sled and driver sent down from Yoruba. Two other men came with the armored lim. Hell of a rig. Long time since this dump has seen something that plush.’

‘Yoruba, eh?’

‘Three, maybe four hours, full power away. Across the mountains, then northeast up toward the coast. What isn’t in or around Yoruba isn’t worth buying. The reason they don’t fancy a landing field is they like to see their visitors coming. From a ways off.’

‘I didn’t think Ben would change his ways.’ Joshua nodded thanks. Innokenty Khodyan was running as if he were on rails. ‘Three other questions, if you will.’

‘You can ask.’

‘Is there any other way to get to Yoruba? If a man was in a little more of a hurry.’

‘You can wait, see if somebody’s headed there in a lighter. Somebody generally is, once a month or so. That’s about it. Second question?’

‘How did Khodyan pay for his room?’

‘That’s something you won’t get answered. Try again.’

‘The two men with the lim? What’d be your call on them?’

‘Same sort as you, mister. Except their iron wasn’t out in the open. But they had the same kind of . . . call it serious intent.’

‘Thanks.’

Joshua was at the door.

‘Now I have a question,’ Diggs said. ‘Will somebody be looking for you in a couple of days?’

‘Not likely,’ Joshua said. ‘Not likely at all.’

 



Lil had her blouse off, eyes closed, her feet splayed on the dash. She’d slid the worthless dome back into its housing. Joshua took a moment to admire her. Her breasts were still eighteen, nipples pointed at the invisible sun. She looked clean, and Joshua didn’t mind her perfume, even if it made him think he was trapped in a hothouse.

‘You stayin’ here?’ She didn’t open her eyes.

‘No.’

‘Do I have a roomer . . . or is it back to the field?’

‘Lil,’ Joshua said, ‘what shape is this bomb in? I mean its drive. I can tell it’s not up for best custom finish.’

‘It hums. Phan makes sure of that. He says he don’t want me to break down out in the middle of nowhere. But I think he just loves turbines. He’d rather wrench than screw.’

This time the gold was dropped on the woman’s stomach. Five coins, larger than the two he’d given Diggs. Joshua thought about letting his fingers linger but decided not to. Lil lazily opened her eyes.

‘Now, that’s the sorta thing that really makes a girl smile. I was gonna rape you for the transport, but not that bad. Or are we talkin’ about other possibilities?’

‘We are. I need transport to Yoruba. Leaving now. After I get a few things from my ship. That’s the retainer.’

‘Yoruba, huh? You just want me to drop you off . . . or will you be coming back through here?’

‘Maybe a day. Maybe longer. I can’t say. Maybe I’ll need transport when I get there, maybe not. Depends. But if you’re available, that might simplify things.’

‘You just hired yourself a pilot. Ten minutes at my place, then we can flit.’

‘Just like that?’

‘Phan, Mik, me, we don’t tie each other down or make rules. They can fiddle their dees while I’m gone, anyway. Build up energy for when I get back.’

Joshua went around to the other side of the lifter and over the low hull into the seat beside Lil. She started the primary and let it warm.

‘You planning on getting dressed?’ Joshua asked. ‘Or did I just hire my first nude chauffeur?’

‘I could put it on, I could take the rest of it off. Whatever you want, since you’re paying.’

Joshua made no answer. Lil shrugged and pulled the blouse back on. ‘At least I got your attention.’

 



The track through the mountains had been roughly graded so a gross-laden heavy-lifter wouldn’t high-side, but it still was more an exceptionally wide path than a roadway. Joshua asked Lil to take the lifter to max altitude, which gave him a vulture’s-eye perspective at about 150 feet constant.

The land was savage, dry brown earth running into gray rock. The scraggly trees and brush were perhaps a little taller than they’d been on the flats, but not much. Lil and Joshua overflew a couple of abandoned, stripped lifters and one thoroughly mangled wreck but saw no other sign of travelers.

There were shacks, but he couldn’t tell if they were occupied. Once or twice he saw, higher against a mountain face, scantlings, survival domes, and piled detritus where some miner had tried to convince himself there must be some value to be torn from this waste.

Joshua spotted to one side a sprawling, high-fenced estate. Beyond the walls there was Earth green and the blue of a small lake. There were buildings, big ones, a dozen of them, white in new stone.

‘Who belongs to that?’

‘Nobody knows,’ Lil answered. ‘Somebody rich. Or powerful. Somebody private. He - or she, or it - gets supplies once every couple months. Curiosity don’t seem welcome.’

She pointed. Joshua had already seen the two gravlighters that had lifted away from one building and now flew parallel to the lifter’s pattern. He wasn’t close enough to see how many gunnies each lighter held. After they’d passed, the lighters returned to the estate.

‘You were in the war?’ Lil asked.

‘That was a long time ago.’

‘Figured, by your rig. My dad . . . anyway, the guy Ma said was my father was some kind of soldier, too. Ma kept a holo of him on a dresser, wearing some kind of uniform. Took it with her when she hooked, I guess. I don’t remember seeing it . . . afterward.’ Then: ‘Any damage in my asking about what happens once we get in range of Yoruba? I mean, I can nap-of-the-earth insert you without anyone noticing. Their sensor techs couldn’t hear a fart on a field phone.’

‘No need,’ Joshua said. ‘As far as I know, we can parade right in the front door looking beautiful and getting kissed.’

‘There’s more’n one front door,’ Lil went on. ‘You ever been there?’

‘No. And my travel agent couldn’t seem to find a brochure.’

‘You better think about cannin’ that yonk, you get back from your, uh, “vacation.” ’Kay. There’s a whole patch of front doors. Outside the gates there’s cribs. Shantytown. Bars. Cafés. Independent-run. If you’re looking for sanctuary on the cheap or if whoever you’re lookin’ for is down on his credits, that’ll be where you want to go. Somebody’ll be around to collect the tariff sooner or later. Everybody pays at Yoruba.’

‘I was never much of an alley cat. Except when I had to be. What’s the next level?’

‘The next stage is straight into the main resort. Up there, what you get depends on what you got.’

‘That sounds like a good place to start.’

‘You called it,’ Lil said. ‘You want to spend, I’ll put you in Ben Greet’s lap, if you want. He’s the one who owns Yoruba. He says frog, everybody turns green and starts pissin’ swamp water.’

‘Glad to see my friend’s doing so well,’ Joshua said. ‘Maybe we’ll have a chance to talk about the old days.’

‘I hope you aren’t bein’ cute and Greet really is your friend,’ Lil warned. ‘Greet’s nothin’ but bulletproof.’

Joshua smiled.

Something ahead caught his eye. ‘Well, I shall be damned,’ he said. ‘What an utterly charming little place.’

A nicely paved roadway led up from the main track, a freshly painted white fence on either side of it and demarcating the deep green pasture around the sprawling red-brick house. There was a sign on the road below. Lil took binocs from the dash box and handed them across. Joshua focused. The sign read: TRAVELER’S REST.

‘Does anyone actually fall for that?’

‘They surely do. Pretty regular we hear of some gravlighter that “just happened” to crash around here. Crash and always burn, real bad, since nobody ever finds the pilot or swamper. Or cargo.

‘We call that the gingerbread house. Except you don’t have to bring Gretel. The owners’ll provide her . . . and anything else that’s asked for, or so the story goes. Until you stop payin’ attention or go to sleep.

‘They got themselves a cargo ship back at the field, and every now and then it lifts, but nobody’s ever seen a cargo manifest.’

‘Most places I’ve been,’ Joshua said, ‘after a while people would see to something that wide-open, law or no law.’

‘Not on Platte, mister. ’Sides, as far as we know, the only people that get done are fools or off-worlders, and none of us took either to raise.’

They rode in silence, not uncomfortable, as the track crested the mountain and then wound down across a valley a bit more fertile than the wasteland. There were more buildings, some rich, some poor, no order to their location. A mansion would be next to a hovel, and sometimes there would be a clump of buildings, almost a failed village. Sometimes there would be a paved road, and twice he saw  automated ways. The roads, like everything else, started and stopped arbitrarily, as if the builder had built until he got bored or had quit when a completely invisible requirement had been met. There were farmhouses, but each sat in desolation. Occasionally there would be the gleam of a few light manufacturing buildings. Farther on, with no road or track to them, would be a group of buildings that might shift for a marketplace. It was as if an angry child had hurled his elaborate toys across a sandbox.

‘I guess,’ Joshua mused, ‘when you’re studying anarchy hard, logic doesn’t come knocking much.’

Lil frowned, not understanding, then looked ahead at the track. The frown persisted. She spoke, again without preparation but as if she’d been waiting for him to speak first:

‘You know, when I shook my tits at you back there . . . there was a reason.’

‘I didn’t figure it for a sudden impulse,’ Joshua said.

‘I said I had rooms. For a price. Board cost extra, I said. That ain’t all that’s for sale. Not for everybody, though,’ she said hastily. ‘We ain’t that poor. And I’m not that desperate. ’

Joshua maintained his silence.

‘If you’re gonna be staying on in Yoruba, let me be with you. I won’t charge nothin’.’

The turbine hiss was loud in the dead air.

‘I know, in Yoruba, there’s prettier. If you’re really a friend of Ben Greet’s, most likely they’ll be free, too. But I ain’t that bad; give me a little time with a mirror. I won’t let you get bored. I know some tricks. I was in a house for a while, till I had to offplanet and come here. I ain’t just a country dox, not knowin’ anything but flat on her back with her legs up.’

When Joshua didn’t reply, her shoulders slumped. ‘Didn’t figure that’d fly,’ she said in a monotone. ‘But Jerusalem on a pony, you don’t know what it’s like bein’ in  that hellforsaken port. You know everybody, everybody knows you. You know what they’re gonna say, and pretty soon you know what you’re gonna say . . . what you’re even gonna think, day in, day out.

‘And all the time people pass through, and you know you ain’t ever gonna be able to go with them. You’re gonna dry and wither, just like this damned planet grew you like you were a scatterbush.’

‘That’s not it, Lil,’ Joshua said. ‘I’ve got business in Yoruba, and things might become . . . troublesome. Quite loudly troublesome.’

‘Trouble don’t get no cherry off me,’ she said defiantly; her hand flashed to her boot top, and Joshua saw steel flash.

The small gun vanished. ‘Hell with it. I don’t beg. There’s Yoruba, anyway. You want me to sleep in the lifter, or should I find a room somewhere? I’ll have to charge for that, you know,’

Joshua didn’t reply. He blanked her presence as the lifter lowered to the track, which became a paved and marked road with planted greenery to either side. Ahead rose Yoruba, sprawling over half a dozen hilltops, its domes, spires, and cupolas gleaming dully. His eyes half-closed, he let himself flow outward, ahead of the lifter as it moved past a guard shack where a semimobile blaster’s muzzle had been tracking them. Two heavily armed guards saluted casually as their eyes noted, filed, categorized.


‘Ship, do you still hear this voice and know from where it sings?’ Again he spoke in Al’ar.

‘You are still heard and watched.’

The lifter went up a side road toward a grand series of towers, all glass and multihued stone, surrounded by the exotic plants of half a hundred worlds. They passed through wrought-iron gates and rode over hand-laid flagstones. There were bubbling fountains and, under an archway, two  women, smiling as if he were their lover home from his great adventure.

Lil set the lifter down smartly beside the greeters. ‘Welcome to Yoruba,’ they chimed.

‘Thank you.’ Joshua got out and knelt, one hand touching the pavement. He felt Yoruba, felt the danger tingle, the sparkle of wine and laughter, the shout as markers cascaded, the blank despair of the gambler’s loss, the silk of flesh around his loins, the tang of blood and the blankness of death. But not for him. Not yet. He felt no neck prickle. The flurry vanished, and he was touching nothing but a flagstone in a mosaic.

‘Is something the matter, sir?’ The woman was trying to sound concerned.

Joshua stood. He took a gold coin from his jacket and laid it in the greeter’s suddenly present palm. Lil was staring fixedly at the lifter’s control panel.

‘No. Nothing at all,’ Joshua said. ‘It’s just been a long trip. Sorry we didn’t have time to com ahead. We’ll need a suite and a porter. Just one. Neither my partner nor myself has much in the way of luggage.’

A slow smile moved across Lil’s face, as if her muscles found the change unfamiliar but welcome.




TWO

Joshua lay flat on one of the enormous beds, eyes closed, half hearing Lil’s gurgles and squeals at their room with its private garden and pond; the autopub with its myriad bottles, flasks, bulbs; the elaborate refreshers with surround showers, deep tubs, saunas; the call panel offering personalized dreams from hairdresser to masseur to escort; and all the rest of the suite’s silk and gold Byzantine appointments.

He was reaching out, delicate as an Al’ar tendril, again  feeling. Again - no threat, no danger.

There was a soft thump beside him, and he was back in the room. ‘This’s the biggest bed I’ve ever seen,’ Lil announced. Her smile became sultry. ‘You suppose it works?’

Joshua’s fingers reached of their own volition and ran down the side of her face. Eyes closed, she inhaled sharply and lay back, waiting, lips open.

‘Unfortunately,’ Joshua said, ‘I was raised pretty strict and never could handle playing during working hours.’

Lil said nothing, but her hand came up, touched his, then moved down across her flat stomach, hand circling upward and lifting her blouse. She ran a fingernail over one nipple, and it hardened.

She touched her waistband, and the memory fastener opened. She lifted her hips and slid her pants down until  her golden down shone. Her legs parted slightly, and she slipped fingers between them, gently caressing herself. Her eyes opened, and she looked dreamily, smiling, into Joshua’s.

Joshua got up. He took a breath, made his voice level. ‘And you’re on the payroll, too, lady.’

Lil sat, still smiling. ‘What do I do?’

‘Spend some money. Think rich. You’ll need an outfit for dinner. Plus something for tomorrow, casual but expensive. Something you can run in, if we have to. Hair, derm, manicure, massage if you want. Don’t get too crazy - I’m not  that rich. I want you to look like -’

He was looking at an extended middle finger. ‘I know,’ Lil said, ‘what I should look like. Close, anyway. Mistress, wife, or pickup talent?’

‘Like somebody who’s made a big score would want to help him spend it. The somebody’s not dumb, so you’re not taking him to the cleaners, but he’s got a bad case of lust.’

‘Who’s the somebody? Do I need to know? The guy - woman - you’re looking for? Or you? Not that it matters. Like I said, anything you want goes.’

‘For me,’ Joshua said softly. ‘I’ve never set a honey trap yet. You’re camouflage, making it look like I’m just holed up and unwinding.’

‘Sorry. The men I grew up around wouldn’t think that was an insult. Are you ever gonna tell me why we’re here, or am I just supposed to wait for the bangs to start?’

Joshua picked up his small carryall and started toward one of the freshers. ‘Take two hours. Three if you have to. I’ll be in the bar. Working.’

 



‘There you are, sir.’ The white-jacketed barman set down a snifter of light amber liquid and a frosted ice-filled water tumbler. The bar was a long reach of hand-polished wood  and brass, and the shelves behind it sparkled with the stimulants and depressants of a thousand cultures.

Joshua sipped from the snifter, then nodded acceptance, and the bartender smiled as if he really cared. Joshua wore a black open-necked raw silk shirt and tight black trousers over half boots. He appeared unarmed. He still wore the deceiving silver jewel on its chain around his neck, and the flaring bell sleeves of his shirt concealed a slender tube projector strapped to the inside of his right forearm.

The fat man came into the bar from an office, saw Joshua, and walked toward him. He wore formal wear, tailored oversize. The man had allowed himself to bald and was smiling, the smile of someone welcoming a friend he hadn’t seen for a month or so. In the years Wolfe had known him the pleased expression never had gone higher than his pink jowls.

‘Welcome to Yoruba, Joshua,’ he said, sitting down, one careful stool between him and Wolfe.

‘Ben.’ Joshua lifted the snifter in a slight toast but did not drink. ‘You look well.’

‘I always said someone who doesn’t respect himself can’t have any regard for anyone else.’ Both of them smiled, flat hard smiles, appreciating the hypocrisy.

‘What do you think of my operation?’ the fat man asked.

‘It’s a little flash for my tastes, if you want the truth.’

Greet shrugged. The barman put Greet’s drink down. It was a single shot of a clear liquid in a spike-bottomed liqueur glass embedded in a small silver bowl of ice. Greet shot the drink back and motioned for another. It did not seem to affect him, and Joshua had never heard of anyone who’d seen the fat man affected by any drink or drug. Greet waited until the barman had replaced the entire setup before replying.

‘Garish?’ he said. ‘Perhaps. But my clientele generally doesn’t share your conservative tastes. They like seeing what  they’re paying for up front and gold-plated. Which brings up the question: Who are you hunting?’ The smile remained.

Joshua sipped ice water.

‘If it’s me . . . we might as well start the game now,’ Greet went on. ‘And I hope the warrant’s worth the risk and you’ve taken care of your people.’ His voice tried to force steel. Joshua turned to face the fat man. Something flickered in Greet’s eyes.

‘No, Ben,’ Joshua said. ‘Your sins, far as I know, are still unremembered in anybody’s orisons.’

Relief jellied Greet’s face. ‘Any of my boys? If so, there’s a couple, maybe three, I’d have to give a warning to, even if it wouldn’t do them much good. A man has certain moral duties, you know.’

‘Innokenty Khodyan’s his real name. You want a holo?’

‘No. I know him. Another one from my old days. He’s not using that label, but he’s here. Guest, not staff. He wanted secure and had credits, so I booked him into the Vega Suite. You’re working a warm track - he only checked in a couple of days ago. But there’s just a bit of a problem.’

Involuntarily, Greet’s head jerked as he saw the ring and little fingers of Joshua’s right hand curl back, thumb over, first and middle fingers extended.

‘Problem?’ Joshua asked gently.

‘Nothing . . . nothing that can’t be dealt with, I hope,’ Greet said hurriedly. ‘You know he’s got cover with him? They’re contract talent, not working for me, so I can’t call them off.’

Joshua showed no concern.

‘He’s fresh from a job,’ Greet went on. ‘He’s got his stash in a safe in his suite.’

‘Half a dozen jobs,’ Joshua corrected. ‘He went on a spree in the Federation. Hit them high, hit them low. Like he usually operates. But this time he scattered a few bodies  around, and people decided enough was enough. So he’s mine.’

Greet grimaced. ‘I remember - gracious, it must be ten years ago - I warned him about getting excited. I told him most beings don’t get nearly as concerned about property as they do about blood. But I guess it’s in his genes or something. ’

‘You still haven’t told me about your problem.’

‘Not with Innokenty. I can’t give him to you gift-wrapped; there’s some other guests I’ve got around who think well of him, but I know you don’t give a tinker’s darn about that. The problem is, he’s got a buyer inbound.’

‘Who?’

‘His name’s Sutro. He’s a pro. I’ve dealt with him before. You bag Khodyan, I’ll have to give him some kind of explanation.’

‘Tell him what you will,’ Joshua said indifferently. ‘You’ll have something. You always do. As for the real “problem,” I assume you’re taking a flat five percent off the top.’

‘Ten,’ Greet corrected. ‘And his expenses.’

‘You’ll get fifteen from me. Before I lift.’

‘Then we don’t have any problems, do we?’

‘Not a one,’ Joshua said.

Greet’s jowls creased as he beamed, relaxed, knocked back his second drink, and raised a finger. ‘Leong,’ he ordered. ‘Two more. And Mister -’

‘I’m flying true colors.’

‘- Mister Wolfe’s bill is comped.’

Joshua drained his snifter without chasing it. He waited until the barman had arrived with another round and then departed. ‘Thanks, Ben,’ he said. ‘As a favor, I’ll try to keep things down to a dull roar and not upset your other guests. One thing. Don’t get cute. I’m not fond of surprises.’

Once more Greet looked worried. ‘Joshua, I gave my word. You’ll have no problems from me or any of my staff. I’m telling the truth. You believe me, don’t you?’

Joshua ringed Greet’s wrist lightly with two fingers of his left hand. His eyes half closed, then opened fully. ‘I believe,’ he said, ‘you’re telling the truth. For right here and right now. Don’t change. Life’ll be a lot simpler that way.’

‘You have my promise.’ Greet stood, remembered his drink, and poured it down. ‘I’ll be around . . . if you need me for anything.’

‘One more thing, Ben,’ Joshua said. ‘That Armagnac you’re pouring’s never been within five light-years of Earth. Maybe you want to have a chat with somebody about that.’

 



An hour later Lil made her entrance. Two drinkers at the bar swung and gaped, and one emaciated old man at a nearby table rudely forgot what he was cooing to a bejeweled woman certainly not his granddaughter and followed her passage with enchantment.

Joshua stood as she came to the table he’d moved to. Now he was drinking only ice water.

‘Well?’ Lil wore solid black, her classically lined evening gown high-necked, ending just below the knee but slit on either side to midthigh. A single gem at her throat threw colored reflections back at the overhead lights.

Joshua smiled broadly, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. ‘I am honored,’ he said formally. ‘I surely won’t have to worry about anyone noticing me tonight.’ He bowed her into a chair and motioned for the barman.

Lil giggled as she slid a little awkwardly into her seat. ‘I don’t have a handle yet on how to do this,’ she confided. ‘I don’t have anything on under this, and you’re the only one who gets the leg show for free.’

‘Yes, sir?’ Leong asked. A professional - his eyes mostly stayed on Joshua.

‘Champagne for the lady . . .’ Joshua lifted an inquiring eye to Lil, who nodded enthusiastically. ‘Water for me.’

‘You’re not drinking?’ Lil sounded disappointed.

‘Maybe some wine. With dinner.’

‘This outfit really didn’t cost that much,’ Lil said hurriedly. ‘It was on sale. The man said it was last year’s, but I really, really liked it. And the rock’s a synth, so -’

‘Lil. Shut up and look beautiful,’ Joshua suggested. ‘Nobody’s asking about the price tag.’

The drinks came. Lil drank. ‘Now what?’

‘Now we have dinner,’ Joshua said.

‘You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?’

‘When you don’t know anything, there’s nothing to tell,’ Joshua said.

‘I remember,’ Lil said, ‘back on - back where I came from, I heard this story. I probably won’t tell it right. But it goes something like this: There were these two guys. Apprentice monks or some kind of religious people, anyway. They were bragging on their masters or teachers or preachers or whatever. One said his teacher could walk on water, see in the dark, and all that, a real miracle worker. The other baby monk said the miracle of his master was he ate when he was hungry and slept when he was tired.

‘It sounds really dumb, telling it, but I never forgot that story. Sometimes I almost think I understand it. Do you?’

‘Nope,’ Joshua said. ‘Too deep for me. But I surely am hungry. Shall we reserve a table?’

 



The fish course had just been served when Innokenty Khodyan came into the dining room. The great chamber, all white linen, bone china, and silver, was about half-filled, and Lil had just been marveling not that there were this many crooks on Platte but that there were this many with money when the three men were escorted to their table by the maitre d’.

Khodyan was a completely nondescript human male. He wore conservative formal dining garb, as did his two bodyguards. One, who had a closely trimmed beard, came in first, eyes sweeping, clearing the room, gun hand near his waistband. Then he let the other two enter. The second gunnie made sure there wasn’t anybody in their wake.

‘That’s him,’ Lil whispered, eyes never leaving her dinner.

‘I’m getting sloppy,’ Joshua said. ‘You never should have known it.’

‘You’re not sloppy. I spent too many years bein’ the victim not to have feelers out. You lose often enough, you get sensitive. So that’s him. What do I do? You want me to shoot somebody? Throw a scene? Or do I just jump under the table?’

Joshua, in spite of himself, grinned, full attention on Lil. ‘Shoot somebody? Where the hell are you hiding a gun? I thought you weren’t wearing anything but that gown you had anodized on.’

‘Mister, you didn’t pay enough to be told that,’ she said mock-primly. ‘A girl never tells all her secrets. You didn’t answer my question.’

‘You keep eating the tilapia,’ Joshua said. ‘But don’t distract me for a second.’

Khodyan probably was armed. His two men, Joshua thought, letting his feelings swirl around the table the three men were being obsequiously seated at, were as good as advertised. They laughed, smiled, joked with the maitre d’ and their client, but their attention never focused, always sweeping the room. One of them turned toward him, and Joshua concentrated on whether he thought his k’lmari might be a little overcooked as he cut off another bite. He  felt the thug reach a verdict - one of us, celebrating, bed partner an import, not one of Greet’s doxes, possibly dangerous in the abstract, no sign of interest in us, hence only  worth the note - then look elsewhere. Joshua waited a moment, then subvocalized:


‘The one we seek is present.’



‘I am aware. I am appreciating him. My senses are concentrated, and I am remembering completely. Will you be taking action at this time?’



‘Not yet. Continue remembering.’


He motioned for the waiter as he finished the last bite on his plate, then split the last of the Pantheon Riesling between his and Lil’s glasses. ‘I think we are ready to order our wine for the main course. Could we have the sommelier?’

‘You’re not going to do anything?’ Lil possibly sounded a little disappointed.

‘Of course I’m doing something. I’m going to order us some red plonk and then ask about the entrée.’

‘And afterward?’

‘I’m not sure. Maybe some strawberries and port?’

Lil relaxed and managed a smile. ‘So all you do is eat when you’re hungry and sleep when you’re tired, hmm?’

‘That’s about it.’

 



Innokenty Khodyan seemed intent on a long, thorough spell at the trough. When Joshua and Lil had finished dessert and were leaving, the thief was still ordering, two dishes at each course. ‘I wish I could eat like that,’ Joshua observed, not looking back as the maitre d’ ushered them out. He stopped at the desk, asked questions, and passed a coin across when he received the answers and a brochure.

Lil remained silent until they’d stepped off the slideway and the door to their suite had clicked shut. She drew a question mark in air. Joshua’s hand brushed the wall. He felt  no sensors, no watchers other than the passive monitors Ben Greet had installed in all the resort’s rooms.

‘As you were saying?’ Joshua prompted.

‘Never mind. I don’t need to ask. The wine kinda slowed  me down,’ she said. ‘I understand you not making your move down there, in front of his goons and all. But you’ll go out sometime tonight, right?’

Joshua took her hand and gently drew her to him.


‘Cease remembering.’



‘Understood.’


Her lips parted and met his, her eyes closing. His hands held her shoulders, moved down, found the slits in the gown, and cupped her bare buttocks as she pressed against his hardness.

The gown was a pool of black on the floor, and her hands moved over him, touching fasteners, finding clips, until he, too, was naked. He stripped off the chainknife and the holstered tube projector and tossed them away.

His hand went to the light control.

‘No,’ she said throatily. ‘I like to see.’

He lifted her toward the bed.

 



It was deep in the night.

‘Ah, Christ. Jerusalem. Oh, God.’

‘Now?’

‘No. No.’ She rolled over, pulling a pillow under her hips. ‘Now!’

He moved over her.

‘Yes. Yes. Now,’ she said, voice guttural. ‘Now!’

‘Like . . . this?’

‘Yes, oh, please, yes. God, yes. There! There! And . . . and the other way now! Do it, God, do it to me!’

Her nails clawed his supporting hands, and she arched against him.

 



His tongue led him to her nipple. His teeth nipped gently. Her breathing, lowering toward sleep, caught. ‘Jesus! Don’t you ever get sleepy?’

‘When I’m tired.’

Her fingers moved downward.

‘You’re . . . not tired!’

She turned on her side and slid one thigh over his. He rolled onto his back, and she came to her knees above him and guided him into her. She gasped as he lifted, then lowered his thighs.

‘What . . . what about him?’ she managed just before words stopped for them both.

‘Tomorrow . . . is another day.’

 



Joshua’s mind told him it was dawn. He and Lil were lying on the floor, the pillows from both beds piled around them. Lil was sleeping soundly, one hand under her cheek, the other between her thighs.

Joshua went to the window overlooking the garden. He brought both hands up from his waist and extended them outward, breathing deeply, gaze fixed on the space between them. He took the centering stance, then began the slow movements, lifting, blocking, striking, guarding.

When he was finished, he showered and dressed in a casual lounging outfit in a nondescript, friendly shade of brown that he’d bought the previous day. He scribbled a note on a hotel pad and set it beside Lil. The note read: PACK AND GET READY. He opened the door, went out, and slammed the door loudly enough to wake the woman.

‘Begin tracking.’ There seemed to be no reason to speak Al’ar now when he communicated with the ship. He felt the acknowledgment against his breastbone.

He went down the corridor, avoiding the slideway, mind setting aside all things, ship, resort, Lil, the night, the future. All that existed was Innokenty Khodyan.

He carried no weapons.

 



He asked some casual questions about room service as he sipped a cup of tea in the breakfast room. He studied the  brochure he’d gotten from the desk clerk the night before, periodically checking the time. He finished his tea, left a lavish tip in cash, and went toward the lift banks. He stopped at a waste receptacle, tore the brochure into fragments, and threw them away.

He entered a lift that was exclusive to one of the resort’s three towers, and touched the sensor for the floor the Vega Suite was on and for the floor above it, as well. The lift went up quickly, floor indicators blurring. It stopped once, and a harried-looking maid got on, pushing a laundry cart heavy with soiled towels. Joshua thought: warmth . . . sunlight . . . a day off . . . a perfect meal . . . a laugh from a child . . .


The maid looked at the man in brown, saw nothing worrisome, and smiled impersonally when she got off two floors later. The lift went on to the floor Joshua had first selected.

The resort’s architect had understood the needs of those with enemies. The tower was cylindrical, and the ten suites on each floor jutted out independently from the central core, not connected to the floor above or below. From above, the tower would look like a ten-pointed star. Separate corridors led from the lift shaft to the entrance to each suite. In the central area, aimed at the lift, was a sniffer that would be programmed to allow only the weapons a guest, his friends, or the hotel staff carried without shrieking alarm or possibly even opening fire.

Joshua moved swiftly along the corridor toward a suite the desk clerk had said was unoccupied. Halfway down was a niche for a maid to park her room cart without blocking the passageway. He melted into it.

He waited: wind, wind, blowing, wind unseen, not strong, not moving even the grasses, not even whispering . . .


Twice the lift doors opened and hotel employees got out. Neither of them took the corridor leading to the Vega Suite. One glanced down the corridor Joshua was waiting  in, then went on. Joshua heard the door to the Vega Suite open, a low voice, a man’s laugh, the door closing.

Wind, wind . . .

One of the two bodyguards, the one with the beard, moved silently into view, near the lift.

Wind, wind . . .

He checked each corridor but did not go down any of them. He went to a window, looked up, looked down. He returned to his post near the lift door and waited, not moving, showing no sign of boredom or impatience.

A few minutes passed.

The lift door opened and a roomboy pushed out a cart laden with old-fashioned covered platters. The roomboy grinned and said something to the guard, who replied in a neutral tone. The bodyguard made sure no one else had ridden up in the lift, then followed the roomboy toward the Vega Suite.

Wind blowing, embers, flameflicker, fire, fire . . .

 



The heavyset man inside the suite appeared to be listening politely to Innokenty Khodyan’s tirade. The thief’s whine had stood him in good stead as a child, and the habit was now unbreakable.

The holoset blared unnoticed, and the ruins of the night’s snacks were scattered around the large living room. Doors led off to freshers, bedrooms, a small pool, a bar, other rooms. A hide-a-bed sat against one wall. At night one bodyguard slept there, the bed moved against the door. There was a safe near one couch.

‘I’ll be peeling wallpaper, I tell you,’ Khodyan said. ‘Look. If Sutro don’t show today, I’m gonna get a couple of doxes sent up.’

‘No whores,’ the bodyguard said. ‘You told us you’d be wanting them but you weren’t allowed. Not until your connection leaves.’

‘Listen to reason, would you? I was bein’ a worrywart, right? When you come off a job, you’re like that, afraid everybody’s out to do you. I took it a little too far. Right? You guys’ll be here. Hell, you can even watch if you want.’

‘No leg.’

‘So all I get to do is whack you guys for matches, try to teach you how to bet right, look out the friggin’ window at everybody down there relaxing, or else out at that friggin’ desert? Shitfire, I can’t even open a window and breathe the local air. I guess I oughta be grateful you let me eat.’

‘Those were your orders.’

‘Magdalene with a dildo, but you bastards are hard. Look. The essence of gettin’ along is knowin’ when to go along, right? So how about -’

The door chime went off.

‘Breakfast,’ Khodyan said in relief.

A gun was in the heavyset man’s hand. He checked the screen that monitored the outside corridor.

Wind, blow . . .

For an instant the screen fuzzed.

Neither the heavyset man nor his client noticed. The bodyguard opened the door, and the roomboy pushed the cart inside, the other bodyguard behind him.

Fire roar . . .

A man wearing brown cannoned into the bearded man, driving him into the roomboy, who screeched and sprawled, the meal cart skidding ahead of him.

The heavyset man’s pistol lifted as Joshua rolled off the floor inside the man’s guard. He snap blocked with his left, and the pistol thunked to the rug. The man had a second to howl, reaching for his paralyzed wrist, as Joshua’s open-palmed right hand slipped past the bodyguard’s neck, index and middle finger brushing skin near the carotid, and the man slumped, boneless. He was dead.

Innokenty Khodyan had his mouth open, but Joshua did not hear what he was shouting.

The bearded man yanked a heavy pistol from a waist holster as he came to his knees. He fired, but Wolfe wasn’t there. The blast spiderwebbed a window, and dry desert air rushed in. Before he could fire a second time Joshua was next to him, left hand tweaking the gun barrel back, and then Wolfe held the pistol. He continued his spin, dropped into a crouch, and was five feet away from the bodyguard, the man’s own pistol leveled. He glanced at Khodyan, who wasn’t doing anything dangerous.

The bearded man half raised his hands.

‘Good,’ Joshua approved. ‘Stay a pro. You blew the contract. Stay alive so you can feel guilty.’

The bodyguard squatted, grabbing for an ankle-holstered backup gun. Joshua touched the trigger and blew a fist-sized hole in his chest. The roomboy had stopped squealing and was going for the door, scrabbling up from his hands and knees. Joshua kicked his legs from under him and knuckle rapped, with that seemingly gentle touch, against the back of his head. The roomboy went on his face and began snoring loudly.

Joshua held the gun steady on Khodyan. He back kicked the suite door closed.

‘We don’t need company,’ he said. Formally: ‘I am a duly constituted representative of the Federation. I am serving a properly executed warrant, issued within the Federation and presented to me by a Sector Marshal. According to this warrant -’

Innokenty Khodyan launched himself at Joshua, fingers clawing. Joshua sidestepped, turned, lifted a knee, and sent the smaller man tumbling, almost onto the heavyset bodyguard’s corpse. Khodyan saw the man’s pistol and had it, fast for a man who’d begun as just a thief.

It was too far, even for a dive, as the blast crashed past  Joshua’s ribs. He fired, and there were three corpses in the suite.

Joshua walked over to Khodyan’s body and looked down. The thief’s final expression was petulant. He glanced at his own image in a mirror. It matched the thief’s. As a corpse Khodyan was worth only expenses.

Outside the suite he heard dim shouting through the soundproofing; then someone hammered on the door. Joshua paid no attention. He knelt over the body, thinking. Then he looked at the safe.

Joshua tucked the pistol in his pocket, grabbed Khodyan’s corpse by the collar, trying to keep from getting bloody, and dragged it to the safe. He looked at both of Khodyan’s palms carefully. Deciding that Khodyan was left-handed, he pressed that index finger to the porepattern sensor on the safe’s door. It took two tries before the door slid open.

Inside was another gun, which Joshua ignored; a wad of currency from various worlds; a vial of tablets claiming to be aphrodisiac; and two medium-sized jeweler’s traveling cases. He took both to a table and started to open one. An unexpected sensation - like small chimes felt, not heard - made him hesitate. He opened the second case. There were three rows of drawers. His fingers went, as if drawn, to a drawer in the case’s center, and surprise shattered his hunter’s mask.

There was one single stone in the drawer. It was oval and uncut but appeared to be machine-polished. The stone was unimpressive, gray, although there were a few flecks of color, like quartz flakes in granite.

It was a stone the Al’ar called Lumina.

This was the third time he’d seen one.

The last time the stone had been on a headband worn by a Guardian who stood just behind an Al’ar leader-officer on the bridge of a warship, the last of his fleet. The officer had  spit contempt and scorn at Joshua and his plea for surrender. The stone had flamed, echoing the defiance. Wolfe hadn’t needed to translate to the Federation admiral standing next to him. He turned away from the com screen, refusing to look as weapons officers sent missiles flashing into the Al’ar ship, and there was nothing but swirling fire and black.

The first time had been in a sandy clearing, when a Guardian had given the boy human named Wolfe his Al’ar name, the Warrior of Silent Shadows, and told him to become worthy of it.

Wolfe picked up the Lumina.

Quite suddenly the stone flared; the kaleidoscoping colors would have shamed a warmed fire opal.

The fires went out, and Joshua was holding an uninteresting rock. His eyes iced as he regained control. He carefully tucked the Lumina into a pocket. Then, whistling tunelessly, he went to the door.




THREE

‘I find,’ Sector Marshal Jagua Achebe dictated, ‘after a complete survey of the evidence, that the deceased, Innokenty Khodyan, met his death while resisting being served with a correctively drawn warrant for . . . for . . . you put whatever the charges were in, David, before you final this document for my signature. I further attest that Innokenty Khodyan’s body was inspected by me, on this date, and I certify the corpus is in fact that of the charged being.

‘I also certify the warrant hunter, one Joshua Wolfe, is well known to me as a reputable citizen who has previously served warrants, on a freelance basis, for the Federation and at no time has behaved in an unprofessional, careless, or bloodthirsty manner.

‘This inquest is duly closed.’ She released the microphone, and it disappeared into the ceiling. Achebe looked down once more, and Innokenty Khodyan’s frozen eyes stared back. She slammed the drawer shut.

‘That’s that. No known estate, no known next-of, nobody gives a rat’s ear, so we can crispy the critter after a decent spell. Maybe this afternoon, when we get back from lunch.’ She went out of the morgue, and Joshua followed her down a long corridor.

‘Hell in a whorehouse, Joshua,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘When you go and kill somebody, you don’t mess  around. You could float a lifter through that hole in his chest.’

They went into her office. It was big, intended to reflect the dignity of her position, and Achebe had taken advantage of every square inch. It looked like a crime lab had exploded.

The walls were lined with 2D solidos. Achebe looked at one as if she’d never seen it before. There was a line of soldiers in dress uniforms, waiting to be awarded medals by some forgotten dignitary whose back was to the pickup. One soldier was a younger Achebe. Not far from her stood Joshua Wolfe, also at rigid attention. The scar that now etched the corner of his mouth wasn’t there.

Achebe tapped the picture. ‘We were a lot prettier then. At least, I was.’

Wolfe was looking at another picture. ‘That one’s new.’

It showed Achebe wearing a shipsuit with the three stars of a Federation vice admiral on it. She was on the bridge of a ship, staring at the pickup in astonishment.

‘Somebody sent it to me about three months ago,’ Achebe said. ‘Said she shot it when the word came over the com about the Al’ar. We were off Sauros then, waiting for the landing order.

‘She was one of my weapons officers and thought I might like to have the pic to remember the day. As if I’d forget it, sitting there, trying to handle the idea that maybe I wasn’t going to die in the next hour or so.

‘Guess nobody’ll forget that day, now, will they?’

‘Guess not,’ Joshua said, his voice flat.

‘Where were you when you heard?’

‘About a parsec and a half under you. Waiting to give the signal.’

‘You were with them when it happened? On the ground? You never told me that.’

‘I wasn’t with anybody,’ Joshua said. ‘I was hiding in a spider hole, staring at my watch.’

‘So what do you figure happened to them?’

Joshua stared at her, his face blank. After a time Achebe realized he wasn’t going to answer her. She slid behind her desk, grace denying bulk.

‘Too early for sauce?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘The sun’s up, isn’t it?’ Joshua set a skull with a large hole in it on the floor, next to the archaic weapon that might have caused that hole, and eased into a cracked leather chair that didn’t match any of the others in the room.

Achebe took two bulbs from a floor unit and handed one to Joshua. He pulled the tab off, waited until the bulb iced, then sipped. Outside, there was the dim hiss of antigrav traffic and every now and then a high, shaking whine as a ship lifted from the nearby field.

‘Just to remind you of something you seem to have let slip your mind,’ Achebe said. ‘Warrant hunters don’t get but their expenses when they bring back the bounty in a meat chest. Even when an upstanding official’s willing to say said warrant hunter isn’t any more homicidal than anybody else in these parts.’

Joshua did not bother answering.

‘You losing it, my friend?’

‘Looks like,’ Joshua said ruefully. ‘I had him cold. I should’ve hit him with a hypo or a nerve block instead of giving him a chance to make a damned fool out of both of us. Maybe I better start looking for a nice quiet job building bombs or something.’

He stared at Achebe as the grin slowly split her face. ‘All right. What are you holding back?’ he asked.

‘When you pulled down on Khodyan,’ the Sector Marshal said, ‘that put an equally large hole in that 50K Federation warrant you would’ve gotten, as I’ve pointed out. However . . .’

She took a microfiche from the desk and flipped it to  Joshua. ‘You need not bother asking for a viewer. Private enterprise triumphs. That’s an E-transfer for one hundred  thousand credits to the being who terminates Innokenty Khodyan’s nefarious career. Merry Halloween or whatever holiday you Christians celebrate.’

‘Who posted it?’

‘One Judge Malcolm Penruddock of Mandodari III. Back in civilization. But not that far. It’s about -’

‘I’ve seen Mandodari on the charts,’ Joshua said. ‘What’s his interest?’

‘According to the full complaint I used to issue the warrant, he’s one of the honest joes Khodyan hit when he was out ripping and tearing. He posted this bounty after you’d already grabbed the official alert and gone snuffling off.

‘I guess “Judge” isn’t a courtesy title, because he had enough clout to com me instead of sending his message through channels. Interesting note, Joshua. I had to remind him the law isn’t a private assassination service for rich bastards, since he wanted to offer the reward on the condition Khodyan wasn’t to be taken alive. Judges do go and presume they’re the only dispensers of justice, don’t they?’

‘Has he been told yet?’

‘As soon as we got the com that you were inbound with a meat crate, I shot one straight off. He authorized immediate payment. So you aren’t as poor as you thought.’

Joshua scratched his nose, thinking. ‘Innokenty Khodyan killed some people this time around. Was that what set this Penruddock off?’

‘Big negative there. According to his com, he lost a chunk of his gem collection to Khodyan, but there weren’t any bodies involved. He was very interested in anything that was recovered. I had him ship me his original theft report.’

‘Mind if I take a look?’

‘You think it’s a little strange somebody gets that antsy about a bunch of rocks, too, eh?’

Joshua studied the printout she passed to him, matching it with his mental inventory of the two jewel cases that now sat in Achebe’s safe. Penruddock certainly was a man who knew what to buy. Some of the finest stones were on his list, along with their valuation. The two trays of star sapphires Wolfe had paid Ben Greet with weren’t there. But the five four-carat marquise-cut diamonds he’d given Lil were. And one other: small stone, of unknown composition, semipolished, egg-shaped, approximately three inches by two inches in diameter. SENTIMENTAL VALUE ONLY.


The Lumina.

Joshua handed the list back. ‘I don’t know if it’s that strange,’ he said. ‘I knew a man who collected string. He shot himself after he lost it all in a fire.’

Achebe studied him closely, then put the list away and took out two more bulbs. ‘That’s got to be it Joshua. Just another nut case with money. Surely there’s nothing more to it.’

Her voice dripped disbelief.




FOUR

The slender brown-skinned man blocked the saber slash with his own blade and cut quickly with the long straight dagger in his left hand. Blood lined the upper arm of his heavyset opponent, who stumbled back, mouth gaping in seeming astonishment and fear. Blood oozed from half a dozen other light cuts on the man’s bare torso.

Joshua Wolfe grunted, stood, picked up his cloak, and edged his way past the big man’s knees.

‘’Samatter, friend? A little blood get to you?’

‘I get bored at boat races,’ Joshua said.

‘You think it’s rigged? Somebody better check your pupils, bud. I got a dozen large ones saying Yamamoto’s just playing with him.’

‘Yeah,’ Joshua said. ‘Yamamoto’s at six to five, Lopez eight to one, and who’s doing all the bleeding? Plus nobody’ll take a bet on anything beyond the sixth, at any odds. Tell me that’s not an invitation to dance.’

‘You just picked the wrong boy,’ the big man said.

‘Maybe so,’ Joshua said indifferently, and forced his way into the aisle. ‘I make a lot of mistakes like that.’

The big man looked after him, worried.

Joshua was at the coliseum’s exit when the roar began. Yamamoto’s saber and dagger clanged onto the mat, and his  arms crossed overhead in surrender. The crowd didn’t sound as if it liked what had happened.

Wolfe pulled on his cloak and went out. The streets were wet with the drizzle that had fallen all day. He walked down a block, checking his back now and then in shop windows. He was clean.

He thought about walking back to the hotel but decided not to. He started to subvocalize, then caught himself. His ship was half-gutted in one of Carlton VI’s yards for a long-overdue refit and update, so there was no one to talk to. He took a com from his pocket, keyed a number, and spoke softly. Then he leaned against a building, waiting. There was a doorway nearby he could have sheltered in. But he liked the rain.

After a while a red-painted lifter slid down the street and grounded next to him. Joshua clambered in beside the driver. ‘Sorry to take so long,’ the driver said. ‘Everybody’s out and about tonight and scared spitless they might melt.’

Joshua smiled and gave an address. The lifter went down the avenue, no sound in its cockpit but turbine hum and the occasional buzz as the demisters cleared the windows.

The lifter stopped at the address Joshua had given. Joshua had coins ready and dropped them into the driver’s hand. He got out of the lifter and went across the sidewalk quickly, into the café’s brightness.

The house musician had a metronome-bass going and was weaving a polyphonic line across it. His eyes were half-closed, as his fingers plucked notes from the squares holoed irregularly in the air in front of him. Joshua thought the piece might have started life as a medieval lieder.

The musician said hello to Joshua as he went past.

A red-faced man wearing a gold woman’s wig waved and shouted at Joshua to join them before they got too drunk to see. Joshua smiled, shook his head no, and went to the bar.

He ordered Armagnac and ice water. He sipped, staring at the antique mirror behind the bar, not seeing it. He was thinking about a gray stone and a judge who’d tried to take out a murder contract for a hundred thousand credits. A woman wearing loose silk harem pants and a bare-midriff blouse slipped up beside him. ‘You don’t have to drink alone,’ she said in a voice that sounded worn-out.

Joshua nodded to the bartender, who busied himself at the mixpanel. ‘Jean-Claude’s out of town?’

‘Out of town or with somebody else,’ the woman said as if it didn’t matter very much which. She took the tall glass from the bartender, made a slight toast in Joshua’s direction, and sniffed deeply at the gas as it rose from the mouth of the container.

‘Thanks for the offer, Elspeth,’ Joshua said. ‘But I’m not fit company tonight.’ The woman shrugged, patted his hand, and went away.

Joshua finished the Armagnac. He dropped a coin on the bar and went back out into the rain.

The streets were as deserted as the sidewalks. An occasional lifter hissed by, sending water swirling up as it passed. Joshua thought he could hear surf crash against the cliffs behind his hotel. A coryphodon honked wet unhappiness from the zoo half a mile away.

The hotel’s huge lobby was deserted except for two desk clerks trying not to yawn in each other’s faces and a middle-aged man with a short haircut frowning his way through the headlines projected on a portable holoset. There weren’t any messages. Joshua considered a nightcap, but the taste in his mind was wrong.

He went to one lift and touched the porepattern lock. The door opened, and he entered. As the door closed Joshua turned and saw the man with the crew cut looking at him, then away.

The lift had only one sensor. Joshua touched it, and the  lift soared toward the hotel’s roof. When the door opened, he waited a moment before he went into the wood-paneled corridor. There was no welcoming committee. Staying close to the wall, he walked toward the door at the end. It opened as he reached it, and he went into his home.

The penthouse had a huge multileveled living room, two bedrooms and freshers, a library, and a workout room. Glass doors showed the terrace garden that could serve, and had, as an emergency landing platform. In the master bedroom, hidden in a windowsill compartment, was a steel-wired ladder that could drop two floors to the balcony of a small room he’d leased through a cutout.

Joshua checked the security board. The sensors showed one entry by someone using an approved key and giving the current code. Fires crackled in the living room and bedroom fireplaces. Loughran, the nightman, had followed his instructions

Joshua closed his eyes, then opened them, looking around as if seeing everything for the first time. It was very neat and looked as if it had been decorated by a man with a lot of money, time to make up his mind, and quiet tastes. It also appeared as if the occupant was a man who’d owned very little for a very long time and who had to keep that little in perfect condition. The penthouse appeared to be just as he had left it at dusk.

Joshua frowned, corrected the slightly skewed hanging of one of the Hogarths, then crossed to a cabinet. He took a medium-aperture blaster and a fume mask out and went to a couch that faced the entrance. He put the mask on a table and sat down with the gun in his lap, thumb resting on the pistol’s safety, index finger touching the trigger guard.

Some time passed. A smile touched Joshua’s lips, and he swept his hand through the air. His motion opened the penthouse door.

A man stood there. A look of surprise ran across his face, then vanished. He walked into the suite, hands held up to either side, palms facing Joshua. Joshua gestured, and the door closed.

‘You’re still hard to sneak up on, Joshua.’

‘You’d better give your boy downstairs some peripheral vision training,’ Joshua said dryly.

‘Hard to find a good op when peace breaks out all over. Harder to keep him in Intelligence after he’s trained. Can I sit down?’

‘Pour yourself a drink first. Third decanter from the left’s got your brand in it.’ Joshua put the pistol on the table but left his hand draped over the couch’s arm.

The man went to the sideboard, found a glass, and poured a small drink. He did not put ice in the glass. ‘You want something?’

‘I’ll get it myself. In a few minutes.’

‘Aren’t we being a little untrusting?’ Still moving carefully, hands in view, the man sat across from Joshua. There was nothing special about him. One would never remember his face an hour after meeting him. He would fit seamlessly onto any street on any world and never be noticed. He wore casual clothes in quiet colors. The name he’d given Joshua fifteen years before was Cisco.

‘I’m a creature of habit,’ Joshua said. ‘Every time you show up out here in the Outlaw Worlds, life’s got a tendency to get interesting.’

Cisco painted on a brief smile, then took it away. ‘I’ve got something special.’

Joshua made no response. Cisco tasted his drink. ‘I understand you blew a warrant recently. Or was that on purpose for some reason my leak didn’t know about?’

‘You heard right. I slipped. What do you have?’

‘I said this one was special, and I meant it,’ Cisco said. ‘First I’ll give you the terms. Federation Intelligence  guarantees all expenses, no questions asked. One hundred K payment on top, even if you draw a blank. You make the recovery intact, we’ll pay one million credits. Delivered here on Carlton or anywhere else you want, in any shape you want. It’s an NQA - no questions asked.’

‘You did say special, didn’t you?’

‘I did. And you’re the only one being offered the contract. ’

‘I’ve heard that before, believed you, gone out, and found every amateur headhunter and half of your operatives stumbling around playing grab-ass in a fog they made up themselves.’

‘You can’t blame me for something like that. You know you can’t always give an operative all the data before you put him in the field. You never did, when you were running someone.’

‘That was during the war.’

‘Maybe mine went on a little longer than yours.’

‘Maybe,’ Joshua said, tired of the fencing. ‘Go ahead, Cisco. Let’s hear the proposition.’

Cisco leaned forward. ‘There’s one Al’ar left alive. He’s somewhere in the Outlaw Worlds.

‘We want you to take him.’

On the terrace outside rain splashed harder. Cisco’s eyes glittered.




FIVE

Wolfe forced control.

‘Hardly a new rumor, Cisco. Surprised that you’re spreading it.’

‘It’s not a rumor.’

‘Look,’ Joshua said, trying to sound ostentatiously patient. ‘Since the war, since the Al’ar . . . disappeared, there’s been stories floating around that they’re still out there. Hiding behind a pink cloud or something, waiting to come back and wreak terrible revenge.’

‘I know the stories. This one’s different, which I’ll prove in a second. But let me ask a question,’ the Federation agent said. ‘They had to go somewhere, right? We were pushing them hard, but it was still their choice, as far as anything I’ve heard. I’ve never believed that crap about mass suicide. Doors swing both ways.’

‘Not this one,’ Wolfe said.

‘Okay,’ Cisco said in a reasonable tone. ‘You lived with them. You were their first prisoner to escape. You were our best source for their psychology. So how do you know they’re gone for good?’

Wolfe hesitated, then decided to tell the truth. ‘I feel it.’

‘I’m not laughing. Explain.’

Wolfe wondered why he was telling as much as he was; he thought perhaps he had to talk to someone, sometime,  and Cisco, at least currently, was no more an enemy than anyone else in the Outlaw Worlds.

‘Feel is beyond emotion, but there’s no logic to it; or, rather, it includes logic and uses other senses.’

‘Al’ar senses?’

‘Yes. Or as much of them as I learned.’

‘Part of why you’re so hard to ambush?’

Wolfe shrugged.

Cisco grunted. ‘I was pretty sure you had some . . . hell, “powers” isn’t the right word. Abilities, maybe. Something that the rest of us don’t. Anyway, you’ve got this “feeling.” But I can’t - Intelligence can’t operate on something that vague. We’ve got to be ready for almost anything.

‘Hell, we’ve probably still got contingency plans tucked away somewhere in case Luna attacks Earth-gov.’ It was about as close as the agent could come to a joke. Joshua allowed himself to smile to acknowledge it.

‘Set that aside,’ Cisco went on. ‘What put us in motion was the market in Al’ar artifacts. You know there’s a ton of people out there collecting anything and everything that’s claimed to be Al’ar?’

‘Happens after every war,’ Wolfe said. ‘The winner collects stuff from the loser and the other way around. I’m not surprised.’

Cisco moved a hand toward his pocket but stopped as Wolfe’s hand touched his gun. After a moment Wolfe nodded. Cisco, moving glacially, took out a small egg-shaped stone, gray, with flecks in it.

‘This is the current hot item. Asking price starts at a mill - and goes up. It’s a -’

‘I know what it is,’ Joshua interrupted.

Cisco handed it to him.

As Joshua touched it, the gem sparkled, sending a dozen colors flickering against the walls. He held it for a moment, then passed it back to Cisco.

‘It’s a fake.’

Cisco blinked in surprise. ‘You’re probably the only one - outside of an Al’ar - who could tell that. It is. Our labs have built about twenty of them. We’ve been using them for stalking-horses.’

‘Any luck?’

‘None. All we’re getting is real collectors, guys who want a Lumina to finish off their collection. If the Al’ar used flags, they’d want one of those, too,’ Cisco said.

‘Why do you give a damn about anyone who wants to buy stuff like this and what’s it a cover for? Or what else is somebody getting into that interests the Federation?’

‘I don’t know,’ Cisco said. ‘Those were my orders. Look for anybody after a Lumina.’

‘So whoever your boss is really looking for must have the same ability I’ve got - to spot a phony Lumina. Or else you would have nailed someone besides souvenir hounds.’

Cisco started. ‘I hadn’t figured that out yet,’ he confessed. ‘I forgot . . . you were pretty good at systems analysis.’

‘So you’re drawing blanks on one end and looking for this mythical Al’ar on the other, which is where you want me. How am I going to know where to look - if I take the commission?’

‘I’ll give you everything FI has.’ Again Cisco’s hand slowly moved to his pocket, took out a microfiche, and handed it across. ‘That’s the summary. I’ll give you the raw data if you want.’

‘I do. What did this give you?’

‘We’ve worked various directions. The only one that seemed to give us anything were these Lumina stones. We’ve found four so far.

‘There’s a second commonality. All four show up within a given time frame and in a logical order, as if someone was going from world to world and selling these stones or  possibly putting them into a network that’s already been set up.’

‘That’s a thin supposition,’ Joshua said. ‘But say it’s valid. Why me? This kind of detailed work is what your paper shufflers and door knockers do best.’

‘Right,’ Cisco said, his normally flat voice showing sarcasm. ‘What an excellent idea. To have a whole group of people, who’ll sooner or later be identified as Federation Intelligence, wandering around out here bellowing, “Anybody seen an Al’ar?” What sort of rumors do you think that would start?’

‘Point conceded,’ Joshua said. ‘But still not enough for me to come in.’

‘Next I want to show you some film. I can’t let you keep it, and I won’t even let you put your hands on it for fear I’ll walk out with a switch. Where’s your projector?’

Joshua rose, went to a wall, and touched a sensor; vid gear emerged. He pressed buttons. ‘It’s ready.’

‘Before I show you what we’ve got, let me give you another bit of data. Maybe you don’t know it, but we’ve got all of the Al’ar capital worlds under surveillance, including Sauros, your old stomping grounds. If it wouldn’t draw attention, we’d have them under fleet interdiction - assuming we’ve still got enough ships in commission to mount a blockade.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘The given reason, even to our own agents, is we’re trying to prevent looting until the Federation decides what to do with these planets. The Al’ar had some weaponry we still don’t understand, even after ten years.

‘But that’s not the real reason. We put the coverage on because of that damned rumor about the Al’ar being alive.

‘Our surveillance is both passive and active pickups. What you’re going to see comes from an active bird. Offplanet sensors picked up an inbound ship and decided it  was on a low-profile orbit, not wanting to be seen. That aroused some interest.

‘By the time the bird launched, the ship was on the ground. One . . . person came out as our craft was incoming. Here’s the pickup.’

Cisco put a disk into the vid slot, and the large screen flashed to life.

The tiny robot Cisco had called a bird flew at low altitude through the streets of an Al’ar city. Wolfe thought he remembered some of the buildings, even though time and weather had already begun to shatter their radiant delicacy. He repressed a shudder.

‘Now the bird’s coming into the open, into one of the Al’ar parks,’ Cisco said.

‘They weren’t parks,’ Joshua said absently. ‘Call them . . . reaching-out centers.’

‘Whatever. Pay attention - the shot only lasts for a few seconds.’

The screen showed a medium-sized starship sitting on its landing skids. Wolfe didn’t recognize the model but guessed from its design that it was civilian, most likely a high-speed yacht. The port hung open. As the robot soared closer, Wolfe saw movement, and the port closed. The bird had almost halved the distance when the starship’s secondary drive activated, and the ship lifted under full power. It roared across the open ground, gaining speed as it went. Wolfe saw the shock wave ripple from its nose, wrecking small buildings as it smashed overhead. The ship pulled into a climb, then appeared to vanish as it smashed toward space.

‘Just out-atmosphere, it went into N-space before we could even think about putting any E-tracers on it.’

‘Somebody has very fast reactions,’ Joshua said.

‘Or some very developed “feelings,”’ Cisco said dryly. ‘Now, here’s the blowup of the air lock area.’

Even with the resolution, the picture was still very grainy. It showed the ship’s lock, and now Wolfe saw someone moving slowly, as if underwater, up the ramp into the ship.

‘Too far,’ Cisco muttered. ‘Let me run it back.’

The figure backed down the steps, then turned and walked out a few feet into the open ground.

Cisco froze the frame. ‘Well?’

The being on-screen wore no spacesuit but a plain coverall with a weapons belt. It was very tall and thin, almost to the point of emaciation. Its face looked like a snake’s seen from above, eyes vertical slits, nostrils barely visible holes.

Joshua found himself shaking uncontrollably.

Cisco blanked the screen.

‘Now,’ he said, noting Wolfe’s reaction, ‘Now will you go out there and take that Al’ar for us?’

 



The exercise room was mirrored like the one on Wolfe’s ship. The mirrors showed nothing at all.

Outside, dawn was close, and the last of the night’s rain clouds scudded overhead.

There was a shimmer in the mirrors, and Joshua reappeared. He held the Lumina in front of him in both hands.

He looked at his multiple image closely. No strain showed on his face.

He stared into the Lumina, and once more his image shimmered, just as he lifted a foot to take a step. There was nothing to be seen for an instant, then he returned to full visibility.

He nodded once, then went to his bedroom to pack.




SIX

‘Anything to declare?’

Joshua shook his head.

The customs officer put on a smile like a cruising shark, said ‘Welcome to Mandodari III,’ and kept a close eye on the detector screen as Wolfe passed through.

Wolfe went to the lifter rank and slid into the backseat of the first craft, putting his black nylon case beside him.

‘Where to?’

‘Acropolis Hotel,’ Wolfe said. He’d chosen it from a list the liner’s steward had given him. As the lifter rose, he turned, looking back. It was an old habit.

The hotel was as advertised, large, intended for the upper-end business traveler, unlikely to pay much attention to Joshua’s comings and goings. It had been built just after the war in anticipation of the peacetime boom that had never come to Mandodari.

Joshua ’freshed, made a vid call, and found he was expected. He went down to the lobby and outside, ignoring the doorman’s inquiry. He hailed another lifter, got in, and gave the address of a restaurant he’d chosen from the hotel’s courtesy list. At the restaurant he used their com to call a second lifter and gave that driver the address he wanted.

For a change, the man was no more in the mood to talk than Wolfe was. Joshua concentrated on the city.

Mandodari III wasn’t dead, but it was hardly healthy. During the war it had been one of the Federation’s biggest fleet ports, close to the Al’ar sectors. It had been hit by raids twice, and Wolfe saw at a distance the shattered hills where something big had gone off.

With the war’s end and demobilization, Mandodari III had begun to decay. The streets were potholed and unswept, and the buildings on either side were boarded up or just dark, vacant, their owners not even bothering to pull down the last, despairing LIQUIDATION SALE banners that flapped in the dusty breeze blowing across the city. The people he saw wore the styles of the last year or last decade and were intent on their own business but in no particular hurry to accomplish it.

The lifter went into the hills that ringed the city, past mansions, some empty, some occupied. It grounded outside one, and Wolfe paid the man off.

It was a vastly gardened estate, high-walled with spear points atop the wall, studded with security sensors. Far up a winding cobbled drive was the main house, white-painted with a columned porch, big and square enough to be an institution.

Wolfe touched a com panel and announced himself; he heard a hiss, and the gate opened. As he walked up the drive, he saw movement from the corner of his eye and noted two auto-sweep guns tracking him.

The door opened, and a woman invited him in. ‘I’m Lady Penruddock,’ she said. ‘Mister Wolfe?’

Joshua nodded.

The woman was about ten years younger than Joshua, beautiful in a chilly way. She wore an expensive-looking skirt and off-the-shoulder jacket in gray and a dark red blouse that fastened at the throat. Her low voice suggested that she knew quite well what she wanted and most often got it.

‘You don’t look like one of my husband’s usual visitors,’ she said.

‘Oh? What do they look like?’

‘There’s an old word. Drummers. It generally meant -’

‘I’ve heard the term.’

‘They’re men who’ve gotten something that is more than they are, more than what they should have,’ Lady Penruddock went on, ‘and want to sell it before they’re found out.’

Joshua’s lips quirked, looking enough like a smile to show acknowledgment.

‘I was going out,’ the woman said. ‘But you might be . . . interesting. I think I’ll stay. My name’s Ariadne. Wait here. I’ll get Malcolm.’

Her footsteps tapped away across the marble. The mansion’s foyer was huge. One wall was hung with the heads of game animals. Joshua recognized a few of them: an Earth Kodiak bear, an Altairan phract, a Jameson’s beast from Nekkar IX. On the other wall was an alcove occupied by a twenty-foot-tall rearing six-legged monster Wolfe had never seen before. He walked closer and admired the taxidermy. He noticed a small square in midair that fluoresced green, barely visible, like a holograph. He touched it.

The creature shrilled rage and slashed at him. The heavy rifle was coming to his shoulder, and he almost stumbled on the green, slimy stones of the planetoid, stepping back . . . and the beast was still once more and Joshua was in the mansion’s alcove.

‘Clever,’ he said softly, then frowned and put his hand back on the sensor.

Again the monstrosity came for him, but Joshua paid no attention to it or to the rifle the diorama had given him. Instead, he looked about the canyon he appeared to be in. He looked up at one crag. That was where the shooter, and pickup, had actually been. He smiled, real humor on his  face, stepped away once more, and returned to Judge Penruddock’s mansion.

The judge was just entering the room, his wife behind him. He was a large, bluff man in his late sixties, white hair carefully coifed, body well tuned. He wore dark, formal clothing, as if to remind everyone of his former profession.

‘Mister Wolfe,’ he said. ‘I am truly pleased to meet you.’

‘Judge,’ Joshua said.

‘I see you were “in” my little device,’ Penruddock went on. ‘I’ve got half a dozen more like it around the house, but that’s my favorite. I came around the path, and the bastard was waiting in ambush for me. Almost got me before I touched a round off.’

‘Indeed,’ Joshua said, and his smile came and went again.

‘Ariadne,’ the judge said, ‘Mister Wolfe is one of the heroes of the Al’ar War, although not the sort the public heard much about. He’s also the man who recovered those jewels that bastard stole from us.’

‘Ah.’ Lady Penruddock’s gaze was assessing. ‘I sensed he was something . . . special.’

‘That’s a good way to describe him, and we’re honored to have you here, sir. Come to my study. We can talk there.’

The three started down a hall.

‘I thought you were going out, my dear.’

‘I was. But I thought I might stay on. Whatever Mister Wolfe’s business is, it certainly sounds fascinating.’

‘I hate to be a spoilsport, but it is fairly private. And I’d rather keep what we’re going to discuss sub rosa. Unless you mind?’

Ariadne Penruddock looked at her husband. ‘No. I don’t mind at all. I’ll see you later, then, dear. It was nice meeting you, Mister Wolfe.’ Her voice was nearly a monotone.

Penruddock watched her walk away, then produced a booming laugh. ‘Women! Aren’t they always trying to hang  on, even though they ought to know they’ll just be bored listening to man talk.’

Joshua said nothing, followed the judge.

The den was as he’d anticipated - all dark wood and leather, with maps, guns, and trophies.

‘A drink, sir?’

‘No, thanks,’ Joshua said. ‘Maybe later.’

‘One of the virtues of retirement,’ the judge said, ‘is being able to do what you like whenever you want. I’ve found a brandy and milk goes very well before the midday meal.’ He went to a sideboard, poured a drink from a nearly empty crystal decanter with too many facets, added a bare splash of milk from a refrigerated container, and drank about half before lowering the glass.

‘I’m delighted, sir,’ he said, ‘that you were able to put paid to that vile scoundrel Khodyan. I’ve learned over the years that there’s but one way to deal with men like him, and that’s in the manner you did.’

‘I suppose,’ Joshua said, ‘you might feel that way, having been a judge. I’ve never had that much confidence.’

‘That’s not confidence, Joshua, and I’d like to call you that, if I may. That’s just plain common sense.’ Penruddock emptied the glass and made himself another. ‘You know, when that Sector Marshal sent me the com of what had happened, I wondered if you were the same Joshua Wolfe friends told me about during the war.

‘I did a little checking and found out. Damned pleased to meet you, sir. You did good work, turning all they’d taught you back against those bastard Al’ar. The service you did our Federation was of the greatest, the greatest indeed.’ Penruddock’s voice had gotten louder, as if he were giving an after-dinner oration. ‘Why didn’t you stay on in the service, if I may be so bold?’

‘The war was over,’ Joshua said.

‘But the Federation can always use men like you, even  in peacetime. A great loss, sir. A great loss. Heaven knows I tried to serve, tried to join up, but you know, my heart . . . well, it just wasn’t one of those things that was to be.

‘But I can tell you, I did my part as best I could. Even though my training was in the civil field, I set up Loyalty Courts and made sure there wasn’t the slightest bit of dissent on Mandodari. Men like you, men out there fighting on the frontiers, didn’t need to have people backstabbing them with either deeds or words.’

Penruddock looked at Joshua for some gratitude and was disappointed when he didn’t get it. Joshua walked to one bookshelf.

‘Behind this is your jewel collection?’

Penruddock was startled. ‘Well . . . yes. But . . . how could you tell?’

‘Would you open it, please.’

Joshua watched carefully as Penruddock fingered a sensor and the false books lifted into the ceiling, revealing a vault. Penruddock touched several spots on the vault’s face that appeared unremarkable and then turned the handle, and the colunterbalanced door swung open. Inside were rows of shelves. Joshua pulled one shelf out, and gem-stones shot up multicolored starlight.

‘How many other people know where this is? The police report on the robbery said the thief or thieves -’

‘Thieves, sir,’ Penruddock said. ‘There had to be more than just one man. They took away half a dozen trays, and I’ve never known a burglar so bold as to make more than one trip.

‘But to answer your question. Myself. My wife. One . . . perhaps two of my servants. Long-time employees, still with me today.

‘But all that doesn’t matter, does it? You’ve recovered what you were able to recover, for which I am grateful, and  Innokenty Khodyan is dead, which makes things still better.’ Penruddock looked anxiously at the open door and sighed in relief when Joshua nodded. He closed and relocked the vault.

‘Now I must ask the question that’s been puzzling me, Joshua,’ the judge said. ‘I was told you are a warrant hunter now. Your business with me is over, isn’t it?’

‘No,’ Joshua said. ‘Sometimes I hunt other things than men. I’m interested in the things that weren’t on Khodyan when I killed him.’

‘You mean the diamonds?’

‘And one other thing.’

Judge Penruddock started and tried to cover it. ‘Oh . . . you mean that little stone? That was just something of sentimental value. Something I bought when I was a boy, and, well, I guess it was the cornerstone, without intending the pun, of my collection.’ He had deliberately kept his eyes on Joshua, trying to force belief.

Wolfe stared back until Penruddock looked away. The silence climbed about them.

‘Very well,’ Penruddock said. ‘I don’t know why I’m so secretive about it. It’s not illegal to own, after all. It was an Al’ar Lumina stone. How did you guess?’

‘I didn’t know exactly what it was,’ Joshua lied. ‘But that “sentimental value only” jumped at me. Since no one died in the robbery, there had to be something important for you to post the reward you did.’

‘You came to the correct end, sir, but you took a wrong turn. I would have wanted the thief hunted down regardless. Have you ever been robbed? It’s like . . . like being raped. They came into my house and defiled it. So of course I wanted revenge. Consider this, Joshua. If my wife and I had been here on that night, wouldn’t we have most likely been hurt or worse? The police told me this Khodyan had no hesitation about using violence.’

‘Let’s get back to the stone, Your Honor.’

‘Since you were among the Al’ar, you know what it was used for.’

Joshua hesitated, then told the truth. ‘No. I don’t. Not completely. The Lumina gave them focus, like I’ve heard crystal does a meditator. But it also was an amplifier and allowed greater use of their powers.

‘Was that why you had it?’

Penruddock turned around and looked out a window at a huge Japanese rock garden, its effect ruined by size.

‘No, or not exactly. I’d heard stories about the Lumina. But I’m not into such metaphysical -’ Penruddock hesitated before going on, ‘- stuff. I wanted it as a trophy. Most of my gems have a history, and I know their value, not just in money. Some have been the ruin of a family or a dynasty, some have been part of a reluctant bride’s price, and so forth. This Lumina was the price of empire for us.’

Joshua knew Penruddock was lying.

‘What do you think happened to it?’ the judge went on.

‘I don’t know. Innokenty Khodyan hadn’t linked up with his fence when I took him, and supposedly nobody else on Platte had gotten any jewels from him.’

‘Then he must have sold it before he reached whatever godforsaken world you killed him on. Certainly there’s no market for it on Mandodari III.’

‘Possibly,’ Joshua said. ‘Or else he had already made the delivery to his customer.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Innokenty Khodyan was a professional. Some of the dozen thefts he pulled before I took him were general - he’d found out about someone’s stash and gone after it.

‘But this would appear to be something different. I’d suspect the theft was commissioned.’

‘For the Lumina?’ Penruddock looked shaken.

‘There are other collectors of Al’ar gear,’ Joshua pressed.  ‘Do you know any of them? Better, have any of them come here and seen the Lumina?’

‘No to both of your questions,’ Penruddock said flatly. ‘I’ve heard about those wretches, with their bits of uniforms and parts of shot-down ships . . . thank you, I am hardly of their ilk.’

‘Where did you get the Lumina?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘Was it here on Mandodari?’ Joshua caught and held Penruddock’s gaze.

‘I said I can’t -’

‘You just did. Who sold it to you?’

‘A man contacted me directly,’ Penruddock said grudgingly.

‘How did he know you were interested?’

‘I’d mentioned what I wanted to some friends.’

‘Other gem collectors?’

‘Yes. One had told me he’d heard of a Lumina - actually that there were two, for sale, but they were far beyond his price.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘He’s dead. He died . . . natural causes . . . about two months after I bought the stone.’

‘The man you bought it from here. Was he a native of Mandodari?’

‘No. I met him at the spaceport. He said he was between ships.’

‘Do you know where he came from? Where he was going?’

‘No. I only cared about what he wanted to sell.’

‘How’d you pay?’

‘Cash.’

‘How much?’

Penruddock looked stubborn.

‘How much?’

‘Two million five hundred,’ he said.

‘That’s a great deal of money for something you’re just going to leave in a vault and just look at once a week or so. What else did you plan to do with it?’

‘I already said - nothing. It was merely to have it! You’re not a collector, so you wouldn’t understand.’

‘Maybe I wouldn’t,’ Wolfe said. ‘Have you ever heard of a man named Sutro?’

‘Never.’

Joshua searched for his next question.

‘I didn’t expect this when I allowed you to come here,’ Penruddock said. ‘To be grilled like I was some kind of criminal.’

‘So the Lumina’s gone, and you have no idea who might have taken it,’ Wolfe went on, paying no mind to the judge’s words. ‘Do you want it back?’

‘Yes . . . no.’

‘Make up your mind.’

‘I don’t want that stone back. I don’t think you could recover it,’ Penruddock said. ‘Especially if what you said is true and another collector sent that son of a bitch Khodyan to steal it from me. But I want another one.’

‘That doesn’t make sense.’

‘I don’t have to make sense, Wolfe,’ the judge said, trying to regain control of the situation. ‘Perhaps I just realized it myself. You said you came here looking for warrant work. Very well. You’ve got it. I’ll cover your expenses and pay you a finder’s fee when you secure me a second Lumina. I’ll pay the same price as I did for the first.’

Joshua walked across the room and stared down at the mansion’s front entrance and driveway. He heard a slight noise, and a small metallic green lifter came into view, hovering down the drive and out the gate. Joshua turned back.

‘If I take the warrant,’ he said, ‘I’ll want the rest of what you’re not telling me.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’ll need to know who the man was you bought it from, how he got in contact with you, where he came from, and why you trusted him enough to go to a spaceport with that much cold cash. Just for a beginning.’

‘I told you everything!’

Joshua Wolfe took one of the hotel’s cards from a pocket and laid it on a table.

‘You can reach me here.’

 



The gate closed behind Joshua, and he started back toward the city. He heard a turbine whine, turned, and saw the metallic green lifter. Ariadne Penruddock was at the controls. She stopped the craft, and the window hissed down.

‘It’s a long walk, even if it’s downhill. Need a ride?’

‘I never walk unless I have to.’

Joshua went around the back of the vehicle and opened the door. He looked back up the drive at the house. In an upper-story window he saw a white blur that might have been a face.

He got in and slid the door closed.

‘I’m at the Acropolis,’ he said.

‘Mister Wolfe, would you mind if we had a talk?’

‘Not at all. What about?’

‘My husband. Lumina stones.’

‘I felt someone else’s presence while we were talking,’ Joshua said. ‘Were you eavesdropping . . . or are you more sophisticated?’

Without taking her eyes from the road, Lady Penruddock opened her purse and showed him a small com. ‘Sometimes a woman needs to know what’s being said about her even if she’s away from the house. I had the pickup put in his study just after we were married.’

‘Maybe,’ Wolfe suggested, ‘you’d better pick a place for our talk where you’re not known.’

‘The Acropolis is fine. Nobody in our circle goes there.’

The bar was automated, which meant one less witness. It was empty except for two salesmen nursing beers and glowering at their notebook screens as if they were the supervisors who’d given them this awful territory. Ariadne studied the menu set into the tabletop.

‘Deneb sherry,’ she decided, and touched the correct sensor.

There were no Armagnacs, but there was a local pomace brandy. The delivery slot opened, and Lady Penruddock’s drink and Wolfe’s water and brandy appeared. He fingered the tab sensor, touched the snifter to his lips and drank ice water.

‘Let me tell you about my husband and myself,’ Ariadne said without preamble. ‘We married for our own separate reasons, and for me at least, nothing has altered my intent.

‘Malcolm and I largely lead our own lives. What he does is his business. If he wishes me to accompany him, I am delighted. If not . . .’ She shrugged. ‘I have my own friends, my own pursuits. Malcolm cares little what I do so long as I do not embarrass him or force him to take notice.

‘If I found you attractive, which I do, and we happened to spend some time together, that would only concern the two of us.

‘I am not sure, though, that that would be wise. For me. But I am still thinking about it.’ Her fingers touched the fastener of her blouse for an instant, then went away.

‘What Malcolm perhaps does not yet realize is that I require the same from him. He must not embarrass me or force me to have to apologize for his sometimes unusual predilections.’

‘Such as the Lumina?’

‘Exactly. Did you know he was lying when he said he only wished to own the Lumina for itself?’

‘I did.’

‘My husband is a devotee of power,’ Ariadne said carefully. ‘He chose to become a civil judge for that reason, instead of criminal law. That was well before the war, when our world was thriving.

‘Malcolm made his decisions wisely over the years, not so much for justice as for how they might benefit him. He was quite successful.

‘Then the war ruined him, as it ruined this world. When it was over and the Federation left, all the wonderful wheelings and dealings with land, and estates, and investments, on- and offworld, were mostly gone.

‘Malcolm had planned to use his Loyalty Courts to propel him into politics, possibly to the highest offices. But with peace came the new government, which holds office by the size of the welfare checks it gives out.’

She shrugged. ‘I care nothing about that or about what the working man does or thinks.

‘Malcolm retired from the bench at the advice of several lawyers who said there might otherwise be an investigation of his decisions before and during the war.

‘So he looked about for other fields to conquer.

‘One of them was me. My family had been very indiscreet in war investments, so our standing with the hoi polloi was shaky. Also, I’d been a bit . . . indiscreet once when I was very, very young. Mandodari doesn’t care what goes on in its bedrooms so long as the windows are blanked. I wasn’t that cautious. The woman and her husband were able to leave, but I was trapped here, and Malcolm was a most convenient salvation.

‘You look surprised, Mister Wolfe. Isn’t a woman permitted to be honest about herself and her chances?’

‘I’m just surprised you’re telling all this to a stranger.’

‘Why not? Better to a stranger, one that’ll be offworld in a few days, than to the whale-mouthed gossips I normally associate with. As I was saying, marriage benefited us both. Malcolm received certain material advantages, perhaps what was known as a dowry in the old days, and I became a quote honest end quote woman.

‘After we were married, Malcolm started hearing about the Lumina stone. He already had his collection of jewels, which I truthfully believe is the only thing he completely loves, and so it didn’t seem that odd for him to want an Al’ar stone.’

‘The Lumina is not a jewel.’

‘And how many people know that? Let me continue. He felt that possession of a Lumina stone could bring him some feeling for power that might guide him to his next step.

‘At least that was what he thought when he began his quest. Then he heard about the ur-Lumina.’

‘The what?’

‘Now it’s my turn for surprise. I thought you would have known of that, since I heard Malcolm say you were among the Al’ar, although I’m not sure I completely understand.

‘Malcolm heard stories of a great Lumina, although I don’t know if anyone ever said anything about its physical size. I’ve heard him call it a “king Lumina” or a “mother Lumina.” He didn’t tell me what it was used for, what it was meant to do. But if a small Lumina had the purpose you told Malcolm, the great one would surely be worth possessing.

‘He was going to use the Lumina he had to track down the big one. I don’t know how. Maybe he thought it would lead him directly; maybe he thought whoever he bought the stone from could help him. He was never that specific. Now he wants to hire you for the search.’

Joshua rolled brandy round his mouth, concentrating  on the burn, letting the words find their own meaning. He took a second swallow.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You were honest with me, and I’ll return the trade. I’ve never heard of this ultimate Lumina, not even when I was a boy and was among them. I don’t see how such a thing could even exist. If it did, it would have been at least hinted at in their ceremonies.’

‘You could be right?’ Ariadne said indifferently. She touched the menu for another sherry. ‘It doesn’t really matter to me.’

‘All right,’ Joshua said. ‘So what do you want me to do about your husband?’

‘You can take the commission if you wish,’ Lady Penruddock said. ‘All I ask is you keep Malcolm from making an utter fool of himself - or getting hurt.

‘I can guess you have your own agenda with this Lumina stone and don’t know what it is or care.

‘All I’m concerned about is Malcolm. Do what I want, and I’ll be a friend. A very good friend. Otherwise . . . well, my family may be in disgrace, but we still have enough power to make life exceedingly miserable for you even if you are some kind of war hero, even out into the Outlaw Worlds.’

She drank most of her drink. ‘As for that other thing I spoke of, whatever might happen between you and me . . . that can wait until another time.’

She dipped a finger into the dregs of the sherry, touched it to Joshua’s lips, got up, and walked out of the bar, not looking back.

Joshua sat very still for a time. He picked up his snifter, was about to drink, then put the glass down, signed the tab with a fingerprint, and went out of the hotel into the dusk.




SEVEN

‘Twenny-five credits for straight, thirty-five for a suckoff, fifty for roun’ th’ worl’, an’ for a hunnerd you can have me  an’ Irina,’ the woman said, trying to sound as if it mattered which was chosen. Her partner smiled in Wolfe’s general vicinity, then turned as a lifter approached and saluted it with her chest. She looked disappointed when the driver didn’t slow down.

‘Suppose I’m interested in something else,’ Joshua said.

‘Like what? I don’t do pain or shit . . . but I can send you to somebody who does.’ The woman leaned back against the wall of the bar. ‘Shoulda known you weren’t th’ kind who wants somethin’ normal. Guys who look like you never do.’

‘Not that, either,’ Wolfe said. ‘I think you might be needing a new fancy man.’

‘Not a chance. Keos takes real good care a me an’ Irina an’ the other girls.’

‘I didn’t say I was asking.’

‘Get on your scooter, bud. Or you’re gonna get hurt.’ Joshua didn’t move. The woman’s hand dove in her purse and came out with a silent alarm. ‘You’re lookin’ for trouble, you’re ’bout to get on kissin’ terms with it.’

The other woman came closer, her eyes wide. She licked her lips in anticipation.

A man came out of the bar, hand inside his vest. He was  big and walked with a limp, and the surgeon who’d rebuilt the side of his face hadn’t done a very good job.

‘What is it, Marla?’

‘Him,’ the first woman said. ‘He wants t’ be our new mack.’

‘Shit!’ the man spit, and came in on Joshua, hand coming out of the vest with a sap. Joshua stepped into him, and two fingers rapped sharply on the man’s forehead as Wolfe struck the pimp’s forearm with the side of his blocking hand.

The blackjack hit the filthy pavement before the man did.

The two whores looked scared. Joshua kept one eye on them while he knelt and rifled through the man’s pockets. He found a knife, a wad of cash, a vial containing a brownish powder, and a flat blaster in an ankle holster. He threw the vial and knife into the street and tossed the credits to Marla.
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