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      MIN


      

      Battered, weary to the bone, and profoundly baffled, Min Donner joined Punisher shortly after Warden Dios returned to UMCPHQ from Holt Fasner’s Home Office. She hadn’t slept since the day before her visit

         to Sixten Vertigus, hadn’t eaten since her ride back to UMCPHQ from Suka Bator. A headache like a threat of concussion throbbed

         in her forehead. Occasionally her hearing buzzed like neural feedback.

      


      

      She felt that her whole life was being rewritten around her; reinterpreted to mean something she hadn’t chosen and couldn’t

         understand.

      


      

      Why was she here?


      

      In some sense, Warden had answered that question. The last time she’d spoken to him, he’d told her, to her utter astonishment,

         I have reason to think Morn Hyland may survive—Even though he’d convinced her long ago that Morn was being abandoned, that he’d sold her body and soul, he’d said, If she does, I want someone to make sure she stays alive, someone I can trust. That means you. For that reason apparently he was sending Min away from her duties at UMCPHQ.

      


      

      Nevertheless his reply explained nothing. All she really knew was that she was here now because he’d lied to her earlier;

         lied to her systematically and incessantly for months.

      


      

      What in God’s name was going on?


      

      His signal of farewell reached her as she rode her personal shuttle out toward the gap range where Punisher had already turned and started preparations for an outbound acceleration; but she didn’t answer it. She had nothing more

         to say to him. Instead of returning some vacant acknowledgment or salute, she replied to the questions of her crew by shaking

         her head. Let Warden Dios take her on faith, as she was required to take him. He’d left her no other way to express her galling confusion or her blind, baffled hope.

      


      

      With as much of her accustomed grim determination as she could muster, she put kazes and assassinations, treachery and intrigue

         behind her, and concentrated instead on the job ahead.

      


      

      Her orders were superficially simple. She was instructed to take command of the first available UMCP warship – in this case,

         Punisher –and go immediately to the Com-Mine asteroid belt. Under cover of the belt, she was supposed to ‘watch for and respond to developments’

         from the direction of Thanatos Minor. In other words, to observe and presumably deal with the outcome of Angus Thermopyle’s

         covert attack on Billingate.

      


      

      That was plain enough. But why was it necessary? After all, at Fasner’s orders human space along the Amnion frontier especially

         in the broad vicinity of Com-Mine Station and the belt – was being webbed with the most intensive communications network ever

         deployed. Any decipherable information from the direction of Thanatos Minor would reach UMCPHQ in a matter of hours, whether

         she was present in the belt or not.

      


      

      What kind of ‘developments’ did Warden expect? Angus Thermopyle – Joshua – would either succeed or not. If he succeeded, Nick

         Succorso and the danger he represented would be finished. Min’s suspicions of Milos Taverner would come to nothing. And Morn

         might – conceivably – survive. On the other hand, if Angus failed, everyone and everything would be lost. Morn would be just

         one more casualty.

      


      

      Either way, there would be nothing for Min to do, except possibly pick up survivors – or warn off an Amnion pursuit. Com-Mine

         Station could have done that. Punisher herself, despite her battle-worn and depleted condition, could have done it. Min Donner was the UMCP Enforcement Division

         Director: she belonged elsewhere. Back at UMCPHQ, rooting out kazes and traitors. Or even down on Suka Bator, helping Captain

         Vertigus prepare and present his Bill of Severance. She had no reason to be here.


      

      No reason, that is, apart from Warden’s desire to get her out of the way – to dissociate her from the fatal game he played

         with or against Holt Fasner. And his unexpected assertion that Morn might get away alive.


      

      If she does, I want someone to make sure she stays alive—

      


      

      Was that the truth? Or had Warden said it simply to ensure that she obeyed him?


      

      She didn’t know; couldn’t know. But in the end, his orders were enough. She obeyed because she had sworn that she would.


      

      Nevertheless she couldn’t shake the dark feeling that she was doomed; that between them Warden Dios and Holt Fasner were about

         to cost her everything she had ever believed in or trusted.

      


      

      At last her shuttle thunked against the docking port in Punisher’s side; grapples jerked home. Min nodded to her crew and stepped into the shuttle’s airlock as if she didn’t care whether she

         ever returned.

      


      

      The bosun commanding the honor guard which greeted her inside the ship’s personnel bay looked as worn-out and abused as she

         felt. Min winced inwardly at the sight: she hated seeing her people in such bad shape. However, she kept her chagrin and anger

         to herself while she returned the bosun’s salute.

      


      

      ‘Captain’s apologies, Director Donner,’ he said. He sounded even worse than he looked – a young officer who had been under

         too much pressure for far too long. ‘He can’t leave the bridge. We weren’t expecting to head out – he hasn’t had time to get

         ready—’ The bosun caught himself, flushed like a boy. ‘You already know that. I’m sorry.

      


      

      ‘Captain will see you whenever you want. I can take you to your quarters first.’


      

      Min had scanned Punisher’s reports before leaving UMCPHQ. The cruiser had just come home from a bitter struggle with fifteen or twenty illegal ships

         which had turned Valdor Industrial’s distant binary solar system into a virtual war zone.

      


      

      Because of the kind of mining, processing, and heavy manufacturing carried on by the station, Valdor and the traffic it serviced

         were rich with prizes. And like most binary systems this one was a maze of orbits – masses of rock revolving around each other

         in patterns so complex that they defied mapping by anything less than a megaCPU. The pirates were entrenched among the almost

         innumerable planets, planetoids, and moons cycling around the twinned stars called Greater and Lesser Massif-5.

      


      

      Over a period of six months, the Scalpel-class cruiser had engaged in dozens of pitched battles, weeks of pursuit. And all

         to little avail. Two pirates had been destroyed, one captured. The rest had fought back with such concerted ferocity, or had fled with such intimate

         knowledge of the system’s hiding places, that no mere cruiser could have hoped to deal with them all.

      


      

      No wonder the bosun was exhausted. No wonder the faces of the honor guard ached with despair at the prospect of another mission.

         Punisher needed rest, deserved rest. The UMCP were spread too thin; would always be spread too thin, simply because the gap drive made available more space

         than any police force could control. Not for the first time, Min thought that as long as the threat of the Amnion endured

         – as long as forbidden space offered wealth in exchange for stolen resources – her people were doomed to fail.

      


      

      As usual, she kept that idea to herself. Instead she told the bosun, ‘I’ll go to the bridge.’ Then, before he could give any

         orders himself, she dismissed the honor guard. In general she disliked the formalities of her position; and in this particular

         case she actively hated wasting the energy of these weary men and women on ceremonial duties.

      


      

      Momentarily flustered, the bosun began, ‘Director, Captain ordered—’ But an instant later he swallowed his discomfiture. With

         a salute, he let the guard go. ‘This way, Director.’

      


      

      Min knew the way. On any ship the UMCP had commissioned, she could have found the bridge blindfolded. She let the bosun guide

         her, however. She’d already undercut him enough by dismissing his honor guard.

      


      

      By the time she left the first lift and headed forward through the ship’s core, she knew Punisher was in trouble. Because of the recent damage to her eardrums, she still couldn’t hear clearly enough to pick up the cruiser’s

         characteristic hums and whines. But she could feel centrifugal g through the soles of her boots; she could sense vibrations

         with the nerves of her skin. Subtle stresses reached her like undamped harmonics.

      


      

      ‘You’ve got internal spin displacement,’ she commented to the bosun. ‘Bearings are grinding somewhere.’


      

      He gaped at her sidelong. ‘How—?’ She was the ED Director, however: he wasn’t supposed to question her. With an effort, he

         mastered himself. ‘Forward,’ he answered. ‘We took a hit that knocked the whole core off true. But that’s not all. We’ve got

         micro-leaks in some of the hydraulic systems. Several doors stick until the pressure rectifies. Half a dozen bulkheads don’t quite seal. And we’ve been holed twice. We’ve kept integrity, but we lost the conduit to one of the

         sensor banks. Captain has men outside right now, trying to jury-rig leads before we go into tach. For the rest—

      


      

      ‘Director, we haven’t had time to trace those leaks or patch those holes. We’ve been at battle-stations for most of the past

         six months. And only a shipyard can fix internal spin.’

      


      

      The young officer sounded so raw that Min frowned to herself. ‘No criticism intended, Bosun,’ she told him quietly. ‘It was

         just an observation.’

      


      

      He swallowed hard. ‘Thank you, Director.’ Until he blinked them clear, his eyes were perilously moist.


      

      Punisher was desperate for rest.

      


      

      Full of outraged protectiveness toward her people, Min thought harshly, Fuck you, Warden Dios, and the horse you rode in on.

         You had goddamn better know what you’re doing.

      


      

      The ship was a swarm of activity. Men and women hurried in all directions, rushing to and from the hundreds of duties required

         by a new mission. The few who recognized Min Donner paused to salute; but most of them were concentrating too hard – focused

         by fatigue and urgency – to notice her. Scalpel-class cruisers carried a crew of sixty-plus, but Punisher didn’t have that many to work with. Her reports had cited four dead and eleven confined to their quarters or sickbay by injuries

         or battle-shock: fifteen crewmembers lost across the four watches. As soon as Min had received Warden’s orders, she’d dispatched

         a provisioning shuttle to meet the cruiser; but in the time available Punisher couldn’t be adequately resupplied. No wonder the captain was too busy to leave the bridge. Damaged, shorthanded, and ill

         equipped, his command was a poor candidate for any important assignment. Punisher’s best hope was that this mission proved to be as trivial as Min feared.

      


      

      With one palm she stroked the butt of her handgun to steady herself as she accompanied the bosun forward.


      

      Aside from weight, armament, and crew, one of the differences between a cruiser like Punisher and a destroyer like Starmaster was that Punisher’s bridge occupied a command module which could be detached from the main ship to function separately. If Captain Davies Hyland

         had had a vessel like this, he might well have survived Starmaster’s destruction; survived to keep his daughter out of Angus Thermopyle’s hands. That was another detail for which Min blamed herself uselessly,

         despite the fact that she herself had approved Starmaster’s construction and had selected Davies Hyland as captain.

      


      

      None of that showed on her face, however, as she went with the bosun – ahead of him now – through the aperture which linked

         the rest of the ship to the command module. She encountered Punisher’s captain and bridge crew with her features set in characteristic lines, stern and unreadable.

      


      

      Almost instantly all movement on the bridge stopped: techs working on the screens and boards froze; the bridge crew – helm,

         targ, data and damage control, communications, engineering, scan – hesitated momentarily, their hands poised on their stations,

         their faces tense.

      


      

      Their attention made her feel that she deserved her reputation as Warden Dios’ executioner.


      

      But then the captain, Dolph Ubikwe, broke the pause by swinging his g-seat toward Min. In a granite rumble, he said stolidly,

         ‘Director Donner. Welcome aboard.’

      


      

      At once the bridge crew rose to salute. The techs moved out of Min’s way as if they believed – or wanted to believe – that

         they were beneath her notice.

      


      

      There was no welcome in Captain Ubikwe’s voice, however. It seemed to pulse from his chest like the cut of a subsonic drill.

         Even if Min had been deaf, she might have been able to hear him through the bones of her skull. Ensigns under his command

         often said that his voice could strip paint at twenty paces.

      


      

      He was a large man – almost too large to pass the UMCP physicals – with a heavy mass of muscle hidden under his fat. Too much

         strain and too few showers caused his black skin to gleam in the featureless light. Red rimmed his bloodshot eyes; they appeared

         to bulge in their sockets. Fists as heavy as cudgels rested on the arms of his seat.

      


      

      ‘Thank you, Captain.’ Min didn’t expect welcome. ‘At ease,’ she told the bridge crew without shifting her gaze from Dolph

         Ubikwe. As they resumed their g-seats, she asked him, ‘How soon can you go into tach?’

      


      

      His fists tightened slightly. ‘Depends on whether that’s a request or an order. You order it and we’re gone. All we need to

         know is where. But if it’s a request’ – he lifted his heavy shoulders – ‘we can probably be ready in three or four months.’

      


      

      In another place, at another time, Min might have smiled. She knew this man well. He had first come to her attention in the

         Academy ten years ago, when his air of insubordination and his poor grades had threatened to deny him a commission. She had

         overruled the Academy commander in person to make Dolph Ubikwe an ensign. Despite his resistance to discipline, which had

         showed in his sloppy classroom work as well as his excess weight, she had sensed a fettered emotional power in him, a charisma

         similar to Warden’s. It might make him an effective leader – if he ever learned how and when to unleash it. Since then, he

         had vindicated her judgment by rising swiftly to the command of his own vessel. Under other circumstances, she would have

         had no qualms about using him to carry out Warden Dios’ orders.

      


      

      ‘If it were a request,’ she replied to his tight stare, ‘I wouldn’t be here.’


      

      His mouth twisted. ‘Then perhaps the Enforcement Division Director would condescend to tell us where we’re going. It does

         make a difference, you know – heading, velocity, all those troublesome little gap details.’

      


      

      Now she did smile – a smile as humorless and bleak as an arctic wind. Instead of reacting to his sarcasm, she said simply,

         ‘The Com-Mine belt. Close to forbidden space.’

      


      

      At once a new tension crackled across the bridge. The data officer breathed, ‘Oh, Jesus,’ and the man on targ muttered, ‘Shit!’

         as if he thought Min wouldn’t be able to hear him.

      


      

      A muscle at the corner of Captain Ubikwe’s mouth twitched like a flinch. ‘Now why in hell,’ he asked Min, ‘would we want to

         do a thing like that?’

      


      

      She didn’t snap at him. She also didn’t drop his gaze. She could have made Punisher obey her blind – she could require unquestioning compliance from any ship in the fleet – but she had no intention of doing

         so. For one thing, she owed this ship an explanation. And for another, she knew that Dolph Ubikwe would serve her better if

         she let him be himself.

      


      

      ‘Because,’ she answered, ‘there’s been a covert UMCP attack on Thanatos Minor’s bootleg shipyard. As I’m sure you remember,

         that planetoid is in forbidden space relatively near the Com-Mine belt. For the better part of a decade, illegals have been

         using the belt to cover them on their way to Thanatos Minor. The Amnion tolerate encroachment from that direction, if not from anywhere else.

      


      

      ‘While we’re standing here, the shipyard is under attack. I’m not prepared to discuss the nature of the operation here, except

         to repeat that it’s covert. For now, the important point is this. There’s going to be fallout.

      


      

      ‘I have no idea what kind of fallout. I can’t know. There may be survivors.’ Morn Hyland may survive—‘Our people, or illegals on the run. Or there may be a full-scale Amnion retaliation.’

      


      

      Borrowing Warden’s conviction because she had so little to spare of her own, Min concluded, ‘Whatever it is, we’re going out

         there to deal with it.’

      


      

      The bridge crew stared at her. They had all turned their stations toward her. From their g-seats – command and communications

         in front of her, engineering and data off to the sides, scan and helm and targ apparently hanging upside down over her head

         – they studied her in fear or anger or despair or plain numb weariness, as if she had just instructed them to commit suicide.

      


      

      For a moment Dolph lowered his eyes. When he raised them again, they seemed oddly naked, as if he had set aside some of his

         defenses. ‘Permission to speak frankly.’

      


      

      Just for an instant Min wondered whether she should refuse. Then she decided against it. By some standards, disagreements

         – not to mention hostility – between commanders was bad for discipline. On the other hand, Punisher was his ship: the tone which either inspired or dismayed his people was his to set, no matter what she did. She was willing

         to trust his instincts.

      


      

      She nodded once. ‘Please.’


      

      He shifted his posture as if to launch his voice at her from a more stable platform. ‘Then let me just ask you, Director Donner,’

         he said in a tone of raw outrage, ‘if you are out of your incorrigible mind. Don’t you read reports anymore? Haven’t you got a clue what we’ve just been through? Or maybe you think dodging matter cannon fire and asteroids

         alone for six months is some kind of holiday. You sent us out to Valdor to do a job which would have been too much for five

         cruisers. We’re lucky to get home limping instead of just plain dead.

      


      

      ‘We’re shorthanded here. That was in the reports, too. Some of my people are drifting around Massif-5 in caskets. We’ve got holes and hydraulic leaks and a scan bank with no wiring. But never mind that. After what we’ve been through, we

         can stand a few minor inconveniences. We’ve got worse problems.’

      


      

      His voice was harsh enough to hurt Min’s ears, but she knew from experience that he still had plenty of volume in reserve.

         For the sake of her personal comfort, she hoped that he didn’t use it.

      


      

      ‘Have you listened to this ship yet, Director Donner? Or have you forgotten what internal spin displacement sounds like? Have you forgotten

         what that kind of displacement can do to a warship? In case you’ve been spending too much time behind your desk and not enough

         on the firing line, let me remind you. If the bearings go and internal spin freezes before we can shut it down, centrifugal

         inertia is transferred to the whole ship. The whole ship starts to spin – which is a nightmare for scan and helm, never mind

         targ. Punisher isn’t made for that kind of maneuver. And if we start to spin like that in the belt – or in combat – then you can kiss your

         hard ass good-bye along with all the rest of us.

      


      

      ‘This is all crazy, Director Donner. How many warships have we got now? Fifty? Fifty cruisers, destroyers, gunboats, and full

         battlewagons? Do you expect me to believe they’re all unavailable for this job? That not one of them is in reach?

      


      

      ‘If that’s true, let Com-Mine Station do it, whatever it turns out to be. Hell on ice, Director, they’ve got enough in-system

         firepower to slag three ships like this. Let them police their own goddamn belt for a few more hours.

      


      

      ‘We are in no shape for this.’

      


      

      For reasons which she had never tried to explain to herself, Min often liked her officers best when they were angry at her.

         Perhaps because she understood Captain Ubikwe’s indignation and approved of it, or perhaps because she was so angry herself

         that his ire formed a strange bond between them, she smiled back at his protest with something like affection.

      


      

      ‘Are you done?’


      

      ‘No.’ Her reaction disconcerted him, but he obviously didn’t want to show it. ‘I’m going to say it all again, and this time

         I’m going to say it loud.’

      


      

      ‘That won’t be necessary,’ she drawled. ‘You’ve made your point.’


      

      Captain Ubikwe studied her hard. After a moment he asked more quietly, ‘Then why do I get the impression you’re not going

         to let us off the hook?’

      


      

      ‘I’m not,’ she replied. ‘You are the only ship available. You’re here. Sure, I could pull your replacement away from Valdor. I could signal a battlewagon from Betelgeuse Primary, or take a destroyer

         off frontier patrol. I could try Com-Mine and hope they do a good job.

      


      

      ‘But none of them can get me out there.’

      


      

      The bridge received this in surprise, dull shock, or dread. The man on scan let a thin whistle through his teeth like an effort

         to ward away spooks. From above Min, the targ officer muttered again, ‘Shit.’

      


      

      Dolph flashed a look upward. ‘Glessen,’ he rasped at targ, as throaty as a combustion engine, ‘if you say that again in front

         of Director Donner, I’m going to take you out in the woodshed and cane you.’ None of his people laughed: they knew better.

         ‘In case you weren’t paying attention, the Director of the entire UMCP Enforcement Division, which we so proudly serve, has

         just announced that she’s putting her life in our hands. She isn’t sending us out to the belt to see what we’re made of –

         she’s going with us. Where I came from, we called that “putting your money where your mouth is”’ – abruptly he pounded a fist

         on his board – ‘and we respected it.’


      

      Suddenly everyone on the bridge seemed busy with one task or another. No one glanced at Glessen as he murmured, ‘Aye, sir.’


      

      Glowering excessively, Captain Ubikwe returned his gaze to Min. She suspected that he was swallowing a grin. His tone was

         grave, however, as he asked, ‘Are you telling me ED has a stake in this covert attack? I thought only DA did work like that.’

      


      

      Min didn’t want to mention Morn Hyland. She wasn’t ready to open that door into her own heart. Instead she said what she thought

         Warden Dios would have wanted her to say.

      


      

      ‘No. I’m telling you the UMCP has a stake in it. Humankind has a stake in it.’


      

      The captain sighed. For a moment or two he peered at his hands while he considered the situation. Then he dropped his palms

         onto his thighs. ‘In that case—’ With a heave, he rose from his g-seat and stepped aside. ‘As Enforcement Division Director

         and the highest-ranking UMCP officer aboard, the bridge is yours. Take the command station. I’ll evict targ – I can work from there until we’re ready to go into tach.’

      


      

      Min made a quick gesture of refusal. ‘She’s your ship, Captain. We’re better off with you in command. And I need rest.’ In

         fact, she hadn’t slept for two days; hadn’t eaten in twelve hours. ‘If you’ll detail someone to show me my quarters, I’ll

         get out of your way.’

      


      

      A touch of gratitude softened Dolph’s face as he sat down again, but he didn’t thank her. Automatically he hit keys on his

         board, checked his readouts. ‘Bosun will take you.’ The young man still stood by the aperture. ‘If you’ve got more orders

         for us, better spell them out. We were busy before you came aboard, but we’re a hell of a lot busier now.’

      


      

      Min didn’t hesitate. ‘I want to be on the other side of the gap in two hours,’ she answered promptly, ‘and in the belt in

         three. That means you’ll have to cut it fine.’

      


      

      She knew the risks. If internal spin froze in the gap, Punisher might resume tard half a hundred or half a million kilometers off course, tossed askew by the interplay between inertia and

         hysteresis – almost certainly a fatal problem near an asteroid belt. And if spin froze while Punisher navigated the belt, some kind of collision would be inevitable. To protect herself the ship would be forced to do almost

         everything without g. And she hadn’t been designed for that. Her people weren’t used to it.

      


      

      But whatever Angus Thermopyle did or failed to do was out of Min’s control, beyond her knowledge. Somewhere in the vicinity

         of Thanatos Minor, the chronometer was running on a deadline which she didn’t know how to meet. That fact gave her a greater

         sense of urgency than Warden’s actual orders did.

      


      

      ‘As soon as we hit normal space,’ she continued, ‘I want communications on maximum gain across all bandwidths. If it’s out

         there, I want us to hear it.

      


      

      ‘Assuming we don’t encounter any surprises, take us into the belt over on the far side – say, ten thousand k from the border

         – and find some rock we can hide behind, anything with enough magnetic resonance to confuse opposing scan. Wake me up when

         something happens or when we’re in position, whichever comes first. I’ll go into more detail then.’

      


      

      Captain Ubikwe lifted his head and bared his teeth, dismissing her. ‘Consider it done.’


      

      Softly but distinctly, so that everyone could hear her, she pronounced, ‘I do. Otherwise I would have taken command.’


      

      To spare him the distraction of answering her, she turned away and let the bosun guide her through the aperture back into

         the main body of the ship.

      


      

      On the way to her assigned quarters, she made a mental note to consider transferring Dolph’s targ officer to her personal

         staff. She wanted people around her who were willing to raise objections.

      


      

      If Warden had let Min raise enough objections, she might not be here now, dragging a damaged ship with a battered crew across

         the gap on a mission which would turn out to be either so useless or so critical that it should have been given to someone

         else.

      




      

      HASHI


      

      Hashi Lebwohl was not a dishonest man. It was more accurate to say that he was a-honest. He liked facts; but truth had no

         moral imperatives for him, no positive – or negative – valuation. It had its uses, just as facts had theirs: it was a tool,

         more subtle than some, cruder than others.

      


      

      It was a fact of his position as the UMCP Director of Data Acquisition that he was expected to satisfy certain requirements.

         Warden Dios himself liked – indeed demanded – facts. For that reason among others, Hashi respected his Director. Warden Dios

         made no effort to play fast and loose with reality, as the late and unlamented Godsen Frik had done endemically; or as even

         Min Donner did, in ways which she characteristically failed to recognize. Warden lived in the world of the real. Under no

         circumstances would Hashi Lebwohl have hesitated to do his job by supplying Warden with facts. And he was seldom reluctant

         to share his understanding of the way in which facts linked with each other to form more complex, less tangible realities.

      


      

      On the other hand, he felt no obligation whatsoever to tell Warden Dios – or anyone else – the truth.


      

      He received his first hints of what had happened on Thanatos Minor long before anyone else; quite some time before any other

         information reached UMCPHQ. Yet he withheld the facts for nearly an hour. And he kept the truth entirely to himself.

      


      

      The hints went to him, first, because they were coded exclusively for his use, and second, because no one in UMCPHQ Communications

         knew that they had anything to do with Billingate or Joshua. They were nothing more or less than flares from DA operatives,

         and such messages were always routed straight to the DA Director the moment they came in.

      


      

      The earlier of these two signals was a cryptic transmission from Nick Succorso aboard Captain’s Fancy. Initially Hashi didn’t mention it because it contained no useful information. Later, however, he suppressed its contents

         because they disturbed him.

      


      

      If you can get her, you bastard, Nick had sent, you can have her. I don’t care what happens to you. You need me, but you blew it. You deserve her. Then, for no apparent reason, Nick had added, Kazes are such fun, don’t you think?


      

      A pox upon him, Hashi thought in bemusement. Curse his black soul. Her? Who? You can have her. Was he talking about Morn Hyland? Was he deranged enough to think that Joshua had been sent to Billingate to rescue her?

      


      

      No. His reference to kazes contradicted that inference. Clearly he meant to warn or threaten Hashi concerning some woman who

         was involved with kazes. Yet that, too, made no sense. What could Nick possibly know about events here? How could he be aware

         that UMCPHQ and the GCES had suffered terrorist attacks?

      


      

      Perhaps the ‘her’ he referred to was Captain’s Fancy herself? Perhaps he meant to suggest that if Hashi or the UMCP made any attempt to interfere with Captain’s Fancy the frigate would become a kaze aimed at UMCPHQ?

      


      

      You deserve her.


      

      ‘Deserve’ her?


      

      You need me, but you blew it.


      

      Apparently Nick Succorso had lost his mind.


      

      At last Hashi put that flare aside. He found himself unable to divine Nick’s intentions. And that troubled him. He disliked

         his sense of incomprehension.

      


      

      The later signal was another matter.


      

      No one outside his domain, and perhaps no more than three people within it, knew that Angus Thermopyle, Milos Taverner, and

         Nick Succorso were not the only men he’d helped send to Thanatos Minor; or that the fourth had been dispatched for precisely

         this reason, to observe events and report on them.

      


      

      The transmission was from a purportedly legal merchanter called Free Lunch; ‘purportedly’ because Hashi had equipped her with false id and records so that she could travel freely in human space while

         she nurtured her private reputation – also more putative than real – as an illegal. According to her captain, Darrin Scroyle, he and his ship had escaped the vicinity of Thanatos Minor just ahead of the shock

         wave of the planetoid’s destruction

      


      

      So Joshua had succeeded. That was good, as far as it went. But Captain Scroyle’s message conveyed other facts as well, the

         implications of which inspired Hashi’s decision not to pass his information along to Warden Dios immediately. He needed time

         to consider the situation in the light shed by Captain Scroyle’s revelations.

      


      

      Under Hashi Lebwohl’s absolute supervision, Data Acquisition employed agents and operatives of all kinds. Some were freelance

         rogues, like Nick Succorso. Others were spies in the more traditional sense, hunting secrets under deep cover among the tenuous

         spiderweb societies of humankind’s illegals.

      


      

      And others were pure mercenaries. Unlike the rogues, they were men and women of peculiar honor, who gave their loyalty and

         their blood to anyone who paid their price. They could be trusted to do a specific job for a specific price, to question nothing,

         to complain about nothing – and to say nothing about what they’d done when the job was finished.

      


      

      The only disadvantage to such an arrangement, from Hashi’s point of view, was that the next job any given mercenary accepted

         might well be for some other employer; perhaps for one of humankind’s enemies. As much as he could, he avoided this embarrassment

         by keeping his mercenaries busy – and by outbidding other employers.

      


      

      Darrin Scroyle was a mercenary. He and Free Lunch were among the best of the breed: daring, heavily armed, and fast; capable of both recklessness and caution, as occasion

         warranted; willing for violence on almost any scale, and yet able to act with subtlety and discretion.

      


      

      When Free Lunch reached human space and passed her message through a listening post by means of a gap courier drone to UMCPHQ, Hashi gave

         Captain Scroyle’s report his full credence.

      


      

      The gist was this. Free Lunch had left Billingate as soon as Captain Scroyle had become convinced that events were near their crisis. That was as Hashi

         had ordered: he didn’t want Free Lunch caught up in whatever explosion resulted from Joshua’s mission. But during her departure from Billingate’s control space,

         Free Lunch had scanned the planetoid and its embattled ships with every instrument she had, and had observed several significant developments.

      


      

      A team in EVA suits had emerged from docked Trumpet in order to sabotage Billingate communications. After that they had broken into the Amnion sector – and then escaped.

      


      

      Captain’s Fancy had destroyed Tranquil Hegemony, not by matter cannon or lasers, but by ramming – apparently to prevent the Amnion warship from killing the EVA team.

      


      

      A shuttle had left the Amnion sector to be picked up by Soar.


      

      And Free Lunch had seen Calm Horizons moving to intercept Trumpet’s escape, supported by a small flotilla of illegals sent out by Billingate.

      


      

      That was bad enough; full of surprises and unexplained possibilities. But there was worse.


      

      Before their departure, Captain Scroyle and his people had spent as much time as they could around the installation, studying

         scan and communications, listening to rumors, looking for information. They had witnessed Captain’s Fancy’s arrival from the direction of Enablement Station, harried by warships. They had seen Captain Succorso’s ship launch an ejection

         pod which had veered away from Tranquil Hegemony in order to be intercepted by Soar. And they had heard stories—

      


      

      The story that the Amnion had revoked Captain Succorso’s credit on Billingate.


      

      The story that he, the Amnion, and the Bill were locked in a three-way conflict over the contents of the ejection pod.


      

      The story that Captain Succorso had spent time together in a bar with Captain Thermopyle and his second from Trumpet.


      

      The story that the Bill’s guards had been attacked and the contents of the pod stolen.


      

      The story that Soar’s captain, a woman named Sorus Chatelaine, had a mutagen immunity drug for sale.

      


      

      The story that Captain Succorso had bartered one of his own people, a woman, to the Amnion in order to obtain – so the rumor

         went – Captain’s Fancy’s freedom to leave Billingate.

      


      

      Taken all at once, such information might have given Godsen Frik the vapors with a vengeance – the worst case of collywobbles

         in his adult life. It had a different effect on Hashi Lebwohl, however. In a sense, he lived for such crises: oblique events

         with disturbing implications which called for all the cunning, misdirection, and initiative he could supply. The fact that

         he took nearly an hour to consider the situation before sharing what he knew – or some of what he knew – didn’t mean that he was frightened. It simply meant that he wanted to give his best attention

         to this particular conundrum.

      


      

      Soar and Captain’s Fancy. Trumpet and Calm Horizons. Tranquil Hegemony and an Amnion shuttle.

      


      

      Joshua, Nick Succorso, the Bill, Milos Taverner, Sorus Chatelaine, the Amnion. Not to mention Morn Hyland, who must have played

         some crucial part in Nick’s decision to visit Enablement, and who therefore simply could not be irrelevant to Nick’s conflict

         with the Amnion – or with the Bill.

      


      

      If you can get her, you bastard, you can have her.


      

      Morn?


      

      No: not possible.


      

      There were too many players; too many pieces moving across the game board. In particular Hashi wanted to know more about this

         Captain Chatelaine and her ship. Was she Nick’s ‘her’? Could the rumors about her conceivably be true? If they were, where

         could she have obtained a mutagen immunity drug, except from Nick himself? Then why would he have given it to her?

      


      

      But even while he accessed his personal board to call up whatever information Data Storage had on Sorus Chatelaine and Soar, Hashi considered deeper possibilities.

      


      

      He was by no means an unintuitive man. And he knew himself well. He recognized from experience that the issues which first

         focused his attention when he studied a problem often proved to be of secondary importance. Those issues frequently served

         as mere distractions for his conscious mind so that other parts of him could work more efficiently. Therefore he didn’t waste

         his time wondering why Nick’s message continued to nag at him, suggesting doubts he could hardly name. Nor did he worry about

         how many of Nick’s intentions were contained or concealed in the rumors Darrin Scroyle reported. Instead he concentrated deliberately

         on gleaning data; deflecting himself from the questions he most needed to answer.

      


      

      Unfortunately that took time. Under the circumstances, he wasn’t sure he could afford it.


      

      Well, he required the time. Therefore he would afford it as best he could.


      

      You deserve her.


      

      While Data Storage spun retrieval routines over its mountains of information, he keyed his intercom and told DA Processing

         – which was what he called his center of operations – that he wanted to see Lane Harbinger. ‘At once,’ he added laconically.

         ‘Right now. Five minutes ago.’

      


      

      A tech replied, ‘Yes, sir,’ and went to work.


      

      Lane was the granddaughter of the famous explorer/scientist Malcolm Harbinger, but that meant nothing to Hashi. Its only significance

         was that she’d come by her meticulousness honestly. He wanted to see her because she was the hardware tech he’d assigned to

         help ED Chief of Security Mandich investigate Godsen’s murder.

      


      

      He could not have said what connection he imagined or hoped to find between Captain Scroyle’s report and Godsen’s murder.

         He was simply distracting himself; allowing his intuition the time and privacy it needed in order to function. Preserving

         himself in that fertile state of mind in which the least likely connections might be discovered.

      


      

      Lane Harbinger responded to his summons promptly enough. When his intercom chimed to announce her, he adjusted his glasses

         by sliding them even farther down his thin nose, rumpled his hair, and verified that his lab coat hung crookedly from his

         shoulders. Then he told the data tech who served as his receptionist to let Lane in.

      


      

      She was a small, hyperactive woman who might have appeared frail if she’d ever slowed down. Like any number of other people

         who worked for Data Acquisitions, she was addicted to nic, hype, caffeine, and several other common stimulants; but as far

         as Hashi could tell these drugs had a calming effect on her organic tension. He assumed that her meticulousness was yet another

         kind of drug; a way of compensating for internal pressures which would have made her useless otherwise.

      


      

      Presumably she was also a woman who talked incessantly. She knew better than to do that with him, however.


      

      ‘You wanted to see me,’ she said at once as if the words were the merest snippet of a diatribe which had already been going

         on inside her for some time.

      


      

      Hashi gazed over his glasses at her and smiled kindly. ‘Yes, Lane. Thank you for coming.’ He didn’t ask her to sit down: he

         knew that she needed movement in order to concentrate. Even her most precise labwork was done to the accompaniment of a whole host of extraneous tics and gestures, as well as through a cloud of smoke.

         So he let her light a nic and pace back and forth in front of his desk while she waited for him to go on.

      


      

      ‘I wanted to know,’ he said, peering at her through the haze she generated, ‘how your investigation is going. Have you learned

         anything about the kaze who brought about our Godsen’s untimely demise?’

      


      

      ‘Too soon to be sure,’ she retorted like a rushing stream caught behind a check-dam of will.


      

      ‘Don’t worry about being sure,’ he countered amiably. ‘Just tell me where you are right now.’


      

      ‘Fine. Right now.’ She didn’t look at him as she paced. Her eyes roamed his walls as if they were the limits, not of this

         office, but of her knowledge. ‘It’s a good thing you sent me over there. ED Security is motivated as all hell, and careful

         as they know how, but they don’t understand what “careful” really means. Let them stick to shooting people. They shouldn’t

         be involved in this kind of investigation. Five minutes without me, and they would have made the job impossible.

      


      

      ‘It could have been impossible anyway. That wasn’t a big bomb, they never are, there’s only so much space you can spare inside

         a torso, even if you only expect your kaze to be able to function for a few hours, but it was high brisance, I mean high. No particular reason why it shouldn’t have reduced his id tag and credentials to particles so small even we couldn’t find

         them, never mind the embedded chips themselves.

      


      

      ‘But Frik’s secretary knows more than she thinks she knows.’ In full spate the tech’s tone became less hostile; or perhaps

         simply less brittle. ‘Ask her the right questions, and you find out that after she did her’ – Lane sneered the words as if

         they were beneath contempt – ‘“routine verification” on this kaze, he didn’t put his id tag back around his neck. He didn’t

         clip his communications credentials back onto his breast pocket, which is so normal around here we don’t even notice it anymore,

         hell, I’m doing it myself’ – she glanced down at the DA card clipped to her labsuit – ‘you’re the only one who gets away without

         doing it. But he didn’t do that.

      


      

      ‘He shoved them both into his thigh pocket, the right one, according to Frik’s secretary. Which is not the kind of thing you

         do if you’re trying to plant evidence when you blow yourself up, because the bomb is still going to reduce everything to smears and scrap. But it is the kind of thing you do if you’re new at this and you know you’re going to die and acting normal in secure areas isn’t second

         nature. So his id tag and credentials were just that much farther away from the center of the blast.

      


      

      ‘I found part of one of the chips.’


      

      Hashi blinked his interest and approval without interrupting.


      

      ‘You know how we do this kind of search.’ As soon as she finished her first nic, she lit a second. ‘Vacuum-seal the room and

         go over it with a resonating laser. Map the resonance and generate a computer simulation, which helps narrow the search. When

         we chart the expansion vectors, we can tell where the kaze’s residue is most likely to be. Those areas we study one micron

         at a time with fluorochromatography. When you’re operating on that scale, even a small part of a SOD-CMOS chip emits like a

         star.’

      


      

      He did indeed know all this; but he let Lane talk. She was distracting him nicely.


      

      ‘As I say, I got one. Two, actually, but one was driven into the floor so hard it crumbled when I tried to extract it. Even

         I can’t work with that kind of molecular powder. So there’s just one.

      


      

      ‘I don’t know much about it yet. We can assume its data is still intact, that’s exactly what this kind of chip is good for,

         but I haven’t found a way to extract it yet. SOD-CMOS chips add state when power is applied to the source and drain. They

         read back by reversing the current. But to do that you have to have a source and drain. This particular piece of chip doesn’t include those conveniences.’

      


      

      Another nic.


      

      ‘But I can tell you one thing about it. It’s ours.’


      

      Fascinated as much by her manner as by her explanation. Hashi asked, ‘How do you know?’


      

      ‘By its particular production quality. Legally, nobody but us is allowed to make them, that’s part of the datacore law. Of

         course, we don’t actually manufacture them ourselves, the law simply gives us the power to license their manufacture, but

         we’ve only granted one license, Anodyne Systems’ – she didn’t need to mention that Anodyne Systems was a wholly owned subsidiary

         of the UMC – ‘and they supply us exclusively. In fact, everybody in Anodyne Systems actually works for us. The whole company

         is really just a fiction, a way for the UMC to keep a hand in what we’re doing, and for us to get SOD-CMOS chips without having to find room for an entire production plant in our budget.

      


      

      ‘There’s only one way to make a SOD-CMOS chip. On paper, they should all be identical, no matter who produces them. But it

         doesn’t work that way in practice. Quality varies inversely with scale. The more you make, the more impurities creep in –

         human error, if not plain entropy. The less you make, the fewer the impurities. Unless you’re incompetent, in which case I

         wouldn’t expect the chip to work anyway.’

      


      

      ‘So if a chip were manufactured illegally,’ Hashi put in, ‘you would expect it to be purer than ours.’


      

      Lane nodded without breaking stride. ‘This chip came from Anodyne Systems. It’s indistinguishable from the chips in our most recent consignment, which we picked up

         and brought here six days ago.’

      


      

      ‘In other words,’ he concluded for her, ‘we have a traitor on our hands.’


      

      She corrected him. ‘A traitor or a black market. Or simple bribery. Here or in Anodyne Systems.’


      

      ‘Quite right. Thank you.’ He beamed his appreciation. Meticulousness was a rare and treasurable quality. ‘A traitor, a black

         market, or bribery. Here or over there.’ After a moment, he added, ‘It fits, you know.’

      


      

      She paused in her pacing long enough to look momentarily breakable. ‘Fits?’


      

      ‘It’s consistent,’ he explained casually, ‘with the fact that our kaze arrived on the shuttle from Suka Bator. He had already

         been cleared by GCES Security. That detail enabled him to succeed here. If he had come from any other port, the estimable

         Min Donner’s people would have scrutinized him more closely – and then he might not have been allowed to pass.’

      


      

      Lane had resumed moving. ‘But I still don’t see—’


      

      ‘It is quite simple,’ Hashi replied without impatience. He enjoyed his own explanations. ‘Min Donner’s people were not negligent.

         They had reason to rely on GCES Security. Routine precautions around Suka Bator are as stringent as ours at the best of times.

         And at present, so soon after a similar attack on Captain Sixten Vertigus in his own office, those precautions were at their

         tightest. Surely no threat would be allowed to pass. Our kaze would have presented little danger if he had not already been

         verified – in a sense, legitimized – by GCES Security.

      


      

      ‘But how was that legitimacy achieved? Was GCES Security negligent? Under these circumstances, I think not. Therefore our kaze’s various credentials must have been impeccable.’

      


      

      The smoking tech couldn’t keep silent. ‘All right, I get it. Whoever sent the kaze didn’t just have access to our SOD-CMOS

         chips. He also had access to GCES Security codes, not to mention ours. So he must be GCES personnel. Or UMCP.’

      


      

      ‘Or UMC,’ Hashi added. ‘They own Anodyne Systems.’


      

      ‘Or UMC,’ she agreed.


      

      ‘But we can dismiss the GCES,’ he continued. ‘Unlike the United Mining Companies and the United Mining Companies Police, our

         illustrious Council has no access to Anodyne Systems.

      


      

      ‘Conversely, of course, the Dragon in his den holds enough votes to obtain whatever he desires from the GCES.’


      

      Lane considered this for a moment, then nodded through a gust of smoke. When Hashi didn’t go on, she asked, ‘So where does

         that leave us?’

      


      

      ‘My dear Lane’ – he spread his hands – ‘it leaves us precisely where we are. You have gleaned a certain fact. Each fact is

         a step, and enough steps make a road. We are one step farther along our road.

      


      

      ‘I am eager to see if you will be able to provide us with another fact, or perhaps two.’


      

      She didn’t hesitate. ‘I’m on it,’ she announced brusquely as she turned for the door.


      

      ‘I am sure you are,’ Hashi said to her departing back. ‘Thank you.’


      

      For a useful distraction, he added while the door closed. And for some intriguing possibilities.


      

      Sitting nearly motionless at his desk, he considered them.


      

      If the list of suspects in Godsen’s premature effacement included only those men and women directly or indirectly involved

         in the manufacture and transshipment of SOD-CMOS chips, that was daunting enough. The prospect became actively appalling if

         the list were expanded to name every minion who might have been able to draw on Holt Fasner’s clout with the GCES.

      


      

      Hashi was neither daunted nor appalled, however. Such lists were self-winnowing, in his experience. Each new fact uncovered

         by Lane Harbinger, or by ED Security, would narrow the range of suspects. No, his thoughts ran in other channels.

      


      

      What, he wondered, would be the Dragon’s reaction to the provocative information that Nick Succorso had brought some sort

         of cargo or prize back from Enablement Station? Hashi could hardly guess what it might have been – but he could estimate its

         value. It was so precious that the Bill and the Amnion were willing to fight over it; so precious that Captain Succorso was

         willing to sell one of his own people in order to buy it back. So precious that someone would risk stealing it from such formidable

         adversaries.

      


      

      The Dragon, Hashi concluded, would want that cargo or prize for himself.


      

      Hints and possibilities. He needed more than that.


      

      Kazes are such fun, don’t you think?


      

      If you can get her, you bastard, you can have her. You deserve her.


      

      What was the malign and unreliable Captain Succorso talking about?


      

      For a moment he scrutinized his covert mind, probing it for answers. But the intuitive side of his intelligence wasn’t yet

         ready to speak. Perhaps it still lacked sufficient data.

      


      

      He consulted his chronometer; he considered the hazards involved in contacting Warden Dios and saying, I have received some

         information concerning events on Thanatos Minor, but I decided to withhold it from you temporarily. Then he shrugged. Some

         processes could not be rushed.

      


      

      Whistling tunelessly through his bad teeth, he keyed his intercom again and issued another summons.


      

      This time he was less peremptory; more subtle. He meant to speak to Koina Hannish, but he had no wish to betray the nature

         of his connection with her. So he instructed Processing to seed Protocol’s routine data stream with an update on one innocuous

         subject or another – an update which would catch her eye because it contained a preagreed combination of words. Then he set

         himself to wait.

      


      

      Unfortunately waiting didn’t constitute distraction.


      

      You deserve her? he inquired. Was it possible that Nick meant Morn Hyland?

      


      

      How could that be? Hadn’t Warden Dios explicitly refused – over Min Donner’s and Godsen Frik’s strenuous objections – to allow

         any provision for her rescue to be written into Joshua’s programming? Whatever Joshua did to Thanatos Minor – and, not incidentally,

         to Nick Succorso – his actions would not include any effort to procure Ensign Hyland’s survival. Therefore she was dead. She wasn’t aboard Trumpet, and only Trumpet could hope to escape the destruction of Billingate.

      


      

      It followed impeccably that Morn Hyland was irrelevant.


      

      Yet the DA Director found that he couldn’t let the matter rest there. It reminded him of other questions which he hadn’t been

         able to answer.

      


      

      You need me, but you blew it.


      

      One was this: Why had Warden Dios decided to sacrifice Ensign Hyland? The UMCP Director had no history of such decisions.

         Indeed, he had often displayed a distressing resemblance to Min Donner in situations involving loyalty toward his subordinate

         personnel. Hashi had presented arguments which he considered convincing; but he was under no illusions about Warden’s ability

         to ignore those reasons, if he chose. So why had the Director made such an atypical decision?

      


      

      Had he acceded to Hashi’s reasons because he had already met similar arguments from Holt Fasner – or perhaps even been given

         direct orders?

      


      

      Certainly a living Morn Hyland represented a palpable threat to the UMC CEO. To that extent, she might conceivably constitute

         a kaze of a peculiar kind. Within her she carried information which was undeniably explosive.

      


      

      As Hashi had determined during his interrogation of Angus Thermopyle, she could testify that Com-Mine Security bore no fault

         for Starmaster’s death. And she could testify that Angus was guiltless of the crime for which he’d been arrested and convicted. However, the

         still-recent passage of the Preempt Act had been founded squarely on those two accusations: that Com-Mine Security had performed

         or permitted sabotage against Starmaster; and that Security had conspired with Captain Thermopyle to steal Station supplies.

      


      

      The Preempt Act was the capstone of Holt Fasner’s ambitions for the UMCP. If the perceived reasons for the Act’s passage were

         revealed as inaccurate, or if DA’s hand in the fabrication of those reasons were exposed, the Act itself might be reconsidered.

         The web of power which Fasner had so carefully woven for his personal cops might begin to unravel.

      


      

      Hashi didn’t doubt that Holt Fasner wanted Morn Hyland dead.


      

      So was Warden Dios simply following the Dragon’s instructions? Or was he playing some deeper game?


      

      This brought Hashi to another question which had troubled him for some time.

      


      

      Why had Warden Dios insisted on ‘briefing’ Joshua alone immediately prior to Trumpet’s departure? Joshua was nothing more than a welded cyborg: a piece of equipment in human form. Since when did the Director

         of the United Mining Companies Police waste his time ‘briefing’ pieces of equipment?

      


      

      I don’t care what happens to you.


      

      Hashi couldn’t persuade himself to stop worrying about Nick Succorso’s flare.


      

      His chronometer continued to tick threateningly onward. The longer he waited, the harder-pressed he would be to account for

         his delay. And that in turn conveyed other dangers. Under pressure he might find it necessary to admit his dealings with Captain

         Scroyle and Free Lunch. If those dealings became, in a manner of speaking, ‘public’ between him and his Director, he might find his freedom to offer

         Captain Scroyle new contracts restricted. In addition every passing minute increased the chance that Free Lunch might be forced to move beyond reach of the nearest listening post, which would prevent her from receiving any new offers

         – at least temporarily. Hashi would lose his opportunity to put Captain Scroyle back to work.

      


      

      He permitted himself an intimate sigh of relief when his intercom chimed to inform him that Koina Hannish wished to see him.


      

      He didn’t admit her right away, however. Instead he took a moment to calm himself so that he could be sure none of his private

         urgency showed. Only when he was certain that he would give nothing away did he tell his receptionist to let the new UMCP

         Director of Protocol in.

      


      

      As befitted a PR Director, Koina Hannish lived on the opposite end of the emotive spectrum from Lane Harbinger. Where Lane

         emitted tension like a shout, Koina breathed an air of quiet confidence. Immaculately tailored and tended, she conveyed almost

         by reflex the impression that every word she spoke must be true, by virtue of the simple fact that it came from her mouth.

         Hashi supposed that most men would have called her beautiful. Under any circumstances he could imagine, she would make a better

         PR Director than fulsome, false Godsen Frik ever had. She would have risen to her present position long ago if Godsen hadn’t

         held the job on Holt Fasner’s authority.

      


      

      ‘I don’t like this, Director,’ she said frankly as soon as the office door was closed and sealed. ‘It doesn’t feel right.’

      


      

      Hashi smiled benignly. ‘Director yourself, Koina Hannish. I will not waste your time by thanking you for this visit. You are

         desperately busy, I know. What is it that “doesn’t feel right” to you?’

      


      

      She settled herself upright in a chair across the desk from him before she answered, ‘Seeing you like this. Talking to you.

         Working for you.’

      


      

      ‘My dear Koina—’ As an affectation, Hashi pushed his glasses up on his nose. They were nearly opaque with smears and scratches:

         he knew from careful study that they made him look like he was going blind. But he didn’t need them; his vision was fine without

         refractive help. He had trained himself long ago to see past them. ‘We have worked together for years. You have never expressed

         disaffection for our relationship before.’

      


      

      ‘I know.’ A small frown tightened her brows over the bridge of her nose. ‘I’ve never felt this way before – not until I got

         your summons. I’ve been asking myself why. I think it’s because until today my nominal boss was Godsen Frik. Just between

         us, I always considered him “slime,” to use one of his words. He symbolized everything that’s wrong with this organization

         – by which I mean Holt Fasner. Working for you seemed – well, more honorable than working for him. Even though I was stuck

         in Protocol, I was able to help the real job of the UMCP go ahead with as little interference from him as possible.

      


      

      ‘But I began to have my doubts after I saw the tapes of the Director’s video conference with the GCES – was it just yesterday?

         You did most of the talking, Godsen wasn’t on camera at all, but I thought I heard his voice every time you opened your mouth.’

         A timbre of anger which Koina made no effort to conceal roughened her tone. ‘Hearing you explain how you sold that ensign,

         Morn Hyland, so your Nick Succorso could use her any way he wanted to, I felt like I was witnessing the collapse of everything

         we’re supposed to stand for.

      


      

      ‘When the Director offered me this job, I wanted to turn it down.


      

      ‘But that was before he talked to me,’ she went on quickly. ‘I’d never had a private conversation with him before. Until then,

         I hadn’t felt how much’ – she groped for the right word – ‘how much conviction he conveys. And he gave me the cleanest mandate I’ve ever had. Cleaner than anything Godsen Frik ever touched, cleaner than

         working for you. If you can believe him, he wants me to do my job right.’

      


      

      She made a small, vexed gesture, as if she were frustrated by the inadequacies of her account. ‘I can’t explain it any better

         than that. All of a sudden,’ she concluded straight into Hashi’s gaze, ‘reporting to you behind his back seems – disloyal.’

      


      

      ‘That is his great gift,’ the DA Director responded equably, ‘his ability to inspire loyalty. If you fear that you alone are

         vulnerable to such suasion, only look at Min Donner.’ He was engaged in a test of suasion himself; a challenge he relished.

         ‘But permit me to offer another consideration which you may have missed, and to tell you a fact which you could not have known.

      


      

      ‘The consideration is this. I, too, have felt the force of Warden Dios’ charisma. I, too, find myself drawn to loyalty.’ This

         was not a notably honest assertion. Nevertheless it contained an adequate level of factual accuracy. ‘I ask you to serve me

         in Protocol, not to undermine my Director in any way, but to help me ensure that my own service is as apt as possible.

      


      

      ‘As for the fact,’ he continued so that she wouldn’t question what he’d just said, ‘it is simply that our disloyal Godsen

         was present when the Director and I addressed the GCES. If you had seen his face, you would, I believe, have found his consternation

         delicious. I hardly need inform you that he had no scruples concerning the use made of Ensign Hyland. In his master’s name,

         however, he had every conceivable scruple concerning the revelation of that use. In no other way could the Director have so

         plainly declared his independence of the great worm.’

      


      

      There Hashi stopped. He didn’t need to add, And I with him. Koina had already demonstrated her grasp on the importance of

         Hashi Lebwohl’s role in the Director’s video conference.

      


      

      ‘I see.’ Her frown seemed to turn inward as she scrutinized this information. ‘Thanks for pointing that out. I should have

         caught the distinction myself. But I was so horrified by what I was hearing, I didn’t explore all the implications.’

      


      

      Still smiling, Hashi let his glasses slide down to their more familiar position on his nose. If he’d been a man who kept score,

         he would have added several points to his column.

      


      

      With a small shake and a deliberate smoothing of her forehead, Koina brought herself back to the present. ‘Why did you send

         for me?’ Only a hint of reserve in her tone suggested that she still held any doubts about her relationship with the DA Director. ‘Is there something you want me to do?’

      


      

      Hashi spread his hands like a man whose soul was as open as his palms. ‘I seek only information. My appetite for facts is

         bottomless, as you know. I am something of a dragon myself in that regard.’ He enjoyed joking about the truth. ‘One of my

         questions you have already answered. I wished to know the nature of your “mandate” as Director of Protocol. All well and good.

         I approve unqualifiedly. I hope only that you are willing to tell me what transpires in your department.

      


      

      ‘What actions has the GCES taken? What requests have been made of Protocol? What are the most pressing matters awaiting your

         attention?’ Deliberately he spoke to her, not as his agent, but as his equal. ‘Will you tell me?’

      


      

      She held his gaze. ‘If you’ll tell me why you’re asking. I mean, aside from your “bottomless appetite for facts.”’


      

      On the spur of the moment, Hashi decided that he’d been amiable long enough. He permitted himself a sigh. With the air of

         a man whose patience was running out, he replied, ‘Koina, you disappoint me. Have you forgotten that Godsen was murdered,

         or that the venerable Captain Sixten Vertigus has been attacked? On whom do you think the primary responsibility for the investigation

         of these crimes devolves? Oh, on Enforcement Division Security, naturally. But Min Donner’s otherwise admirable cadres are

         as hamfisted as they are diligent. The true work of investigation must be done by Data Acquisition.’ The natural wheeze of

         his voice took on a waspish buzz. ‘I seek clues, Director Hannish. For that reason, your own labors, like any other activity here or on Suka Bator, are of signal interest

         to me.

      


      

      ‘If you doubt me, ask Chief of Security Mandich what he has learned concerning Godsen’s murder which my people did not uncover

         for him.’

      


      

      As he spoke, a slight flush came and went on her cheekbones. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured. ‘I take your point. I think I do know

         something that you might find useful.’

      


      

      More briskly, she continued, ‘You can guess most of what I’ve been dealing with. Maxim Igensard has been burning the channels

         with demands. So have Sigurd Carsin and Vest Martingale. Every five minutes I get another abject appeal from Abrim Len.

      


      

      ‘I can’t answer any of them right now. I want to tell them the truth, and I don’t know what that is, any more than I did yesterday. But Data Storage is working on it. In a few hours, I should

         have every file that isn’t locked away under the Director’s personal clearance on my desk.’

      


      

      Her gaze said clearly, Even yours, Director Lebwohl.


      

      This didn’t trouble Hashi, however. He’d always been chary of trusting his work to Data Storage. Most of it was still held

         by Processing – and so walled around with clearance protocols and access routines that it was well-nigh unreachable.

      


      

      ‘On top of that,’ Koina said, ‘Chief Mandich wants me to deal with Suka Bator for him. Ever since they let that second kaze

         through, he and GCES Security can’t seem to talk to each other without yelling.

      


      

      ‘But there is’ – she slowed thoughtfully – ‘one other matter. I’ve received a flare from Captain Vertigus. Personal and urgent.

         He wanted to warn me’ – she swallowed a moment of discomfort – ‘that I might be next.’

      


      

      Almost involuntarily, Hashi raised his eyebrows. ‘“Next”?’


      

      Koina didn’t hesitate. ‘Next to be attacked.’


      

      ‘Ah.’ The DA Director felt suddenly that he had stepped off the surface of reality into the near-infinite realm of subatomic

         possibilities. ‘And how does he account for his apprehension?’

      


      

      ‘He says,’ she answered with admirable firmness, ‘that the next time the GCES meets – which should be in about thirty-six

         hours, unless President Len panics again – he’s going to introduce a Bill of Severance to take the UMCP away from the UMC.

         He wants to make us a branch of the Council. He thinks he was attacked to try to stop him. And he thinks Godsen was killed

         because whoever sent those kazes assumed PR must be working with him. Which makes me a logical target. If he’s right.

      


      

      ‘He probably shouldn’t have told me,’ Koina admitted. ‘I don’t know what our position is going to be, but I’m afraid the Director

         will have to fight him. Holt Fasner won’t let us act like we want to be out from under his thumb. So Captain Vertigus,’ she

         remarked dryly, ‘has handed me an interesting problem in ethics. Do I tell the Director? How much do I tell him?

      


      

      ‘But the Captain knows all that,’ she concluded. ‘He simply can’t stand to let me be a target without warning me.’


      

      Hashi blinked at her as if he were stunned.


      

      A Bill of Severance. Attacked to try to stop him.

      


      

      Kazes are such fun, don’t you think?


      

      The thought gave him the sensation that he was caught in a swirl of quarks and mesons; bits of logic so minuscule that they

         could scarcely be detected, and yet so necessary that palpable facts were meaningless without them. The coreolus filled him

         with a sense of exhilaration that was indistinguishable from terror – an emotional mix which he found more stimulating, desirable,

         and addictive than pseudoendorphins or raw cat.

      


      

      A Bill of Severance, forsooth! Now, where did venerable, no, antique, ancient Captain Sixten Vertigus come by the sheer audacity to propose an idea like that? The man was barely sapient.

      


      

      No matter. Treasuring his excitement, Hashi kept it to himself.


      

      ‘How extraordinarily conscientious of him,’ he replied to Koina’s questioning gaze. ‘I understand his dilemma – and yours,

         my dear Koina. If I were to presume to advise you, I would suggest that this matter should be put before the Director immediately.

         Sooner.’ Which might serve to distract Warden Dios from Hashi’s delay on other subjects. And the outcome might prove entirely

         fascinating. What would Warden do when he learned of Captain Vertigus’ intentions? ‘His response may surprise you.’

      


      

      Koina studied the DA Director, frowning as if she couldn’t quite believe what she heard. Then, abruptly, she rose from her

         seat. Putting him to the test before he could change his mind, she said, ‘Thank you, Director Lebwohl. I’ll do that.’

      


      

      Without waiting for an answer, she set her hand on the door and signaled the tech outside to unseal it.


      

      Hashi was in a hurry now. To complete her departure, he protested, ‘No, Director Hannish. I thank you.’

      


      

      But his attention was already elsewhere; on his hands as they worked his board, nimbly running commands to call up the results

         of his retrieval request from Data Storage.

      


      

      You deserve her.


      

      Nick Succorso, he half sang, half whistled through his teeth. Where are you? What are you doing? What do you mean?


      

      He was as happy as he’d ever been.


      

      Which was more plausible? That Nick had access to knowledge concerning events on Earth? Or that he’d gained an understanding of Morn’s usefulness as an informational kaze aimed at the UMCP? The

         latter, obviously. Yet Hashi found the idea difficult to credit. He couldn’t imagine how Nick – or Morn herself – might have

         become aware that what she knew was explosive.

      


      

      Surely the most plausible interpretation available was that when Nick said ‘her’ he meant Sorus Chatelaine.


      

      What is the connection?


      

      Data Storage supplied it – although Hashi couldn’t have said precisely what ‘it’ was. A coincidence; a hint, perhaps; the

         cornerstone of a fact: nothing more. Nevertheless he treasured it as if it were essential to his exhilaration.

      


      

      Hard information on Soar and her captain, Sorus Chatelaine, was scant. Like most illegals, she was purportedly a freighter – in her case, a gap-capable

         orehauler. Ship id showed that she’d been built and registered legally out of Betelgeuse Primary; armed heavily enough to

         defend herself, but not enough to make her an effective pirate. Except for her recent appearance at Thanatos Minor, no positive

         evidence indicated that she was illegal. The marks against her were negative in kind.

      


      

      According to Data Storage, Soar had done virtually no logged and certified work in the past five years. Before that, she’d been steadily employed by various

         mining concerns and stations: after that, nothing. And she’d been identified in the vicinity of one or two raids under circumstances

         which made it unclear whether or not she’d been involved.

      


      

      Data on Sorus Chatelaine was even thinner. After graduating with a master’s license from the space academy on Aleph Green,

         she’d served aboard several different gap ships for a few years; then she’d disappeared when her vessel was apparently destroyed

         by an illegal. Missing and presumed dead: no confirmation. That was the last entry in her id file.

      


      

      But it wasn’t the last entry to appear on Hashi’s readout.


      

      Somewhere in the bowels of Data Storage, an enterprising tech had engaged in some imaginative cross-referencing, and had appended

         the results to Soar’s file.

      


      

      As a starting point, the tech noted that Soar’s emission signature and scan profile as recorded by ships sighting her during the past five years diverged significantly from

         the characteristics defined by the shipyard which built her. Indeed, both signature and profile bore a much closer resemblance to those of one particular illegal vessel which had been presumed lost nearly ten years ago. Not a definitive

         resemblance, but an intriguing one. Enough of a resemblance to suggest that the illegal vessel, after a five-year hiatus,

         had regained her freedom to travel in human space by attacking the original Soar and taking on her identity in essence, by stealing her datacore.

      


      

      The name of that illegal vessel had been Gutbuster.


      

      And Gutbuster’s file held a mine of potential connections.

      


      

      For example, Hashi read, Gutbuster was the vessel which had killed the original Captain’s Fancy, leaving only one survivor aboard, her cabin boy, Nick Succorso.

      


      

      And she was the vessel which had once damaged the UMCP cruiser Intransigent, commanded by Captain Davies Hyland. His wife, Bryony Hyland, Morn’s mother, had died in the fight.

      


      

      According to Intransigent’s records, Gutbuster carried super-light proton cannon. That was almost unprecedented for an illegal vessel: the expense of such guns, both in

         credit and in power consumption, was prohibitive.

      


      

      On the other hand, she had no gap capability.


      

      Which explained her five-year hiatus from action. In order to survive, she’d limped to a bootleg shipyard – or perhaps into

         forbidden space – to retrofit a gap drive.

      


      

      That, in turn, accounted for the subtle, but unquestionable discrepancies between Gutbuster’s known and Soar’s recorded emission signatures and scan profiles.

      


      

      Hashi was tempted to postpone other, more urgent matters for a while: just long enough to issue a commendation for the tech

         who’d compiled this report. He had no time for such luxuries, however. Strange and unquantifiable ideas spun through his head

         as if they could hardly be contained by the mere bones of his skull or the walls of his office. If the facts and suggestions

         he’d gleaned were as evanescent as quarks – micro-events with little more than a theoretical reality – they nevertheless partook

         of subatomic energies potent enough to produce thermonuclear detonations and core meltdowns.

      


      

      Caught in a whirl of exhilaration and terror, he snatched off his glasses and covered his eyes with his hands, not to prevent

         vision from entering in, but rather to keep an electron storm of potentialities from escaping.

      


      

      Kazes had attacked the GCES and UMCPHQ, using legitimate id made from UMCP SOD-CMOS chips.

      


      

      Kazes are such fun, don’t you think?


      

      Captain Vertigus proposed to introduce a Bill of Severance. He feared threats against the UMCP Director of Protocol.


      

      Morn Hyland and Nick Succorso had in common a connection with Soar née Gutbuster – a vessel which just happened to be present at Thanatos Minor when both they and Joshua arrived there. A vessel which Morn

         had good reason to hate, but to which Nick might be linked by bonds of another kind.

      


      

      And Hashi was under no illusions about the nature of the relationship between Nick and Morn. Whatever she may have felt toward

         him, he was capable of nothing but exploitation.

      


      

      You deserve her.


      

      But that wasn’t all. Certainly not.


      

      Darrin Scroyle’s people had heard rumors of an antimutagen for sale from Soar’s captain, Sorus Chatelaine.

      


      

      Nick was presumably the only man in that quadrant of space with a mutagen immunity drug in his possession – the only man from

         whom Sorus Chatelaine might have obtained an antimutagen.

      


      

      He’d been seen talking to Joshua and Milos Taverner.


      

      And he’d brought a cargo of some kind from Enablement Station: a cargo which he’d sent by ejection pod to Billingate to prevent

         the Amnion from reclaiming it: a cargo which someone had subsequently stolen.

      


      

      Later Nick was rumored to have sold one of his people to the alien sector on Thanatos Minor. Then that sector had been raided

         by an EVA team from Trumpet. Captain’s Fancy had rammed an Amnion warship and died in order to keep the raiding team alive.

      


      

      Nick no longer had a ship. Yet he must have rescued something. Something more valuable to him than his frigate.

      


      

      If you can get her, you bastard, you can have her.


      

      Reality itself seemed to be in flux as Hashi Lebwohl rode coriolus forces around and around inside his head. Micro-events

         remapped the macro-world. If he’d been under less pressure, he might have paused to notice that he enjoyed this sensation;

         that he felt more alive at moments like this than at any other time.

      


      

      The pressure to act was real, however; ineluctable despite the uncertainty of its cartography. Yet action was impossible until some manner of readable map, no matter how intuitive or speculative, had

         been obtained.

      


      

      He needed to understand.


      

      Very well, he told himself. Construct a hypothesis and explore its implications. Theoretical reality is better than no reality

         at all.

      


      

      Clamping his hands harder over his eyes, he began.


      

      He wasn’t prepared to guess who’d sent kazes against Sixten Vertigus and Godsen Frik. That ground was too dangerous: he didn’t

         mean to walk it until he was sure of each step. But he was quite ready to hazard other speculations—

      


      

      When he did so, his thin heart nearly stopped.


      

      Kazes are such fun, don’t you think?


      

      Suppose for the moment that Nick Succorso and Sorus Chatelaine were working together; that they’d conceived a plan to bring

         themselves almost limitless wealth. And suppose, further, that Morn Hyland had opposed them, inspired by her old enmity toward

         Gutbuster, if not by loyalty to the UMCP. Suppose that they’d decided to rid themselves of her, and to greatly increase their opportunities

         for wealth, by producing and then selling the DA immunity drug under circumstances designed to terrify the population of human

         space.

      


      

      According to this hypothesis, Nick had taken Morn to Enablement so that the Amnion could make use of her perhaps by transforming

         her into some manner of genetic kaze aimed at UMCPHQ itself. After that everything he, Sorus, and the Amnion did had been

         part of an elaborate charade.

      


      

      Hashi reconstructed the charade in his mind, even though it made him tremble.


      

      The Amnion had pursued Captain’s Fancy to Billingate in order to create the illusion that they wished to stop Nick and Morn. To confirm that impression, Nick had

         sent her to the Bill in an ejection pod. From Joshua and Milos Taverner, Nick had learned what had brought a UMCP cyborg to

         Thanatos Minor. Then he and his partner, Captain Chatelaine, had begun the rumors that she possessed an antimutagen.

      


      

      To demonstrate the efficacy of her drug, as well as to reinforce the impression that he was bargaining in order to save his

         own life, he’d given Morn back to the Amnion. With their connivance, he’d retrieved her again. After that, he’d tricked his way aboard Trumpet, perhaps with Milos Taverner’s aid.

      


      

      Hashi’s pulse pounded in his head; in his eyes. He rode a mad swirl of phosphenes and alarm. His hypothesis was self-consistent.

         It fit the available data. It could be true.

      


      

      If Nick succeeded at putting her aboard the gap scout, Morn would survive to wreak mutagenic ruin on the UMCP. And the knowledge

         that Sorus Chatelaine had obtained an immunity drug would spread. It was spreading even now. Genetic kazes were the stuff

         of nightmare – the worst horror visceral human DNA could imagine. Driven by panic, humankind would offer her every kind and

         scale of riches in self-defense.

      


      

      You deserve her.


      

      Nick had sent his message to Hashi as a taunt, trusting that no cop would be able to guess the dark truth. Of course, his

         plan would fail if the UMCP themselves made the drug available. But they could hardly do so when a genetic kaze had gone off

         in their faces – when they were being torn apart by self-replicating alien nucleotides.

      


      

      Shivering in an ague of speculation, Hashi strove to fault his hypothesis.


      

      I don’t care what happens to you.


      

      Was it possible? That was the essential question: every other concern faded to vapor by comparison. Could Joshua be tricked

         or maneuvered into keeping Morn alive?

      


      

      He had no orders to preserve her life. Quite the reverse. On the other hand, she was UMCP personnel. Therefore he couldn’t

         kill her himself: his programming protected all UMCP personnel from direct violence. What if she were forced on him in some

         way? – for example, if her survival was the price he had to pay for the success of his mission? What then?

      


      

      Under those conditions, Hashi acknowledged feverishly, Joshua’s datacore would not preclude her rescue.


      

      And the information she carried within her was as destructive as any mutagen. Quite apart from other possibilities, it could

         ruin Warden Dios and all his senior personnel; perhaps end their lives; quite conceivably destroy the UMCP itself.

      


      

      Supposition proved nothing. Nevertheless Hashi suddenly found it not only possible but credible to think that Morn Hyland might still be alive.

      


      

      Lethal! his covert mind shouted at him. Deadly! Such a development would be fatal – entirely fatal.


      

      You need me, but you blew it.


      

      Perhaps he’d misjudged the depth of Nick Succorso’s malice.


      

      Abruptly he dropped his hands from his face to his board. Their pressure against his eyeballs left his vision blurred; but

         he didn’t need clear sight to hit the keys he wanted.

      


      

      Perhaps he’d been more honest with Koina Hannish than he wished to admit when he’d spoken of loyalty. Whatever the reason,

         he didn’t question his decision once it was made. He’d been passive too long. Instead of hesitating further, he prepared a

         new contract for Captain Scroyle and flared it out to the same listening post which Free Lunch had used to contact him.

      


      

      It was the richest contract he’d ever offered a mercenary; a king’s ransom in exchange for Trumpet’s destruction and the death of everyone aboard.

      


      

      The mere act of coding that message filled him with an inexpressible sense of conscious alarm and intuitive relief. The risk

         he took was extreme. Nevertheless, directly or indirectly, he’d created the threat Nick represented. He’d hired Nick. More

         than once. He was responsible for the danger.

      


      

      As soon as his transmission was on its way, Hashi Lebwohl left his office and went looking for Warden Dios. The walk would

         allow him a chance to recover his composure. And he wanted to report in person so that he could more easily give his Director

         an edited version of what he’d learned.

      


      

      What followed then would enable him to refine his speculations. In addition, it would reinforce or undermine his impression

         of Warden Dios as a man who lived in the world of the real.

      




      

      ANCILLARY DOCUMENTATION


      

      Gap Travel

      


      

      The ‘Juanita Estevez Mass Transmission Field Generator,’ almost exclusively known as the ‘gap drive,’ was a revolutionary discovery.

         It virtually recreated the future of humankind. The frontiers of human space were immediately and profoundly altered. Access

         to desperately needed new resources, combined with the simultaneous wealth and hazard of commerce with the Amnion, ended a

         prolonged period of economic deterioration. Instead of being constricted by poverty and the sun’s gravity well, the horizons

         were now limited only by the velocity of human ships, the power of human gap field generators, and the scope of human imaginations.

         In a sense, the entire galaxy of the Milky Way now lay within reach.

      


      

      However, some of the gap drive’s effects were more subtle. For example, it produced an insidious distortion in the perception

         of real space. The ability to travel imponderable distances almost instantly created the pervasive illusion that those distances

         were indeed effectively small. The entire galaxy of the Milky Way now lay within reach. The implications of such a statement were at once mind-numbing and misleading. In the crude spiral of the Milky Way, Earth’s

         approximate distance from galactic center was 26.1x1016 kilometers: 2,610,000,000,000,000,000 k. A ship traveling at a velocity of .5c would take roughly fifty-five thousand years

         to reach galactic center. At the speed of light, the trip would still take 27,500 years. Taken at an arbitrary average, human

         ships could cross ten light-years with every gap crossing. Even at that rate, 2,750 crossings would be required to cover the

         distance.

      


      

      Being what they were, however, human beings found 2,750 a conceivable number. Therefore the space between Earth and the center

         of the Milky Way became conceivable.

      


      

      The fallacy in all this was so subtle that most people failed to notice it.

      


      

      In real time, effective time, the light-years crossed by the gap drive didn’t exist. A ship with a gap drive didn’t travel

         those light-years: it bypassed them through dimensional translocation. But when the crossing was done, the ship returned to

         normal space – and normal space was so vast that its scale was not truly conceivable.

      


      

      Most people thought, So what? The gap drive did exist. The only real time involved in travel was taken up by acceleration

         to attain the necessary velocity and then by deceleration at the other end. Amnion space was just a few days away at the best

         of times.

      


      

      True: Amnion space was just a few days away in a gap ship. And communication was equally fast: messages conveyed by ship could

         arrive centuries or millennia ahead of any speed-of-light transmission. But neither space nor time had meaning in the strange

         physics of the dimensional gap. Ships didn’t encounter each other there: they didn’t communicate or exchange shipments; they

         didn’t do battle or give chase. Every action of any kind, human or Amnion, took place in normal space, at space-normal speeds.

         And at space-normal speeds even the nearest stars were pragmatically out of reach.

      


      

      In other words, the discovery of the Juanita Estevez Mass Transmission Field Generator had a transforming effect on humankind’s

         relationship with vast distances – and no effect at all on humankind’s place in normal space.

      


      

      The dilemma of piracy was a case in point.


      

      Why was piracy such a virulent problem? How had it attained such power in human space? Ships could cross the gap in a matter

         of instants. If a pirate raided, say, Terminus, the information could be transmitted to Earth by gap courier drone, and within

         hours UMCPHQ could send out a cruiser to support the station. How could any illegal flourish under these conditions?

      


      

      Quite simply, piracy flourished because it took place in normal space. Like the UMCP, illegals often had gap ships. Nevertheless

         their every action took place in normal space. Gap ships could change the sector of space in which they acted with incredible

         ease; but the actions themselves still consumed real time and involved real distances. A UMCP cruiser might well chase a pirate

         vessel across the entire galaxy – and yet every effort the cruiser made to give battle occurred in normal space, where simply hunting through a solar system for telltale

         emissions was a job that might take months.

      


      

      These hindrances were vastly increased by the fact that gap travel itself was not as precise as it appeared on paper. Both

         course and distance for any crossing were susceptible to several forms of inaccuracy. Minuscule fractions of a degree in course

         became hundreds of thousands of kilometers when those fractions were multiplied by light-years. And the calibration of distance

         was even more complex. The distance a ship traveled through the gap varied according to a number of factors, including speed,

         rate of acceleration, and the ratio between her mass and both the actual and potential power of her gap drive.

      


      

      In addition the interaction of those elements was ruled by the gap drive’s hysteresis transducer, which controlled the extent

         to which the drive’s effect lagged behind its cause: too much lag, and the ship never went into tach; too little, and the

         ship never resumed tard. As a result, tiny fluctuations in power or hysteresis, or minute miscalculations of mass, became

         large shortfalls or overshots. Superhuman precision was required to make any ship resume tard right where her captain intended

         when he went into tach.

      


      

      For that reason – and because ships came out of the gap with all the velocity their crossing demanded – Earth required the

         solar system’s massive non-UMCP traffic to use a gap range beyond the orbit of the last planet; and ships approaching any

         station were expected to resume tard well outside the sphere of that station’s control space.

      


      

      Here again the sheer scale of space subtly undermined humankind’s apparent mastery of inconceivable distances. Being a pirate

         was easier – and fighting piracy was harder – than most people understood.

      




      

      SORUS


      

      Soar survived because her captain, Sorus Chatelaine, had been forewarned.

      


      

      The Amnion shuttle’s passengers had warned her, of course. She’d saved the small craft after it was thrown off course and

         out of control by the repercussions of her brief, one-sided fight with Captain’s Fancy. The shuttle’s passengers were aboard now: they stood in front of her on Soar’s bridge, talking to her – and to Calm Horizons – constantly. They told her what they could about the attack on the Amnion sector; about the rescue of Morn Hyland; about the

         powers and exigencies which had come into conflict on the planetoid.

      


      

      But that information might not have been enough to preserve Soar. It arrived perilously late. Fortunately Sorus had been forewarned in other ways. The damage to Billingate communications

         showed her that the installation was in trouble and she knew how to jump to the kinds of conclusions which kept ships and

         illegals alive.

      


      

      Captain’s Fancy should have been under Calm Horizons’ control. The Amnion had Nick Succorso’s priority-codes and Succorso himself wasn’t aboard his ship to countermand them. The

         Amnion should have been able to take effective command of the frigate. In fact, his ship had given every sign that she was

         indeed responding to those codes; submitting to Calm Horizons’ instructions. Nevertheless her subsequent, suicidal attack on Tranquil Hegemony demonstrated that her submission had been a ruse.

      


      

      The codes were false. Perhaps they’d never been true. Or perhaps they’d been changed recently. In either case, it was clear

         that Captain’s Fancy had feigned helplessness, not in order to prepare an attack on Soar – as Sorus had assumed – but rather to defend the raiding party from Trumpet which had entered the Amnion sector.

      


      

      In other words, events weren’t moving as the Amnion wanted – or predicted. The understandings which they’d shared with her

         prior to the arrival of the shuttle’s passengers were inaccurate. And Trumpet was behaving no more predictably than Captain’s Fancy.


      

      Such things forewarned Sorus before Milos Taverner told her what he knew of the danger. By the time Calm Horizons ordered her to the warship’s support against Trumpet, she’d already rigged her ship for battle or collision, and had begun putting distance between herself and Thanatos Minor.

      


      

      Her preparations and those extra k proved critical. When Thanatos Minor exploded, Soar had every gun trained, not on Trumpet, but on the dark rock; had every force screen and mass deflector on that side at full power. And Sorus had reoriented her

         ship to present the stone barrage with the smallest possible profile.

      


      

      Soar endured the mad, hurtling onslaught of debris by blasting stone to powder before it hit; by deflecting some impacts and absorbing

         others. The shock wave tossed her toward oblivion as if she’d received a direct hit from Calm Horizons’ super-light proton cannon; but then the concussion ran on past her, leaving her battered and reeling, but whole.

      


      

      And Calm Horizons survived in much the same way. The warship’s profile was larger, of course. On the other hand, she was considerably farther

         from the center of the blast. And her guns – not to mention her targ – were superior to Soar’s: able to destroy more of the careening rock before it hit.

      


      

      After the explosion, Thanatos Minor was gone.


      

      Only two ships remained – the two which had received Milos Taverner’s warning. Every other vessel in this quadrant of space

         had been torn apart and scattered along the subatomic winds of the dark. Soar’s receivers could pick up the blind fallout of the blast, the enharmonic squalling of the debris, the thunderous distortion

         of the aftershock, but no voices.

      


      

      Sorus clutched at the arms of her g-seat, fighting acceleration stress and nausea. The wave front had flung her against her

         restraints as easily as if she were an empty shipsuit: she felt like she’d been hit with a stun-prod. She wasn’t young anymore,

         couldn’t suffer this kind of abuse without paying for it. The clamor of shouts and the yowl of klaxons across the bridge told her that she was still alive, that her ship was still alive – but not for how long.

      


      

      A blast like that could have broken Soar’s back, or torn the ship’s core open to hard vacuum; could have snapped conduits like twigs, cracked drive housings, crumpled

         vanes and antennae, ruptured fuel cells—

      


      

      The displays in front of her had gone crazy or blind; g pulled at her stomach, partly because of the blast, partly because

         she’d shut down internal spin to improve Soar’s maneuverability. Despite the racket of pain in her head, the pressure like hemorrhage in her lungs, she hauled herself upright

         by main strength and struggled to clear her vision.

      


      

      ‘Damage report!’ she barked through the clamor. ‘Ship’s status!’


      

      Her command seemed to open a space for itself through the noise and confusion. ‘We’ve been hit!’ her data first shouted back.

         ‘Three times, no, four!’ giving her information as fast as it came to his readouts. ‘Deflectors and screens couldn’t hold.

      


      

      ‘One hit along the prow, glancing blow, no penetration, no structural damage. One five-meter dent in the outer hull amidships,

         leaks at the seams, automatic systems have it under control,’ pumping plexulose-plasma sealant into the gap between the hulls.

         ‘One took out a midship deflector vane.’

      


      

      ‘Captain!’ called the communications first. ‘Calm Horizons wants—’

      


      

      Sorus cut off the interruption with a slash of her hand. She didn’t want to hear anything else until she knew the condition

         of her ship.

      


      

      The data first hadn’t stopped. ‘– must be why the last one hit so hard. Breached a cargo bay. Interior bulkheads show green,

         no leakage. But we can’t seal a hole that size. Damn rock’s still in there, along with what’s left of the cargo.’

      


      

      Sorus snatched a breath into her sore lungs. ‘Injury report.’


      

      The data first hit more keys. ‘Four so far, five, six – that’s all. Impact stress, mostly – contusions, breaks, whiplash.

         No casualties.’

      


      

      ‘Captain—’ communications demanded again.


      

      ‘I’m fucking blind,’ the scan first protested to no one in particular. ‘Can’t see a fucking thing.’ She flapped her hands

         as if she were trying to clear away smoke. ‘All this fucking distortion!’

      


      

      Sorus ignored them both; she ignored Milos Taverner’s bulk almost directly in front of her. ‘Helm?’


      

      The man at the helm station shrugged. ‘We’re still riding blast inertia. Away from Thanatos Minor. If there’s anything left of it. But I can’t tell you where we actually are until we get scan back.’

      


      

      ‘Or who else survived,’ scan put in harshly.


      

      Sorus felt that fear herself – the cold, visceral dread of running blind down the black gullet of the void – but there was

         nothing she could do about it.

      


      

      Another voice cut at her attention.


      

      ‘Captain. Calm Horizons must be answered. It is imperative.’

      


      

      That was the other half-mutated human, Marc Vestabule. He stood at the communications station. Like Milos Taverner in front

         of Sorus, he’d planted himself there by clamping his hands to the sides of the board; he seemed immune to the receding g of

         the concussion, immovable. Before the blast had reduced reception to gibberish, he’d been talking to Calm Horizons, presumably giving the Amnion warship the same information Milos Taverner had given her – and asking the same questions.

      


      

      ‘Then do it,’ she snapped back at him. ‘Just don’t bother me.’


      

      Apparently calm, Marc Vestabule released one hand to take a receiver from the communications board and jack it into his ear.

         Then he accepted a pickup from the communications first. At once – but without any discernible urgency – he began to make

         alien noises into the pickup.

      


      

      That was the thing Sorus Chatelaine distrusted or loathed or feared most about the Amnion. None of them ever showed any urgency;

         any ordinary mortal dread or desperation. The pilot and guard which had accompanied Vestabule and Taverner aboard the shuttle

         still stood by the bridge doors, bracing themselves there as quietly as if nothing had happened. As for Taverner himself—

      


      

      In almost every way, he looked as human as she was. Perhaps more so: his pudgy face and besmirched scalp, his nic-stained

         fingers and pallid skin, conveyed an impression of flaws, frailties. Only anger could have given his face dignity. On his

         features any other emotion would have looked like self-pity.

      


      

      Nevertheless she knew that he was an Amnioni – as single-minded and unshakable as Marc Vestabule; as the shuttle’s pilot and

         guard; as every member of the crew which served Calm Horizons. The signs were unmistakable.

      


      

      His eyes betrayed the working of the mutagens which had taken away his identity. They were an acrid yellow color, lidless,

         with deformed irises like slits; they made his physical softness and his unnatural calm seem somehow demonic, like a glimpse of damnation. Genetic

         transformation had altered everything about him except his appearance: rearranged his DNA strings, restructured the fundamental,

         definitive encryption of his nucleotides, until only a detached and sometimes imprecise memory-pool remained of the former

         Deputy Chief of Com-Mine Station Security.

      


      

      Sorus was familiar with the process. She’d known Marc Vestabule for years.


      

      Irritated at the way Taverner watched her as if nothing she did could surprise him, she snapped past him, ‘Scan, I want a

         report!’


      

      ‘I told you, Captain, I’m blind,’ the scan first answered defensively. ‘There’s too much fucking distortion all across the

         spectrum, the instruments can’t—’

      


      

      ‘Then fix it,’ Sorus retorted. ‘Filter it somehow. Tell the computer what happened so it can compensate. I want to know what’s

         out there.’

      


      

      ‘Captain.’ Vestabule turned his bifurcated gaze at her, one eye human, the other Amnion. ‘Calm Horizons reports no other surviving vessels. The planetoid Thanatos Minor no longer exists. You are in no danger. Distortion should

         recede to the tolerances of your equipment in four minutes. Calm Horizons has identified your position. Coordinates will be transmitted to your helm.’

      


      

      Sorus nodded sharply. The helm and communications officers hit keys to route information between their stations.


      

      ‘More data follows when you are ready to receive it,’ Vestabule added.


      

      ‘Not yet,’ she told him. ‘I’ve got other priorities.


      

      ‘Data, give me damage assessment on that holed cargo bay. And a repair estimate for the deflector vane.’


      

      With her thumb, she punched open a ship-wide intercom channel. ‘All hands secure for g. I’m going to reengage internal spin.

         Get to sickbay if you need it. The rest of us have work to do. Damage control says we’re still true, but I don’t trust it.

         We were hit too hard. Report anything that makes you think we’ve got displacement.’

      


      

      Glaring back at Taverner’s soft calm, Sorus thumbed off the intercom and began to run commands on her board.


      

      Before she could activate internal spin, Marc Vestabule said, ‘Haste is required, Captain Chatelaine.’ He sounded as inexorable

         as an iron bar.

      


      

      Pain made her feel her years – and the pull of time made her angry. ‘Haste for what?’ she retorted. ‘Where are we going? You

         just told me everybody else is dead. Gone, blown to scrap.’ The thought left a cold place in the pit of her stomach. Even

         the Bill was gone. He’d been as untrustworthy as any man she’d ever known, but he’d met some of her needs and supplied others

         – sometimes without knowing it. She couldn’t imagine how she would replace him. Without what he’d given her, how would she

         bear her indentured servitude to the Amnion? ‘If we’re in no danger, what’s the hurry?’

      


      

      ‘Decisions have been made,’ Vestabule replied in a tone like rust. ‘Action must be taken. Calm Horizons instructs acceleration along an interception course. The proximity of vessels will facilitate preparation.’

      


      

      Perhaps he felt the urgency of events after all: as he relayed Calm Horizons’ orders, he sounded more inhuman than usual.

      


      

      Sorus faced him while apprehension throbbed in her temples and the aftereffects of g-stress ached in her nerves. Decisions?

         Action? Maybe as many as ten thousand people just died here. How much more action do you need?

      


      

      ‘If you want me to take this seriously,’ she said through her teeth, ‘you’d better explain it.’


      

      Vestabule appeared to consult the alien coding of his genes for a moment before he answered, ‘Scan data suggests that Trumpet was not destroyed.’

      


      

      Incuriously Taverner turned his head to look at his fellow Amnioni.


      

      Hunched over her readouts, the scan first muttered, ‘I’m starting to get something. One ship – yes, that’s Calm Horizons. Can’t be sure of anything else yet.’

      


      

      Sorus swallowed a curse. She believed Vestabule the instant he spoke: the Amnion didn’t often make mistakes in matters of

         factual accuracy. But if Trumpet was still alive somewhere, still out there with Morn and Davies Hyland, Angus Thermopyle and Nick Succorso, aboard—

      


      

      Sick with premonitions, as if she knew what was coming, she drawled sourly, ‘But you told me we’re the only ships here. “No

         other surviving vessels,” you said. So if Trumpet isn’t here and wasn’t destroyed—’

      


      

      She let the implication hang.


      

      As the wave front struck, ’Vestabule said, ‘Calm Horizons detected the emissions of Trumpet’s gap drive.’

      


      

      ‘So she’s gone,’ Sorus cut in harshly. ‘You lost her. All this plotting and maneuvering, all this destruction, and you lost her.’ She made no effort to contain her anger. She knew from experience that the Amnion didn’t understand such emotions and

         didn’t fear them. ‘Billingate and all those ships, destroyed for nothing, wasted. I thought you didn’t like waste.

      


      

      ‘Goddamn it, didn’t you tell Calm Horizons who was aboard that ship? Didn’t you tell them what Angus Thermopyle is – what he came here to do? Why did they let Trumpet get away? Why didn’t they use that damn cannon – cut their losses, solve this problem once and for all? Don’t you understand

         how dangerous those people are?’

      


      

      Because she knew what was coming, she struggled against it. ‘Angus Thermopyle is a cyborg. The cops sent him to destroy Billingate.

         That’s bad enough – letting him get away is bad enough. But there’s worse.

      


      

      ‘Nick Succorso’s priority-codes didn’t work on Captain’s Fancy. Haven’t you figured out yet what that means?’

      


      

      ‘What does it mean, Captain Chatelaine?’ Taverner asked steadily.


      

      Sorus kept her glare on Marc Vestabule. She’d known him longer, distrusted him less; she feared that if she looked at Taverner,

         she might not be able to control her desire to punch in his fat face.

      


      

      ‘It means one of two things.


      

      ‘Either,’ she articulated harshly, holding up one finger like an accusation, ‘those codes were never good in the first place. Morn

         Hyland and Nick Succorso planned the whole thing together, carried it out together. Their visit to Enablement was a trick,

         a ruse – probably one of Hashi Lebwohl’s covert operations. They got something from you, learned something, set you up for

         something, I don’t know what it was. All I know is, it worked. It paralyzed you long enough to let them get away.

      


      

      ‘Or’ – she raised a second finger beside the first – ‘Hyland told Succorso she’d given you his priority-codes before he turned her over to you. So he had time to rewrite them. But that still means Hyland and Succorso must be working together.

         Why else would she let him in on a secret like that, when he was about to sacrifice her? And why else is she still human,

         if she didn’t get some kind of immunity drug from him?’

      


      

      Now Sorus began to see what lay behind Nick Succorso’s rumor that she herself had access to such a drug. If Billingate hadn’t

         been destroyed, neither the Bill nor anyone else would have left her alone – or let her live. The consequences of Nick’s lie would have driven her out into space, where he could attack her.

      


      

      ‘So the whole thing was still a ruse,’ she concluded. ‘I don’t know what they were trying to get from you, but they as sure

         as hell got away with it.

      


      

      ‘What possessed Calm Horizons to let them do that? Why didn’t she blast Trumpet while she had the chance?’

      


      

      Milos Taverner confronted her now as if he and she were alone on the bridge. The force of his attention seemed to pull her

         eyes to his. ‘You ask an important question, Captain Chatelaine.’ His vocal cords, less mutated than Vestabule’s, nonetheless

         made his voice sound alien: more spectral than human. ‘It suggests another, which is for you to answer.

      


      

      ‘When the ruse was revealed – when Captain’s Fancy began to act contrary to Amnion instructions – why did you not “blast” the vessel? It was within your power to spare Tranquil Hegemony, yet you did not do so. You question our inaction. Will we not also question yours?’

      


      

      Sorus felt the threat: it was palpable and ominous, like static building in the air. Abruptly she let go of her anger. She

         couldn’t afford it here. Instead she hid her fear behind a mask of sardonic confidence – the mask she’d always worn when she

         was with the Bill.

      


      

      Covering herself while she marshaled her resources, she dropped her gaze to her board and completed the sequence of commands

         that reengaged internal spin. At once the almost subliminal whine of servos and motors filled the bridge as the floor eased

         into motion under her. As smooth as oil, Soar began to generate centrifugal inertia. A familiar sense of her own weight settled in her muscles. Both Vestabule and Taverner

         were able to relax their clamped postures.

      


      

      ‘All green,’ data reported. ‘Sensors aren’t picking up any rubs or vibrations. Looks like we’re spinning true.’


      

      ‘Confirmation?’ Sorus asked scan.


      

      ‘No,’ the scan first said. ‘Not yet. I’m sure we’re the only ships here. That whole fucking rock is gone, and everything else

         with it. But I can’t see far enough yet to get an exact fix on anything. We might have instrument tremor, or we might not.’

      


      

      Sorus kept her relief to herself. With a trenchant snort which was as close as she could come to outright mockery, she answered

         Taverner, ‘I didn’t have a choice. You know that. I couldn’t attack Captain’s Fancy because I was busy rescuing you.

      


      

      ‘I hit her once, hard enough to be sure she wasn’t going to live much longer. After that I had my hands full trying to take

         hold of your shuttle without reducing you to so much g-flattened meat. I had to grab you carefully. If I hadn’t done that – or if I’d left you to concentrate on Captain’s Fancy – you would probably be dead right now.’

      


      

      Smiling into his eyes, she thought, Argue with that and be damned.


      

      ‘Precisely, Captain Chatelaine.’ Taverner retained enough of his human resources to smile back. ‘You comprehend the essential

         concept. Confronted with two conflicting requirements, you found that one outweighed the other, despite the fact that both

         tended toward consequences which were uncertain. Perhaps we’ – he made a stilted gesture that included Vestabule, the shuttle

         pilot, and the guard – ‘would have died. Perhaps not. Perhaps Captain’s Fancy would fail to inflict serious damage on Tranquil Hegemony. Again, perhaps not. It is at the intersection of perhaps and perhaps not that decisiveness exercises itself. You chose rightly

         to rescue us. Was it not conceivable that Tranquil Hegemony might successfully defend herself?

      


      

      ‘Calm Horizons chose not to fire on Trumpet because it was conceivable that Trumpet might be captured. Perhaps the destruction of Thanatos Minor would fail altogether. Perhaps it would be delayed. Perhaps

         Trumpet would come within range of a laser which would cripple her drives without killing the humans aboard. Confronted with conflicting

         requirements – to capture Trumpet and to prevent her escape – Calm Horizons found that one outweighed the other. To capture Trumpet would prevent her escape, but to prevent her escape might preclude her capture.’

      


      

      ‘The Amnion understand,’ Marc Vestabule inserted in a crusted tone, ‘that what you name “a ruse” has been practiced against

         us. Indeed, events suggest that humans have dealt falsely with us in several ways, or in one way with several implications.

         Milos Taverner has spoken of his perception that the actions of this “cyborg” were directed against us as well as against

         Billingate in ways which we do not yet comprehend.’

      


      

      His stance conveyed no impatience, no tension; but his human eye blinked frantically, as if the last of his human emotions

         had no other outlet.

      


      

      ‘Yet the fact that a ruse was at work has been known to us from the first. On a previous occasion prior to his union with

         the Amnion, Milos Taverner informed us of Captain Nick Succorso’s false dealings on behalf of the United Mining Companies

         Police. He informed us of Morn Hyland’s identity as a United Mining Companies Police ensign. For that reason we sought to

         retain her body. The tissues of a UMCP ensign would have yielded much.

      


      

      ‘We have always presumed that their dealings were designed for our harm. We have allowed their ruse to proceed so that we

         may learn its meaning, and so that we may turn it to our own purposes.

      


      

      ‘But this is not an intersection of perhaps and perhaps not, Captain Chatelaine. This is an incidence of must. Action is essential. You are required to initiate the course and acceleration which Calm Horizons has instructed.’

      


      

      Beyond question Sorus knew what was coming. But she’d just lost the only place she might have called home, the only people

         she might have called friends; her ship was damaged; and her enemies were gathering – enemies who turned out to have allies

         in unexpected places. She had no intention of letting mutated monstrosities like Marc Vestabule and Milos Taverner make her

         do their work for them. Under these circumstances she would have refused a direct order from the Mind/Union which was the

         highest source of ‘decisiveness’ she knew of in Amnion space.

      


      

      ‘You still haven’t answered my original question,’ she countered stubbornly. ‘Why are we in a hurry? Trumpet is gone. We can’t stop her now. What do we need haste for?’

      


      

      Vestabule’s human eyelid fluttered like a signal flag, but his gaze held hers firmly. ‘Amnion scan has not yet been restored

         to full function,’ he said. ‘Therefore data is imprecise. However, it will be made precise in a short time. At present the

         characteristic residue of “going into tach”’ – that human phrase sounded awkward on his tongue – ‘is discernible, despite

         the bombardment which clouds your instruments. As distortion fades, Calm Horizons will be able to determine Trumpet’s gap vector. Her velocity and acceleration may be calculated from previous data. What is known of the gap drive parameters

         of such vessels will enable us to extrapolate both direction and distance.

      


      

      ‘The results will be approximate,’ he finished, ‘but pursuit will be possible.’

      


      

      There it was. Pursuit. She’d known it was coming, but she still hated hearing it said aloud. Pursue a UMCP ship on UMCP business

         into human space, where no doubt there were half a dozen warships waiting to keep trouble off her tail.

      


      

      ‘What, us and Calm Horizons?’ she protested acidly, not because she expected Vestabule or Taverner to heed her, but simply because she needed to acknowledge

         the weight of mortality hanging from her bones. ‘Have you considered the possibility that the pure and righteous UMCP just

         might consider that an act of war? Have you considered the possibility that maybe you have more to gain from this kind of

         peace than they do, and if you break it you might have to pay more?’

      


      

      Taverner shook his head slowly, as if the movement were one which he’d memorized but didn’t understand. However, it was Vestabule

         who answered.

      


      

      ‘Once again you speak of an intersection of perhaps and perhaps not. We have not yet reached that intersection. Calm Horizons will remain in Amnion space. You will pursue Trumpet. You will capture her and her people, if that goal is attainable. Otherwise you will destroy them.

      


      

      ‘But Calm Horizons will come to your support, if it is required. At that intersection, we will accept the hazard of war rather than permit Trumpet to gain safety.’

      


      

      Nausea twisted through her stomach as he spoke. An act of war – and Soar right in the middle of it. She was too old for this; she was born too old for it.

      


      

      ‘Damn it,’ she objected, knowing that objection was hopeless, ‘you’re days away from getting a message to the Mind/Union.

         How can you take a risk like this on your own? How do you know the Mind/Union will approve?’

      


      

      The decision he’d announced had a human sound, a sound of desperation. Was it possible, she wondered, that the origins of

         creatures like Vestabule and Taverner could affect Amnion decision-making processes; inject an element of terror which their

         kind couldn’t recognize?

      


      

      Whether that was true or not, Vestabule had no trouble answering her. ‘We are Amnion,’ he replied flatly. ‘And we must act.

         That is required. The perils of inaction now outweigh those of action.

      


      

      ‘To “approve,”’ he added, ‘is not a concept which has meaning in relation to the Mind/Union.’


      

      Facing Sorus directly, he continued, ‘You also must act. I will not speak of this again. You are required to approach Calm Horizons at the course and velocity you have been given.’

      


      

      No flicker or variation of his tone betrayed the threat. Nevertheless she saw it in his eyes. This was a test of wills, of

         loyalty: his inexorable Amnion exigencies against her human familiarity with fear.

      


      

      A test – but no contest. Since the day when she’d fallen under the power of his kind, she’d belonged to them body and soul.

         At the core of herself she’d been overtaken by a darkness which didn’t bear close examination.

      


      

      ‘Do it,’ she told the helm first bitterly. ‘Course and thrust according to Calm Horizons’ instructions. Initiate immediately.’

      


      

      A moment later she heard the muted hull-roar of thrust, felt the complex g of acceleration conflicting with internal spin

         and the shock wave’s vector. Her stomach rebelled briefly, then settled back down.

      


      

      Swiveling her station so that she could look away from the Amnion, she went on, ‘Targ, this would be a good time to run every

         test you can think of on your systems.’

      


      

      ‘Aye, Captain,’ targ responded in a clenched voice. He went to work without raising his head.


      

      ‘Scan, give me status.’


      

      ‘Almost clear,’ scan replied as if she were accustomed to hearing her captain and the Amnion argue over Soar’s fate. ‘I still can’t confirm instrument stability, but we can see well enough to verify what Calm Horizons is telling us. Except I can’t pick up any emission trace for a ship going into tach.’

      


      

      Sorus dismissed that concern: Amnion scan was better than hers. If Calm Horizons reported gap emission, she believed it.

      


      

      She wasn’t done with Vestabule and Taverner yet, however. She would obey as she always did; but she meant to know the truth

         when she did it.

      


      

      Simply because he’d been human more recently and might remember more, she directed her glower at Milos.


      

      ‘Listen to me,’ she breathed, clenching her teeth. ‘It’s easy for you to say “the perils of inaction now outweigh those of

         action,” but I’m the one who has to do something about it. I need to understand what’s at stake here. I’m human, my ship is human, we’ll be in

         human space – that’s why you’re sending us instead of going after Trumpet yourself. But in human space the rules are different. There might be more than one kind of action I can take. I won’t be

         able to make the right choices unless I understand what’s at stake.’

      


      

      In response, Taverner attempted a smile; but beneath his alien eyes the stretching of his mouth resembled a rictus. ‘You do

         not need to understand. I will accompany you. I will be invested with decisiveness for this pursuit.’

      


      

      Sorus swallowed an impulse to shout at him. Still softly, she countered, ‘That’s not good enough. You aren’t human. You don’t

         even talk human – your grasp on how humans think and act is already starting to fray. You need me to understand.’

      


      

      For reasons which weren’t clear to her, Taverner glanced at Vestabule. Nothing she could discern passed between them – nothing

         more than the erratic blink of Vestabule’s eye – but when Taverner faced her again, a decision had been reached.

      


      

      ‘Very well. I will explain.


      

      ‘The Amnion have much to gain by Trumpet’s capture, and much to lose by her escape.’

      


      

      ‘That much I guessed,’ she muttered darkly.


      

      He was unperturbed. ‘The matter of gain,’ he said, ‘centers on Morn Hyland and Davies Hyland. Her importance is simple. She

         is a United Mining Companies Police ensign. With her capture all of her knowledge comes into our possession. This is significant,

         but not critical.

      


      

      ‘In addition, she is a human female protected by zone implants. Her capture would enable us to acquire other knowledge. For

         example, if she were bred with an Amnion male, such as I am, what would result? Again this is significant, but not critical.’

      


      

      Bred? Sorus thought in cold horror. Oh, shit. But she didn’t interrupt.


      

      ‘Her offspring,’ Taverner continued as if the subject were purely abstract, devoid of personal necessity, ‘represents opportunities

         which are indeed critical.

      


      

      ‘The techniques which you call “force-growing” and “transfer of mind” are old and common among us. Our ability to bring human

         genetic material – your language supplies no adequate means to convey these concepts, the word “mutate” is quite insufficient

         – into Mind/Union with the Amnion is also old and common. More recent research has enabled us’ – he may have shrugged – ‘to

         mutate human genetic material with diminishing discrepancies of appearance. Still we have failed to produce Amnion which may

         pass as human.

      


      

      ‘Doubtless this is because genetic manipulation cannot replicate patterns of thought, expression, or behavior, the learned

         content of being human. Hence the importance of transfer of mind and Davies Hyland.’

      


      

      Sorus listened hard; but at the same time she tried not to hear what he was saying. She’d left her links with humanity behind

         so long ago that she couldn’t pretend to be concerned for her kind now – and yet the implications of Taverner’s explanation

         chilled her from the surface of her skin to the center of her embittered heart.

      


      

      ‘To enable one of us to pass as human,’ he was saying, ‘we must provide a human mind. Among ourselves, Amnioni to Amnioni,

         such transference presents no difficulties. Yet when we work from human source to human target, we are able to produce a successful

         target only at the cost of a ruined source. We speculate that human fear causes the source to be effectively erased during

         transference. And when we work from human to Amnioni, both source and target are ruined. The fear of the source is replicated

         upon a genetically incompatible target.

      


      

      ‘We improve, but we do not progress.


      

      ‘However, the successful transfer of mind between Davies Hyland and his source demonstrates that our techniques may indeed

         operate effectively on human genetic material. If a human female with a zone-implant can endure a transfer of mind to a force-grown

         offspring without loss of reason or function – and if the condition of that offspring is also truly functional – then the

         same procedure may prove viable between human and Amnioni.

      


      

      ‘In that case, we will become able to produce Amnion with access to learned human thoughts and behaviors. If those Amnion

         are grown in human shapes, they will be undetectable to humans. Then human space could be seeded with hosts of Amnion, and

         the overthrow of Earth-bred life could be accomplished at one stroke.

      


      

      ‘Thus the capture of Davies Hyland is critical. A study of his physical and mental integrity can supply the information we require. His value is only increased by the fact that he also possesses

         the mind of a United Mining Companies Police ensign.’

      


      

      Sorus’ brain reeled involuntarily at the idea. He was talking about genetic kazes: undetectable terrorists who could plant

         mutagens wherever and whenever they wished—

      


      

      Taverner wasn’t done, however. ‘The matter of loss,’ he continued inexorably, ‘centers on the cyborg Angus Thermopyle and

         Captain Nick Succorso.

      


      

      ‘The cyborg has done us severe harm in destroying Billingate, and must not be permitted to return to the United Mining Companies

         Police victorious. We must demonstrate our capacity to counter his actions. This is significant, but not critical. In addition

         we have cause to suspect that the harm for which he was designed is not yet complete. Therefore also he must be stopped. Finally

         we wish to study him so that we may learn the techniques of his construction. These considerations as well are significant,

         but not critical.

      


      

      ‘Captain Nick Succorso is critical. He possesses a drug which renders him immune to us. This would be a grave threat even

         if we did not have cause to suspect that the United Mining Companies Police are involved in the uses he has made of that drug.

         It is imperative that he is not permitted to disseminate his immunity in human space. If humans can be preserved from mutation,

         they will be able to wage warfare of a kind which must defeat us. In a raw test of technological resources, we will fail.

         Our means of production are too precise, time-consuming, and costly to compete with yours.

      


      

      ‘Yet that is not the sum of the threat which Captain Succorso represents. By some means which we do not understand – perhaps

         by what you term “intuition” – he has acquired knowledge of our researches into the use of uniquely designed gap drives to

         produce space-normal velocities which very nearly approximate the speed of light. If our defensives could attain those velocities,

         our prospects in warfare would be greatly improved.’

      


      

      With an effort, Sorus kept her expression blank; but inwardly she gave a groan of surprise. ‘Greatly improved’ was a stunning

         understatement. If a battlewagon like Calm Horizons could be accelerated to .9c or more, no human station could stand against her. Even Earth might have no adequate defense.

      


      

      Without pausing, Taverner concluded, ‘Captain Succorso must not be permitted to convey his knowledge to the United Mining

         Companies Police. We fear that human space would have no choice but to engage us in warfare immediately, if only to prevent

         us from completing our researches.

      


      

      ‘Do you understand now, Captain Chatelaine?’


      

      She nodded slowly, dumbly. Oh, she understood, all right. She hated her role, but she understood it. If she’d been the ‘decisive’

         of Calm Horizons – or even the Mind/Union itself – she would have made the same choice. The stakes were high enough to justify risks on almost

         any scale.

      


      

      Yet she couldn’t let the question rest there. Some streak of stubbornness in her, some mute, unsubjugated piece of her genetic

         inheritance, pushed her to raise one more objection.

      


      

      ‘I understand fine, but I’m not sure you do. You can talk all you want, but you’ve already missed your chance to take the

         only action that would have made a difference. You let Trumpet get away. And since then too much time has passed. What good will it do to send me after her now?

      


      

      ‘The cops’ll be waiting for her to come back – with a whole fleet, if they think they need it. Even if I could catch her before

         she reaches them – which I can’t – I couldn’t stop her from transmitting any messages she wants. And if you’re right that

         Succorso is working for the cops, they already know about his immunity drug. They probably gave it to him. Nothing I do can

         possibly prevent them from spreading that information.

      


      

      ‘Sending me into human space to get shot by a fleet of damn cops is going to accomplish zip.’


      

      The human side of Vestabule’s face frowned as if he were unsure of her slang. Again he and Taverner glanced expressionlessly

         at each other before Taverner replied.

      


      

      ‘The question of Captain Succorso’s immunity is not a simple one. I’ – for a minute he hung fire, as if his memory had slipped

         – ‘I have been the Deputy Chief of Com-Mine Station Security. If an immunity drug were known anywhere in human space, that

         knowledge would surely have come to me. Assume that this immunity is a devising of the United Mining Companies Police, and

         that Captain Succorso received it from them. Still it has not been disseminated. In my’ – again he faltered briefly – ‘my experience, no knowledge or record of such

         an immunity exists. Therefore we must also assume that the United Mining Companies Police have chosen to suppress this immunity.

      


      

      ‘I—’ Taverner stopped. To her surprise, Sorus saw that he was in distress. The effort of thinking like a human drew sweat

         from his pores, turned his pale skin the color of bone.

      


      

      ‘I speculate,’ he resumed in a thin, slightly hurried tone, ‘that some intraspecies betrayal which I find difficult to comprehend

         is taking place. One faction has developed this immunity, and now holds it secret from the other in order to gain advantage.

         I find the concept abhorrent, but I remember that such explanations are plausible among humans.’

      


      

      ‘We do not understand human behavior in this matter,’ Vestabule put in roughly. ‘We wish to understand it. But for the present

         understanding is not critical. Rather it is critical that knowledge of this immunity has not yet been disseminated in human

         space, and presumably will not be disseminated unless Captain Succorso takes that action upon himself.

      


      

      ‘As for your concern that Trumpet has fled to the haven of “a fleet of damn cops,” consider this.

      


      

      ‘Our analysis of Trumpet’s departure emissions is complete. We have determined her gap vector, calculated her velocity and acceleration, and estimated

         her gap drive parameters. Here are the results.’

      


      

      Without waiting for permission, he reached forward and began tapping keys on the communications board. Almost immediately

         one of the main screens in front of Sorus flashed to life.

      


      

      Vestabule had called up a 3-D coordinates schematic for this quadrant of space. Phosphors marked the spot where Thanatos Minor

         had once occupied the vacuum. Soar’s position blinked green; Calm Horizons’ showed amber.

      


      

      Swiftly a red line traced Trumpet’s course in normal space: numbers along the line indicated exact changes in thrust and vector. Then a small crimson cross indicated

         her leap into the gap.

      


      

      Based on Calm Horizons’ calculations, straight blue pointed the direction of Trumpet’s crossing. The Amnion warship could only speculate as to how far Trumpet had gone, but she was able to define the gap scout’s course precisely.

      


      

      That blue line didn’t run anywhere near human space.


      

      Sorus had used up her objections. Now she had nothing left except obedience – and darkness.


      

      Deliberately she thumbed the ship-wide intercom.


      

      ‘Stand by,’ she told her crew. ‘We’ve got our work cut out for us. First we’ll rendezvous with Calm Horizons. Then we’re going hunting.’

      


      

      Wherever Angus Thermopyle and his people were headed, it wasn’t back to the UMCP.




      

      ANGUS


      

      Trumpet came out of the gap with Nick Succorso at the helm and Angus Thermopyle handling everything else scarcely 500,000 kilometers

         from Thanatos Minor – still within easy scan range.

      


      

      Proximity alarms echoed the warnings of Angus’ datacore and the raw squalling of his own instincts. Trumpet’s thrust drive still burned, piling on acceleration. Nevertheless the instantaneous disappearance of brisance from the planetoid’s

         destruction affected the ship like braking; slammed him and Nick forward helplessly against their restraints. From a hand’s

         width away, he gaped at his command readouts, but his eyes couldn’t absorb their information rapidly enough.

      


      

      His own calculations were quicker.


      

      Trumpet wasn’t moving fast enough to outrun Thanatos Minor’s debris.

      


      

      ‘Too close!’ he rasped urgently. ‘Hit it again, Nick! You cut it too close!’


      

      Nick sprawled across the second’s station. His eyes were glazed; his hands fumbled for a grip they couldn’t find on the sides

         of his board. He’d been hurt too much: Angus had punched him in the forehead hard enough to crack his skull; Ciro had jolted

         him with stun; his ship and most of his crew were dead. Lashed by g, he’d gone limp – too limp to react.

      


      

      Angus’ brain and his computer ran decisions at microprocessor speeds, but on separate tracks. Driven by preprogrammed exigencies,

         his fingers punched keys like scattershot, routing helm control back to his station, adjusting thrust for more power than

         Nick had known Trumpet possessed, defining gap parameters for human space. At the same time, his brain scrambled to identify his exact location,

         gauge it against the possibility of pursuit. According to his most recent data – only seconds old – neither Soar nor Calm Horizons had picked up enough velocity to attempt a gap crossing. And certainly not in this direction. But Stonemason and some of the other ships from Billingate were another matter. Milos must have told the Amnion why Angus had been sent

         to Thanatos Minor. If the Amnion had told the Bill somehow – if the Bill had flared out a warning—

      


      

      They would know where to look for the gap scout.


      

      Cued by his urgency, perhaps, or by some other in-built latitude, his datacore let Angus reset the gap parameters and throw

         Trumpet into another brutal course shift.

      


      

      Klaxons wailed like the damned. Millions of tons of shattered rock hurtled closer, hot on the heels of the wave front. The

         displays plotted both brisance and stone as they scoured the void like furies: the ragged teeth of nightmares.

      


      

      For half a dozen seconds, the gap scout hauled herself to the side so hard that only his zone-implants kept Angus from passing

         out.

      


      

      Nick collapsed against his restraints, unconscious. But welded reinforcements gave Angus the strength to endure. Trumpet was still turning – still broadside to the storm of Thanatos Minor’s ruin – when he reached out against a weight of six or

         more g’s and tapped the key which sent the gap scout into tach.

      


      

      The violence which had riven the planetoid didn’t touch her.


      

      Instead, with a disorienting lack of transition, she found herself perilously far down the gravity well of a red giant nearly

         three light-years deep in Amnion space.

      


      

      Moving too quickly for caution, Angus hadn’t consulted astrogation – except by an almost autonomic reference to his internal

         databases – or made any attempt at precision; he’d simply pointed Trumpet at the nearest loud star he knew of and kicked her into the gap.

      


      

      Luck and a near-miraculous synergy between his organic mind and his machine reflexes brought him close without killing him.


      

      A red giant was exactly what he wanted: relatively low in mass, so that he could get nearer to it than to a heavier star;

         and relatively high in luminosity as well as other radiation, so that it might cover Trumpet’s trail. He hoped that brisance and debris would confuse the traces of his maneuvering near Thanatos Minor, prevent other ships

         from seeing where he’d gone. And if that didn’t work, he hoped that a star as loud as this one would make Trumpet impossible to detect.

      


      

      The gap scout was still accelerating at full burn, ramming herself down the gravity well at a frightening rate. Minutes away,

         immolation loomed ahead of her. Despite his zone-implants and enhanced strength, Angus was giddy with g-stress. Phosphors

         seemed to dance across his board, disabling the readouts; the tidal pressure of his pulse in his ears made the new alarms

         which the ship flung at him sound muffled and imprecise, vaguely meaningless.

      


      

      But now his visceral fear and his computer’s programming worked together. One centimeter at a time, they forced his hand forward

         until his fingers found the keys which would ease Trumpet’s thrust and turn her aside from danger in a long curve across the pull of the well.

      


      

      Then he was able to breathe again.


      

      Sweet oxygen filled his lungs as the pressing weight of his body lifted. Relief spread a brief red haze across his vision,

         then wiped it clear. At the first touch of acceleration, automatic systems had locked the bridge in its thrust attitude, retracted

         the companionway. Now, as Angus stabilized Trumpet’s position in the red giant’s well, the orientation bearings unlocked, allowing the bridge to revolve within its hulls to accommodate

         the star’s gravity. His back and legs settled more comfortably into his g-seat.

      


      

      Nick folded slowly over his belts and remained limp, breathing through his mouth.


      

      A few more helm adjustments, and Angus would be able to relax. His computer ran calculations: his hands ran commands. When

         he was done, Trumpet had attained an elliptical orbit which would carry her around the star, absorbing gravity as momentum, and then enable her

         to slingshot herself back in the direction of human space at several times her present velocity. Fast enough for a gap crossing

         which would take her three or four light-years past the Amnion frontier.

      


      

      There. Angus sucked air deep enough to distend his belly and held it until the CO2 balance in his lungs had slowed his heart rate a few beats. God, he was thirsty! Thanks to Milos’ abuse, and to the dehydration

         he’d suffered in his EVA suit, his mouth and throat felt like they’d been scoured with abrasives. A grainy sensation afflicted

         his eyeballs, as if they turned in grit. He was hungry and tired, and there was nothing he wanted right then more than a chance to check on Morn, find out if she was all right; touch her as if she still belonged to him.

      


      

      His datacore had already allowed or coerced him to do several things he hadn’t expected. Maybe it would permit that as well.


      

      Except that she had her zone-implant control now. Or rather Davies did: it came to the same thing. Neither of them was likely

         to let him within ten meters of her. Not without force – and Angus didn’t believe for a second that his datacore would let

         him force himself on Morn Hyland. Warden Dios hadn’t gone to all this trouble to rescue her – and to keep it a secret, for

         God’s sake – just so that Angus could ease the dark ache in the pit of his heart.

      


      

      Slowly he stretched out the muscles in his back and arms, then returned his attention to his board.


      

      Trumpet’s course was stable. The red giant spat out so much radiation that he could hardly scan her trace himself, even though he knew

         where to look. And within an hour the star’s tremendous bulk would eclipse her from the direction of Thanatos Minor: she would

         be safe from pursuit or detection until she rounded the giant’s far side.

      


      

      If he couldn’t approach Morn, he could at least drink several liters of fluid and get himself something to eat. Nick could

         be left where he was. He appeared to be asleep, overcome by the combined pressure of loss and g. And if he woke up, he couldn’t

         do any harm. It was a simple matter for Angus to disable both bridge stations with his own priority-codes, which would effectively

         frustrate any tampering or interference.

      


      

      He’d unstrapped his restraints and started to his feet before he realized that he didn’t understand what he’d just done.


      

      Wait a minute. He sat down again in shock. Wait a fucking minute.


      

      What the hell are we doing here?


      

      At that moment Nick stirred. Twitching, his hands found the edges of the second’s station; he braced his arms there to push

         himself upright. His eyes were dull with stupor. He blinked them deliberately, trying to clear them. His mouth hung open.

         Through the grime on his cheeks, his scars showed like small strips of bone.

      


      

      By degrees a frown tightened his face as he blinked at his readouts.


      

      He checked the screens in front of him, considered his readouts again. Unsteadily he tapped two or three keys. Then he turned

         his stunned gaze toward Angus.

      


      

      As if he and Angus had the same thoughts for the same reasons, he asked, ‘What the hell are we doing here?’


      

      ‘Hiding,’ Angus retorted. ‘What does it look like?’ He had no idea what the truth was. Appalled by chagrin and incomprehension,

         he couldn’t think. In a few instants of gap travel, a few minutes of mad flight, everything had changed. Suddenly his predicament

         was profoundly altered, as profoundly as it had been by his datacore’s unexpected decision to rescue Morn, or by hearing Warden

         Dios say, It’s got to stop; by his discovery of Morn herself aboard Starmaster, or by UMCPDA’s req. Once again nothing made any sense, he had to start learning the rules and guessing the limits from the

         beginning—

      


      

      ‘“Hiding.”’ Nick made an obvious effort to sound sarcastic, but he couldn’t raise his voice above a thin mutter. ‘Who the

         fuck are we hiding from? I didn’t bring us here. I must have passed out – you took the helm. Christ! Angus, we’re three fucking light-years inside

         Amnion space. If you could generate that kind of gap crossing, why didn’t you head the other way? Solve all your problems

         at once, let fucking Hashi Lebwohl welcome you with open fucking arms. What kind of shit is this?’

      


      

      Good question. Angus would have said that aloud, if his programming had permitted it. UMCPDA had welded him precisely and

         explicitly for this mission. Either Hashi Lebwohl or Warden Dios had made every crucial decision. So what was Angus doing

         here? Why had his datacore led him to take this course, when it could have, should have, forced him to leap for human space?

      


      

      ‘Calm Horizons was after us,’ he suggested weakly.

      


      

      ‘And you thought she would follow us past the frontier?’ Nick did his best to sneer. ‘Commit an act of war right in the cops’

         face? So what? She couldn’t have caught us. We had momentum on her, we had a vector she couldn’t match. And we’ve got’ – he

         clicked keys, peered at a readout for confirmation, then hissed softly through his teeth in surprise – ‘shit, Angus, this

         ship has a thrust-to-mass ratio a lumbering tub like that can’t compete with. Once she gets going, she can probably keep up

         with us in tach, but she can’t match us in normal space.
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