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CHAPTER ONE

The dead ships were scattered through the night, sometimes sharply illumed in white light, then darkness reclaimed its own as they moved, drifted, the rocky spray of the nearby unborn world occluding the light from the far-distant sun.

The ships were linked by nearly invisible cables that held them in an approximate orbit around a medium-size planetoid. Some of the ships were worn-out and centuries old, others were the energy-devouring military craft of the great war eleven years in the past. Some wore the colors of failed merchant enterprises, others the standards of ones too successful by far. Some appeared intact, others were being systematically cannibalized by their caretaker on the asteroid “below.”

Half a light-second distant, space distorted, and there was the slight blink as a ship came out of stardrive. A few moments later, a transmission came:

“Malabar Control, Malabar Control, this is the Grayle. Request approach and docking instructions.”

The call was made three times before a reply came in:

“Grayle, this is Malabar. Request your purpose. This is not a public port. Landing permission is granted only with proper authority.”

“Malabar, this is Grayle. Stand by.” The synthed female voice was replaced by a man’s:

“Malabar, this is Grayle. Purpose for visit: resupply.”

“Grayle, this is Malabar. Permission refused. I say again — this is not a public port.”

“Malabar, this is Grayle. Message follows for Cormac. I shackle Wilbur Frederick Milton unshackle. Sender: Ghost.”

There was dead air, then:

“Stand by.”

Nearly an hour passed before:

“Grayle, this is Malabar Control. Porting request granted. We have auto-approach capability. Please slave your ship controls to this frequency. After docking do not leave your ship until authorized. Cormac advises will meet Ghost personally and strongly recommends it had best be Ghost Actual. Clear.”

• • •

The man lounging against the bulkhead wore an expensive cotton shirt faded from many washings, a sleeveless sweater that could have been his grandfather’s, and khaki pants that might have belonged to a uniform once.

He straightened as the inner lock door slid open and eyed Joshua as he came out.

“Joshua,” Cormac said. “If that’s the name you’re still using, Ghost Actual.”

“It is. And you’re still flying your own colors,” Wolfe said.

“Time must’ve been good to us then.”

Wolfe made no response. Cormac turned to an alcove. “He’s who he said he was, friends. You can go on about your business.”

Two men carrying stubby blast rifles came out, nodded politely to Joshua, and went past into the inner reaches of the planetoid.

“Interesting how you never forget the shackle code, isn’t it?” Cormac commented. “And you’re right. I do owe you. What do you need? A ship? An insert, like the old days? I haven’t done much direct moving lately, but I doubt if I’ve lost any moves. If that’s what you need.”

“I need a shipyard.”

“Ah? You don’t appear to have taken any damage, from what the screen showed me.”

“I didn’t. But the Grayle’s maybe a little too noticeable. Do you still remember how to do a Q-ship setup?”

“Do I remember?” Cormac laughed shortly. “Commander, that’s one of my most requested tunes these days. There appear to be a lot of men and women floating about who’d rather not have their ships present the same face to the Federation — or to anybody — more than once or twice.

“Yes. I can handle that little job for you. How thorough a change you want? Snout, fins, configuration, signature … I can still do it all.”

“How long for the full boat?”

“Pun intended?”

Again, Wolfe didn’t answer.

Cormac considered. “Normally three months. But I assume these aren’t normal times.”

“You assume right,” Wolfe said.

“Month and a half, then,” Cormac hesitated. “That’s a big call-in, I must say.”

“I’ll cover your costs, plus ten percent,” Wolfe said. “I’m not broke. But I’d appreciate a quick turnaround.”

Cormac swept a grandiose bow. “So let it be written … so let it be done!”

Wolfe grinned. “Where were we the last time I heard you say that?”

“I had that wonderful hollowed-out moonlet,” Cormac said wistfully. “Not ten light-minutes from that Al’ar base, and they never twigged to me at all.”

“What happened to it?”

“I don’t know,” Cormac said. “I tried to track it down when the Federation started mothballing everything.” He shrugged. “I suppose someone beat me to it.

“Now wouldn’t that make a great smuggler’s haven?”

“From what I’ve heard about this sector,” Wolfe said, “you don’t appear to need one.”

“True, true, too damned true. Come on. I’ll show you around and start my crews to work.”

“Not quite yet,” Wolfe said. “I’ve got a passenger who nobody gets to see. I mean nobody, Cormac. How do we arrange that?”

“We’ll set up quarters next to mine. No bugs, no probes, no nothing. Not even mine. You could put the Queen of Sheba there and no one would ever know.”

“Good. I’ll need some kind of vehicle to make the transfer.”

“No problem with that, either. Now come on. Let me buy you a drink. You still drink … Armagnac, it was, yes?”

“You remember well.”

The two men started down the long metallic corridor.

“Sometimes,” Cormac said a little wistfully, “it’s about the only excitement I have. I swear I sometimes think I miss the war. You ever feel that way?”

“Not yet.”

“You are blessed.”

• • •

Cormac’s quarters were hand-worked wood, silver, dark-red leather, lavish as a port admiral’s. Wolfe lounged back against his couch, tasted his drink.

“It’s only Janneau,” Cormac apologized. “If I’d known you were coming I could have had one of the freetraders come up with better.”

“It’s fine.” Wolfe looked about. “You have done well by yourself.”

“It wasn’t hard,” Cormac said. “When peace broke out all anyone wanted was to either get out or find some nice, comfortable sinecure. Those of us who had, well, an eye for the main chance could pretty much pick and choose. And I wanted to stay out here in the Outlaw Worlds.

“I heard they needed someone to take care of all the ships that were going to be decommissioned. Given my modest talents, and a few coms to some friends who remembered what services I’d been able to render, and I had a new career, or anyway the powerbase for one.”

“Doesn’t the Federation ever come looking to see what’s happening to those hulks?”

“Hell no. There’s fifty-eight boneyards around the galaxy. Some of them don’t even have caretakers, and I wonder if the ships’re even still there. At least I’m disappearing mine little by little. By the way, I could make you one hell of a deal on a battlewagon if you’re interested. One thing the Federation still has too much of, Joshua, and that’s warships.” Cormac picked up his glass of beer, looked at it, set it back down. “Them … and the people who used to pilot them.”

“You do miss the war,” Wolfe said gently.

“And why not? I was only twenty-two then. How many people my age had their own spaceport and responsibility for getting people into — and sometimes out of — places no sane person could imagine?”

“Why didn’t you stay in? Federation Intelligence must’ve wanted to keep you.”

“I don’t have much use for some of the people they did keep,” Cormac said. “I did a couple of … small jobs for them after the war. And was sorry I did.”

“Cisco being one of them?”

“That shit-for-brains!”

“He’s still with them.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Cormac said. “Bastards like him have to have a big daddy to hide behind. I can remember … no. Leave it.”

The slender man got up, walked to a bookcase, and picked up a model of a starship.

“I wasn’t surprised to hear from you,” he said without turning around. “Not that surprised, anyway.”

“Oh?” Wolfe’s tone remained casual, but one hand moved toward his waistband.

“Ghost Actual,” Cormac said, “you are in a ton of trouble. Two tons.”

“That’s why I need the ship-change.”

“You might need more than that.”

Cormac went to a desk, opened it, and touched a pore-pattern lock. “This came across about an E-week ago. I pulled a copy, then iced the file. Nobody else on Malabar has seen it.”

He took out a rolled cylinder of paper and handed it to Wolfe, who opened it. There was a pic on it of Wolfe that was four years old, and:


WANTED

Joshua Wolfe

for

Murder, Conspiracy,

Treason,

and

Other Crimes

Against the Federation

500,000 CREDITS REWARD

Must Be Taken Alive



“Alive, eh?” Wolfe read the rest of the sheet. “But I’m considered armed, deadly, guaranteed to resist arrest, and so forth. That ought to slow them down for a little.”

“Should I ask?”

“Better not, Cormac. It gets real involved. Although I wonder how the hell they figure I’ve committed treason since I haven’t been inside the Federation much since the war.”

“It doesn’t matter a tinker’s fart to me,” Cormac said. “Who was it who said if he had a choice between betraying his country or a friend, he hoped he’d have the balls to sell his country out?”

“Don’t remember. But I don’t think he said it quite like that.”

“Actually,” Cormac said, “I thought when I got the call you’d be wanting … other changes made. Ones involving a doctor.”

Wolfe smiled, moved his hand away from his waist, picked up his drink, and sipped. “I don’t think I’m that desperate yet.” He set the snifter down. “Cisco’s the one who originated that warrant.”

“Son of a bitch,” Cormac said. “I should have slotted him way back when. Remember when he tried to tell me how to run a snatch-and-grab and there were about a trillion Al’ar looming down on us?”

“I do. I think that’s the only time I’ve ever seen you raise your voice.”

“I was feeling hostile,” Cormac admitted. “That man doesn’t bring out the best in me. Never mind. And forget about paying for the ship mods.”

He pushed through the beginnings of Wolfe’s protests. “That wasn’t a question, goddammit. You might need the geetus later. Hell, if you’ve got an open warrant, I know you will. Sooner or later that frigging Cisco’ll change the terms and it’ll be dead or alive, no questions as long as the body bag’s full. Just you wait.

“And then you’ll really be sailing close to the wind. Cisco may be a stumblebum, but he’s dangerous. Especially when he’s got the whole goddamned Federation for backup.”

• • •

Wolfe felt the walls themselves might be pulsating to the music. The circular bar was filled, and the slide-tempo band in the center ring was sweating hard.

Cormac leaned close. “Well?” he said, half shouting to be heard.

“Well what?” Wolfe said.

“Well, it’s been two weeks. You feel any more relaxed than when you checked in?”

Wolfe shrugged. “I’ll relax when the Grayle’s ready to go. Lately I get twitchy when I don’t have a back door.”

“I’m pushing the crews as hard as I can right now. Most of the material’s in-shipped. Oh, yeah — I stole a nifty piece of signature-masking electronics out of a P-boat that got dumped on me last year. Put that in today myself.”

A voice said hello, and Wolfe turned. The woman was in her early twenties, had red hair in a pixie bob, and wore a designer’s idea of a shipsuit, made of black velvet with see-through panels. He returned the greeting. The woman held her smile, lifted a finger, and ran it slowly over her lips, then melted into the crowd.

“You been making conquests while I’m slaving in the guts of your ship?” Cormac asked wryly.

“Hardly. Never seen her before. You know her?”

“No. I think I’ve seen her once. Don’t even know if she’s pro or just looking for action.” Cormac shrugged. “You want dinner?”

Wolfe nodded, and they found a wall booth. Wolfe slid the privacy/sound one-way curtain shut and grimaced in the sudden hush. “I guess one of the drawbacks of the aging process is that music gets louder than it used to be.”

“While everything else gets dimmer,” Cormac agreed. “So the trick is to never get old.”

The menu glimmered to life between them. Wolfe studied it, then touched the sensors for a conch salad and curried crayfish brochettes.

“You want wine?” he asked.

“Never developed a taste for it,” Cormac said. “I’ll stick with beer.”

To accompany the meal, Wolfe ordered a half-bottle of a white whose description suggested it might resemble an Alsatian Riesling, and leaned against the back wall of the booth. Cormac touched his own sensor, and a mug of beer appeared from a trapdoor in the table’s center.

“Joshua,” he said carefully, “something I’ve wondered.”

“Wonder away.”

“The word was you grew up among the Al’ar. Is that right?”

“Not quite,” Joshua said. “My folks were diplomats. We were on Sauros for three years. Then the Al’ar jumped the fence, and we got stuck in an internment camp.” He paid deliberate attention to the drink menu and found a claimed Earth brandy. The drink arrived, Wolfe tasted it, made a face.

“Somebody’s chemist needs a trip to the home planet for research. Anyway, my folks died there, and I got off, and the Federation thought I was a hot item. And the war dragged on.”

“What do you think happened to the Al’ar?”

“They vanished.”

“No shit! Every damned million or billion or trillion of them, zip-gone? I was out there, too, remember? Where do you think they went?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can they come back?”

“I … don’t think so.”

“So we had ten years and who knows how many bodies so they could pull a vanishing act. Why did they start that goddamned war, anyway?”

Joshua considered his words. “Because they wanted the same thing we do. All the room in the galaxy plus two yards. I guess space can’t support but one hog at a time.”

“So much for patriotism,” Cormac said. “Sorry. I got the idea you aren’t real fond of talking about them.”

“That doesn’t bother me,” Wolfe said. “I don’t much like talking about the war, though.”

“So what do you want to talk about?”

Wolfe considered, then smiled. “What about whether that redhead was real or not?”

The trapdoor opened, and their food lifted into view. Neither man spoke as they ate. After a time Cormac looked out.

“Here she comes again. Why don’t you ask her?”

“Maybe. After I finish eating.”

“Looks like she’s got a question of her own.”

The woman came over to the booth and tapped. Wolfe found the open sensor, and the music battered them.

The woman smiled and started to say something. Wolfe leaned closer.

“Joshua!” Cormac shouted, and went over the top of the table, knocking Wolfe back as a blaster beam crashed across the room and blew a hole in the booth’s back wall.

Wolfe was momentarily trapped between the back of the booth and the table. Cormac rolled away and Wolfe squirmed up. The redhead’s hand went into a slit in the shipsuit and flashed out with a tiny handgun.

Wolfe curled forward, smashing the table away, and his fingers snapped out and touched the woman’s gunhand. She shrieked; the gun went flying and she stumbled back as the first gunman fired again.

The blast took the woman in the back. Her body spasmed, and she flopped aside as Wolfe came out of the booth, gun in hand.

The gunman was on the other side of the band, running for the stairs that led to the upper deck.

Wolfe knelt, free hand coming up to brace the gun butt, elbow just on the far side of his knee.

Breathe … breathe … the earth holds firm …

His finger touched the trigger stud, and the gun bucked. The bolt took the gunman in the side, and he screamed, clawed at himself, and sagged, body slipping bonelessly down the stairs.

The room was screams and motion. Cormac was beside him, his own pistol out.

Wolfe glanced at the woman, saw dead, surprised eyes, and looked away. He went across the room, paying no attention to the hubbub, and kicked the gunman’s body over.

He was young, no older than the woman his bad aim had killed, sallow-faced, with the wisp of a beginning goatee. Paying no mind to the blood pouring from the hole in the gunman’s side, Wolfe quickly and expertly patted the body down.

He found no identification, but from an inner pocket took out a piece of paper that had been folded and refolded until its creases were about to wear through. He unfolded it.


WANTED

Joshua Wolfe …



He passed the paper to Cormac, who scanned it. “Somebody missed the part about alive, alive-o,” the shipyard owner said. “It appears,” he went on in a near whisper, “I didn’t scrub that file as clean as I thought I had. Or else word’s gotten offplanet about you being here.”

The room was deadly silent.

Wolfe felt no threat, and his gun vanished. A moment later, a woman laughed shrilly, tightly, and the volume went back up again.

“Let’s go,” Cormac said. “I’ll fix the local heat when we’re back at my grounds.”

Wolfe nodded, and they moved quickly toward the exit. Wolfe opened the door for his friend, who went out and flattened against the wall. The corridor was empty.

Joshua followed him.

“I guess,” he said, “maybe we do need to talk about some … further alterations.”

• • •

Joshua Wolfe’s face filled all three of the large screens. He sat in a chair in the middle of them, his expression blank.

“Are you feeling anything?”

“No.”

There was a hissing, and the screens clouded as gas sprayed out around Wolfe. His face turned frosty white. After a few moments, it began swelling, turning red, as if he were being systematically hammered by invisible fists.

The other man in the white room moved away from his console and walked to Joshua’s chair. He was big, imposing, and might, years earlier, before the muscle softened, have played some kind of a contact sport. He’d said he wished to be known as Brekmaker.

He walked around Joshua, stroking his chin, his eyes intent. Wolfe lay motionless in the chair, as he’d been ordered, but his eyes followed the man.

“Are you experiencing much discomfort?”

Joshua’s eyes were no more than slits as the skin puffed up around them. “Not … that much.”

“Good. In a few moments we shall proceed. This,” Brekmaker went on, “is an interesting challenge. You certainly have a … lived-in face, my friend. Yes, I suppose that’s how I’d put it.” His tone suggested he wasn’t used to anyone contradicting his observations.

“Now, if we had enough time, of course we could build you an entirely new face, from the bones out. Turn you into a chubby, happy-go-lucky sort. Then we could take some bone, maybe an inch or so, out of your lower legs, shorten you.

“Do some chemical alterations of your digestive system, and poof, after a few months and a thousand meals, you’d have the body to match your face. Rolo-polo, the grinning fat boy.

“I’ve always wanted to do a perfect job such as that,” the man went on. “But I’ve never had the time … or rather my clients haven’t. Nor have they properly understood my intent.

“No, they all say they want to be different, but they seldom mean it. You can talk if you want to.”

Wolfe remained silent.

“So what I intend to do,” Brekmaker went on, without waiting more than a moment, “is to make you into the impossible man to your friends and enemies. First we’ll remove all your facial scars and marks, especially that one near your mouth. Fortunately, it’s not a keloid, so removal will be quite simple.

“In the process, I’ll take all of the aging lines off your neck. Then I’m going to build up your cheekbones a bit, make them a bit more distinct than they already are. I’m going to rebuild that nose, which looks like it’s been broken more than once, am I right?”

“Three, maybe four times,” Wolfe mumbled.

“In short, I’m going to be your Ponce de Léon. In case you don’t know — ”

“I know who he was,” Wolfe said.

“Oh. Not many of my clients have heard about the Fountain of Youth. Yes, you’ll be the young man you once were, plus I’ll make some improvements the helix didn’t give you when you were born. I’ll also take some of the pouching off your eyelids, cut a bit of cartilage from the back of your ears and pin them back a little just because they’re a bit too batlike for my tastes.

“You haven’t had significant hair loss, so I won’t need to do implants, but I will do a perma-dark so you won’t be a silver fox anymore.

“Of course, you’re wondering right now how all this is going to make you unrecognizable to … to whoever you don’t wish to know you.

“It’s very simple but devilishly clever, if I do say so myself. Imagine this, Mister, uh, Taylor you said your name was, I believe. Imagine you are walking down the street and you see someone who you recognize from your first time in prison, or in school, or whatever, twenty years ago. He looks exactly the same as he did then. You are about to hail him and then you stop yourself, barely in time.

“You’re embarrassed, because you realize that all of us change in ten or fifteen or twenty years, and of course anyone who looked exactly like your friend of years ago cannot, simply cannot, be that man.

“And so you hurry past, not really looking at this person again, because you’re deeply grateful you didn’t say anything and make an utter ass of yourself and also don’t think on the matter, for none of us wish to remember our momentary near foolishnesses.

“Simple … yet very clever, isn’t it?”

Wolfe managed to make a noise that might have been agreement.

“I feel that you’re experiencing a bit of pain.” Brekmaker went to his control panel, touched sensors. Gas hissed. “There. That should take it away. Now we can begin.”

His fingers moved over other parts of the panel, and, from the ceiling, tiny projectors appeared and moved toward Joshua’s face.

• • •

“Culan in a kennel,” Cormac swore. “You look like ratshit on rye! What’d you look like yesterday when the quack got through? Couldn’t have been worse.”

“Don’t be so polite,” Wolfe said muffledly. He glanced in the mirror beside his bed, saw the yellow-serum-crusted mask that looked like an inflated balloon, then pointedly turned the mirror facedown. “Just think of me as about to begin my butterfly imitation.”

“You need anything? You sure that bastard didn’t work you over with a bat or something?”

“It feels like he did.”

“You need more painkiller?”

“No. I’ll handle it.”

“What can I get you?”

“Nothing. Just make sure Brekmaker doesn’t get offworld before this whole thing’s over with. I’m not real comfortable with having to pay him up front.”

“Don’t worry about that. I disabled the drive on his ship, and I’ve got one of my boys watching him pretty close. But I don’t think we’ve got any worries, since we’ve got his pretty little portable OR set up in here and out of his ship. I’m sure he won’t skip without it.

“He wanted to circulate, but I told him he couldn’t. Not until you said it was okay.

“So he asked if I could set him up with a woman or two. The bastard likes to brag on himself. Couldn’t wait to tell the girls I sent him how great a surgeon he’d been and still was even if he’d been subjected to some terrible misunderstandings, how he’d done work on Earth itself, sometimes on some of the most famous people, and so on and so forth.”

“That doesn’t sound like someone we want wandering around with his mouth at full drive,” Wolfe said.

“I suggested just that quite strongly, and he pissed and moaned, and eventually said it’d add another ten thou to his bill.”

“I’ll pay it,” Wolfe said.

“I wish I’d been able to get somebody else,” Cormac said. “But you were in a hurry.”

“What’re the odds any other disbarred doc’d be different? At least he doesn’t have a jar in his nose or an injector in his arm.”

“So far,” Cormac said glumly. “Look, I’ve got to get back to it. If I bust ass, about the time you start looking like a human being, I might have something to show you. You sure you don’t need anything?”

“I’m sure.”

Cormac left the apartment. Wolfe heard the outer door close, then lock. There was no sound but the soft murmur of music from the player in the apartment’s central room and the hiss of the air recycler.

Then he felt the presence.

“May I enter your burrow?”

“You may.”

There was a long silence. Then the other said, still in the same language:

“How unusual. Using the same senses you have, I see there shall be a vast difference. But beyond, you remain as you were. I am curious to see, once you are healed, what your own seeing shall grant you. I must say, you are incredibly ugly at the moment, even more so than normal to me.”

“I’m not trying to fool you,” Wolfe said, changing languages. “Just all these goddamned people who want my ass on toast for wanting to help you.”

The other also changed to Terran. “I listened to what that Cormac said and assume he meant the ship will be ready.

“I have been wondering something. I sought the Mother Lumina, even though I have, as yet, no concrete proof of its existence. Was I correct in that? Or should I have been searching for the handful of other Al’ar whom I must believe were left behind when my people made The Crossing? I bow to your wisdom in this.”

“The Mother Lumina, or your Guardians?” Wolfe said. “You seemed most convinced of the Guardians’ existence when you first explained your search.”

“I was and am.”

“I don’t know,” Wolfe said.

He reached in the table beside his bed, took out the Lumina he’d taken from the cache of a thief he’d killed, touched it.

The gray stone came to life, and a thousand colors pulsed through the room, flickering over Wolfe’s ruined face.

• • •

Joshua came suddenly awake.

“You shouted,” said the one beside him. “Are you experiencing pain?”

“No,” Joshua said. “At least … not much. No. I was in a dream. No, not a dream. I was being attacked. By … I do not know what. I heard a buzzing, though. Such as insects make.”

“There are no insects on this artificial world,” the other said. “Or there should not be, at any rate. So of course it must have been a dream.”

“I know.”

“Look at your arm,” his companion said suddenly. Wolfe’s forearm showed red ridges, streaks. “What could that be?”

“I don’t know. Maybe a reaction to the painkiller?”

“But you have taken none since this afternoon.”

“I don’t know.” Wolfe stared at the marks. Slowly they began to fade.

Then he heard, in his mind, the sound of angry insects once more.

• • •

“Actually, I would like to have some trumpets for a proper fanfare,” Brekmaker said. “You have been an excellent subject. Now, take a look at yourself.”

Joshua looked at the three screens.

“I look like me,” he said. “Quite awhile ago. And I’m bright pink.”

“That’ll change. I’m going to put you out again, and repigment the skin. One thing, Mister Taylor. I must caution you to work on your facial reflexes. If you frown as you always frowned, if you smile as you always smiled, then the lines will start coming back, and your resemblance to your former self will become far more marked than otherwise.

“Now, lie back. You’ll be unconscious for perhaps half an hour or an hour while I finish up this last detail. I’ll revive you, then we can begin arrangements to reload my apparatus, and, well, the remainder of my fee, which I discussed with your associate.”

“I’d just as soon stay conscious.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Even though repigmentation is simple, it can be quite painful. Trust me on this.”

Wolfe stared at Brekmaker, grudged a nod.

“Now, I’m going to give you the deep tan of a man who’s been in space, as you wished. Please put your head back on the rest.”

Wolfe obeyed. The doctor fingered controls; two projectors rose out of the chair, aimed at Joshua, and anesthetic gas hissed.

“Breathe deeply now.”

A few seconds later, Wolfe went limp.

The doctor used other controls, and the projectors disappeared and other, similar devices emerged. Brekmaker moved slide pots, then fingered a sensor. He watched the screens closely as a thin mist came out, his fingers dancing across a keyboard. The sprayers moved obediently, and Joshua’s face darkened, changed.
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