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      Ollie was flying. Boundary Shock was running smooth and clean. Better than usual, which was good because they’d just done the impossible.

      Emerged from a new gate facet that had appeared suddenly at Tarkyo, in spite of that system only having had one facet out when they’d arrived.

      “Rufus, we aren’t at Hamath,” Ollie said simply to his copilot, jarring the furball out of his stasis. “Where are we?”

      Rufus—Dr. Kerendiskarissarian—was possibly one of the best research astrogators in the Draiusu Republic. Maybe in the galaxy.

      The Troida drop-koala blerped once, then started typing. Then typing faster. Harder, fingers banging madly on keys.

      Then silence.

      Ollie glanced over.

      Rufus turned huge eyes toward him, verging on panic maybe.

      But hey, they’d intended to challenge the very gods themselves, hadn’t they?

      “I can answer that question, Ollie,” Rufus mumbled softly. “Only because we have kept updating the Scotte Datagrid constantly for the last however long, and kept most of the important systems loaded into active memory.”

      He fell silent there and Ollie felt the dread take hold, cold fingers brushing the back of his neck in the dead silence of night in an empty ship.

      “Where?” Ollie asked, in spite of maybe wanting to go to his grave in utter ignorance of the truth.

      Any truth.

      Rufus nodded. Licked his lips, then squished them together, a habit the drop-koala had learned from Humans, because Troida had different ways to convey the same emotions.

      “Vyanon,” he said.

      Ollie nodded sagely instead of shrieking madness at the universe. It was a close thing.

      He brought up the rear-facing cameras and focused them on the gate they had just emerged from. Huge thing. Lit up on two facets, one of which would have been the original passage back to the A’Rini System.

      The second one, which apparently now connected directly to Tarkyo, however many whatevers away. Normally a twenty or twenty-four-gate transit. And not any closer through deadspace, because Rufus had started a second map showing actual physical distances between stars, including movement vectors.

      Two close stars didn’t always have gates connecting them. Two gate facets didn’t always connect close stars.

      It was the Ohran Web, supposedly named for the species of elders who had been maintaining it before Humans came along and started to be so dominant, at least in the region of the former Draiusu Empire.

      Before that, the Doani had been the principal species in known space.

      Before that, a few, vague legends spoke of the Thracta in hushed tones. But that was at least forty millennia ago, and Humans had only been on the web for a little more than forty centuries at this point.

      He watched Burckhardt emerge from the gate first. Elder Madrugas Anamsuid, an Ohran, supposedly a scholar. Possibly alone on the vessel, as it was a small enough yacht that one person could handle it if they were a good pilot.

      Or the theories of advanced—possibly Gatekeeper—technology comparable to magic had any credence.

      What were the limits placed on the gods themselves?

      Ollie didn’t know, and the entire rest of the crew was here on the bridge with him, though none appeared to be breathing at present. Not that he could fault them.

      Then Crimson Widow appeared. A Reley cargo carrier that nobody mistook for anything but a camouflaged police cutter, presumably with a stupendous amount of firepower handy for dealing with pirates, though Ollie hadn’t had any interactions with them as yet.

      Merely watched them trail Boundary Shock from Ousynth to Tarkyo.

      To here.

      Finally, Dezhnev Aurora popped into existence. Right until that moment, Ollie had wondered if they would shear off at the end. Go back to their everyday piracy and cut their losses. Delgado was the woman apparently in command of the vessel, according to Sarah, seated behind him and breathing a little heavily.

      They were all history nerds. Sarah had obviously never intended to live history.

      But they were here. Would be in for the count, whatever happened. However, shit had to go down or sideways when a Reley police ship sent by Ukhlan Shaka had to confront Human and Reley pirates.

      In the shadow of the ancients.

      Ollie was watching aft on the scanners, so he saw it happen.

      As before, he nodded sagely when screaming might have been equally valid.

      Neither would do him any good, but at least this way he looked like he knew what he was doing.

      It was all a lie, but most of Oleg, Lord Chilikov was anyway.

      “Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Ollie said, tapping the screen to draw attention to it.

      Rufus squeaked. Mani leaned forward and gasped. Hawk taught Ollie a few new profanities he’d never encountered.

      “How is that possible?” Eve asked, her own voice freighted with the same terror gnawing at Ollie’s left ankle.

      “We are dealing with the Gatekeepers,” Ollie said calmly. Rationally, even, however much bullshit that might be. “What are their limits?”

      “Ollie, what do we do?” Sarah asked, having processed the most cogent point.

      “We land on the planet and see what other messages might be sent,” he said simply. “It is no longer in our control.”

      Because behind him, while he’d watched, Ollie had seen the new gate facet to Tarkyo go dark again. Fade from existence like it had never existed. And it hadn’t, up until about twenty minutes ago, so that wasn’t all that far out of insane anyway.

      It was when the other facet went dark that Ollie knew he was in trouble.

      There was no way to leave Vyanon.

      Not without the gods themselves turning it back on.

      If they chose.
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      Rufus sneezed. Hiccupped. Considered farting, but the bridge was packed with other people and that was as rude as saving it for a long elevator ride.

      Considered his day. Went ahead and added a fun little asterisk next to Vyanon in his records. Because why the hell not?

      Ancient Doani world. Supposedly on the verge of being utterly abandoned. Guestimated population at last census a little over a quarter million sentient beings.

      For an entire planet.

      Rufus had visited larger orbital stations.

      He glanced over at Ollie and saw the brave face. Looked good, but Rufus knew the truth. Had been hanging out with the guy for a number of years at this point, starting way back over in the Umen Pocket, on the far side of the Republic. Before the Frelix Directorate.

      And Rufus hadn’t really ever believed. Not until now.

      He’d been happy as a senior agent of the Resistance, reporting to Colonel Mani Zabra, currently sitting behind them and hopefully coming up with a plan that saw all of them escape whatever the hell they’d stumbled into.

      Walked into, really. They could have ignored any of a number of invitations. Or provocations.

      Something.

      No way in hell that Ollie would let go of that bone, though, and deep down Rufus knew that.

      Had always known that.

      Was this the sort of thing that might actually cause the Resistance to actually win? To topple the Human-dominated Draiusu Republic that everyone agreed had largely run its course?

      No flipping clue.

      But he had his notes. And the single most advanced map of galactic cartography, possibly in existence. At least not counting the one the Gatekeepers had. Theirs had to be better.

      And they had to exist. There was no disputing that now, though Rufus had no idea how he might get a message home to Uncle Navin or anyone else in the Resistance with no active gate.

      Shit.

      Still, Ollie had a plan. Go down to the planet and look around.

      Wait for the next message, because obviously someone had a plan. Or a black sense of humor.

      Hopefully, they’d tell the little people at some point.

      Okay, deep breath. Vyanon planetary surface. Largest…village: Watonford. Rufus found it funny because there was almost no water, but the geology clearly indicated a river here at some point in the distant past. Way distant. Thus: ford.

      And Humans could be weird that way, so they’d gone ahead and named the place like there had been lush, green vegetation everywhere. Standing water. Rivers.

      Something.

      Rufus didn’t want to consider that the Humans might have inherited those place names from folks who’d been around when they were more accurate.

      Bad juju, that.

      “Furball?” Ollie asked.

      “Coordinates locked in,” Rufus replied, like this was just another run to the surface of a planet to deliver cargo.

      Most of the time, they ran between stations, but there weren’t any here. None. Nothing. Not even wreckage, but there was no moon overhead, either, so no gravitationally-stable points to hang things in space.

      One dead planet. Mostly dead. Mostly hot and dry, though there were a few spots at the right latitude where things were cool enough for greenery. And a few small oceans.

      But all the stuff Ollie wanted to see was in the middle of a vast desert. Hot. Dry. Seemingly endless.

      And one old river system like wrinkles when you got low enough.

      “Watonford?” Ollie asked.

      “Closest anything to the set of statues you wanted to see,” Rufus replied. “As much city as there is, where just the group of us landing might significantly impact the population statistics for the planet itself.”

      Not much more to say.

      Whoever it was had wanted them here. All of them. And isolated from the rest of the Frelix Directorate.

      And the rest of the galaxy, maybe.

      “We’re going down?” Colonel Zabra asked.

      “Do you have a better solution?” Ollie asked her, but that was just cruel at this point.

      Nobody did.

      At least he and Ollie had a better clue as to what was going on.
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      Mani studied the disk of the world as Boundary Shock started its landing glide.

      Everyone she trusted was in sight. Ollie and Rufus seated up front. Her and Eve and Sarah. Three killers in Hawk, Andah, and Deelyah.

      Mani let her gaze take them in.

      “We will be surrounded on the ground, and I doubt that the local authorities will have the power or perhaps even inclination to assist us,” she stated flatly.

      “Technically, are we even in the Directorate anymore, Doria?” Eve asked her cogently.

      “Presumably, but I agree that it might be a little hairier than that on the ground,” Mani replied.

      To most of them, she was Doria Woodav. Only Ollie, Rufus, and Hawk knew the truth. And not even that much of it, if push came to shove.

      Merely enough to get her executed as a spy. Or something.

      “Eve, you dig into Directorate law and see if they have anything that might tip the scales away from this remaining under Directorate authority, in case we need that,” Mani ordered. “Sarah, you drop everything you were doing in and around Tarkyo and start a deep dive on Vyanon instead. Our futures may depend on it.”

      The young woman—young? Ha! Older than Mani by half a decade. Just woefully inexperienced, even now—gulped and nodded.

      “What about Hymie?” she asked, referencing the young Reley man who had outwardly befriended her at the Tarkyo library.

      Everybody important knew that he worked for Delgado and her pirates, but nobody knew what that would imply just yet.

      “Keep him at arm’s length,” Mani decided. “But only arm’s length, because he’s our access to Delgado until Hawk connects directly with her later.”

      “You think I should?” Hawk asked.

      “She’s less of a wild card than Crimson Widow,” Mani nodded. “If those two ended up grinding each other down to nothing, I would not be opposed.”

      Hawk nodded. The Cooper sisters were a little surprised, but hadn’t really been around Mani long enough to understand just what ruthless really looked like.

      Pirates liked to think that they were tough.

      “And the elder?” Deelyah asked. She was the nerdier of the two. Possibly smarter, but Andah wasn’t dumb.

      “That’s Ollie and Rufus,” Mani said. “Maybe he’s on our side. Maybe he’s not. The game board is far more complicated than suits me, but I don’t know who to eliminate to protect our mission. You two stay loose and ready to unleash utter devastation if necessary.”

      Both nodded. That was what they’d been hired for. And their area of expertise.

      “Eve, you also work on the locals,” Mani said. “This place doesn’t have much government, but an agent of the Draiusu Republic might be able to run a colossal bluff here. Especially once they discover that the sky overhead had closed up.”

      “What do we know about resupply?” Hawk asked.

      “Rufus?”

      “Everything is generally imported,” Rufus replied. “There are a few places where you can grow crops, but they are far from where we’re going and so tangential that I have nothing in my records to tell you if anyone does.”

      “We’re here because someone wanted us here,” Ollie spoke up and reminded everyone. “At some point, either they intend to kill us, which I doubt, or they are isolating us because they want to know what the hell is going on. They are not the only ones, but we’ll trust that further messages will come along as signposts. Am I clear?”

      Mani nodded at the back of his head. This was Ollie’s mission. His academic life, at the end of the day. Even Rufus was just here to help with the cartographic elements, while the rest of them were purely support staff, as much as it galled her to admit.

      But that was all they had to go on right now.
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      Delgado worked hard to look like she knew what she was doing. Gromac had put her in command of the ship and this chunk of the gang, sending her off after that weird-ass nobleman that everybody in the damned galaxy seemed to be chasing after right now.

      And as far as she knew, nobody knew why.

      But she had now done the impossible. Flown Dezhnev Aurora through a brand new gate facet to a world where she had no idea where she was.

      “What the hell?” Mori Yaurin shrieked from his position as Astrogator, handling sensors next to Phaelie Parkell, who was piloting.

      “Yaurin?” she asked, projecting a calmness that didn’t exist except that the others were all looking at her to lead them.

      “Both gate facets behind us just turned off,” Yaurin said, turning his Reley head all the way back to look at her.

      She could see terror in there. Maybe it was just as well that she really didn’t understand that stuff all that well. It helped her stay more coherent than everyone else.

      Hell, even JTD3, the assassin droid, was freaking out on her. As an electronic life form, that was the weirdest thing to see. And the most disturbing.

      So far.

      “We’re here,” she reminded them. “We’re armed, just like Crimson Widow, though I’m willing to bet we’ve got a bigger boarding team than they do. And meaner. You boys are tougher than a bunch of Reley rent-a-cops, right?”

      That broke through. Hit them in their pride, because their conscious brains all seemed to be turning to goo around her.

      But then, Gromac had looked at his crew of killers and promoted her to second-in-command.

      Today, she was the boss, at least until they could get somewhere else.

      If that was still possible.

      But they calmed.

      “Yaurin, ignore the gate,” she ordered. “What’s the cop doing?”

      “Tracking the other two in,” he said automatically, brain coming back on line. “Planetary landing.”

      “Phaelie, follow them down, but on a different vector from the Widow,” Delgado ordered. “Close, and land close, but not on their asses where they might decide to take a few shots at us while we’re going down.”

      “Do we blast them?” he asked.

      “Not until we know what’s going on,” she decided. “Hymie, anything?”

      His squeak wasn’t as bad as Yaurin’s but close.

      “New system, Hymie,” she snapped angrily. “Sarah wanted to make sure that you were able to come here with us. Earn your keep. Where are we? What are we facing? Move it.”

      He nodded, then turned back to his station and started typing.

      Wasn’t really fair. Kid was a researcher mostly good for hacking into badly secured systems to read cargo manifests and see who they might jump to steal everything. Or what to smuggle somewhere.

      Not to be on the spot with a xenoarchaeologist nobleman who might have just awakened the gods themselves.

      Right?
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      Ollie had taken a longer glide path in that he normally did, but they had no cargo to deliver here. No deadlines. Nobody waiting for them.

      Except that someone had to be. Had sent them here.

      Take Boundary Shock to the gate. A message will be sent.

      Oh, boy, had it.

      Vyanon. He still had that book. Plus a few others they’d located, but nothing really dealing with ancient digs. The statues that had been left behind had all been of Doani, both male and female. And the scale of the statues had been intimidating, as Ollie standing next to them would be as tall as the anklebone on any statute he visited.

      And nobody knew what they represented, save species. Or why they were here, long after the Doani had all vanished from space. Almost from history, once you got beyond a fairly narrow batch of historians and archaeologists.

      Twenty thousand years? Something.

      But Vyanon was pretty much a dead world these days. Nobody lived here to have bothered to knock them down for the metals. Or plow over any dig sites for cropland.

      And Administrator Fodzan Yvartik, the Reley in charge of the library on Tarkyo, had likely been the one who sent Ollie on this wild goose chase.

      With all that in mind, Ollie flew fairly low over the field of giants marked in Dr. Appolash’s book: In the Shadow of the Ancients. Appolash had been doing his research mostly on the Partition Wars when Vyanon had been, for a brief time, a useful base for fleets, able to hide back here in a corner of the Ohran Web while others sorted themselves out into what would become the Draiusu Republic and the Frelix Directorate in the modern era.

      Because Boundary Shock had good thrusters, he dialed things to a hover and held it long enough to study a stand of six statues. Doani. In real life, supposedly, four to five and a half feet tall. Black-scaled. Erect bipeds with distinctly lizard-like appearance.

      None had been seen in the flesh in so long that they were fairy tales these days, but the Doani Web had become the Ohran Web some twenty thousand years ago. Even academia generally agreed on that point, though they would normally argue about the color of the sky and the day of the week at the drop of a trowel.

      The others had fallen silent around him, but everyone had at least glanced at the book so they knew what they were looking at out the windows.

      “Where are our friends?” he asked finally, bringing the ship out of hover and turning into the sun.

      “Crimson Widow has landed at Watonford,” Rufus replied. “Dezhnev Aurora is on final. Burckhardt should be down, but they dropped below scanners and vanished. Probably landed. I have been pinging like mad locally, so he isn’t sneaking up on us unless he can turn invisible.”

      Ollie nodded. Anything might be possible

      Nobody would admit to knowing anything.

      And he still didn’t know if the elder was a con artist or the real thing.

      Or whose side he might be on.

      Time to find out.
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      Hawk had grumbled, but listened, when Doria ordered him to break the chaosrifle back down into the chaosbeamer pistol on his hip. He still had the other parts handy, if he needed to take a long-range shot.

      Or bring down a speeder.

      Doria had ordered everyone else to remain aboard the ship, which he approved of. Then ordered him to bodyguard her while she went to talk to the cops, which he did not.

      He was, however, only an employee these days and might get his ass chucked off the ship if he got too obstreperous on things with this woman, so he kept his mouth shut and his head on a swivel.

      Police cutter, disguised as a cargo carrier. Long and generally flat. Wider than tall. Bulges indicating retractable sensors. Or cannons. He’d been a pirate for forty years, and knowing things like that had been the difference between prison and running like hell.

      And he’d always gotten away.

      Except for today.

      She was walking with a calm deliberateness. He was flanking. She was armed. He had his whole damned arsenal.

      Gonna go storm a police cutter, ya know?

      He kept his mouth shut and his head on that swivel.

      They approached.

      Hawk could feel electronic eyes on him. Second sight sort of thing after this long. Four ships on the landing field, ranging from friendly to…whatever.

      Ollie needed to know who his friends were. Doria was walking right up to ring their bell and ask.

      Hell of a way to start an adventure.

      Hotter than hell, too. Over one hundred degrees, after it had been about twenty yesterday on Tarkyo. At least Doria had designed him a full-range wardrobe. This one even had a gear belt with a canteen attached.

      Plus his cryorapier, because not fucking around, buddy.

      They approached a hatch not far from the bow. Aft was cargo, but he was willing to bet that someone had gutted that end and filled it in with missiles, generators, and turrets, plus bodies to crew them.

      Dezhnev Aurora, on the other hand, looked more like a troop carrier to his practiced eye. Swarm your ass with armed goons and hijack your ship.

      He’d left the Sisters with instructions to kill everything that moved if anybody started it.

      Wasn’t kidding there, either.

      He slid sideways as she rang the bell, watching a dead planet and wondering if there was anything left after this long that was worth stealing and hauling to one of his collector networks.

      Folks with lots of money, few scruples, and impressive art collections.

      They’d funded his lifestyle for a long time and put Ollie through the best schools.

      Wasn’t his fault the kid had turned out like this.

      Mostly.

      Okay, maybe more than Hawk was willing to admit, but Ollie had turned out to be a pretty good egg. Hawk figured that was probably mostly Simone’s influence.

      Why that woman adamantly refused to divorce him, Hawk had never figured out.

      But she always welcomed him home when he knocked.

      Was going to have one hell of a story for her next time, especially if he could bring the kid with him.

      Might have to have him at gunpoint, though. Ollie could be a little hardheaded. He got that from his mother’s side, obviously.

      The hatch opened and Hawk cranked it up to the highest setting he had, but nobody had a gun in hand.

      Couple of Reley goons in ship uniforms. Light blue. Pretty. Probably cops. Had that smell.

      “Mistress Woodav, please come in,” one of them said, nodding.

      Hawk looked closer. Both female. Hadn’t been expecting that.

      He glanced at Doria. Caught her nod. Pointedly took his hand off his chaosbeamer and followed her into the ship.

      Into the lion’s den itself.

      Now things got tricky.
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      Mani appreciated that Hawk was wound a little too tight, but honestly, the man only had two settings. And goofball was the other one.

      Still, she could rely on him moving heaven and earth to protect her. Or salting it entirely if something happened to her.

      She could live with that.

      Two sailors brought her inside. The ship was far cleaner than she’d been expecting, drawing on memories of vids where such vessels were often grungy. Dim. In need of steam cleaning and fresh paint.

      This almost looked like a cruise ship by comparison, so she approached it in a more open frame of mind.

      They escorted her to a hatch, then gestured and stood aside.

      Mani stepped in, and a great many pieces fell into place for her.

      She even smiled.

      “Director Shakar, what an unexpected surprise,” Mani lied to the woman seated at a conference table with a friendly smile that looked like it had been stapled to her face. “Anthohn, could you get me some tea?”

      Hawk flinched. Blinked. Reset himself down a notch, which had been her goal.

      Shakar had risen, looking frail, for all she had been a dominatingly charismatic woman when they’d first met.

      But nobody had been prepared for what Ollie had just done. Not even her and Rufus, and they’d known him the longest.

      Hawk didn’t count, as absent as he had been for so many years.

      They shook hands and sat again. Hawk busied himself with domesticity, then brought her a mug and moved to stand in a corner.

      She and Director Shakar were otherwise alone.

      “I would ask what brings you, but obviously, the temptation was too great, wasn’t it?” Mani asked brightly, smiling to charm the woman.

      And calm her.

      “How did they close the gates?” Shakar asked in a hoarse voice.

      “Lord Chilikov calls them the Gatekeepers,” Mani reminded her. “Obviously, they are possessed of great power. And control.”

      “What did they tell him?” Shakar pressed.

      “Merely to travel to the gate at Tarkyo,” Mani nodded. “And that a message would be sent.”

      Reley eyes were larger, relative to skull size, than a Human’s. Hers got BIG.

      “Now what?” Shakar asked.

      “Now, we have flown to Vyanon in a single hop, if your astrogators weren’t aware of the location,” Mani said. “Ollie wants to conduct some research nearby while awaiting a potential next message. I was more concerned about the other ship that accompanies us.”

      “The pirates?” Shakar smiled, relaxing some, finally, and sipping her own tea that she might have forgotten before now.

      “They might be pirates,” Mani temporized. “At the same time, they have done nothing to bother us. As yet. And we have a contact aboard that we have been quietly feeding tidbits. I was referring to Burckhardt. The yacht belonging to the elder. Have you been able to determine anything about it?”

      Mostly, she was distracting the woman. Partly, picking at her brain, because Ukhlan Shakar was one of the directors of the Frelix Directorate itself. She shouldn’t be here, except that she had obviously smelled something, the first time she had met Ollie, and had gone out of her way to secretly follow them to Tarkyo, as well as make it much easier for Ollie to get on with his mission by providing cargoes headed in the right direction while paying above-market rates for transport.

      That bill was going to come due at some point. At least Mani could start paying it off right now by grounding this woman and her crew.

      Ollie wanted to know who his friends were. Mani didn’t trust anybody involved, but didn’t think that any of them were enemies at the moment. Not actively, anyway.

      That would likely change the moment Ollie found something useful. Then the other three might all turn on each other in a frenzy to get it first. A lot of collateral damage, as Hawk would describe it.

      She needed to head that all off now. Or at least start. She focused on the director.

      “The yacht?” Shakar asked. “Small. Possibly a solo flyer. I don’t remember my crews noting anything interesting about it when scanning. Why?”

      “He is the Ohran you met,” Mani nodded. “An elder, as you will recall, when those are extremely rare these days. The first I’ve ever seen in the flesh.”

      She paused as Shakar did the math.

      “I find that to be the same here,” Shakar said. “Is he friend or foe?”

      “We cannot know at present,” Mani replied. “He knows things, and had exhibited certain capabilities that concern us at present.”

      “And what will Lord Chilikov do while he waits?” Director Shakar asked.

      “Honestly, I think he is going to putter around some of the ruins,” Mani said, unwilling to talk about what she’d seen on Hanishi.

      Things nobody but a dedicated xenoarchaeologist might have understood. Like Ollie and Rufus.

      “Are we trapped here forever?” Shakar asked.

      Mani paused to frame the words correctly.

      “The Gatekeepers control that,” she finally said. “And have something in mind. Ollie is looking and waiting. I recommend that you do the same, while being prepared for whatever Dezhnev Aurora does in the meantime.”

      “If those pirates start anything, we will blow them out of the sky,” Shakar smiled, warming finally from her brittleness. “Or on the ground.”

      “As long as they start it, and you don’t simply wake up one morning and decide to instigate,” Mani replied, turning firm.

      “Why, Woodav?” Shakar asked bluntly.

      “Because we don’t know why they were brought here,” Mani reminded her. “Boundary Shock went through the gate first. They could have turned it off at that point, but chose to bring the other three ships through. All three. I do not understand their situation well enough, but we suspect that we are dealing with gods here.”

      That broke the woman’s reserves down again. As intended.

      “So we wait?” Shakar asked peevishly.

      “Their captain is a woman named Delgado,” Mani replied. “I’m going to talk to her next. Possibly invite both of you to dinner, either aboard our ship or in town, once the locals get over the fright that four ships all landing at once might have induced.”

      “Induced?”

      “According to Dr. Kere, the landing field might see ten ships in a planetary year,” Mani told her. “And those all well-known cargo carriers generally bringing in previously-ordered supplies. This will be a surprise to them. At least we hope so.”

      “Hope so?” Shakar gasped.

      “The Gatekeepers brought us here,” Mani nodded. “Presumably, they are here and watching us. All of us.”

      She liked the way the Reley woman’s face fell, then got cagey as she started calculating scenarios. As long as she didn’t start a war before Ollie was ready for it, Mani would be fine.

      Instead, she pivoted to less fraught topics, mostly to determine how soon the crew of Crimson Widow might be out of food and supplies. And mental comfort.

      Nobody knew what was coming.
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      Ollie watched the car crossing over from town. Slowly. Carefully. Still throwing up a roostertail of dust on the unpaved road connecting Watonford to the landing field.

      Open-top convertible, with a canvas awning up against sun. High clearance, knobby wheels that would be good over just about any terrain.

      Two shadows inside, but he couldn’t tell more than that from the bridge. Still, he’d taken the time to change into Lord Chilikov, minus cloak and staff in case he needed the extra authority later, and headed down and aft to the lounge.

      Andah had gone outside and met them before they went to any of the other ships. He was the troublemaker here, after all, with everyone else drawn into his wake like remorae. Deelyah was guarding the ship, though everybody was armed, just in case.

      He felt the clunk below when the airlock opened again.

      “Lord Chilikov, you have guests,” Deelyah offered solicitously over the intercom. For the guests to hear.

      “Bring them up,” he replied, glancing around once more, but the lounge had been cleaned.

      Staged for company, because Ollie couldn’t be sure who would come first.

      And Oleg, Lord Chilikov didn’t come to you. You came to him.

      Or something. Helped that he could make up whatever bullshit stories he needed to fit some legend. They weren’t in Republic space, so the Reley likely didn’t know about some of the dumbass laws still on the books over there.

      Ollie sat at the high end of the table. Rufus was standing on a chair, sipping some tea because Ollie needed him sober. And down here instead of hanging from the frame overhead.

      Eve was opposite Sarah, midway down. Watching. Guarding, but that would be the Sisters mostly.

      Lord Chilikov needed to put on a performance.

      He’d started it, after all.

      Footsteps announced four visitors, with one of them stumbling where the stairs changed camber midway up. The Troida—Rufus’s people—had rebuilt the interior of the ship for their sensibilities, and they considered all the two dimensional species around them to have made poor evolutionary choices.

      He glanced over at the sound and they shared a grin.

      Then company arrived.

      One customs officer, from the way he was dressed. One assistant intended to keep the first man honest. Or double the bribes, depending on the world. The Sisters.

      Ollie did not rise. Eve did.

      Ancient Imperial protocol. Or something. Looked good on paper. Hopefully.

      The customs officer studied the situation and stumbled to a halt.

      “And you are?” Eve asked in a hard tone.

      “Baghdasar Ghasabyan,” the officer replied. “Customs enforcement.”

      “This is Oleg, Lord Chilikov,” Eve introduced him, emphasizing the title in that way she did so well. “At present, the vessel contains no cargo intended for delivery, as Lord Chilikov and his associate, Dr. Kerendiskarissarian, are on a voyage of discovery and research. He invites you to join us for a bit, as there may be circumstances you are unfamiliar with.”

      “Such as?” Ghasabyan asked sharply. Almost rudely, but Lord Chilikov had knocked him off stride.

      “Such as the fact that we flew here directly from Tarkyo via single gate transit,” Ollie told him bluntly. “Such as the fact that after these four vessels arrived, your gate went entirely dark.”

      He left it at that. Bad Cop could always meet Worse Cop.

      Back in the Umen Pocket days, he had flown the various circuits as a bush pilot enough that the locals knew him. Didn’t respect him, but he’d been flying Mani’s various agents around for missions under the guise of being a never-ending series of Ollie’s (young and desperate) girlfriends, with him playing the role of the dirty, old man taking advantage of them.

      Mani had been the only one he ever slept with, and he still didn’t understand what she saw in him, but he wasn’t about to argue with it.

      He had Ghasabyan’s attention now. Rocked the Reley back on his heels. The one beside him choked, then fell silent.

      “Dark?” the man gasped.

      Ollie nodded.

      “Tea, gentlemen?” he asked, gesturing to the bar where it had been set up. “This might take a bit.”

      Eve got them taken care of and settled at the table. Tea helped them overcome the twitchiness that had infected both men.

      Ollie’s smile was compact and superior, but warm. He wasn’t holding all the cards here, but they had none at present.

      And he needed allies. Especially among the locals.

      “The gate is dark, Lord Chilikov?” Ghasabyan repeated.

      “That is correct,” Ollie nodded. “We were told to transit from Tarkyo. It dropped us here, then turned off. I am currently awaiting whatever message is the next step in my mission.”

      They drank tea and processed. He had the patience of a shovel bum. They’d need that.

      “And who are the other vessels?” Ghasabyan asked after a moment.

      “The small one, Burckhardt, is the yacht of an Ohran scholar,” Ollie said simply. “Crimson Widow belongs to the Reley corporation known as Honshan Throughways. Dezhnev Aurora is a human carrier from Bahn that we have had vague dealings with in the past.”

      He left it at that. The less they knew right now, the less likely they were to do something crazy in a situation that was already out of his control.

      “What happens next, Lord Chilikov?” Ghasabyan asked.

      “For now, we are all hopefully fresh from resupply, though you might inquire with the other three on that topic after this,” Ollie smiled. If they were asking him, he could drive things for a time. “Once the local establishment is prepared for the influx of perhaps several hundred sailors, I intend to do some xenoarchaeological research nearby at the Pezal Ruins. My team is largely self-contained, but obviously your superiors will need to be informed of the situation. I had you brought here because I have the most information, slim though that might be.”

      “I see, sir,” Ghasabyan said. “And you have no cargo for delivery?”

      “As far as I know, none of the vessels do, but again, check,” Ollie nodded. “And they are all likely to desire resupply, if possible.”

      “There is a well,” Ghasabyan said automatically. “The truck can top everyone off. I will inquire about food distribution. What else?”

      “Lord Chilikov would like to meet with your mayor,” Eve stepped in. “Establish a relationship with the local authorities that will help smooth things over while everyone adjusts. Past that, little that needs to be handled today.”

      “Are we trapped here, sir?” Ghasabyan turned back to Ollie, eyes showing some fear now.

      “Only until we understand what is necessary to activate the gate again,” Ollie said.

      Open-ended, but about as much as he could offer at the moment.

      Ghasabyan rose. Bowed shakily. Got seen out by Eve and the Sisters.

      Ollie turned to Rufus and Sarah, silent until now.

      “Thoughts?” he asked.

      “Awful lot of sailors running around soon,” Rufus noted. “We should probably not go out to eat much. Safer that way.”

      “Agreed,” Ollie said. “Sarah, let Hymie know what we told Ghasabyan. I doubt that everything will need to remain undercover for much longer, but at least we can draw them a little more onto our side, maybe.”

      “Are we expecting trouble?” she asked, rising.

      “I’m not sure what else you could call this,” he told her.

      She nodded and shrugged and vanished.

      “Rufus?”

      “Crazy shit, Ollie. Do we fly over and land near the ruins?”

      “Lot easier than walking,” Ollie nodded. “And safer than relying on someone for a lift. Let’s sort the locals out first, though. Nothing has prepared them for this.”

      Rufus laughed.

      “Ollie, nobody is ever prepared for you.”

      Ollie nodded.

      There were times he regretted finding that book at Morganville Station.

      Today, though, wasn’t one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mani could have returned to Boundary Shock after sorting Director Shakar, but figured that she might as well tackle the other half. Madrugas would have to answer to Ollie and Rufus when he wanted explanations. That would be fun to watch.

      She was approaching Dezhnev Aurora.

      And had told Hawk to shut up when he started muttering, but that was nothing new.

      Outwardly, the ship looked a great deal like Crimson Widow, which Director Shakar—Ukhlan—had confirmed was far more heavily armed than anyone would expect.

      Anyone less paranoid, maybe.

      She rang the hatch and waited. It opened quickly, so they’d been watching. Probably hoping that someone would come to talk.

      One Reley, one Khainarv—a cat-like species she only sort of recognized—and one armed mechanical. Mani had never met an assassin droid before. They were rare, because military killbots were designed for efficiency more than anything, at least according to legend, and didn’t usually follow a humanoid form.

      This one looked like a domestic robot that had gone rogue. And was as heavily armed as Hawk.

      Fortunately, she recognized Hymie Campbail from Sarah’s furtive pictures and descriptions.

      Hymie flinched when he saw Hawk, but focused on her. The other two ignored her completely.

      Wise.

      “Is Delgado available?” Mani asked simply.

      Mostly to see what these folks were doing. Or how they were holding up.

      “She sent me to get you,” Hymie said.

      “Lead on,” Mani gestured.

      The two killers split sideways and let her and Hawk walk by, but she wasn’t surprised. Mani was playing a hunch and didn’t figure that anyone had worked themselves up to violence.

      Not yet. The day was young.

      This ship met her expectations. Grungy. Oil-stained. In need of cleaning and fresh paint.

      And a full overhaul of the life-support system. Too many unwashed bodies in too close a space.

      They didn’t go far. Large office, but six would be a tight fit. Delgado behind the desk.

      Hawk had called her the gargoyle. Lean woman. As dark as Mani was blonde. Lean with short black hair and dark eyes. Gave off almost no gender signals, but Mani supposed that a Human woman in charge of a mostly male pirate crew would either have to be almost asexual or ooze it all over the decks.

      Delgado, it seemed, had gone for the former.

      “You a threat?” Delgado growled as Mani entered.

      “No,” Mani replied. “You?”

      “Not at the moment,” Delgado said. “Kilorrian, you and JTD3 keep Anthohn company in the hall. Don’t start anything. Hymie, sit.”

      Mani approved. Put the men outside while the women talked. Hymie was technically male, but didn’t give off those sexually aggressive vibes.

      Reminded her more of Sarah. Intellectual. Possibly a different career path from Sarah’s, had that woman not found a job at the library.

      Mani sat and studied her two…cohorts? Comrades? Foes In Waiting?

      Too soon to be certain, but she approached this meeting like she had returned to recruiting for one of her cells back in the Umen Pocket of the Republic.

      She smiled.

      Hymie’s smile was less certain. Delgado’s was more of a grimace.

      She focused on Hymie first.

      “We’re at Vyanon,” she said, catching his blink of surprise. And his recognition of the name, which hadn’t been all that far from Bahn, where all this had begun. At least for them.

      “How?” he squeaked.

      “We don’t know,” Mani told him. “You got Sarah’s messages, so you were able to keep up.”

      “How quickly did you rumble to Sarah’s mission?” Delgado asked.

      “Almost immediately,” Mani replied, turning back to the…woman? “But Lord Chilikov’s paranoia is at a rather high level, given the circumstances of what he’s doing and the presumed participants involved.”

      “And you didn’t do anything to Sarah?” Delgado asked. “Lead us astray?”

      “Ollie needs allies,” she said, sliding the first opening bid across the table to see how the woman would react.

      “Ollie?

      “Oleg. Lord Chilikov. Ollie, among friends.”

      “What makes you think we’re friends?”

      “You are currently trapped at Vyanon with us,” Mani reminded her. “Someone wanted to talk to Ollie. They could have just as easily brushed you aside. Or destroyed you. We don’t know who we are facing. I’d rather not have to consider you enemies. At least not until you decide on that path yourself.”

      Delgado’s face turned a little sour, but Mani saw the knowledge worm itself in anyway.

      “Ollie is looking for the Gatekeepers, Delgado,” she moved on to her next card. “The people responsible for keeping the entire Ohran Web working.”

      “Read his book,” she rumbled back.

      “Good, then you understand better,” Mani nodded. “Someone turned on a facet to bring us here, then turned off ALL facets to trap these four ships on Vyanon until they are ready for whatever they want to do next.”

      “What did you tell the cops?” Delgado asked, so obviously the woman had understood the true nature of Crimson Widow.

      Not that it was all that difficult, given the trail of ships that had been drawn to Tarkyo.

      “To play nice,” Mani said. “There is a major Frelix player aboard with them, a woman who the locals will take seriously when they meet. If you get on her wrong side, you’re facing the planetary authorities as well. I’d like to keep a lid on things for now.”

      More sourness, but Mani understood. They’d seen Ollie in his cloak and assumed fire because of all the smoke.

      Like everyone else had.

      Useful at Baikonur. Far less so today, but it was what it was.

      “What do you expect us to do?” Delgado finally relented.

      “Nothing,” Mani smiled. “Ollie is going to be doing xenoarchaeological research. If Hymie can help, that’s an extra pair of hands for us, and someone that can keep you in the loop without us having to maintain the fiction that Sarah is working for you.”

      “Gonna turn Hymie, too?” Delgado sneered.

      Mani turned deadly serious for a moment. Agent recruiter. And a damned good one, in spite of her youth.

      But then, she’d started her first Resistance cell when she was eleven. As far as she knew, every one of her agents from those first few organizations was still alive, ten years later, although a bunch had retired for things like sports, homework, or starting families.

      She was still at it. Necessary, in the modern era.

      “The only way I could turn Hymie would be to offer him something better than you can,” Mani stated. “Perhaps keep that in mind.”

      She paused, locking wills with the woman for a long heartbeat, then smiled and turned the charm back up.

      “Past that, I’d like to organize a dinner at our ship, tomorrow night,” Mani said. “You and Hymie. No bodyguards, because I don’t want Crimson Widow having to play that game right now. By then, the locals will be a little better sorted out and we can figure out what we all need to be doing next. Is that an acceptable offer?”

      She ignored Hymie for now. He was—irrelevant was a rude term, however accurate—less important overall.

      “Yeah,” Delgado replied grumpily.

      Nobody likes being on the short end of fait accompli.

      “Excellent,” Mani nodded, rising. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

      Hymie rose with her and saw her out into the hallway
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