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PROLOGUE

2307
IDL DEFENSE SECTOR 33-STATUS RED
CASSUELLS HOME

Grammanhatay shivered. Despite his fur, despite the closely packed bodies of his fellows, he was cold. He pulled his robe closer around him. Here in the dark heart of the quantaraden the scent of the pack was strong; it should have been reassuring. It was not.

The gray-furs of the pack had come to him, asking why those who came from beyond the sky wanted him? He did not know. Though he had dwelt among the strangers, he did not know their minds. Huddled with the others, seeking reassurance in his pack-mates’ touch, he thought that the gray-furs should have known that he would have no answers. Were they not the Wise Ones Who Led? Should not they have the answers?

Now his pack-mates keened their fear. The quantaraden buzzed with their voices, the deeper notes of the males mixing with those of the high-voiced bearing-mothers. Grammanhatay’s voice was joined with the pack’s. He was afraid, too.

Once, he had laughed at the pack’s fear of the strangers and their strange machines. Strangeness, he had told them, was no threat. He had believed it, then. He would believe it still, had not the ones dressed like the midnight heavens come. Grammanhatay knew their kind. They were a hunter pack. Nightskyers, the gray-furs named them. Soldiers was the name that they called themselves. Grammanhatay knew better. Wreckers, ravagers, stalkers, and despoilers they were. They brought danger wherever they went.

He no longer laughed. Now he was as fearful as any pup, because the pack’s outrunners had come home with the word that the Nightskyers wanted Grammanhatay, that they hunted him. Their intent was unknown, possibly unknowable.

He shivered in the dark, certain that the pack could not protect him from the Nightskyers.

Soon after the outrunners had brought their warning, the gray-furs had gathered around Grammanhatay, forming their communing pack, asking Grammanhatay why the Nightskyers sought him.

How could he know? He was not of their Nightskyers’ pack! Who could know the minds of another pack’s hunters?

The leaders questioned him until the setting sun sent long shadows sprawling across the quart’s dry clay walls. Though speaking of his life among the strangers made Grammanhatay uncomfortable, he answered as best he could. Just as evening finished its climb up the arroyo’s wall, an outrunner came. “They are taking away all the Trademakers and the Questioners,” he said.

Could that be true? This was not Nightskyer territory. They had no rights here. How could they take anything? Their desire to take Grammanhatay had been outrageous enough. Now this! What could the others have done to rouse the ire of the Nightskyers?

Grammanhatay had lived among a group of Questioners until they had all died. There were other Questioners abroad in the wide plains beyond the pack’s canyon, but Grammanhatay had never sought them. Their world was not his world anymore; he was done with that life. The pack was home and safety and love.

But would it be, now that the Nightskyers sought him?

“The Nightskyers will come,” he told the pack. “They have eyes keener than any hunter’s, and they can sniff out what they cannot see. They will find me.”

“Our hunters know the land,” Shessone the Bright-Eyed, grayest of the gray-furs, said with pride. “They will hide you.”

“It will do no good,” Grammanhatay said forlornly.

He told them how the Nightskyers would find him. The gray-furs looked at Grammanhatay suspiciously. The bearing-mothers clustered together and made the sign against evil, as if his scent had turned strange.

“I am of the pack,” Grammanhatay insisted.

The gray-furs withdrew and conferred. At last they came back. Shessone, leader of the leaders, rubbed his muzzle against Grammanhatay’s cheeks.

“You are of the pack,” Shessone said.

The bearing-mothers gathered around him. Grammanhatay felt safe again. He was of the pack! The pack was home and safety and love.

IDLS Resplendent was an Honorable-class cruiser, 732 meters from the probe tips of her forward weapon array to the rims of her main thruster exhaust nozzles. She was not the largest ship in the Interstellar Defense League’s space force, but she was far from the smallest. She was the lead ship of Sector 33’s Fringe Squadron, and Colonel Christoph Stone was pleased to be her master.

For the moment, Resplendent’s bridge remained lit for normal operations. Cool, blue light in the range preferred by the predominantly Eridani crew lit the space. From his commander’s couch Stone could oversee each and every one of the staff officers working diligently at their stations. Chatter was minimal, less than would be expected for normal operations, but this was no normal operation. There was tension—no doubt of it—but it wasn’t cutting into professional efficiency. Though Stone expected no less of his select crew, he was pleased. Resplendent and her crew were not meant for the nursemaiding required by their mission’s first phase. But orders were orders, and soldiers obeyed them. And he had good soldiers under his command.

Most of the main viewer was filled with the variegated brown arc of a planet, bright with reflected sunlight against the midnight of space. The Mercantile Union had named this planet Cassuells Home, after its indigenous intelligent species, and had invited scientists from nearly every star nation to come and study the natives. The Mercantile Union was only a memory now, shattered by the Remor invaders; but League scientists were among those who had come to Cassuells Home. Their reports had convinced MilForce Intelligence that the Cassuells were connected to the Remor enemy. Intel had convinced Strategic Command and StratCom had dispatched the Fringe Squadron to deal with the situation.

Had it only been four years since the enemy had first appeared? Stone knew too well that it was so. He had been sitting in a cafe in Marionberg on Rift’s Verge when he’d heard the initial report of first contact. Who didn’t remember where they were that day?

Janette Nichelle, a celebrated reporter of the Interstellar News Service, had been in the Nova Europa system on vacation when a huge, silent ship appeared out of hyper-space near the system’s jump station. She had wangled her way aboard the vessel sent to investigate and had been broadcasting one of her famous “on-the-spot” commentaries when the enemy attacked. Stone still was chilled by the way her breathy excitement had turned to stark fear. Like so many others, he had been filled with dread when Nichelle’s broadcast was abruptly flooded by jamming static and all communication lost.

The repetitive drone of the enemy’s commo channel blanketing static had given the enemy their name: Remor. It was the closest to communication humankind had gotten with their new foe. Until recently, no one even knew what sort of life-form these implacably hostile aliens were.

The Remor laid waste to the Nova Europa system. They went on to do the same to the second settled system they entered. And the third. The pattern remained the same: no communication, no warning, no negotiation, and no mercy—just combat, death, and destruction. The Remor destroyed all the Humans that they came across, blotting the heavens with a swath of implacable death.

Humankind had been unable to stop them and had done little to slow them down. Across the stars, people had pleaded and prayed for something to be done. The Interstellar Defense League had been formed, but so far the IDL’s forces had not been able to do much to hurt the enemy. The action here on Cassuells Home was going to change that. The League’s strategists intended that the Remor be hurt here.

But first the squadron was tasked with the evacuation of all Human personnel.

“Commander.” It was Warrant Officer Consaweo, at the long-range scan station. “We’re getting a magnetic disturbance in the shadow of the seventh planet.”

Stone felt a cold sweat break out on his brow. “A Remor emergence?”

“I’m not sure. There’s a lot of interference from the planet.”

“Make sure, Officer Consaweo. We’re not going to jump at shadows.” If it was a Remor emergence, it was confirmation of what StratCom believed about the Cassuells. The Fringe Squadron could be facing deadly problems. Stone didn’t intend to have his command caught with their pants down. He swiveled to face Communications. “Officer Kent, put the squadron on alert.”

“Will do, Commander.”

Back around to Ground Operations. “Status on the ground teams, Lieutenant Chee?”

Chee’s answer was ready. “Three shuttles en route to orbit, sir. Another two loading. We’ve got collection teams inbound to the landing site with most of the remaining civilians.”

“Most?”

“All on-planet personnel accounted for except one, Commander. The assigned team is having trouble locating him. He didn’t respond to the recall and he is apparently refusing to answer any commo calls. The Mercantile Union rep is recommending that we forget about him.”

“Who is this allegedly forgettable person, Lieutenant Chee?”

Chee referred to her screen. “Professor Kurt Ellicot, sir. An socioxenologist.” The ground operations officer’s expression turned sour. “He’s a Concordat citizen, sir.”

The Serenten Concordat was one of the largest star nations, and not yet a part of the Interstellar Defense League. IDL Command wanted good relations with the Concordat. The representative of the ravaged Mercantile Union might be able to forget this professor, but Stone didn’t have a similar option. The Concordat wouldn’t be happy with the League if League forces abandoned one of their citizens, and if the Concordat was unhappy with the League, StratCom would be unhappy with Stone. StratCom’s unhappiness was something a career officer avoided whenever possible.

Consaweo interrupted Stone’s thoughts. “Commander, computer gives a seventy-prob that the magdist is a Remor emergence.”

Too high a probability to ignore. Yet they hadn’t picked up any drive signatures. So far there were no enemy ships inbound on their position. How long would that last? Stone felt the first subtle poundings of a headache start at the back of his skull. If there were Remor ships out there, they would attack. The squadron would be pressed to finish the evacuation, possibly prevented from accomplishing its mission. That was unacceptable. The operation had to be accelerated. “Lieutenant Chee, I want Ellicot found and brought in. Now.”

Chee looked unhappy. “He is reported to be traveling the outback with a group of indigs. He’ll be hard to lo—”

“Hard, Lieutenant Chee? I don’t recall asking for a difficulty assessment. Have our people inform Professor Ellicot that the only traveling he’s authorized to do is with us, out of this system.”

Stone wasn’t about to leave anyone to the Remor’s nonexistent mercy. Not even a Concordat socioxenologist.

Missiles buzzed around Anders Seaborg. Most shattered on the buff sandstone boulders sheltering his troops, but some found targets. Not that it mattered.

Anders plucked out a flint-tipped arrow from the mesh-shielded elbow-joint of his hardsuit. The arrows couldn’t hurt him, not even when they found one of his suit’s weak points, as this one had. Arrows! Saint Sebastian, come out of retirement and preserve me! He tossed the flimsy missile away.

He sent a pulse burst at the archers. The energy packets shattered splinters off the rocks above. Several troopers followed his example. The fusillade drove the hostiles back. Anders’s mikes picked up their yips of pain. Some had been wounded. Good—they’d keep their heads down for a while now. He could review the situation undisturbed.

The hostiles were a tribe of the indigenous bipeds. Four years of fighting the faceless Remor enemy made it hard to accept these indigs as relatives of the technic enemy who had obliterated more than a dozen Human colonies.

The Cassuell indigs were smaller than Humans, were tool-users, and built warrenlike adobe structures. They were something close to mammalian, but they certainly weren’t human. Humans didn’t have furry pelts, twitching black noses on pointed snouts, or the Cassuells’ god-awful stink. When the reports had talked about the Cassuells’ reliance on scent, Anders had not imagined their stink. Being close to one without a breather made him want to puke.

Command didn’t say how exterminating a bunch of Stone-Age savages was supposed to hurt the star system-ravaging Remor fleets, but it wasn’t Anders’s job to question strategy. The enemy was the enemy, and the Remor had shown no mercy to Human colonies. Why should humans show mercy to Remor colonists?

Command wanted to minimize trouble with the indigs until all the Humans were evacuated, so blowing this indig settlement to hell and gone wasn’t yet an option.

“No grenades,” he said, reminding Milano. The man was swapping out his pulse generator for a grenade launcher. Not for the first time Anders wished his platoon was all Eridani veterans like himself. An Eridani wouldn’t jeopardize the mission to satisfy personal desires. Anders had slipped badly enough in firing at the indigs.

Milano wasn’t listening. Anders laid his hand over Milano’s and prevented the man from finishing what he was doing. “I said, no grenades.”

“Let me shred ’em, Lieutenant,” Milano begged. “For Queen.”

Milano and Queen had come to MilForce from the Lancastrian Commonalty. Anders understood Milano’s desire to have revenge for his comrade. He felt it himself—Queen had been under Anders’s command, Queen’s death was his responsibility. But the mission orders stood, and that was something Anders understood better than Milano; Lancastrians, like a lot of the troops belonging to some of the other League partners, lacked proper discipline.

“Do I have to repeat myself?”

“But they killed Queen,” Milano whined.

“And, by St. Michael, they’ll pay for it. But not yet. Switch back to your pulse generator.”

As Milano reluctantly obeyed, Anders looked to where Queen lay, crushed by the ton or so of rock that the indigs had tumbled on him from above. The dust of his fall was still settling. There was no need to check on him; Anders’s command display showed him all he needed to know. Queen’s locator glowed red: the trooper was dead. It might have been the fall, or maybe one of the rocks had pierced the carapace, but one thing was clear: Queen’s hardsuit hadn’t been tough enough to save him.

Anders stared up at the quan nestled in its gash in the cliff face and at the natural bulwark that shielded the indig village. Queen’s fate likely awaited anyone attempting to scale the near-vertical cliff, but climbing wasn’t the only way that Anders’s platoon could get at the indig settlement. When he’d thought that they had surprise on their side, a sneaky climb up to the settlement had seemed the best option. Now the noisy approach had become the most reasonable course. Lifters could put his men on top of the mesa. From there, they could rappel down and swing into the cleft where the Cassuells had wedged their adobe warren, reaching the quart without a dangerous climb made more dangerous by the hostiles’ rock slides. Rocks didn’t roll up.

Linking to battalion, he made his request and got an answer he didn’t like. All of the landing force’s lifters were occupied; he’d have to wait his turn. The delay would blow away his timetable, along with any hope of a good efficiency rating on the mission. No, he realized, any hope of a good rating had died along with Queen.

He sent two men to scout along the base of the mesa for a trail that might offer a way to the top. It was a long shot, but better than just waiting until the lifter arrived. Things were fairly quiet. Without the squad making a push for the quan, the indigs conserved their supply of rocks. Every couple of minutes an indig would pop up to send an arrow or two down at them. Milano would return fire, but as long as the trooper stuck with pulse bursts, Anders didn’t object. The quarry wasn’t likely to be one of the archers and nobody was going to cry over a few flashed hostiles.

“Brass alert,” Sergeant Fiske announced on the platoon’s channel.

As the warning finished, Anders picked up the sound of a blower coming up the draw. A library query offered a ninety-prob that the blower was a GLT Mark-8 Armored Scout Car in IDL service. Curious. Fiske had said that there was incoming brass and scout blowers weren’t the usual transport for brass.

The racket echoed off the steep rock walls, alerting all but the deaf and the dead that it was coming. Anders had left the platoon’s vehicles two klicks back to preserve the surprise of their approach. There was no more need for surprise, but Anders was annoyed that the brass in the approaching blower hadn’t checked on the tactical situation. A sensible officer would have linked in before roaring his way into an operation. This guy was probably some goff of a self-important data-servant who just couldn’t be bothered walking. To St. Michael’s sorrow there were enough of them in the service.

Anders moved down to meet the blower, wanting to make sure that the machine stopped out of sight of the indig archers. The goff was probably using his own driver, and a back-range driver couldn’t be counted on to be bright enough to pick a sheltered parking spot. Getting an officer sniped by hostiles wasn’t going to improve Anders’s rating any.

Anders’s suspicion that the visitor was a goff of the first water started to solidify to conviction when the blower skidded to a halt and a hardsuited figure vaulted over the coaming of the Mark-8’s crew basket. In contrast to the tawny ochre of the platoon’s hardsuits, the newcomer’s was set to parade colors: deep spacer blue, with silver trim highlighting selected plates. The scheme was real impressive on a parade ground, but here in the field the dark, unnatural color made the goff a target, a typical ship trooper’s mistake. If the hostiles had been armed with serious weapons, the goff would have been a statistic by now.

Anders looked closer to see who this fool was. Although the suit’s shiny surface was already dulled by dust, the rank and name flashes showed clear. The newcomer was Major Ersch, an Intelligence and Reconnaissance specialist. And the nationality bar proclaimed him Eridani.

Drawing himself to attention, Anders saluted while he reevaluated. Ersch was attached to Commander Stone’s staff and the Stone Man didn’t take on goffs. Scuttlebutt said that the major was nobody’s fool. The no-brain approach didn’t fit.

“What’s the problem, Lieutenant?” Ersch barked as he stomped up.

“The indigs are holed up in a settlement wedged into the cliff face and they have the only access route blocked, sir. I’ve already lost one man trying to use that approach.”

“That approach is the only access?”

“I’ve put in a call for a lifter to take us up to the top of the mesa. Once the platoon’s up there, we can rappel down and—”

“How long?”

“Battalion C and C said thirty minutes before they can send a bird out this way. Another twenty to—”

“Too long,” Ersch snapped. “The situation’s changed. Resplendent reports Remor ships entering the system three AUs out.”

Three astronomical units might as well be an infinite distance to a slogger, but IDL starships could cross the distance in a matter of hours. Remor ships could do it faster. The situation surely had changed. It would take at least three hours to gather the search teams and lift all of the landing force to Resplendent’s orbit.

The major tilted his head back to look at the cliffside settlement. “These are the indigs Ellicot was seen with?”

Ersch had his mind on Anders’s mission, which was where Anders’s own mind should have been. “Their tribal markings match, sir.”

“Then we force passage and get our man.”

Which meant a frontal assault. Facing the Cassuells in an open field wasn’t a problem, but this quan was effectively a fortress. Its position let the indigs use rocks and gravity as weapons. Queen had proven that those weapons could stop a slogger in a hardsuit. The hostiles surely had more rocks ready for any climbers attempting to reach the settlement.

“I’ll take point, sir,” Anders said. According to MilForce doctrine, a platoon’s officer was not expected to lead a single-file assault. But Anders was Eridani, and Eridani didn’t send men into death’s parlor, they led them.

Ersch was Eridani, too. Their eyes met and Ersch nodded, understanding. Vaulting back into the Mark-8’s crew basket, he swung the heavy pulse gun around. “Pick me a spot, Lieutenant. I’ll cover your climb.”

Grit shifted down from the ceiling as the quantaraden shuddered under another blast from the Nightskyers’ heavy weapon. Between the deafening crashes, Grammanhatay could hear the hunters shouting as they valiantly, vainly, tried to defend the quan. Bows and arrows could not prevail against lightning.

The Nightskyers were coming for Grammanhatay because they wanted the Questioner. They didn’t realize that they were too late. The Questioner was gone. They didn’t understand.

Closing the shutter, Shessone turned from the window slit. The thin wood did little to shut out the cries of the dying. The gray-fur’s voice was sad. “The hunters have failed. The Nightskyers have entered the quan.”

No one had really expected any other result. It would not be much longer now.

The pack huddled close together, seeking comfort from each other’s warmth. All that stood between them and the strangers was a makeshift brace against the quantaraden’s door. The end would not be long in coming.

Anders burst through the door, weapon ready, but there were no indig warriors clustered to meet him. Light streamed past him, spilling onto the stamped-earth floor. The hovel was occupied, but only by twenty or so gray-furred oldsters.

The Cassuells recoiled from him, shielding their eyes against the glare. Against the back wall they huddled together, squirming around each other, intertwining bodies and limbs until it was hard to tell one from another. The indigs crowded together whenever they got excited. They also yowled. These were yowling to wake the dead.

Anders realized with a start that one voice stood out among the howling. “We cry for help, but are not heard,” it said. Anglic words, spoken by a human voice. It could only be Ellicot. Anders caught a glimpse of pale, naked skin among the jumble of gray-furred bodies. Anders opened his link. “Major, I’ve found him.”

“Get him the hell out of there,” Ersch responded.

Anders waded into the pile of indigs. He felt Cassuell fists and claws and even teeth turned against his hardsuit. To no effect, of course.

“Professor Ellicot, you’ve got to come along with us now,” Anders said.

The flash of flesh disappeared under writhing fur. Anders ordered his team to rally on him, telling off Milano and Wilson to keep a watch. It took all of them to get Ellicot separated from the natives, who, having finally realized that they had lost the fight, retreated and huddled together. But when two troopers finally hauled Ellicot out, Anders wasn’t sure that what they had secured was human after all. A man, yes, but human?

The wild-eyed Ellicot was draped in the pelt of a Cassuell. The skin from dead Cassuell’s head was draped over Ellicot’s head like a hood and tied beneath his chin by a thong. Other thongs secured the pelt’s paws to his wrists. The legs were wrapped around Ellicot’s waist and the paws tied together at the claws. The fur hung on the begrimed socioxenologist like a ratty cloak. The only other things he wore were Cassuell bangles, beads, and fetishes. Some he wore under the pelt, others over it as though they belonged to the dead Cassuell. It was a grotesque sight.

“What have they done to you, man?” Anders asked.

Ellicot hissed and gobbled at him—indig jabber.

Appalled, Anders ordered his men to take Ellicot down to the blowers. As they dragged their captive to the center of the room, one of the furred indigs left the huddle. The Cassuell, battered and bleeding, limped to Anders and drew itself up. Its speech was halting, and blurred by a buzzing accent, but its words were Anglic.

“He not wants to going,” the indig oldster said. “He Cassuell now. Grammanhatay. Our brother.”

Anders couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Your brother? By St. Michael, he’s not even your species!”

Looking at the pelt-draped Ellicot, Anders wasn’t entirely sure that the man belonged to his species.

Ellicot spoke. “The Nightskyers don’t understand, Shessone.”

“To them speak, Grammanhatay,” the indig said. “To them make understanding.”

Ellicot’s face contorted. He seemed confused, frustrated, and angry all at once. Anders was willing to listen. He wanted to understand how a human could wrap himself in a dead alien’s skin.

Ellicot was still struggling with himself when Major Ersch’s dark hardsuit appeared in the entranceway.

“What the hell’s the hold up?” he snapped. “Get a move on here. The lifter’s leaving in five. You don’t want to be here when Resplendent downloads.”

Anders didn’t. Neither did the troopers. They tugged on Ellicot’s arms to get him moving. The man snarled and started to struggle, kicking and clawing at the men holding him.

“You can’t do this!” he screeched.

The troopers hesitated. Forcing civilians wasn’t a normal part of the job.

“I don’t belong to you!” Finally accepting that he wasn’t going to break free, Ellicot slumped, weeping. “You have no authority.”

Ersch’s featureless visor turned to Ellicot. “War makes authority.”

At the major’s nod, the troopers hustled Ellicot out of the hovel. Anders followed, keeping a cautious eye on the indigs. But they made no move. Maybe their honor had been satisfied by their earlier defense of their “brother,” or maybe they were just being smart.

“Inform Resplendent that we are away.”

Major Ersch’s words echoed across the bridge, saying what Stone needed to hear. He gave the necessary orders.

He settled back in his command couch and called for images from the monitors that his troops had placed on-planet. A montage of peaceful scenes cascaded across the viewer. Isolating the monitor nearest the indig settlement where the last evacuee had been secured, he set the viewer to display that image only. The fluffy white clouds blackened and roiled as the terawatt lasers punched through them. He saw the Cassuell village start to burn. The League’s first blow was falling against the resources of the enemy. He’d seen enough; he killed the monitor.

The eradication strategy was difficult to square with Eridani honor, but orders were orders. There was honor in following orders.

“As soon as the shuttle’s aboard, we boost for the jump point. Evasive track, Lieutenant Waters.”

The con officer looked dismayed at Stone’s order to run from the inferior force. “Aren’t we going to take on the Remor ships, sir?”

He was not about to censure Waters for questioning him, especially not when he wanted to fight just as badly.

“We were sent here to do a job.” Beneath them, Cassuells Home burned under Resplendent’s lasers. Soon missiles would be diving into the atmosphere. They were taking the war to the enemy. He just wished it could be open, honorable warfare. But soldiers did the jobs they were told to do. “The job’s not done till we return with our passengers. Right now, we have no business engaging enemy forces.”

He didn’t like turning his back on a live enemy force, especially an enemy force he could beat. But Eridani followed orders.

“We are not prohibited from defending ourselves, however. Should any of the Remor ships try to intercept, flash them.”
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Part I

Circumambient Attraction




Chapter 1

PAN-STELLAR COMBINE
CANESSA SYSTEM

Sitting huddled over his command console aboard PSCS Byrd, Ken Konoye figured himself for the most luckless man in the Pan-Stellar Combine. Every time he reran the sim the answer came out the same. By all rights the probe should have returned by now.

The changes they’d made to the Serrie-built BIN-6100 probe’s physical parameters couldn’t be the problem. Nothing they’d done should have made a difference. Sure, the 6100 was designed for courier work rather than scientific exploration, but it was a damned military design. It was supposed to have redundancies. It was supposed to have a seventy-eight percent probability of returning from a war zone. So where was it?

God, it couldn’t have landed in a war zone, could it?

That was a possibility that didn’t bear thinking on. The Remor couldn’t have penetrated that deep into Human space. If they had, surely, he would have heard. There had to be another answer. So why wasn’t he finding it?

According to the sims, there were no problems. The probe should be sitting a hundred kilometers off Byrd’s starboard-ventral bow. Only it wasn’t there.

This was crazy! Worse, it was wrong! He knew his figures were good. The PSC Survey Office had approved them. He checked the computations himself a dozen times on the trip out here. Winnie had checked them, too. The numbers were on. They were!

So where was his probe? After all, this hole was an all or nothing translator; the probe went, having achieved a safe translation, or it didn’t go. It wasn’t sitting out there, so it must have made translation.

So why hadn’t it come back? Where was it?

He tried more sims, going so far as to input variations in the amount of local interstellar dust. He got the same answer, the same damned wrong answer. Vexed, he stared at his screens and willed them to show the probe’s return, to be right, but nothing changed.

Maybe the probe had picked up some hull ionization. He started another sim.

“Captain?”

Jane Van Der Noogt’s voice tugged at Konoye. He wanted to get an answer, not give one. Hell, this sim was turning out like all the others. He might as well answer. He returned his attention to the bridge of the PSCS Byrd.

The Byrd was a typical ship of the Combine Survey Office: a dispersed-structure vessel, all modules and pods and arrays. Officially she was commissioned as part of the Pan-Stellar Combine fleet, but she wasn’t really a military ship. For that matter the PSC fleet wasn’t a military fleet, but a hodgepodge affair of armed merchant and scientific vessels. Commerce was what interested the cartels who controlled the Combine’s Governing Committee. The Survey Office existed to make sure that there would always be new ports for Combine traders.

Though Jane Van Der Noogt held the shipboard rank of executive officer, she didn’t look the part. She wore an unadorned military-style jumpsuit that made her more like an overaged student than the eminent researcher she was. She scorned the badges of rank—not her style, she said— although she said nothing of his wearing the marks of his captaincy. Of course his rank, and hers, were only temporary, just the Combine’s way of doing business. Putting entrepreneurs and scientists in charge of ships was the sort of arrangement that other star nations often ridiculed, but it worked for the Combine. After all, interest held in the ship’s mission was more important than spacefaring experience, especially when you had computers that could fly the ship better than most humans.

Jane was exec because she was a part of Konoye’s research team, and she’d worked nearly as hard as he had on getting this survey up and running. Now Konoye saw a familiar look drawing out Jane’s horsy face into a long frown. Clearly she had been trying to get his attention for some time while he was focused on the sims.

“I said that we’ve got the second probe configured,” she said, with just a hint of her usual exasperation. She must be as worried as he was about the first probe’s fate. She started reeling off the list of modifications.

He didn’t listen. The backup BIN-6100 was supposed to have been unnecessary. He’d only taken it aboard to satisfy overly-cautious Combine regulations requiring redundancy on all remote systems. He had resented it when the Committee factor had reminded him of the regulation when examining Konoye’s manifest. He had resented it even more when the factor had refused to authorize the use of any of the Committee’s funding to acquire the damned thing. The second probe had cost Konoye all of his savings. When it went out, more than just the mission’s success would be riding on it

“—disaster waiting to happen. Gerry’s programmed it to do an immediate download into the main system memory, just in case, to safeguard the data.”

“But it’s got hardened systems, military systems. It shouldn’t—”

“You weren’t listening, were you? I was talking about the damned, jury-rigged stellar cartog system, not the whole damned probe. Jesus, Ken! Where the hell is your brain?”

“Sorry. I’m just worried.”

“As if no one else is? You’re not the only investor.”

“I know that.” It was just—”You don’t think it—the first probe, I mean—you don’t think it was deliberately destroyed, do you?”

“What? Why would anyone do such a thing? Everybody aboard knows what it means if we chart the route.”

“I didn’t mean sabotage.” He didn’t really want to put voice to his fears, afraid that somehow that might make them happen, but he wanted someone to tell him that he was wrong. “I meant the Remor.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Ken. Their ships haven’t been seen within a hundred light-years of this sector. In fourteen years the Remor haven’t ever bothered Combine space. I hardly think that they’re starting now.”

“You’re right, of course.” It really did have to be a technical problem. It did, really. And technical problems could be fixed. Murphy had been given his propitiatory sacrifice. Now it was time for things to go right. “Well, no money to be made wasting time. I want to make sure this probe comes home. Let’s take whatever time we need, because we’ll be wasting a lot more than time if we don’t get it back.”

“We’ve covered all the bases,” Jane said, mouth quirking in irritation.

He knew that she didn’t like it when her competency was questioned, however obliquely, but more than her ego was at stake here. So he reminded her. “We all thought that before we launched the first one. We were wrong then. We might be wrong now. Let’s just take a last look before we toss our last probe down a rat hole.”

That “last look” took a week of conferences, recalibrations, arguments, sims, refitting, more arguments, more sims, adjustments, and more sims until everyone, everyone—Konoye made sure of that, on record—was satisfied that they had covered every conceivable contingency. Still, Konoye watched nervously as his second—and last-expensive BIN-6100 ignited its thrusters and accelerated toward the jump point until, with the flare of translation, it was gone.

SERENTEN CONCORDAT
SOMMERSET SYSTEM

Knowing that he was dealing with a computer-generated reality didn’t make the sensations feel any less real to Kurt Ellicot.

The dirt under his feet was moist and springy. The scent of the coramaranth blossoming at the forest edge almost overpowered the rank odor of the Mremm gathered around him. Unknown songbirds lilted a chorus from the trees and the Mremm chattered every time their chieftain responded to Kurt’s questions or statements. The rich, dark taste of the local coffee-equivalent lingered on his tongue even as its aroma wafted from still-steaming palaver cups. A breeze cooled him in the few spots exposed by the voluminous native shugana he wore. His skin itched where the wool rubbed against it.

He didn’t have to endure the itch, and not just because it could be programmed out. He didn’t need to be wearing the Mremm shugana, his doctor said so. But his doctor also said that the sim needed to be as real as possible. If these computer Mremm had been real, and he had really been studying them, then he would have been wearing the shugana. Hence he wore the shugana here. The moccasin principle was one of the basic tenets of socioxenology; as expounded by his great-grandfather’s seminal treatise on the subject, it stated that the least one could do in trying to understand an alien species was to wear their clothes. Many socioxenologists went further. Far further.

He had.

But that had been long ago. Long ago, when he had been a working socioxenologist. When he’d been sane.

He wasn’t quite sane anymore, or so the doctors said. They had hopes for him, and plans to bring him back into the fold. Hence, the computer-generated world where his virtual self met with computer-generated Mremm.

The Mremm weren’t bad for unreal aliens. They had customs that appeared to have developed logically from their putative history. They had a religion, simple and animistic, full of references to native wildlife, lifestyles, and to vaguely remembered “historical” events. They had individual personalities and interacted with each other when Kurt wasn’t around, resulting in changes that he couldn’t anticipate. They were, in short, complex, and quite convincing—if you didn’t know any better. However, Kurt did know better. These “aliens” had been built by a Human mind. There was nothing in their heads that was not put there by a Human. Doctor Nellis had accused him of not being up to the challenge. Had the Mremm been real, the doctor might have been right, not because of Kurt’s lack of ability but rather because of his lack of desire. He was very tired.

Yet despite Doctor Nellis’s accusation, there was no challenge here. It was the non-Human that had always drawn him, the strange, the unfamiliar. But this? This was no mystery that he cared to solve. There were plenty of people who sought to understand the Human heart. Kurt Ellicot wasn’t one of them. He knew that he hadn’t a prayer of knowing anything about the human heart.

Clarise told him so almost daily.

He wasn’t talking to Clarise now. Now he was dickering with the local Mremm chieftain, who had just said something. The Mremm chieftain looked at him expectantly. Kurt wasn’t fooled. He knew that it was Doctor Nellis behind that face. Kurt excused his inattention, claiming a misunderstanding of the language, and asked the chief to repeat himself. He played the game.

What better word than “game” was there for what he was doing? The only thing for him to do was to give the textbook response. That was easy enough—he had written a textbook on the subject.

He went through the motions, just like he went through them with Clarise and the kids.

It hadn’t always been that way. At least that’s what he thought, even though Clarise told him otherwise. She told him that the happy times he remembered were a lie. She said there had never been a time he hadn’t just gone through the motions, put up a facade. They’d had some spectacular fights when he’d disagreed, but he didn’t argue that point with her anymore.

Sometimes, when she’d had a good day, she’d accept his facade. She wouldn’t complain or accuse. Things would be the way he remembered. He liked those days, and wanted more of them, but he wouldn’t get them if he failed to satisfy Doctor Nellis.

The dickering went smoothly. The Mremm chieftain was pleased with Kurt. To show him honor, the Mremm offered to induct Kurt into the tribe. Kurt couldn’t refuse without wrecking the trust he’d worked to build. He didn’t refuse. The rituals surrounding the induction were imaginative, equal parts of physical and mental mortification. Kurt bore the trials with serenity. The Mremm hailed the new member of their tribe, but Kurt remained apart. Not being a Mremm, how could he not?

He retired to his dome shelter and lay down on the cot. He was asleep in a moment, waking almost at once, but not in the dome. He lay on a medical couch in his doctor’s office; where he had been all along.

He consulted his watch. Five hours had elapsed since the start of the virtuality session. His memories told him that he’d spent eleven standard months on the Mremm homeworld. Therapeutic virtuality could provide tremendous apparent time compression, far more than legal, commercial sims. Following the doctor’s orders, he breathed slowly and steadily as she removed the drug taps.

There,” she said as she finished. “All flushed out. Feeling okay?”

“Fine, Doctor.”

“Good. That was a very positive session, Kurt.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“No, no. Don’t thank me. You’re the one doing the work here.” She beamed at him. “Keep it up and I think you’ll get a positive report on your spring review. Your progress has been very good.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Doctor.”

“Are you finding the Mremm more of a challenge than the Yanellocyx?”

The Yanellocyx were real aliens, but Kurt wasn’t allowed to interact with them, just with their Human-programmed and Human-directed computer simulations.

“The Mremm are intriguing.”

Doctor Nellis smiled, nodding in satisfaction.

He’d given the right answer. Her right answer. But the Mremm were not the answer for him. He needed real aliens if he was to prove that he had overcome the weakness he’d succumbed to on Cassuells Home. Early in his therapy, Kurt had tried to explain to Doctor Nellis the difference between real and simulated aliens. He had been only just coming back to humanity in those days, and he hadn’t done a very good job of explaining anything. By the time Kurt felt capable of tackling the subject again, they were well along in Doctor Nellis’s program. She’d already begun saying that he was making progress, and he hadn’t wanted to jeopardize that perception. Progress meant release from the “cure’s” constraints on his life.

He knew the difference between real aliens and any of the virtual ones that Doctor Nellis conjured for him. There could be no mistaking the two. Not for him. He’d lived among the Cassuells. The computer’s aliens weren’t Cassuells, and at their fundamental core there was no way that they could ever be anything like the Cassuells. There were many reasons that was so, not the least of which was that there were no Cassuells anymore. They were all dead, all the packs. From pups to gray-furs—dead. Even the Unassailable, the leaders—dead. Even Shessone the Bright-Eyed had proved assailable in the end. His bones were ashes, tossed without prayer onto the wind, leaving his soul doomed to a packless life in the afterworld. Dead. All dead. Even Grammanhatay was dead.

Sometimes Kurt felt as though he were dead, too.

He smiled at Doctor Nellis and shook her hand. No, no, he wouldn’t forget his next appointment. Yes, yes, he was looking forward to it, too. Yes, another step on the road to recovery.

How could he not look forward to another step on the road to recovery?

IDL DEFENSE SECTOR 32-STATUS ORANGE
GRENWOLD SYSTEM

“Well, Lieutenant, what do you make of it?” Commander Bunin’s voice was clipped, strained.

Lieutenant Anders Seaborg guessed that the commander wasn’t getting the answers he wanted from either the Grenwold planetary authorities or his own staff. Lieutenant Colonel Pinzón and most of IDLS Shaka’s ground troops had been left on security duty in the Nos System, making Seaborg, commander of the last platoon remaining aboard Shaka, senior ground forces officer. That made it his responsibility to advise Commander Bunin on matters concerning planetary surfaces. It wasn’t a responsibility for which Seaborg felt ready. He was just a slogger, a jumped-up hardsuit trooper. Why did this have to devolve on him?

No matter why, it had. He was Eridani, and he would do his duty.

Grenwold was a backwater system. It didn’t even have a transit point station, just the jump point stabilizers and the buoy. Shaka’s jaunt into the isolated system was supposed to be a milk run, keeping Shaka busy while Pinzón and the troops did what had to be done. No one had been expecting any problems in Grenwold. Expectations to the contrary, they’d found one.

When Shaka arrived, the buoy’s data showed light intrasystem traffic. Perfectly ordinary and expected. What was not expected was that Shaka’s sensors had picked up a dozen more tracks than Grenwold ATC had logged. Commander Bunin had immediately raised a yellow alert, put Shaka on silent running, and held a senior staff meeting, which Anders as commander of ground forces had attended. He hadn’t had to do anything at that meeting but listen.

He learned that a tight-beam query to Grenwold planetary authorities had confirmed the buoy’s data. According to them, there were no bogies. Commander Bunin chose to believe his own ship’s sensors. Hence the alert and Shaka’s continued, wary approach. Commander Bunin was the cautious type.

Grenwold’s answer could have been an honest one. The system wasn’t rich and was well behind the tech curve in lots of areas, including electronics. They might not know about the bogies. On the other hand, the extra bogies could be illicit traffic, and Grenwold ATC might know more about them than they were willing to tell a MilForce ship. Smuggling was a well-known activity almost everywhere Humanity went, and dealing with smuggling was a part of the Interstellar Defense League’s mission only when planetary authorities requested aid. Since no aid had been requested, Commander Bunin might have dismissed the whole matter had it not been for one other factor. While awaiting Grenwold’s response, Shaka had intercepted one brief burst of howling commo static, the sort that MilForce troopers throughout space associated with Remor activity; the yellow alert had gone to orange.

Commander Bunin had ordered the immediate launch of the stealth drones. The Grenwold authorities were informed that Shaka was making minor repairs before continuing onward. In fact, one of Shaka’s decoys sat and simulated a ship keeping station while Shaka herself made a stealthy approach to the planet. While inbound, the commander was doing everything possible to figure out what was going on. Now, with the first returns from the K29-S OSDs in orbit the problem had only grown more mysterious.

Looking at the indistinct images, which were the best the fully stealthed drones could provide, Anders was puzzled. “It doesn’t make much sense, sir.”

“We’re in agreement there, son.” Bunin scowled. “Give me your best guess.”

Feeling sweat pricking through his skin, Seaborg studied the screen. The data coming from the surveillance drones just weren’t good enough. The flickering pics were nearly unidentifiable. Unfortunately, they were in no position to make mistakes. In hopes of dredging up something to place what he was seeing in context, Anders asked, “What does Grenwold say about it, sir?”

“We haven’t asked them yet. I’m looking to develop independent evaluations, and I am waiting for yours, Lieutenant.”

Seaborg wished that he had one to give.

The K29s were more than adequate for their normal job of updating battlefield intelligence, but now they were being asked to do the job of standard reconnaissance satellites and do it while going undetected. If the stealth suite were stepped down, they could transmit better images, but the drones would be easier for potential hostiles to detect. He understood the need to take no unnecessary risks at this stage, but he still wished that he had something better from which to make an evaluation. As things were, he’d only be guessing.

Grenwold had three major continents. The largest, dubbed Woldnos by the founding colonists, straddled the equator and stretched nearly across a full hemisphere. Despite the fact that Woldnos was supposed to be uncolonized, someone was there and doing something. But what? It looked like massive landforming activity, but some of the usual signs were missing. For one thing, they weren’t getting any heat plumes such as one would expect from the heavy machinery necessary for major landforming, even assuming that the Grenwolders had such things, which they supposedly didn’t. What in hell was going on?

“I wish Captain Rodzinski and his engineers were here. They’d know.”

“I wish Rod were here, too, son. But we have to play with the cards God dealt us. Tell me what you think. Are the Remor here, or not?”

So far they had seen no sign of Remor ships, but Shaka’s sensors weren’t capable of sweeping the entire system. There had been no more commo intercepts. Except for the unusual activity on Grenwold’s surface and the extra intrasystem tracks, nothing was out of place. If the Remor were here, they weren’t mounting one of their usual invasions. And if they weren’t here, what was going on?

The enemy was MilForce’s principal concern. If the Remor had come here, StratCom needed to know. Unfortunately, with MilForce stretched in their desperate defense of Human space, the consequences of a false alarm could be disastrous, but the repercussions of ignoring a Remor presence could be even worse.

“Lieutenant?”

“Sorry, sir.” He’d been letting his mind wander and the only reason he wasn’t sorrier still was the commander’s obvious tolerance for a junior officer thrown in the deep end. “I don’t think we’re going to get the answers we need from orbit unless we run into an enemy ship.”

“Something none of us would care to do.” The commander leaned back in his chair. “Well, son, do you have a recommendation?”

“A ground recon will get us what we want, sir. I’d like to use the full platoon in dispersed detachments. We’ll cover more ground faster that way.”

“You can guarantee me an answer?”

“If there are Remor down there, sir, I guarantee I’ll recognize them.”

Bunin nodded. “We’ll be near enough to launch shuttles in two days. I want minimal exposure to the Grenwold ATC net and any possible enemy perimeter scanners, so we’ll insert you over the north pole and shape a descent over the supposedly unpopulated high latitudes of the northeast continent—Inthos, I believe it’s called. Once your task group is down, you can cross to Woldnos without significant over-water travel. Recon the outlying disturbances on Woldnos and, if you encounter the enemy, do not engage. Get me my answers, Lieutenant.”

Seaborg saluted. “Will do, sir.”

There would be a lot of planning in the next two days. Seaborg was glad. It would keep him from brooding about what they might find on Grenwold.


Chapter 2

PAN-STELLAR COMBINE
CANESSA SYSTEM

As he swam up the spinal access tube, Ken Konoye could tell that the bridge of PSCS Byrd was quieter than usual even for night watch. The regular watch had been let off so that the command staff could use the compartment for a private conference. He grasped the swing bar, scissoring his body to orient his feet toward the command deck. Swinging in, he imparted torque as he released the grab bar and corkscrewed himself into the compartment.

A huge holotank, ringed by the command staffs six control stations, dominated the bridge. The captain’s couch commanded the most elaborate of the stations, directly facing the wall plotting screen. Opposite the captain’s was the executive officer’s only slightly less elaborate post. Jane Van Der Noogt raised her eyes from her main screen as Konoye spun from the access tube and landed lightly on the deck. She shook her head slightly in amused disdain for his showy entrance.

Konoye didn’t mind. He was used to her belittling his occasional display of athletic prowess. Dropping cleanly and landing lightly on the command deck with its .7G effective gravity was nothing compared to the sort of things he’d done when he was in competition, but that had been over two decades ago. It wasn’t as though anyone but Jane had noticed their captain’s arrival.

No different than when I showed up in the lab. He supposed that he shouldn’t complain about a team that was involved in its work.

Like Jane, most of the senior officers had been with Konoye at the university, working on the research that had led to discovery of the hypothetical jump route. The Combine rewarded the entrepreneurial spirit, wherever it arose. The Combine also preferred cold hard facts over theory, and its rewards only went to those who translated the theoretical into the practical. Thus, by law, it didn’t matter who said the jump route was there, it only mattered who proved it was there. Thus, one set of discoverers could go down in the history books while a completely separate set went down in the accounting books.

The Combine’s system had garnered much jeering from other star nations, but the Combine was too practical to let the system turn into the fool’s circus it had the potential to be. No vessel spaced out without a qualified person as operations chief. That person effectively ran the ship and provided a wealth of practical experience to leaven—which was to say, correct—any questionable—stupid—decisions a novice captain or officer might make. Aboard Byrd the Survey Office had filled that slot with the estimable Master Mathieu Hoppe, a laconic twenty year veteran of the spaceways.

The others were all bright enough to qualify for their new jobs, having scored well on the certification tests after their mandatory week-long orientation courses, but they were even more inexperienced in command than Konoye. He, at least, had “commanded” a deanship.

As Konoye slid into the captain’s couch, he surveyed the familiar faces.

Winnie Prasad held the survey officer’s chair. Konoye could see from the reflections on her pale skin that she was running a private sim on her station’s screen. Nothing unusual there; Winnie spent as little time out of her hyperspatial theory banks as she could. Konoye, as always, forgave her distraction; if not for her work, none of them would be here.

In the purser’s chair to the right of the captain’s, Lily Chu watched Winnie work, a hint of a tolerant smile lighting her face. Despite the long-legged, china-doll looks that led people to dismiss her intelligence, Lily was a brilliant hyperspatial engineer and just about the only person able to translate some of Winnie’s more esoteric concepts into terms that the rest of the team could understand. Despite Lily’s interest in getting rich, she wasn’t really qualified for the purser’s position, and she made no secret of it, but that was fine. This mission didn’t really need a purser—though law required one—but it did need a good hyperspatial engineer, and Lily had that aptitude aplenty.

On the other side of the tank sat Chiang-shan Lawson. He’d been chief of Konoye’s graduate assistants and now was the ship’s communications chief. Given the young man’s penchant for talking, the assignment seemed a perfect match. Even now, employing his usual extravagant hand gestures, Chiang-shan was chatting with Master Hoppe. The merchant spacer leaned back in his couch, smiling politely, although Konoye noted that Master Hoppe’s eyes spent more time on his console than on his conversation partner.

They were a small staff for a small ship, but, he hoped, well suited to dealing with what the second probe found. He rapped on his console to get their attention. “All right, Jane. Let’s see what our baby bird brought home for us.”

The tank lit up with a starfield. Heads came up, but Konoye barely noticed. The display grabbed all of his attention. It didn’t look familiar. He’d studied sims of the starscape around Ursa. He knew what it should look like, and he wasn’t seeing what he expected.

“Computer, rotate field.”

Konoye stared hard, looking for familiar arrangements among the dots of light. Nothing was quite the way he expected it. By all rights they should be staring at near-Earth stars, but they weren’t. The probe hadn’t exited the hyperspatial tunnel where he had predicted. If they hadn’t enhanced the astrogation package, they wouldn’t be looking at this data now. Much good that did. They’d failed. Unless…

“Maybe it’s a pinhole.”

“Let’s hope that’s all it is,” Jane drawled.

“It’s got to be.”

None of the team looked convinced.

Well, Konoye wasn’t convinced either. There was no guarantee that they were dealing with a pinhole. Indisputably, the probe hadn’t made it to the jump path’s predicted end. It was possible that the calculations were wrong, and the path didn’t end where predicted. No! The universe couldn’t be so cruel—there had to be a pinhole! Somewhere along the length of the jump route there must be a tiny break in the wall between the hyperspatial tube and real space, a leak sufficient to interrupt the passage of anything traveling along it and return the traveler to real space. That had to be what they were dealing with. Such phenomena were not unknown; other jump routes had turned out to have interim steps. But it wasn’t what Konoye had expected. It sure as hell wasn’t what he wanted.

It wasn’t what the heads of the sponsoring cartels wanted, either. They wanted a new, shorter route to near-Earth space, a fast trip to the heart of galactic civilization, something they expected Konoye to deliver. The cartels had spent a lot, and they wanted a solid return on their investments. Konoye didn’t want to tell them he wasn’t going to deliver. Disappointing the Committee—even when it wasn’t your fault—was the sort of thing that sank careers.

Mathieu Hoppe cleared his throat. “If you all be excusing me, I’m not being an astrogation whiz. I understand that the stellar parallax be telling you bad news, but the data doesn’t be meaning a lot to me. If the terminus be not at Ursa, where be it?”

“The astrogation package data is just coming up.” Jane consulted her screen. “It says we’re dealing with an unnamed system, Master Hoppe. SSCS grid reference is 12.-49.6. The description is ‘astronomically logged’ and nothing else.”

“At least it’s Earthwards,” Lily said.

“Uncharted, you say? No claims? No claims at all?” Chiang-shan asked.

Jane nodded. “Data bank says no.”

“Let’s file,” Chiang-shan suggested. “Let’s file claim right away.”

Jane threw him a withering glare. “Don’t jump so fast. The probe wasn’t equipped to search. It could have missed all kinds of signals. All we’ve got is negative data.”

“We’ll all have a negative bank balance if we don’t get something out of this,” Lily exclaimed. Winnie nodded in agreement. “If the system is unclaimed, even if it isn’t the route we were looking for, it’s still a route. A new jump route to a new system is worth something, if only the mining rights.”

“Working out of Canessa?” Hoppe looked incredulous. “They be doing some work in the belt out here, but the system hasn’t got the infrastructure to be handling a jump-distant operation. Not that they wouldn’t be willing, mind. But you be talking some heavy up-front investing and a lot of time before mining’s commercial.”

“You don’t know that,” Chiang-shan protested. “For all we know, the system’s got an asteroid belt full of heavy metal rocks. Just scoop ’em up and pump ’em out and to hell with infrastructure.”

“You be dreaming, kid,” Hoppe drawled.

“And you’re—”

“Done,” Konoye cut him off. Chiang-shan snapped his mouth shut and glared at Konoye through slitted eyes, but the important thing was that he shut up. The boy was bright, but he had too little common sense. The way Chiang-shan’s temper was flaring, he was likely to insult Hoppe and that just wasn’t good business. Worse, an annoyed and uncooperative Hoppe might ruin the plan that was beginning to form in Konoye’s mind.

“I know that look,” Jane said. “You’re planning something.”

“I am planning to inform the Committee of our findings.”

“Findings? We don’t have any findings yet. All we’ve got is raw data. Just what are you going to tell them?”

“We will tell them we’ve got a pinhole.”

“We don’t know that.”

“We don’t know we don’t,” he snapped back. There were times that Jane wouldn’t agree that a vorhound had teeth until after the beast had bitten her. “You want to register a dissenting opinion?”

Jane looked doubtful. If she did register a dissenting opinion, and Konoye was right, she’d lose credibility with the cartels. Bailing out on Konoye now would demonstrate a lack of loyalty that a future employer would look upon with justified suspicion. Of course, if he was wrong, she would be in a position to save her own career while his went down in flames. He’d rather that she worked with him than against him.

“Look, if we follow the H-tube and get Byrd situated on the other end, the ship’s instruments should be able to gather us the data we need to show that this new system is just a stop-over.”

“Or that it’s a dead end,” Jane said.

“Or that it’s a dead end. But either way, we’ll know. Just sitting here, we can only guess. Come on, people. We’ve got to send word to the Committee in any case. If we tell them we’re following up on a pinhole, we stay in the game. Tell them that all we’ve got is a new route to nowhere special, and they’ll reassign the exploration to a regular Survey Office crew. Then if it turns out that our new system is a stop-over, we lose the discovery rights. And the prize money. And the royalties.”

Konoye smiled inwardly to see that that had hit home with all of them, even Jane.

“Problem.” Hoppe frowned. “We don’t be authorized to take Byrd through the H-tube.”

“I don’t see the problem. According to the mission statement, we aren’t authorized to take Byrd through to Ursa without confirmed authorization. No mention is made of jumping to stop-overs.”

“Specious, Ken.” Jane frowned. “We didn’t predict any stop-overs.”

“But the possibility existed,” Lily said. “Right, Winnie?”

“Always possible,” Winnie agreed.

“So they should have known we might have to.” Lily looked over to Hoppe. “Byrd’s got a transit point stabilization array aboard, doesn’t she?”

“Standard equipment,” Hoppe replied. “But it be emergency equipment. I don’t be thinking its presence constitutes expectation of a stop-over on this mission.”

Konoye wished Hoppe wasn’t such a shipboard lawyer. “But you do believe that we are authorized to use the ship’s equipment as necessary to complete the mission, don’t you, Master Hoppe?”

“Ah,” Hoppe said with a grin. “I be seeing where this be going. All right, Professor Konoye. Yes, I agree that it be within the captain’s right to order the use of any and all ship’s equipment in fulfillment of the ship’s mission. You be, of course, aware that a review board might be finding such usage ‘unnecessary and illegal.’”

He was. But then, he was ruined anyway if they failed out here. “I understand my responsibilities, Master Hoppe.”

“It does seem to be within the letter of the law,” Lily said. “I mink we can get away with it.”

“The Committee only follows the letter when it is in their favor,” Jane pointed out.

Ken spread his hands wide. “We’ll just have to make sure that backing us is in their favor.”

“Winnie and I are for it,” Lilly said.

“Me, too,” Chiang-shan said.

“Master Hoppe?” Konoye asked.

“As the captain orders, Professor Konoye.”

A safe answer for him. That only left one. He looked to Jane, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

“The stars will wait, Ken. Why can’t we just wait for the Committee to authorize?”

“The Committee wants a fast return. Do you want them to reassign this search?” He gave her his best you-know-I’m-right smile. “Once we prove the route, they’ll say that we took the right action. The value of a short route to the inner systems is just too high to let someone else get there first. We’re here. We can do it. We have to do it.”

“I hope you do as good a job convincing them as you’ve done on yourself.”

“Have I let you down yet?”

“All right,” she said, but she still didn’t meet his eyes. “No dissent. But no assent, either. Log me as protesting the propriety of the captain’s actions.”

“Hedging your bets, Jane?” Chiang-shan asked.

“Doing what I have to do, C.S.”

Chiang-shan sat back and smiled arrogantly. “Oh, well, I understand. In fact, I understand that the IDL is always looking for good astrospecialists.”

Konoye came right down on him. “Don’t even joke about working for those mart killers.”

“I was just—”

“You were just showing how young and ignorant you can be. This discussion is closed. I’ll have the message ready to dump to the Committee in an hour. Master Hoppe, when will we be ready to make the jump?”

“An hour
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