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Reach the dizzying heights of adventure ... kilometers below.

When an old acquaintance arrives seeking refuge on Hesperidia, Vaughn and Jan reluctantly give him sanctuary. Trouble follows wherever he goes, but he’s also custodian of an extraordinary alien secret that he’s used to save countless lives across the colonies. This time, however, his own nine lives may have run out. Diurnal, the most feared hit squad in the galaxy, has tracked him all the way to the Hesp. And once that posse has the scent of its prey, it never leaves empty-handed ...

Vaughn’s personal grudge against one of the assassins threatens to combust an already heated manhunt. Jan realizes their only chance for survival is to hide somewhere no one can find them: the largest subterranean cave network on the planet, recently discovered. A tense hide-and-seek soon becomes a deadly chase into the underworld, where Vaughn, Jan, Stopper and their companions must use their combined skills to outwit a foe that possesses almost supernatural tenacity.

In that mostly unexplored realm, unimaginable life-forms have flourished where no sunlight can reach. And as the pursuit delves ever deeper, the mysteries of this subterranean ecosystem provide shocking and wondrous discoveries in equal measure. The new threat from without meets ancient ones from within as Hesperidia witnesses the ultimate contest between technological cunning and the awesome potential of alien nature unleashed.

Buckle up for a breathless thrill-ride as Alien Safari ventures into timeless depths of the unknown.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​ALIEN SAFARI: UNDERWORLD 

[image: image]


Robert Appleton

[image: AlienSafari_Logo.png]

BOOK 6

Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

About the Author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter One


[image: image]


Chunks of smashed moon, large and small, hung in orbit high above a gunmetal grey sky, invisibly tethered to the wake of their mother rock as it sailed around the perpetual twilight of Rurapenti, the notorious penal planet.

Vaughn skulked in a shadowy alcove of the cemetery quadrangle, eager to avoid being seen by those in attendance at the day’s only funeral service. His duster was damp after the sudden downpour that had caught him unawares during his stroll earlier that morning along the rocky trail circumnavigating the perimeter walls of the main prison complex. A solemn stroll to plug the bitter leaks from a heart long buried in cement, now cracking, crumbling as the day he’d feared had finally arrived.

Why in the hell did I come here?

It had shocked him to see so many of his family again in one place. Almost all of them were convicted felons serving multiple life sentences. He ought to know; he’d personally made the arrests. But here they were, and there they stood, decades older than when he’d last seen them, arrayed in a haphazard horseshoe formation around the coffin of Cleitus Vaughn.

Dad.

Those acres of sodden soil inside the quadrangle constituted the entirety of the dark soil on the planet. It had been imported from somewhere, God knew where, and was now used to inter the remains of dead prisoners. Strange that such rituals and customs were still observed this far out into space, for unwanted and forgotten miscreants no less. But it was also oddly touching. Quaint sentiment at the heart of such a harsh, unforgiving place.

Rurapenti was a barren, lifeless rock, pocked with empty seas and dusted with chalky silt, never brighter than dusk and never warmer than tepid. But its atmosphere held oxygen. Mining colonists had tried to terraform and settle it well over a century ago; that project had gone into liquidation. So ISPA had bought out the lease and used it as a catch-all penal dumping ground for the worst offenders from an increasingly unmanageable diaspora of humans across occupied space.

Vaughn had sent many of them here. Including the man now being lowered into his grave. The man whose DNA he carried. He shuddered, the nausea swelled; realizing how unfathomably unnatural it was what he’d done; that he had the gall to be here after that—in their presence. It was straight-up freaking ghoulish.

He sucked in a few awkward lungsful of salty air. The atmosphere was meagre. It didn’t serve his craving for full, nausea-quelling breaths. But it was natural, unfiltered air. The first he’d tasted in a long time. It had subtle aromas he wasn’t used to: the rich, peaty smell of wet earth, traces of oven-baked food from the kitchen, the lingering, electrified charge of a passing storm. Hesperidia might be his favorite world in every other way imaginable, but he had never smelled its exotic, Eden-like scents, and never would be able to. This planet of prisons and funerals, however, made him feel oddly alive in that sense. Damn it! Smells were well known to excite memories. And in the one place he didn’t want his past triggered in ways he couldn’t control, an insolent scentscape began to wrap around him, touching forgotten emotions, drawing out vapors of longing, regret, bittersweet tugs and pushes near the gravity of a close-knit family that had once been.

Sondra glanced his way. He recoiled, slid out of view behind a stone arch column. His little sister was a middle-aged woman now: dumpy, she walked with a pronounced limp, possibly a hip or knee replacement, and clung to her husband’s arm for support. The last time Vaughn had seen her in person she’d been an athletic girl barely into her teenage years. The shocking alienation of his skew—the nineteen years he’d skipped over with his interstellar detour through the Star Binder—piled into the rotten detritus of self-hate he’d dragged behind him all these years. How could he have done that to his kid sister? Ripped everything she’d known, everyone she’d loved away from her like that? Sure, he could hide behind the law all he wanted. And he had! The law was his refuge, his fortress. He’d clung to it through the most immolating bouts of self-doubt.

But there was nothing between them now, him and them. Nothing but artificial earth and a squall of scent-memories. Prayers uttered or mouthed by people he had been close to once. They’d bounced him on their knees, a few of them. Had taught him to hunt, play games, speak the slang of scattered colonies.

Hell, even Mom was there, with her back to him, saying goodbye to Dad. A small, grey-haired woman wearing a warm overcoat over her prison fatigues, bent-backed—but not frail—God no, she could never be that. How the hell had the authorities allowed her to be here? One of the most notorious criminal couples of the past half century, reunited like this. If the press ever found out about this ...

It made no sense. None. And yet here they were, there they stood, in a haphazard horseshoe around the worst of them all. The man Ferrix had once looked up to as the best of them, a god among men.

The chunks of smashed moon, the grieving gathering, the scent-memories he couldn’t escape: they were all orbiting around the legacy of Cleitus Vaughn. Soon he would disappear forever, but what he’d wrought on the galaxy never would.

Terrorist. Murderer. Husband. Father.

Which would be his epitaph?

Hell, what would be the epitaph of Ferrix Vaughn?

As the prison’s resident parson droned on, the system’s dim trinary suns, orbiting each other a long distance away, took turns peeking through the mottled clouds that sailed overhead like ice floes on a wintry river. Just enough warmth got through to stir Vaughn out of his chilly reminiscences. It tugged his heartstrings with a much gentler vibration, reminding him that his family name wasn’t his only legacy. No, that warmth he felt was Jan, Stopper, his new life in the sub-tropics of Hesperidia. A place where one didn’t simply exist; they lived, free from judgment, and all that counted was what they did, daily, in the service of science and alien Nature.

Then the clouds thickened and darkened. Some wept over the vast wastelands. And it was miserable again.

He’d noted the small chaperdrones hovering over the attendees. A security measure no doubt, to make sure the prisoners behaved. The AI sentry cannons mounted on the guard towers were extraordinarily vigilant, of course. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who made a break for escape. But even so, it struck Vaughn as reckless, dumb even, to let this many maximum security inmates convene for a private ceremony with so few human guards in attendance. He only counted three, all armed. What if his relatives rushed them, took one or both of them hostage? The prisoners appeared neither shackled nor otherwise restrained.

He shook his head. Prison protocol had clearly evolved in ways he didn’t understand during his long skew. Maybe he should have researched it before coming here? But damn it, he’d had almost no notice. ISPA’s condolence message had arrived on Hesperidia while he’d been out in the field with Jan and Stopper. Repairs to the sat net had reduced comms to a patchy intermittence, and he hadn’t received the message till two days ago.

I wish I’d never read it.

Whatever residual guilt or family pull had brought him here, it had brought him unprepared. When the service ended, he watched them congregate away from the grave, their chaperdrones following them like mute pearlescent thought bubbles flashing colored warnings instead of language. One of the armed guards escorted the parson from the quadrangle. Another escorted Uncle Remus. Which left one to watch the remaining six—no, seven prisoners? Insane.

An alert flashed on his wrist pad, meant for all visitors: NEXT SHUTTLE DEPARTING FOR AMPHITRYON WARP GATE IN 1 HR.

It didn’t affect Vaughn; he had his own private ship. But if he didn’t leave now, he might find himself bottlenecked alongside already emotional, potentially vengeful relatives at the various security gates.

Eager to remain invisible, he slinked his way back toward the exit by way of the stone-paved passage between the alcoves and arches. Not quite in the shadows, but his family was too far away to recognize him.

“Ferrix.”

Aw, crap. She must have left the service early; he hadn’t noticed.

“Sondra?”

She was standing on the lawn, a few feet from the archway up ahead, still hanging on her husband’s arm. He was quite a bit taller than her, gaunt but distinguished-looking, with a full, trimmed red beard, and small, intelligent blue eyes that had that snapshot way of reading a situation fully and quickly with a single jerking glance. Vaughn guessed he was either in the emergency services, maybe an ER doctor, or in education. Too skinny to be in the military, unless he was retired.

“I never thought you’d come here,” she said.

“Neither did I.”

She looked him up and down, her swollen eyes flashing wonder and a barely disguised pain. Regret? Too much time had passed; they’d been close once, and he’d recently saved her daughter’s life, at Sondra’s bidding. Surely no real enmity remained between them.

“Why did you?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Something made me.”

“How much did you hear?”

“Nothing. I didn’t come here for words.”

They both scrutinized him, waiting for a follow-up. He didn’t give one.

“This your husband?”

“Uh-huh. Tyrone, this is the famous—”

“Ferrix Vaughn, yes. Our Kyra’s told us all about you.” The man almost offered his hand in friendship, but perceived his wife’s frosty will just in time and fisted it instead. “You’ve traveled a long way, Detective.”

“That’s all there is out here, like the song says: ‘voids and asteroids’. Good to meet you, Tyrone.”

“Likewise.”

“How’s Kyra?”

“A long way off the grid, right where you left her,” answered Sondra with a touch of insolence—an uncalled-for rebuke, which she acknowledged by looking away with pained indignation.

“But she’s safe and well, thanks to you, Detective,” added Tyrone, nudging his wife.

“Yeah, just don’t expect any Christmas cards, Uncle Ferrix.”

As cold as she was forcing herself to be—and perhaps had every right to be—Vaughn saw through it easily enough. Mom’s bonnie, girlish features; Dad’s charismatic brown eyes. Sondra still had a kind face after all these years, and, from what Kyra had told him, a kind, if guarded, nature as well. Life had hardened her around the edges, but not in any fundamental way, it seemed. The trauma of her childhood had not killed that part of her he remembered best—the cheeky part that came alive in the company of others, but more than that loved to test the limits of what that company found appropriate.

“But I never did thank you for that,” she managed, looking him squarely in the eye with absolute sincerity. “For saving her life like that on Mars. I told Dad about it, you know, and there was no hiding that secret smile he gave when he thought I wasn’t looking.”

Vaughn swallowed, fought the urge to look past her to the grave site.

“I think you should know,” she said, “he was always a little bit in awe of you—after, you know, that night. I don’t think he ever imagined anyone would have stronger principles than him. But you sure showed him. You showed us all.” Again a note of rebuke, but this time not quite as sharp. “He never forgave you for what you did, never really understood it; but I could tell he admired the guts it took. I was going to say the nerve, but we both know it’s too complex for a cheap finger-wag like that.”

“Like I said, I didn’t come here for words,” he lied.

“Well, you’ll get them whether you want them or not.” She narrowed her eyes, tightened her grip on the crook of her husband’s arm. “Dad’s gone, but that’s not the end of his story ... or yours. You see, I was going to write you anyway after today. I have it—sorry, hun—” to Tyrone, “—we have it on good authority that Dad didn’t die of natural causes.”

Vaughn ghosted outside of himself for a moment, as though reality were out of phase. He supposed he should feel a prick of anger at this news, or some further self-reproach. Instead he just wished he’d never heard it, that he’d never come here. It had been a mistake to reconnect in any way to his family like this. All it would bring him was more heartache, more bitterness. And now, irony of ironies: was he actually being asked to use his law enforcement credentials to investigate the death of the father he’d incarcerated in the first place, the arrest that had launched his meteoric detective career?

No, he told himself. She isn’t asking the detective. She’s asking the son.

His gaze flitted between hers and Tyrone’s. The latter jumped in with “It’s circumstantial at the moment, but there’s been a pattern. You see, I’m a private security consultant, used to be an image analyst. I have contacts across the colonies, mostly corporate security, some in law enforcement, a handful in penology. A few weeks ago a colleague messaged me with a rumor about a series of connected deaths within the penal system—none on its own high-profile, but when linked together they’re undeniably suspicious.”

“In what way? What does that have to do with Dad?”

Here Sondra cut in: “Jerome Donaggio, Almater Havers, Sun-Joon Kwok, Emil Lapchik, Sammy Vaughn-Killick ...”

“Wait! Cousin Sammy?”

“Uh-huh. The same, who you also arrested that night. All told, nine of Dad’s inner circle have died in prison in the past few months. He’s just the latest. They were all in good health, apart from Jerome Donaggio, who was diagnosed with an incurable lymphatic disease a few months before he died. Even then, his last medical assessment said his disease had gone into complete remission. So it’s doubtful whether even he died of natural causes.”

“Wait! Jerome Donaggio was never caught. I oversaw the manhunt myself, across a dozen systems. He was the one that got away.”

“He was taken while you were ... absent,” replied Tyrone, shifting his weight. “They finally caught up with him on Enceladus, I think it was. Shortly after he was incarcerated here on Rurapenti, that’s when the deaths started to occur. He was the first. Then several others in quick succession. When your dad found out about it, he apparently cut some kind of deal with the authorities. We don’t know what it entailed exactly, but we can surmise. The very next day, your mother was transferred off Rurapenti to an undisclosed location.”

Vaughn’s pulse rapped on his jugular. “You’re saying he gave up some intel in exchange for that transfer: to get her out of harm’s way?”

Sondra nodded emphatically.

“It sure looks that way,” agreed her husband.

“And it got him killed,” she said.

“Wait. Back up.” Vaughn rubbed his chin stubble. “Men and women from his inner circle were being knocked on the head, and it was made to look like natural causes? Why weren’t the others put in isolation as soon the pattern was apparent?”

“They were,” answered Tyrone. “They all were. All the remaining members of the circle. But the deaths kept happening anyway. That’s when your Dad cut his deal. He seemed to know she wasn’t safe here, that it was the only way to keep her alive. He made the deal not to save himself, but to save her.”

Against his better judgment, a hurtful heart swell of pride and sadness almost choked Vaughn up. The old man had been loyal to the end. Loyal and principled, in his own stubborn way. And his last meaningful act in this life had been a selfless one—one of love, for the wife he’d neither seen nor spoken to in over thirty years.

Husband. Father. Terrorist. Murderer.

Just who in the hell was Cleitus Vaughn?

“Okay, that’s one hell of a eulogy,” said Vaughn. “But the Bureau must be aware of all that. They’ll have people on it already. Why should I get involved?”

“Because you’re you,” answered Sondra with a steely glare. “You might be a lot of things, but corrupt isn’t one of them. No one can accuse you of that. This prison, on the other hand, has allowed nine inmates to be murdered—”

“Allegedly,” he cut in.

She shrugged. “Prove it, disprove it: that’s your wheelhouse. You chose this line of work—you chose it over me and everyone else. And because you’re you, we both know you won’t be able to walk away from this. You need to find out who’s behind it, and fast, before anyone else gets lowered into the dirt. I was going to say ‘innocent people’, but they’re a long way from that, aren’t they. Still, prison or not, no one has the right to pass death sentences when the law has given life instead. Am I wrong?”

He didn’t respond. Thirty-odd years apart and still she knew him too well.

Their chaperdrones both flashed a turquoise blue light and sounded an identical treble-beep alert. Vaughn hadn’t paid them any mind before, had barely noticed they were there. So it wasn’t just the prisoners. Visitors had them, and the last remaining guard, too, boasted a remote overseer.  Was everyone outside the cell hubs supposed to have one? Funny that he hadn’t been assigned one. Or maybe he was exempt. Omicron-level visitors and above?

“Well, that’s our cue,” said Sondra, responding to the alert. And to her husband: “I just want to have a quick word with Mom before we go.” Facing Vaughn, she added, “Will you do me a favor, Ferrix?”

“If I can.”

“When you’ve got to the bottom of—all this—come and see me. Don’t just message me like one of your bureau family liaisons. Give me the news in person. And who knows, maybe we can catch up properly, like Kyra said we should ... like brother and sister.”

“I’d like that.”

“And you can tell me all about Jan and her wonder dog.”

He smiled. “It’s a promise.”

“Take care, Detective,” said Tyrone, again twitching for a handshake and again deciding it wasn’t quite appropriate.

“You too, Tyrone. Have a safe trip.”

As they turned back toward the grave site, and Vaughn strode away for the exit, he didn’t know what to feel outside a gentle relief that swept him, buoyed, like the sudden lightness of low-g after a prolonged press of gravity. All he knew was that he didn’t want to meet another family member. He’d gotten more than he could have hoped for, and to glance back would only jinx it, Lot-style, leaving a bitter aftertaste.

“Detective Vaughn? Detective Ferrix Vaughn?”

Aw, hell. Why can’t they let me be invisible for once? Just once.

He turned to face the speaker. It was the last remaining guard, who was approaching from the section of the quadrangle where Vaughn had hidden during the service. That was odd. Why had he circled round like that? Politeness? Not wanting to interrupt a sibling reunion?

His chaperdrone flashed its amber proximity alert when he got to within a couple of meters. The male guard halted. “I thought that was you. You weren’t on the guest list, but I’d recognize that profile anywhere.”

“Have we met?”

“No. But everyone who swears the justice oath knows your story, sir.”

“Ah.”

First impression: this screw was a bad actor. His words had the inane flummery of a starstruck rookie, but Vaughn noted irony, a sly, self-mocking delivery that said this guy regarded the role he was playing with contempt. He could shrug it off just as easily as the uniform jacket he wore that was a couple of sizes too big for his already-considerable frame. Six-two, built, with slicked-back brown hair, darkly intelligent eyes and an aquiline nose that had been broken at least once, he oozed confidence and go-for-broke forwardness in a way that did not tally with the average prison screw.

“If you don’t mind me asking, sir, have you noticed anything out of the ordinary this past week or so?”

“What do you mean?” asked Vaughn.

“I mean have you received any unusual visitors or messages, relating to your father’s ... how does one say ... inner circle?”

Vaughn mentally shuffled to get his footing, but couldn’t find an anchor. “Who are you?”

“ISPA Corrections Officer Tamerlane Pike, sir. I’ve been tasked to investigate the suspicious deaths that have taken place here over the past few months. No doubt you’ve heard ...”

“I’ve heard they’re alleged to be suspicious. No more.”

Pike bunched his brow into a half-amused, half-concerned frown and looked at his feet. “Pardon me for saying so, Detective, but I assumed that your coming here at all was more about the conspiracy surrounding these deaths than the actual funeral. Of course, if I’ve spoken out of turn ...”

“You have.”

The man glanced up to meet Vaughn’s glare, again without a trace of real humility or contrition. “In that case, my apologies,” he said. “And I won’t keep you much longer. My internal investigation has so far revealed—”

“Just a minute. Your internal investigation ... into suspicious deaths taking place inside a corrections facility ... conducted by one of its own officers? Since when was that allowed? Surely it has to be an independent inquiry.”

Pike smiled a superior, knowing smile. “Ah, I forgot. You’ve been away, haven’t you, Detective.”

“Not from basic common sense! It’s a conflict of interest for any organization to investigate itself for suspected major crimes.”

“Indeed. That’s why my role is more along the lines of, shall we say, Internal Affairs.”

Vaughn blinked a few times: skeptical, but did it warrant an official challenge? He had been out of the loop for a long time. He glanced across the quadrangle, saw that it was empty. All the guests had left. It behooved him to linger a bit longer, though, to give them time to clear security.

“Very well. What did you want to ask me?”

“About Jerome Donaggio.”

“I haven’t seen or heard from him since the manhunt over thirty years ago. I didn’t even know he’d been captured, let alone that he’d died inside, until a few minutes ago. So I don’t know how much help I can be.”

“Well, it can’t hurt to ask,” said Pike with a supercilious edge that left Vaughn secretly gritting his teeth in anger. This man did not have the chops to be an interrogator or any kind of lawman. He was playing his role with disdain, and that chafed. It chafed because Vaughn, and those like him in the Omicron Bureau, had worked long and hard to cultivate and project a respectful, non-judgmental demeanor when conducting this kind of inquiry.

This clown was an amateur at best. At worst, an imposter. Vaughn decided to let it play, so he could maybe trip Pike up, find out what his real angle was.

“Did you hear about Donaggio’s miraculous recovery shortly before he died?”

“Yes, just now,” said Vaughn. “What do you think that has to do with his death?”

Pike shrugged his eyebrows. “We’re suspecting some sort of contraband, something smuggled into the prison from outside. Something Donaggio was reportedly trying to sell to his fellow inmates, those from his former terrorist cell.”

“What sort of contraband?”

“We’re not sure. But he was heard to be bragging about it—about how it made him feel—as though it made him superior somehow—better than everyone else. That’s when he tried to sell it at exorbitant prices. Have you any idea what it could be, Detective? Have you ever come across anything that could have that effect on a—”

A tiny projectile zipped through Pike’s chest, triggering a maroon alert on his chaperdrone. But there was no entry wound, and Pike didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, some sort of forcefield protecting him stuttered a rapid distorting wave that flickered all around him.

But—but his entire being seemed to flicker—a blink of complete transparency. The divot in the lawn some distance behind him showed where the bullet had torn into the ground. It had passed straight through him?

No, it’s not a forcefield, thought Vaughn. It’s a hologram. The sonofabitch isn’t really here!

Pike grinned at him, then looked up to where the projectile had been fired from: high behind Vaughn. Somewhere on the crenelated roof between the sentry cannon and the quadrangle—a very narrow angle.

As Vaughn dove for the cover of the archway, the absurdly convincing image of Officer Tamerlane Pike flickered out of existence. His chaperdrone hurtled away into the sky over the perimeter wall and was blasted apart by an ion cannon.

A frantic call to security. A panicked check to make sure he hadn’t been hit by a sniper round. Then Vaughn drew his Kruger, set it to maximum yield, and cradled it on his knee while he sat there, stilling his whacking heartbeat, his back to the cold stone wall, and gazed out at the empty grave site. The coffin-sized hole in the foreign soil that had not yet been filled.

Apart from the parson, Uncle Remus, and a couple of the guards, none of those people attending the funeral had physically been here, he realized. Even Sondra and Tyrone had been here, a few feet in front of him, only as holograms.

It made absolute sense from a security standpoint—beaming in their avatars from a safe place, so that they didn’t have to congregate in person—but no sense whatsoever for a so-called detective to be completely hoodwinked by it. It hadn’t even occurred to him that the chaperdrones were there for that purpose.

It was new technology. Utterly convincing. And, once again, he found himself on the back foot as a lawman. Out of sync, out of step. Out of time.

Hell, was that bullet meant for him? His gut told him no, for what that was worth. There’d been no follow-up shot when the hologram had revealed itself. But that only triggered further questions. Why didn’t the sniper know he was shooting at a hologram? And who the hell tries to kill a prison guard in broad daylight in the secured grounds of a prison facility?

One thing was for sure: he was no longer the Ferrix Vaughn of old. He’d lost his edge. His insight. No way would the old Vaughn have been blindsided so thoroughly on so many fronts as he had been here today.

What would Jan say? he thought, in his mind swapping the quadrangle lawn for that of Miramar green. Like an instant tonic it began to dispel his despair, and he started to see his situation through her wry humor, with a touch of self-deprecation.

Why, Detective Vaughn, you’re telling me you didn’t predict an assassination attempt at a funeral? Remind me again what family you’re from ...
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“It’s not even like I was outwitted,” said Vaughn, still licking his wounded pride three days after the funeral. “I wasn’t even in the game.”

He’d touched down on Hesperidia hours ago, and he’d sweltered ever since. An uncommonly fierce heatwave was baking Miramar and the surrounding forest. His and Jan’s automatic glass-wipers worked overtime to keep their visors demisted while they lazed together on the porch seat at the front of their cabin, a panting Stopper sprawled out on the decking beside them. Even in the shade, it was borderline unbearable. But Jan had developed a touch of cabin fever these past few days, trapped inside their airconditioned home with only reading and a modicum of research to keep her busy. Besides, while she was in there, she was without Stopper, who only breathed Hesperidia’s natural air.

“You’re just behind the curve,” she replied. “It’s like we talked about: those holes in your tech knowledge, they’re going to put you at a disadvantage wherever you go, including here, when you’re dealing with slippery perps. Remember, criminals are always the first to adopt new tech.”

“Yeah, I’m seriously thinking of going back to the academy for a refresher course. I mean it. It’s embarrassing, but I feel like I can’t do this job any more. Christ, I’ve never felt this low, even as a rookie.”

Jan curled a sympathetic maternal smile that, while clearly meant to reassure him, to convey that she felt his concern, somehow had the opposite effect. His frustration twisted it into a patronizing gesture, and he had to bite his tongue to strangle an off-color remark. He’d been testy ever since the funeral, on the verge of snapping at someone. And he hoped like hell poor Jan wouldn’t be the one to bear the brunt.

The heat wasn’t helping, he knew.

“I think you should use what we’ve got here,” she said. “They might not be law enforcement, but between the techs and the rangers in rotation, there’s nothing you couldn’t learn from someone here. They’re all over-qualified in fields that overlap precisely those you’ll be looking at. I’ve seen their resumes. And every one of them would jump at the chance to help you out. Trust me, nerds thrive on opportunities to show off what they know. Start with your own team. You’re already relying on Desiree Labeau’s naturalist knowledge. Spiros is your tech officer. Leif Whitsun’s your PR guy and personal protégé.” She chuckled at his crooked eyebrow. “I see more than you know,” she added. “Their training’s coming along well. You’re a good teacher. But if you want a bit of advice: when there’s something you’re not qualified in, instead of just letting them do their specialist thing and leaving them to it, get involved. Ask questions. Learn from them. We’re all teachers and we’re all pupils out here. The more you guys share, the more overlap there is between your specialist skills, the more effective you’ll be as a unit. I might not have been the model team player in my time here, but I’ve always shared what I know, and I’ve always gone out of my way to learn things I didn’t know. The most extraordinary skills and knowledge have a habit of visiting the Hesp. You just have to be receptive to them when they show up. No need to take refresher courses in off-world academies. It’s all here, in one form or another, in our merry little band of misfits.”

Stopper yawned as she said that last part. He got up to stretch, and eyed a low-flying flock of greenarrow geese over near the tree-line. Rather than chase them, though, as he normally would, he flopped back down, panting, one eye looking pleadingly up at Vaughn.

“It’s okay, boy,” he said, eyeing the twinkling gems of sunlight on the river. “We’ll go for another dip soon.”

“Right, that settles it!” Jan sprang to her feet, and with a towel swabbed the film of sweat glistening her neck. “How about a dip a bit further afield?”

“Further?”

“Away from this scorcher. Somewhere a little more ... temperate. It’s not doing any of us any good, being cooped up here. I know just the place. You can bring your team along if you like, carry on with your field training or whatever, and I can do some research. There’s an occidental marsh plant I’ve been dying to catch up with; it’s in season now. Come on, we can make a day of it, maybe stay a couple of days. You grab your gear and round up the guys, I’ll steal us a few field hampers so we can picnic like kings.”

There was no resisting her when she was on this kind of form, Vaughn knew. And he’d already cottoned on to her ulterior motive: it wasn’t just a getaway from the heat; she wanted to distract him from the dark, brooding thoughts he’d brought back from Rurapenti. If she could keep him occupied with something he was good at, things he had control over, he might not feel so ... derelict.

He didn’t question it. Didn’t question her wisdom or her spontaneity. For he was lacking both right now. He was uncertain of too much, and it gnawed at him, that feeling that he’d never again be what he’d been, tall and proud and uncontested. Master of his enemies. The past few days had undermined him in ways he couldn’t entirely fathom. Things he’d buried. Things he shouldn’t, as a lawman having upheld the law, have to square with his conscience, but was absolutely being forced to by immutable laws much older and deeper. 

You never forgave me, Dad. You forced my hand with your bullshit crusade, and you never admitted you were wrong. But you heard what I did for Kyra. You smiled when you heard it, you old bastard. So on some level you must have been proud of me. I’ve given the Vaughn family that shot at a future, at least. We can never square things away, you and me, but at least you smiled at what I did for her—your granddaughter. You left me with that much ...

Stopper grabbed his rubber ball and trotted off toward the river, but soon bounded back when he saw they had another excursion in mind. Fifteen minutes later, Vaughn emerged from the cabin fully armed, toting his field kit, but with a strange, blank expression that denoted neither playtime nor eager adventure nor his usual purposeful swagger. Stopper hadn’t seen his master like this before, and whined when Vaughn ignored the ball dropped at his feet.

Jan, on the other hand, seemed to know something was up and thus lavished extra attention on her canine boy, even rolling around on the lawn with him, despite the baking heat. She had on nothing but her swimwear, and brought the rucksack with the stiff frame she always carried her shiny, not-for-chewing toys in when the two of them went off alone to faraway places.

But it wasn’t just the two of them. Vaughn flew in the shuttle with them, and Stopper was even allowed in the cockpit. A second ship followed, with three other humans he’d grown fond of lately. They spent a lot of time with Vaughn, and were obedient to him when he showed them his tricks. It promised to be a fun outing, provided they gave him, Stopper, plenty of puzzles to solve in between swims. The more puzzles he could solve for them, the better they’d think of him, and that might help Vaughn to feel like himself again, so he could smile and laugh and say “Attaboy!” or “Who’s a smart fella?” 

But in the cockpit, all he did was give Stopper’s scruff a gentle massage while he gazed blankly out at the scenery.

“You said there was more to it,” said Jan, glancing at Vaughn askance. “You were going to tell me what happened?”

“Huh?”

“What happened to your dad. The investigation.”

“Oh. Yeah. Yeah, I did. They sent a solid guy when I got Omicron involved—a real inside-out pen’ hound—I mean prison investigator—bloke named Fawcett, a specialist, seconded to the Bureau from the military police.” He thought for a moment. “Sorry, where did we get up to earlier?”

“The sniper who shot at the imposter and didn’t know it was a hologram. You said the prison went on full lockdown, but neither of them was found.”

“No, we drew a blank on both. The sniper had found a blind spot in the surveillance coverage of that rooftop. He got there disguised as an in-house janitor. Used forged nano-ink to gain entry. No facial recognition.”

“So he went to all that trouble to take a shot at someone who wasn’t even there?”

“It’s got Fawcett stumped, too. He has a theory that our sniper could be a pro who’s been out of the game for a spell. He knows his craft, but had to improvise this hit at the last minute. Hadn’t done his research. Holographic avatars haven’t been allowed in prisons till fairly recently. Rurapenti was the first to beta-test them for visitors, so relatives don’t have to physically enter a maximum security facility. Then some do-gooder had the idea to let inmates use them for virtual visitations, a reward for good behavior. The virtual funeral is the latest thing. No way would they ever allow a family of lifers to gather in one place like that. But remotely, via holographic avatars, it’s a different story. They all had to be either on the planet or in orbit around it—Sondra and her husband were on the VR deck of a shuttle circling high overhead the whole time.”

“Which means the bogus corrections officer—Pike, was it?—had to be nearby too.”

“Correct. He was up to all kinds of tricks in there. When Fawcett and I dug through the vidfeeds for each of the dead inmates, we discovered that all of them had received an unscheduled visit from a member of staff the day before they’d died.”

“Pike?”

“He was there for four of them, in his capacity as an internal affairs officer. That’s the part that really stumped us. His credentials were genuine. He really was employed in that role. So we ran his profile through all the agency databases to see if he had any aliases—we call it ‘ghosting’—sometimes criminal outfits use ex-servicemen as career infiltrators, knowing their background checks are often protected. Anyway, it turns out this Pike does have an alias, only it’s Rho-level classified. So we can’t touch it without a say-so from someone higher up. Fawcett’s put in the request, but we’re not holding our breaths.”

“So he gets away scot-free?” She gave a cute little growl of frustration. “Man, I don’t know how you put up with all that classified crap.”

“Tell me about it. Okay, so we know Pike is a pro, probably ex-military. He’s one of the assassins that was sent in to dispose of Dad’s inner circle. The other two were resident medical staff—no priors, no known connections. Fawcett thinks they were likely blackmailed. He has them in custody.”

“But how did they kill the prisoners?”

“We’re pretty sure it was by lethal injection. Some slow-acting poison that stopped the heart less than twenty-four hours later. During each of the visits, Pike or one of the medics would touch the prisoner just once. Make it look like an accident. Any kind of physical contact is against protocol, of course. But when we cross-referenced those points of contact with the autopsy footage, we saw tiny injection marks. In every single case.”

“Your dad, too?” She swallowed.

Vaughn sighed. “Dad too. He was the last.”

“But why, after all this time? It’s been decades. And why was that sniper trying to assassinate Pike? None of it makes any sense.”

Vaughn didn’t argue; he let the mystery circulate on the silent wafts of cool air from the aircon. It was better out, as an objective puzzle they could share and poke holes in, than in, as a subjective bottleneck choking his grief. That made him feel a touch better, looser, before he hit her with the final twist.

“There’s one more thing,” he said. “Remember how I said we viewed the autopsy footage?”

“Uh-huh.”

“That’s ’cause we had no choice.”

“You mean because the bodies were cremated?”

“No. Because the bodies were stolen before burial. Nine empty coffins are buried in that quadrangle.”

“Nine—” In her rush to switch to autopilot, Jan let the yoke slip from her grip. It damn near stalled the impetus engine, and she had to stay in manual to correct the attitude and pitch. Stopper barked his concern, reading her sudden panic, while Vaughn rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

“We’re good, we’re good,” she said. “I’ve got it.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out.”

“Freak me out? You just found out your dad was murdered and his body snatched. No wonder you’ve spun off your axis a little. I mean ... really? Qué diablos está pasando? Mierda!”

“It’s a lot, right?”

“There’s an understatement,” she said. “Have you got any theories as to why they’d do that? My first thought was organ harvesting, but not if they waited till after the autopsies. And what purpose can it possibly serve to steal whole bodies from a prison morgue?”

“I’ve no idea. Nor has Fawcett. But it was systematic: after each murder, they somehow snatched the body between the autopsy and the funeral.”

“An inside job, then. It has to be. You don’t just smuggle dead bodies out of a high security facility without multiple people turning a blind eye or being actively involved.”

“My exact words to Fawcett. It had to be a carefully orchestrated operation, with Pike at the center of it.”

Jan held the yoke with one hand in order to pet Stopper, who was still staring up at her with a worried doggie sneer.

“Okay, let’s backtrack to the events that started it all,” she said. “I know you’ve done this already, but let me play catch-up for a minute. I’m involved now. I’m sharing this nightmare with you whether you like it or not. So I’m going to get to the bottom of it for both our sakes. If it was my family, I’d be going supernova over all this.”

“I’m sure.”

“So, the latecomer—Donaggio. He goes around spouting that he’s invincible, drawing too much attention to himself, to something he’s taken. Some kind of stimulant? An amphetamine, maybe? And he tries to sell it on to those he knows. I’m just trying to put the whole thing together. The common thread tying the nine murder victims ... maybe isn’t just that they were in your dad’s inner circle all those years ago ... perhaps the substance itself, the amphetamine or whatever, has something to do with it. Donaggio smuggled in something rare, a top secret pharmaceutical drug. It didn’t kill him. But his possession of it, his bragging about it, that’s what sealed his fate. And those he’d be likeliest to sell it to or even give it to—your dad’s old comrades, your dad himself—they also had to be got rid of, because ... I don’t know, just because ... a substance so rare, the effects it has on those who inject it are worth so much to keep secret, that, yeah, a company would go to any lengths to keep something like that under wraps. To remove any trace that it even existed. So they infiltrated the prison, found the pressure points of vulnerable employees, pressed hard, and set up a ghoulish conveyer belt of execution and disposal. All to protect a product. A drug patent. In one of the most secure facilities in the colonies. Almost impossible to escape, unless you’re dead. And from what you’ve told me, it’s far from impossible to break into it.”

She sniffed a quiet note of victory. “Well, how did I do?”

“Oh, you’re deputized, on the spot. I forgot I’m with a pair of puzzle-meisters. We let you two loose in Rurapenti, you’d probably solve this thing before elevenses.”

She playfully stuck her tongue out at him. “Is it close to what you came up with, though, you and Fawcett?”

“Well, we’re not supposed to speculate so far ahead. But I tell you what—I’ll take your theory over the official one.”

“What? Empty coffins and holograms? You astonish me, Detective.”

Vaughn warmed to her sudden injection of sarcasm. It reminded him of the first time they’d met. She’d been cranky then, deliciously irreverent, and it had been her natural fallback ever since during tense moments.

“It’s worse than that,” he said. “The official mortuary reports list ‘accidental cremation’ as the reason for the empty coffins. That’s right. As in they burned the bodies by mistake, one after another, over a period of weeks, and kept making the exact same mistake. Only no cremations were ever scheduled, no incinerator activity was ever logged on those dates, and no ashes were kept for the families.”

Jan shook her head. “They honestly though they could get away with that?”

“I don’t think they cared. There appears to be extreme care and subterfuge on the one hand, and sloppy inattention to details on the other. But that’s usually the way of these infiltrations. Professional people get used, forced to act against their will. They do the bare minimum to keep the wheels of the operation on track without running afoul of their abusers. They hate that they have a weakness that’s been exploited, and they calculate that when the shit hits the fan later, they’ll be able to point to the sloppy details in their work as proof that they were being forced to do it. They likely don’t know or care why they’re being made to do it.

“Those in charge, on the other hand, if they’re mercs, are extremely careful because their profession demands nothing less. To them, the primary objectives are holy writ. Anything that could jeopardize them must be neutralized. I’ve no doubt Fawcett will find dead or missing personnel in the coming days. But to Pike—if he was the ringleader—removing those nine bodies from the prison without being caught in the act was all he cared about. Everything and everyone else was expendable.”

“Jesus, your family really does know how to make enemies,” she said, then immediately cleared her throat, realizing her facetiousness had struck a sour note. “I mean you’ll probably have to go back there at some point, but I’d much rather you didn’t.”

“Yeah, me too. What say we talk about something else.”

“Like what?”

“Like this marsh plant you’re flying all this way to see.”

Jan’s grin slowly sprouted and blossomed like one of her loveliest orchids. It was worth travelling light-years of brooding space to witness, he thought.

“It’s a one of a kind,” she said. “I’ll have to show you.”

He smiled. “Those phrases, right there: that’s how I know I’m back on Hesperidia.”

* * *
[image: image]


The temperate spot she’d chosen, a few hundred miles northwest, was ostensibly a secluded beach: acres of fine white sand flanked by low, sheer cliffs. But its shape, in relation to the sea lapping at its shore, and the debouche from a narrower, winding canyon inland, suggested it was in fact a dry river estuary. The only animal tracks belonged to amphibious waders that had scoured the tidal deposits of seaweed and lichen bulbs on the off chance that eggs had gotten tangled up in them. It was otherwise inaccessible but for that narrow canyon, formerly a river. Without that freshwater, the estuary was worthless real estate to local land animals.

But it was ideal for training new recruits in the various arts of combat, the soft sand providing a cushion for bodies sent sprawling by powerful takedown maneuvers or swept off their feet. Vaughn had them practice each move in rotating pairs, over and over until it was a part of their muscle memories. At the



















































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
bert ;oﬁ ;
v . ‘1 "'\';






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
T MERCURY _—
T O ). S





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image007.png
SAFARI





